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Tascosa. Raw, wild, lawless Tascosa.

But John Borrasco, the bounty hunter, was not interested in the town as such — only in one man he knew to be resting somewhere within the scatter of wind-scoured, sun-bleached shacks. He pulled up before Klinnman’s Saloon and swung stiffly down from the saddle, a rangy, thick-shouldered, gray man with colorless eyes and a slash for a mouth. He paused, then, allowing his glance to rake the dusty street, deserted now in the mid-morning summer heat. Seeing nothing of interest, he turned back to the roughly hewed rail and looped the reins about it in a loose semblance of a knot.

“We got him this time, Jake boy,” he murmured to the horse, patting him affectionately on the neck. The bay was a large, barrel-chested animal standing fully seventeen hands high, and alongside him Borrasco appeared smaller than average. “Reckon you can take your ease now for a spell.”

Two of Klinnman’s girls, pallid and drawn-faced, came out onto the building’s front gallery and stopped. Both surveyed the man with quick, appraising interest, saw no possibility of commerce in the weary Borrasco’s appearance and strolled on. He watched their hip-slinging departure with a cynical eye. He shrugged and thought, Nothin’ but kids, and up to their ears in trouble!

Just like this Dan Ruick he had trailed half across the country. Not much more than a boy, but with a reputation that befit a man twice his age. Said to have killed half a dozen men with that sawed-off shotgun of his — always in a fair fight, to be sure — but he had killed them just the same. They were all dead, there was no getting around that. Like the two brothers he had blasted into Kingdom Come, only there was a little different story to that. There had been no witnesses to that affair, no one to say it had been a matter of self-defense. He would stand trial for that little fracas. He would, that is, as soon as John Borrasco could lay hands on him and take him back.

Movement at the edge of town drew his vigilant attention at that moment. Two cowboys had halted at the end of the street. They conversed briefly, and, coming to some sort of agreement, each drew his pistol and set spurs to his horse. Both came riding breakneck down the strip of ankle-deep dust, yelling and firing their guns. Heads popped out of doors. Windows went up at once. A few of the braver residents came out into the open to see what it was all about. But the riders, their deviltry accomplished, had wheeled up before a saloon and stopped at the rack, laughing and shouting their greetings to acquaintances.

It was then that Borrasco saw Dan Ruick.

He had come from the shabby-fronted hotel and had leaned his tall, well-built frame against a porch roof-support, curious also as to the shooting. He was a wide-shouldered, narrow-hipped saddleman, and the weapon that had earned for him the title of The Shotgunner hung carelessly from the crook of his right arm.

“There he is, Jake,” Borrasco said to the bay horse. “Now you just stand quiet. Soon’s I have this jasper in the town’s cooler for safekeeping’, I’ll be back and bed you down in a nice stall for the rest of the day.”

Moving casually, he drifted around the big horse and into the passageway next to Klinnman’s. He moved unhurriedly until he was off the street, and then he quickened his pace as he traveled along the backs of the buildings that stood shoulder to shoulder at the street until, finally, he reached the hotel. He circled that building, coming around on its far side in such a manner as to bring himself out behind Dan Ruick. He hesitated before he reached the corner to check the heavy six-gun at his hip. He hoped he would not be forced to use it; he preferred to take Ruick back alive, since the reward for Ruick to stand trial was considerably more than that for Ruick to be buried. But in his business a man had to figure all eventualities. Satisfied with his weapon, he took half a dozen more soft steps, keeping hard by the building, and reached the corner. He stopped. Ruick was no longer on the porch.

Disappointment slogged through him. He had hoped this was the end of a long chase. Twice before Ruick had given him the slip; now it appeared he might do so again. Damn it! Why couldn’t a man have a little luck once in a while? But he stood quietly and patiently, as was his nature, and watched the street. Perhaps Ruick had not seen him but had only sauntered off down the street, and would show up again in a moment or two.

“Right behind you, friend!”

The low, level-flowing voice of Dan Ruick was like icy water against his back. Borrasco froze, silently cursing himself for his own ineptness.

“Don’t turn around! And keep your hands away from your sides!”

Borrasco heard the faint scuff of boot heels, then felt the sudden lessening of weight on his hip as his gun was jerked from the holster.

“You must have pushed that horse of yours the whole night,” Ruick said then. “Figured you was at least a day behind me.”

Borrasco turned slowly about to face the faintly smiling Ruick. He studied the younger man’s squarecut, leather-brown face and smoky gray eyes. He shrugged. “Save us both a lot of time and trouble if you’d hand over that there scattergun and come along with me. No matter what, sooner or later I’ll be takin’ you in.”

Ruick’s lips curved downward into a scornful grin. “Go back and let them hang me?”

“Go back for a trial,” Borrasco corrected.

“Wouldn’t stand a dogie’s chance in a wolf pack. Trial would be rigged from start to finish. Back there everybody’s somebody else’s relation. Step on one man’s toe, you hurt a dozen others. No thanks, I’ll just pass this hand.”

“But you sure did kill them two brothers. That’s a fact, ain’t it?”

Ruick nodded slowly. “It was them or me — and two to my one. I had the right.”

“Then there’s no call to keep runnin’ — ”

“Like I said,” Ruick cut in sharply, “this time I’ll pass. I’ll have none of your law. I know a stacked deck when I see it!”

In that succeeding fraction of time John Borrasco acted. With a downward sweep of his arm he knocked the barrel of Ruick’s shotgun aside and lunged. Ruick, as quickly, stepped aside, his face a cold and expressionless mask. He wheeled, taking Borrasco’s sledging fist on his neck. Anger flared in his eyes. The shotgun came around in a sun-flashed arc, the tall, well-thumbed hammers reared back for their forward plunge. John Borrasco saw the twin black holes of the muzzle, saw death ahead and waited.

The flaming anger seemed to melt from Dan Ruick, A dragging, tense moment went by. And then Ruick smiled in that faint, scornful way of his. “You tired of living? That’s a mighty good start at finding the answer.”

“Maybe you should have pulled them triggers!” the bounty man replied in a low, savage tone, barely controlled. “ ’Cause you’re goin’ back with me, one way or another. I’ll trail you till you drop. And I’ll get you! No man ain’t never got away from me yet, and I don’t figure you to be the first one!”

“Maybe I will be,” Ruick said easily. “Always a first time, they say. Now, supposing you just walk up ahead of me. We’re going up to my room, using the hotel’s back stairs. Nobody will see us that way.”

Borrasco stiffened. “Your room?” he echoed, making no effort to start.

“My room,” Ruick answered, “and either you walk up there on your own or I lay this shotgun across your head and carry you. Take your choice.”

The bounty man shrugged and moved out. “What we goin’ up to your room for?”

“You look like you could use a little sleep. Figured I’d turn my bed over to you, since I’ll be riding on.”

Borrasco said nothing. He did as he was directed, walking slightly ahead of Ruick up the rickety stair of the frame building and into the gloomy second-floor hallway. He paused there, and Ruick motioned with his gun to a door on the left — Number Six. They entered, and Ruick closed the panel behind them, twisting the key as he did so.

“On the bed,” Ruick ordered brusquely, standing the shotgun against the wall.

John Borrasco saw, or thought he saw, his opportunity for escape in that moment. He lashed out at Ruick, putting everything he had in a straight, driving right. But Ruick, it seemed, was always a fraction ahead of him. The blow skated off the man’s shoulder. Borrasco saw Ruick’s balled fist suddenly coming at him, and there was a tremendous impact somewhere near the point of his chin. Lights popped brightly, and he felt himself go over backwards into darkness.

He came back to consciousness almost immediately, but not until Ruick had spread-eagled him on the bed, tying his wrists and ankles securely to the bedposts. As he watched the man complete his job, he thought of yelling for help, of trying to attract someone’s attention. But his own strong pride immediately ruled that out. No, let Dan Ruick have his time; his own chance would come again. And again, if necessary.

Ruick, finished, looked down at him thoughtfully. “Reckon I’d better do this up right,” he said. Glancing about the room, he took the dingy white cover off the washstand, ripped it down the center and made a gag, which he placed securely over Borrasco’s mouth.

“Now you can catch up on all that sleep you been missing, chasing me. Don’t think anybody will bother you until tomorrow morning.”

Behind the near-suffocating mask, John Borrasco began to rage. For this to happen to him was unbelievable! But it had, and the man who was visiting such insult upon him was the very man he sought to capture! It was the most disgraceful thing in a lifetime of dealing with men. He watched Ruick collect his few belongings, stuff them into his saddlebags and turn to the door. There the tall rider paused, surveying him with a faint humor.

“See you in Mexico,” he said, and let himself out into the hall.

Borrasco heard the lock click, a moment later the quiet closing of the outside door leading to the stairway. At once he began to struggle at the bonds pinning him down, but he succeeded only in drawing them tight. He lay back finally, breathless, sweat pouring off him. Damn Ruick! Damn him to hell for this! He’d make him pay for it when he caught up next time. And next time he wouldn’t be moving in with any thoughts of taking him alive. Next time it would be a different story.

The furious anger dwindled, then passed. A curious, disturbing thought crept into his mind. Out there in the yard — when they had first met and he had tried to break away from Dan Ruick and failed — Ruick could easily have killed him.

Why hadn’t he?
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Behind Dan Ruick lay the road to Tascosa and seven years of other dusty, weary trails leading to anywhere — and nowhere. The endless miles across the booming Territories, the frontier states, through their valleys and over their plains; the length and breadth of Texas, where still breathed the crushed Confederacy; scorched Mexico with its extremes of fabulous wealth and abject poverty; Arizona, California, Nevada and Virginia City with its seething turbulence. But that was in the past; ahead lay the way north: Montana, Wyoming, Canada — and escape.

Now, he pulled to a halt at the head of Saddlerock’s twisted Front Street, the thought of John Borrasco even then on his trail turning him angry and impatient but not dissuading him from his intention to stop briefly. He stared moodily down the twin row of buildings through expressionless, gray eyes. This was his town, his home. And he hated it equally as much as it hated him.

Seven years back he had ridden away from it, carrying within his heart a depth of bitterness that had never washed from him. He had left behind his father and mother in the weed-grown graveyard beyond the church, a brother he near-worshiped and a girl — a girl who once had filled his dreams and given purpose to an otherwise miserable life but who, one spring day, had unexpectedly married that selfsame brother, Albert.

Dan sat quietly on the big roan horse, a tall, square-cornered, hard-planed man, broad hands folded over the horn of his old A-fork saddle, scuffed boots jammed deeply into the stirrups, and thought of John Borrasco. The bounty man would be on his trail again, possibly narrowing that half day and one night’s lead Dan had manufactured by leaving him tied in that hotel room in Tascosa. That he had fooled Borrasco for long by dropping that remark about Mexico was unlikely — and so was his taking the road south out of town that day, after he had taken pity on the bounty man’s weary bay and stabled him before he departed, even though he had made certain the hostler had seen him leave.

No one fooled John Borrasco much. He was a master at reading another man’s mind, guessing his plans, figuring what he would most likely do when pressed. Just as he would realize Mexico was not in Dan Ruick’s mind, that the Canadian border would be the logical place for him to seek safety. Borrasco was a good man, a smart one. And he was not the usual sort of blood-hungry bounty man you encountered, but more of a far-ranging lawman — feared and respected by all, a feeling Dan Ruick himself shared completely.

Often he had wished it were one of the others on his trail; not that he was hesitant to match guns with Borrasco, but simply because he knew it could end only one way — death for one or both of them. And Dan Ruick was no cold-blooded killer. He had never engaged in a gun-fight unless there had been no other way out; he had never shot down a man unless his hand had been forced. He did not want to be confronted by that choice with John Borrasco. Some time ago, he had decided the answer to that problem was to keep moving, keep out of Borrasco’s reach, and in so doing that moment would never come.

He stirred, brushing the wide-brimmed hat to the back of his head. Trail dust lay heavily on his shoulders, graying the faded red of his shirt, discoloring the blue of his vest and cord pants. In reality, he had little cause to tarry in Saddlerock. He had no friends there, and he did not want to see the girl, Flora, but he would like to see Albert once again. A man never knew what lay beyond the next ridge. It was hard to forget all the things his older brother had done for him when they were kids — the beatings he took from the old man when he assumed the blame for something Dan had done, the fun they had had just roaming about when they were supposed to be working, the many things Albert had taught him. He reached idly for the sack of tobacco and fold of papers in an upper pocket and deftly spun up a thin cigarette. Weighing all things in his mind, he decided he would risk the time. But only a little of it, a couple of hours or so.

He lifted his gaze and let it probe slowly down Front Street. Saddlerock had changed little, if at all. It appeared just as worn, just as weather-thrashed as ever. At that moment it looked as though it had been forsaken and was no more than a ghost town, peopled only by dust devils, scurrying ground squirrels and the echoes of the past. But the old familiar names were still to be seen — Ward Lockhausen’s saloon and gambling house, still the largest structure on the street, the Star Café, right next door, then Fletcher’s Bakery. The Longhorn was still the only hotel, and Tom Barr was still doing his hardware business behind the warped false front of his building.

There was Higinio Vaca’s general merchandise store. Old Higinio hadn’t been so bad, Dan recalled, allowing his eyes to settle momentarily on the store. He was the only one in the town, on the entire Silver Flats in fact, who had treated the Ruicks halfway decently — like maybe they were people instead of something to be stepped on and stamped out.

On the opposing side of Front Street, Dan noted that the Yake brothers were still around — Carl, the thick shouldered blacksmith, and Ivan, who ran the feed and hay store. And next to them Martin Gonzales operated his livery stable. He wondered whether Martin still hated the gringos as much as ever. Martin had hated them with a passion because they had stolen the Mexican people’s land, but, nevertheless, he had always been ready and willing to accept the gringos’ silver as payment for his services.

The Kearney Code had been the cause of it, Martin had always said, referring to the American officer whose bloodless conquest of New Mexico in the late 1840’s had led to his attempt to establish a clear and absolute title for the owners of the welter of land grants the king of Spain had parceled out to the ricos of the then Spanish province. Kearney had given the Spanish and Mexican people five years in which to register their property officially, at no cost to them. Many had, and thus still possessed their acreage without claim blemish. But a great number had not, either because of misunderstanding, not caring or simply because they had refused to accept the army man’s authority and had elected not to bow to the dictates of the new government.

They were the ones who one day awakened to see the gringos moving in and settling upon their beloved land, taking over with legal papers enforced by lawmen. They were not the discontented ones, the unhappy ones, and their champion had been big and loud Martin Gonzales, who ranted by the hour on the subject, made elaborate plans for dispossessing the interlopers and never admitted it was a hopeless cause. Some of the families had listened, but the majority of the Spanish and Mexican people had come to accept their fate, and now merely shrugged in their stoic way when the subject was brought up.

Just for the hell of it, Dan decided, he would stop by the livery stable on his way out, after visiting with Albert, and have some fun with Martin, ask him how he was getting along with the gringos. And he would say hello to Higinio Vaca, too, maybe even buy some supplies for the trail. But all the rest — Lockhausen, the Yakes, Barr, Fletcher, the whole town, including the surrounding ranches — could go hang so far as he was concerned.

He spurred the roan lightly, and the horse started slowly down the dusty street. Dan pointed him toward the rail at Lockhausen’s Warbonnet. He was dry, and a beer was the first order of things; after that he would eat a bite or else, if he wasn’t hungry, he would ride on out to the ranch and see Albert first.

There were a few new names to be seen, he noticed, amending his initial impression. A Dr. Shaughnessy had moved into the place where a boot maker had once plied his craft. There was a new jail and marshal’s office, and next to it stood another newcomer — The Dunaway Land Co., Nathan Dunaway, Prop. The Silver Flats country would be pretty tough going for a land speculator, Dan decided.

He saw Flora at that exact moment. She came from the Longhorn Hotel and entered the deserted street, a small boy of four or five at her side. Her son and Albert’s undoubtedly, for he looked exactly as Albert had looked as a youngster. Hat pulled low over his face, Dan watched them.

It was as though he had never been away seven years. She had been a dance hall girl, and she still had a faculty for making herself attractive. She had arched her full, dark brows, added a little color beneath her eyes and applied a dash of rouge to her lips and rice powder to her cheeks. She was wearing a yellow dress of some sort of glistening material, cut full in the skirt, tight around the waist and with a ruffled neckline just high enough to be acceptable but low enough to reveal the smooth contours of her breasts and shoulders.

She was beautiful, and the thought moved slowly through Dan’s mind that, after all that time and a marriage to his own brother, she still had the power to move him deeply, to disturb him and turn him inwardly restless. But she was Albert’s wife, and he had no right to such thoughts. He shook them off savagely.

He pulled up before the Warbonnet, keeping his face from her. He was glad she was in town. Now he and Albert could have their visit together, unmarred by her presence. The roan halted at the rail, and Dan Ruick sat quietly while Flora and the boy stepped from the boardwalk into the street’s fine dust and crossed over. She was apparently heading for the ladies’ millinery and dress-making shop, which was sandwiched tightly between Dr. Shaughnessy’s office and a building that had once housed a saloon.

He waited until Flora and her son had entered the shop and then swung down from the roan. He looped the reins over the bar and unhooked the double-barreled shotgun from the strap that held it to the saddlehorn. It was a short, wicked-looking weapon, well-worn in stock, the metal parts gleaming brightly from use. He handled it much as a man might handle a six-gun, his strong hand wrapped around the pistolgrip-style stock, the comb of which had been flattened to fit snugly up under his forearm. In a land where men relied mostly upon revolvers, Dan Ruick was the exception who put his faith and trust in a double-barreled weapon.

Tucking the shotgun under his arm, he stepped up onto the wide gallery of the saloon, aware suddenly that he was the target for several pairs of eyes. Ignoring them, he had started across the porch for the ornate batwing doors when half a dozen riders, entering the town from the far end, caught his attention. One of the horses carried a man’s obviously dead body draped across its saddle.

Pausing, Dan watched the group ride up to the marshal’s office directly across from the Warbonnet and dismount. A large, heavy-faced man with hard-surfaced eyes swung immediately down and went inside. People were gathering quickly, coming from the stores, the hotel and other saloons. The drum of excited conversation began to fill the street.

Dan stepped off the porch and sauntered toward the crowd, listening absently to the run of talk.

“Shot right through the heart …”

“Ambushed, so Fay says. Some jasper a-hidin’ in the bresh. This side of the McCall place.”

“Dunaway sure ain’t goin’ to like this! Nobody ain’t goin’ to kill one of his men and get by with it!”

“… Nope, Fay said they couldn’t catch whoever did it. They tried, but whoever it was just faded out, like a Injun.”

Dan walked in closer for a better look at the dead body. The marshal, closely followed by the big, dark man and a well-dressed individual, came into the open. The lawman went straight to the horse and began to loosen the ropes that lashed the body to the saddle.

“Anybody call Doc Shaughnessy?” the marshal asked of the crowd in general. “Bein’ coroner, he ought to be here.”

“I’ll get him, Marshal Wilde,” a young boy volunteered, and trotted off.

The lawmen went back to his task. Without looking up he called out, “Fay? Where’s Fay Grote?”

“Here.” The man who had first dismounted answered and pushed through the gathering.

“You say you didn’t get no look at the killer? Not even a quick one? You see his horse?”

Grote shook his head. “We didn’t see nothin’, Harvey. We was just settin’ there when this bird, wherever he was, cut loose with a rifle. We tried to run him down, but he sure got hisself hid out quick.”

The well-dressed man clucked. Swinging his glance over the crowd, he said, “Terrible, terrible thing. Just pure murder, nothing else. Marshal, you’ve got to get right on this. Find the man who did it and bring him in. Justice is one thing — ”

Dan Ruick did not hear the rest. The lawman, in freeing the body from the saddle, had turned the waxlike, bloodless face toward the street.

The dead man was Albert Ruick.
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