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  Chapter One

  Riding the high box of a double-hitch Russell, Majors & Waddell freight wagon outfit, Clay Roswell came into Fort Churchill, Nevada Territory during the sunset hour of a hot July day. On the box at Roswell’s right, teamster Bill Yerkes used copious profanity and a deft jerkline to guide dusty mules and wagons through a vast tangle of activity to a final halt beside a great spread of freight corrals. Then he pointed with his whip.

  “You’ll find the office of Alex Majors at the far end of that warehouse yonder, son. He’s a busy man, but an easy one to talk to. I doubt you’re going to have much luck, but it won’t hurt to ask.”

  Roswell said—“Obliged for the lift, friend.”—and climbed down, pausing as he reached the ground to stretch the stiffness of a long ride from his muscles.

  He had a Texan’s tallness, with the lean flanks and compact hips of a man grown up in the saddle. His chest had a good lift and his shoulders were square and solid. There was a touch of the aquiline in his features, giving them an alert, forceful cast. His skin had the burned darkness of a desert man and against it his eyes were stone gray and tempered with a certain taciturn reserve. Under the pushed-back brim of his battered old hat his hair lay, thick and tawny, pretty well hiding the line of a not-too-ancient scar above his right temple. In his veins the vigor of twenty-seven years burned strongly.

  So this, he mused, was Fort Churchill, western gateway to the desert stretch of the Pony Express. A wild frontier town, boiling with dust and action and the tumultuous fever of a nation on the move. Here, where he stood, was the eastern fringe of the town, while beyond the northern limits lay the military post. And up there, even as Roswell had his good look around, the flag was floating slowly down from its tall mast, while a bugle sang retreat in a high, sweet tenor.

  Roswell circled the sprawling swing of the corrals, dodged lumbering wagons and sweating, laboring strings of mules. The tumult and action seemed endless. Whips snaked out, cracking. Teamsters yelled at their mules, yelled at each other, and swapped curses with indiscriminate profligacy. After the long, hot quiet of the desert, this place was pure bedlam in Roswell’s ears.

  Things seemed to open up a little more off to the right and Roswell moved out that way. Here towered long piles of slim, tapered poles, freshly cut and peeled, still oozing resin, the tang of which cut through the dust and touched the nostrils with a hot, piney fragrance. Several wagons were pulled up, either unloading or waiting to unload more of the poles, and it was as Roswell paused to watch for a moment that the girl came into sight.

  She made a quick, light-stepping figure, sturdily clad in half boots, short skirt, and open-throated blouse. Her bared head gleamed like beaten copper in the sun’s last radiance. She stopped beside a tallyman who was making some entries in a notebook. She stood talking to him, her feet slightly spread, her hands on her hips in a manner almost boyishly free and untrammeled.

  Clay Roswell’s appraisal of her was frankly one of interest and approval, for since leaving the Mormon settlements around Great Salt Lake several months before, he’d seen few women, and these were all older, wives of men who tended and worked at some of the lonely Pony Express way stations scattered across the desert, women grown gaunt and drab and silent from the solitary hardships they had endured. Against them, this girl’s glowing youth was in strong contrast. She seemed to feel Roswell’s glance, for she turned and met it for a long moment, while deepening color stole across her cheeks. Then she turned her back and went on conversing with the tallyman.

  An unloaded wagon pulled away from a pole pile and a loaded one creaked up and took its place. A couple of men swarmed up, pry bars in hand, and began loosening the chains that held the load in place. The girl and the tallyman turned and started to move away. And it was at this moment, as the retaining chains clanked to the ground, that a poorly placed pole on the wagon began to slide.

  For an inanimate thing, it acquired a sudden malevolence. It became a thing alive, vicious and beyond control. It came off the wagon with a bounding twist, struck the earth, and then lashed forward in a wicked, rolling charge. The girl and the tallyman, their backs turned to all this, had no slightest inkling of what was coming at them.

  A frantically dodging wagon man yelled a strangled warning, but his shout was lost in the general uproar of activity around about, and neither the girl nor the tallyman paid it any attention. Clay Roswell didn’t yell; he just acted. It was instinctive, without conscious thought, just as a man out of pure reflex might dodge an unexpected blow coming his way.

  In two long leaps he was beside the girl. He caught her up bodily and tried to jump over the crazily charging log. He got almost clear. The log clipped one foot, twisting him off balance, spilling him and the girl. As Roswell fell, he heard a man’s hard, startled, agonized cry.

  Roswell took most of the impact of the fall on his right side and shoulder, but the girl, cushioned in his arms, knew no hurt at all, except to her startled dignity. Sizzling with bewildered anger and outrage, she tore loose from him, and, when she gained her knees, slapped him twice across the face as hard as she could hit.

  “You . . . !” she raged. “You’d dare . . . !”

  Before she could say more, one of the unloading crew was there to lift her to her feet, exclaiming anxiously: “Miss Kate! You’re not hurt? That pole . . . it got away!”

  Now came the tallyman’s anguished cry again, this time in coherent words. “My leg! That pole . . . it broke my leg!”

  The girl whirled, stared, ran over there, with several of the workers at the pole pile hurrying to join her. Clay Roswell got to his feet, one of them still numb from the pole’s impact. His lean jaw burned, his head buzzed from the slaps he’d taken. Lord! What a wildcat!

  The group thickened about the luckless tallyman, caring for him. There was nothing Roswell could do to add to their efforts, so, limping a little, he headed once more for the warehouse Bill Yerkes had pointed out for him. He’d gone but a little way when a breathless cry stopped him.

  “Please . . . !”

  It was the girl, hurrying up to him. Her face was pale, her eyes very big. She began to stammer a little.

  “I . . . I didn’t know . . . I didn’t realize. I’m sorry I . . . I slapped you.”

  Dry humor quirked Roswell’s lips. “I know. Forget it. We were both lucky.”

  Close up, Roswell thought, she wasn’t exactly pretty. But she was—well—good-looking because all the brown vigor and health of a wide land’s sunshine and free air was in her, and he had never seen eyes more clear and faultless. Color began to steal back into her cheeks.

  “Of course I thank you greatly. That pole . . .”

  “Sure.” Roswell nodded. “Treacherous brutes, once they get on the loose. I hope that fellow yonder is not hurt too bad. Sorry I couldn’t have got him clear, too.”

  She gave him another long, straight look, then murmured—“Thank you again.”—and went back to the group about the tallyman. Roswell went on his way, walking steadily now, the numbness leaving his foot.

  At the door of the Pony Express office, Roswell paused, hesitating over moving into the obvious rush and hurry about the place. They’d have little time for him in there, probably. But as he thought back over the long months and all he’d gone through to get here, his jaw stole out in stubbornness. A man never knew about anything until he asked, and all they could do was tell him yes or no. So he squared his shoulders and went in.

  Here indeed was busyness. Teamsters just in from the lonely way stations along the hazardous trail reporting on loads of supplies successfully delivered. Other teamsters, about to head out on that same long trail with loaded wagons, getting final instructions. Clerks and warehousemen, hands full of lists and waybills and other paperwork, hurrying in and out, arguing and haggling over some disputed item or place of delivery.

  Then there were several express riders, either off duty or waiting to take over a relay. All young, these riders were, lithe and sun-blackened, saddle sure and full of youth’s reckless courage and hardihood. They smoked and swapped idle conversation and their smiles were quick and in their eyes lay the prideful glint of men involved in spectacular and dangerous and vastly important business.

  A great deal of the activity revolved around a raw-boned man with a rippling black beard, sitting behind a desk in one corner of the room. There was power and authority and crisp ability in this man. His voice was deep, his orders short, blunt, and to the point. He seemed to be able to take in the substance of a report or a supply list with a glance, and then he would initial these with one quick drive of a big hand. This, decided Roswell, was undoubtedly the man he wanted to see and speak to. He backed up against a wall, out of the way, and waited his chance.

  From outside, just a growing echo cutting through the solid rumble of other activity, came a note that held a thread of excitement in it. A shaggy-headed hostler pushed part way in at the doorway.

  “Pony Bob Haslam coming in,” he reported. “Jay Kelly, your mount’s ready.”

  A dark, wiry rider moved toward the door. “All right, Shad.”

  Aside from Roswell and the man at the desk, all others in the room followed the swarthy rider outside, a gleam of anticipation in their manner. And this, Roswell fully understood. He’d seen the same thing happen many times at relay stations across the desert stretch. The arrival and departure of the express, no matter how many times a man might witness it, never lost its lifting thrill. It was always a high point. For even the most unimaginative of individuals understood that this thing was epic, and they wanted to be spectator to it, or some small part of it.

  Man and horses against the miles! With time ever crowding at their shoulders, and raw danger always spurring beside them. The Pony Express. Ten days from San Francisco, far over at the edge of the western sea, to St. Joe, Missouri, half a continent away. Ten short days, because of flashing, speeding hoofs, with lean and purposeful men to ride above them. And it was around these reckless, speeding riders that all the rest of it was bound. All these plodding supply wagons, all the faithful keepers of the way stations along the far trails. So many and so much dedicated to one common purpose—that the express go through! And it was the rider and his horse that were the pulse beat, the throbbing heart of the whole enterprise.

  Even the bearded man at the desk leaned back from his work and listened, a spark lighting up his tired eyes. For this was Alex Majors, one of the three men who had conceived this whole thing, who had built it and made it work.

  That distant echo hardened and became the mutter of speeding hoofs, and the clatter of these grew to a peak and came to a trampling halt outside the door. There was the mutter of a brief word or two, the slap of the leather mochila being swung from one saddle to another, then fresh hoofs exploding into action and beating out a rataplan of sound that dwindled and faded swiftly into the long distance.

  A rider, gray with dust but still moving jauntily, came into the room. “Haslam reporting, Mister Majors.”

  The bearded man nodded. “And right on time, Bob. How are things across the desert?”

  “Quiet enough between here and Shell Crossing. But the Goshiutes are stirring some around Egan Cañon. And Sam Keetley had a little brush with some White Knives at Rosebud Pass station. Feeling seems to be that the Indians are getting a little bolder all the time. If the military would do more scouting and less drilling, it would help.”

  Alex Majors shrugged, smiled faintly. “The military will always be the military, Bob. They have their own way of doing things. They’ll move when they get ready.”

  The rider went out and now Alex Majors laid a direct glance on Clay Roswell. “You’re probably waiting to see me?”

  “Yes, sir.” Roswell stepped over to the desk. “My name is Clay Roswell. I’d like to know if there’s any chance of getting on with you as an express rider, Mister Majors?”

  Alex Majors leaned back in his chair, pulled a black cheroot from a pocket, scratched a match, and lighted up. He looked at Roswell through a drift of smoke.

  “Son, I could muster the equal of a cavalry troop from the waiting list ahead of you. You’re a full year too late.”

  Roswell stood quietly for a moment, his thoughts flashing back in dark retrospect. “I was afraid that would be the answer,” he said slowly. “A year ago was when I’d hoped to ask. Well, it’s water under the bridge now. Thanks just the same, sir.”

  Alex Majors was a kindly man. His glance touched the faded, threadbare, almost ragged condition of Roswell’s clothes.

  “If you’re up against it, son, perhaps we could find something for you to do around the corrals. But even that kind of a job can’t last very long. You see, in about six months from now the Pony Express will be just a memory.”

  Roswell’s head came up, surprise on his face. “A memory? I don’t understand, sir.”

  “It’s like this,” said Alex Majors. “Within the next week or two the California State Company proposes to start the building of their new telegraph line. Work will start from this end and from Salt Lake simultaneously. When they meet, out in the desert somewhere, it means a tie-in all the way to Saint Joe, for the eastern stretch of the telegraph is already pretty much finished. And the day those two lines tie in, then the Pony Express is all through.”

  “Now I heard some talk of such a thing along the back trail,” admitted Roswell slowly. “But nobody seemed to take much stock in it . . . seemed to feel it was just another wild rumor. There’s always a lot of wild talk of this and that going on, sir. Do you really think they can build such a line? It’s big country, and mighty wild and rough, between here and Salt Lake.”

  “They’ll build it all right,” said Alex Majors decisively. “Oh, they’ll have their troubles, of course, just as we’ve had, not only in setting up our project, but in keeping it operating. There’ll be all the natural hazards, plus the Indians. That means fighting, dead men, way stations raided, poles pulled down, wires cut . . . all that sort of thing. But in the end, son, the job will be done and kept done. They’ve got Jack Casement handling things at this end and he’s a good man, one of the best. Tough, stubborn, smart, and two-fisted. The kind who won’t lick easy.”

  Alex Majors freshened his cheroot with another match, gave Clay Roswell another careful looking over, then went on.

  “I understand that Casement is looking for men, the smart, able, and dependable kind. Now, if I were young again, son, and wanted to have a hand in doing something big, in a big way, I’d go look up Jack Casement, have a talk with him, and see what he has to offer. Fine opportunity there.”

  For so long had Clay Roswell thought of the Pony Express as being something far too full of color and romance ever to die, it was a disturbing thing to hear a man like Alex Majors say flatly that its days were numbered. So Roswell came back to that fact.

  “That’s mighty tough about the Express, Mister Majors. There was never anything like it before, there’ll never be anything like it again.”

  Alex Majors shrugged, spread his hands. “It’s a changing world and a fast-moving one, son. We’ve had our day, served our purpose. There’s no profit in moaning against progress. The world moves and men and their plans must move with it. I try and be a realist about such things. But they’ll remember us . . . they’ll always remember us. And what more can any man ask than a chance to carve a small, but lasting niche in history for himself and his work?”

  For a short moment, Alex Majors mused over this thought, then shook himself, and bent again to the work on his desk.

  “You go look up Jack Casement, son. I’m sure he’ll have something for you. You’ll most likely find him at the Shoshone Bar at this hour. That’s where most of the important business of this post is talked over and settled. Good luck.”


  Chapter Two

  Fort Churchill, Nevada Territory in a July twilight of the year of 1861. Fogged with dust, feverish with activity, electric with vision and purpose. Crowded with people and wagons. Life at a hard, rumbling boil. Clay Roswell would have been something less than human if he’d remained untouched by the spirit of this frontier, by its ferocious activity. Things daring and tremendous were in the air, things already done and things yet to do, great new ventures in the march of empire, and all men seemed more or less drunk with the promise of them.

  Dusk was steadily thickening and lights began coming on all across the town, throwing thin, dust-fogged gleams from door and window. Ahead loomed a big, square building, the double doors of which stood open, letting out a gush of amber light and through which men moved in and out of the place in a steady drift. Painted at a slant across a single long window and outlined against the light within were the words: Shoshone Bar.

  Breasting the tide of men, Roswell worked his way through that busy doorway, stepping into a long rectangle of a room with a bar running the full length of one side, where men were jammed shoulder to shoulder and where three sweating bartenders tried to keep up with the demanding clamor. The balance of the place was taken up with gaming tables, each with men sitting around them, while other men, waiting for a chair to empty, milled back and forth.

  Roswell wondered how he was going to locate this man, Jack Casement, in all this jamming confusion, if indeed Casement was here. His best bet, he decided, was to ask one of the bartenders, for if Casement was as important in the scheme of things to come as Alex Majors had said he was, and if he frequented this place regularly, then the men behind the bar would probably know him.

  As he began elbowing his way toward the bar, Roswell used the full advantage of his lean height to send his glance around the room, running it along the swarming bar, then out across the various little groups seated at the tables. His searching survey touched a table in a far corner, moved past it, then came swiftly back. He rocked up on his toes for a better look, while a ripple of feeling went across his face, turning it bleak. The gray of his eyes went dark, chilling.

  It just couldn’t be, he told himself. The favors of luck never fell that way to any man. What with all the wide wilderness of this frontier for them to be lost in, it seemed beyond belief that he’d find the Pickards right here in this room—right over there before his very eyes. Yet, of the four men sitting around that corner table, there was a bulk and burliness about two of them that took him far back to a lonely night camp along a distant trail, when treachery of the lowest kind had struck, when death had hovered close in the surrounding shadows.

  Roswell began driving his way toward that corner table, swinging the weight of his shoulders from side to side, knocking men out of his way, paying no attention at all to their angry protests. A raw-boned teamster caught at him.

  “Friend, the whole damned room don’t belong to you!”

  Roswell gave no heed to either the grip or the words, jerking loose and driving on, his every thought centered on that corner table and the men sitting around it.

  Of the four at the table, one was of medium size, though compactly built, with square-cut features and a solid jaw, and with blue eyes that seemed to blaze with a vast drive of inner energy. His hair was of a vigorous, ruddy shade, just off red. The man beside him was long-jawed, with intense and restless black eyes, a man big of limb and heavy through the shoulders. But as far as Clay Roswell was concerned, these two did not exist. It was the other pair with whom he was wholly concerned.

  He broke into a slight clearing beside the table. The four men, engrossed in their talk, showed no interest in him, so Roswell, shifting a little to one side, had his good, fair look and knew now beyond all doubt that he had not been mistaken. Here were the Pickards, sure enough. Jess and Hoke Pickard.

  The fury rolled up inside of Roswell, a fury that was cold and bitter. So many times during the long, thwarted months of the past year had he dreamed of such a meeting and of what he would do if fortune should ever be kind enough to bring it about. Well, fortune had smiled at last and there they were, right in front of him. Jess and Hoke Pickard. A bleak frenzy gripped him, calling on him to smash and destroy and kill.

  If he’d had a gun, he’d have used it then and there, turned it loose without warning. But he had no weapon. He had nothing but his bare hands. Well, that wasn’t going to hold him back, either that or anything else. Nothing mattered now—odds, weapons—nothing!

  He grabbed the back of Jess Pickard’s chair, hauled it and the man in it back from the table, and spun them around. Jess Pickard stared up at him, an oath of surprise breaking from his lips.

  “Just what in hell . . . ?”

  “Have a look, Pickard,” rapped Roswell. “Have a good look! Now you must remember me?”

  Jess Pickard, still in the grip of that surprise that comes before full anger, still staring, cursed again and growled.

  “No, I don’t remember you. But if you don’t quit yanking this chair and bothering me, I’ll give you something that you’ll damn’ well remember as long as you . . .”

  “That’s just it, Pickard,” cut in Roswell. “You gave me something to remember once before. This is part of it.” Roswell touched the scar above his temple. “Just about a year ago, it was. At a night camp in Weber Cañon, over past Salt Lake. Now you must remember that. Or do you so easily forget all the men you beat and rob and leave for dead? Ah! So you do remember . . . !”

  Roswell saw the light of recognition flare up in Jess Pickard’s eyes, a look almost of incredulity at first, such as a man might show on seeing a ghost. Then hard desperation flared in Jess Pickard. He came lunging up, throwing a warning at his brother.

  “Hoke . . . look out!”

  Roswell put all he had behind the fist that drove into Jess Pickard’s face. All his weight, all the cold frenzy that was in him. Behind the punch was a year of brooding, of bitter, backed-up longing for elemental justice. And it added up to enough to hang Jess Pickard half-stunned and floundering across the back of his chair. For a moment he stayed there, and then, as Roswell hit him again, he slid off the chair and rolled on the floor. Roswell moved around to follow up.

  It came near being a fatal move for him. For now Hoke Pickard came away from the table with a hard lunge, driving a slashing hand ahead of him. Naked steel gleamed in the yellow lamplight.

  Roswell glimpsed the knife, swung out a warding left arm. He managed to keep the steel away from his body, but the burn of its thirsting edge ran hot across his forearm. He kicked savagely at Hoke’s body, then whirled into the clear.

  The kick had not landed squarely, so was only partially effective. It dropped Hoke to his knees, but did not disable him as Roswell had intended it should. Hoke hung onto his knife and now, dragging in a hoarse gasp of breath, surged to his feet again, shoulders low, hunched, his knife cutting flashing arcs of light back and forth in front of him as he weaved, feinting for an opening.

  Clay Roswell grabbed the chair he’d knocked Jess Pickard out of, swung it high, and stepped in to meet Hoke and his knife just as Hoke made his second lunge, bringing the steel around in a curving upward drive, aiming for Roswell’s stomach. Roswell brought the chair over and down with a savage, full-armed sweep.

  The impact was vicious. The legs of the chair crumpled like matches, splintering across Hoke’s head and shoulders. But the edge of the seat, solid and wicked, drove viciously home to Hoke’s forehead, just below the hairline. Hoke went down soddenly, crumpled and without motion.

  When the first blaze of trouble broke, the other two men at the table stayed in their chairs for a moment, startled and still. Then they came to their feet and the big man with the black eyes made as though to move in. But the ruddy-haired man pulled him back and spoke sharply to him. After that the ruddy-haired one watched closely, murmuring an instinctive protest when Hoke Pickard pulled his knife. And when Clay Roswell disposed of Hoke with that crashing chair, a gleam of approval shone in the ruddy-haired man’s eyes. Now, surprisingly, he called a word of warning to Roswell.

  “Watch the first one, lad!”

  Jess Pickard needed watching. He was back on his feet again and he came in now with a headlong rush. He smashed into Roswell, grabbed him around the waist, and started driving him back in short, stiff-legged, jumping rushes, trying to corner him against the wall. Roswell, his arms free, beat down at the back of Jess’s neck, clubbing him again and again at the base of the skull. This punishment was too much for Jess Pickard and his grip loosened, and Roswell spun free. With hoarse and gulping words he taunted Pickard.

  “Different here than in Weber Cañon, eh, Pickard? You caught me in my blankets there, clubbed me, thought you’d cave my head in . . . and meant to. Well, try it now . . . try it now!”

  Jess Pickard did, with another rush, which drove Roswell across the room, slamming into tables, sending chairs skidding wildly. Men scattered before them and Roswell finally brought up against the bar, and Jess Pickard held him there and belted him twice in the face with heavy, pawing blows that cut and bruised and hurt a man clear to the spine. For a moment the room whirled and pitched before Roswell’s dazed eyes.

  Pickard sensed his advantage and, had he been cooler-headed, might have finished things right then by stepping back and measuring his man. But Pickard was like a maddened animal now and he fought like one. He mauled and clawed and bulled at Roswell, trying to wrestle him off his feet. But the pressure of the bar at Roswell’s back held him up.

  Cold and bitter purpose had carried Clay Roswell this far in the affair and that purpose had been changing to black battle fury as the fight progressed. In that fury, Roswell found another reservoir of strength. His mouth set in a twisted, bloody snarl.

  He brought both hands up, jammed the heels of them under Jess Pickard’s jaw and, with a wicked surge of lifting power, snapped Pickard’s head up and far back. A strangled bawl broke from Pickard and he gave ground. Roswell drove him savagely back, and, crashing into a table, they both fell over this and went rolling to the floor, the force of the fall breaking all grips.

  Roswell got his hands and knees under him and stumbled to his feet. He thought he did it swiftly, but to the avid, watching circle of spectators it was a slow and lunging effort. Even so, he was up ahead of Jess Pickard and he sighted on Pickard’s rising head and hammered his right fist home three times to Pickard’s temple.

  The first blow stopped Pickard’s attempt to get up. The second started him back to the floor. The third sent him all the way there, where he lay, sodden and helpless.

  Roswell shuffled back a couple of steps and stood with spread feet, bent slightly forward from the waist. Breath labored in and out of his lungs in hoarse gulps and his throat was slimed with a raw, harsh saltiness. The pulse of terrific and sustained effort thundered in his ears and his eyes felt hard and congested. For a long moment he stared down at his man. Then he began to mumble thickly, and only those close to him caught any part of the words.

  “Now, I’ll fix you . . . like you tried to fix me . . . beat your damned head in . . . beat it in.”

  He shuffled over to a chair, swung it high, moved back on Jess Pickard, held in a sort of deadly concentration. But then men moved in, got hold of him, took the chair away from him. One of them spoke, almost pleasantly.

  “Enough’s enough, lad. Murder’s an ugly thing. You’ve whipped them. Let it stop here.”

  Roswell tried to pull free, raging at them thickly. There were too many of them. And that same pleasant voice kept saying: “Easy, lad . . . easy. The thing’s done.”

  Finally he quieted. He scrubbed a hand across his eyes, his head lifted, and he came around to face the room of crowded watchers, who accorded him a voiceless tribute to a first-class fighting man. No explanation was asked of him and he offered none. He started for the door, still none too steady on his feet.

  In the ruckus he’d lost his hat, but someone retrieved it and handed it to him. This was the ruddy-haired man who had been sitting at the table with the Pickards. Not only did the man return Roswell’s hat, but he took him by the arm and moved with him to the door. Roswell, still all a-jump inside with the fever of combat, would have pulled free, but the man’s grip tightened. And once more came that pleasant voice.

  “Easy, lad. I’d be your friend. Where that fellow put his knife into your arm, you’re leaking gore like a wounded buffalo. The arm needs looking after. I’m taking you where something can be done about it.”

  “Why should you give a damn?” demanded Roswell hoarsely. “Who are you?”

  “I’m interested because I like your style and I like the fight in you,” came the cheerful answer. “I’m looking for men who can handle themselves like you can. Me, I’m Jack Casement.”


  Chapter Three

  The cabin stood somewhat apart from the seething center of Fort Churchill. It glowed with light and the moment Clay Roswell stepped through the door the atmosphere of comfortable living enfolded him. The air was savory with the odors of warm food. From a rear room a clear voice called: “That you, Dad?”

  “Right, Kitts,” answered Jack Casement. “With a friend. Bring a basin of hot water, some towels, and some cloth for a bandage.”

  Casement dragged up a chair. “Take it easy, lad,” he told Roswell. “We’ll soon have that arm snugged up.”

  Roswell dropped into the chair thankfully, amazed how wobbly he felt and knowing a certain impatience with himself because of it. Jack Casement produced a flask. “Take a good drag,” he advised. “It’ll tie you together.”

  The liquor took hold immediately, wiping out the hollow gulf that lay under Roswell’s short ribs. The dullness that had blunted his sensibilities began to lift. He said: “This is a lot of bother to you.”

  Casement merely grunted and began peeling back the sleeve of the wounded arm.

  Heels tapped briskly and a girl came in from the rear room, carrying a steaming basin, some towels and cloth, and her words came on ahead of her.

  “What kind of casualty have you dragged home this time, Dad? You never will . . .” She broke off, her eyes widening. Then she exclaimed: “Why, it’s you . . . !”

  Roswell stirred, but said nothing. Jack Casement’s head came up. “What’s this . . . what’s this? Kitts, that sounded like you’d met this fellow before?”
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