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  Gunstorm Ghost

  

  Dan Barrister stood for a moment on the porch of Murphy’s saloon, drinking in the sleepy peace of Bonito’s main street. Thick poles formed a long arcade of portales that lined the mud-walled shops across the street. An ancient Mexican dozed against one of the poles, face hidden beneath his steeple sombrero. Up by the dilapidated stables a trio of idlers cracked piñon nuts and talked in desultory Spanish. And Barrister wished that somehow he could end his trail here, could forget the hate and loneliness behind him.

  The wish was a bitter one. There had been other towns in which he had longed to stop, yet he was still wandering. He knew there would be only one end to his kind of trail. The hard glint in his blue eyes and the weather creases on his strong-jawed face gave a look older than his twenty-six years. Under a dusty ten-gallon, his hair was a startling white-blond against sun-bronzed skin. It was his gun that marked him, a big cedar-handled Colt, sagging low against faded Levi’s. It had the look of being much used.

  Boots thudded hollowly behind him, accompanied by the creak of batwing doors, and a big red-headed man stopped at Barrister’s elbow, eyeing him narrowly. Barrister turned, waiting for the other to speak, noting the two shifty-eyed men who stood farther back—a pock-marked half-breed and a bowlegged Irishman who didn’t carry his liquor too well.

  “You might be Dan Barrister,” said the redhead finally.

  Barrister nodded, not surprised that the man should know him. There were always men who knew him, or of him, or of his father. It had become a weary ritual.

  “I’m Lon Preebe.” The big man grinned. “Thought you was Fanner’s son. He had the same big jaw, same tow-head. You’re a dead ringer fer him. He and I worked together afore he took on that posse by Socorro and got dusted off. If you’re as good with an iron as he was, I might give you some work here. I could use a Barrister right now.”

  Barrister didn’t need another look at the dark-faced half-breed and the tipsy Irisher to know what kind of work Preebe offered. He said thinly: “No. I don’t want a job. I’m through gunning.”

  Preebe looked at him a moment, surprised, then he threw back his head, laughing. “Hear that? Dan Barrister’s through gunning. You jokin’ with me, kid? Why, you’ll never be through. It’s in your blood same as it was in your dad’s blood. You won’t quit till you’re out there under them Socorro álamos six feet under, right beside Fanner.”

  Barrister spoke through his teeth. “I’m through, I tell you, finished. And I don’t want any of your damn’ gun-slinging jobs.”

  Preebe’s smile faded, his beefy face hardened. “I’ll never believe that. I don’t know what kind of game you’re playin’, but let me tell you this . . . either a man’s with me in this town or he’s ag’in’ me. There ain’t no in between. And I don’t want a man as good as you with an iron on the other side, Dan. You better reconsider.”

  Barrister shook his head, lips white, and Preebe stepped back, smiling again but without mirth. “OK, Dan, OK. You’ve picked your poison. It’d be smart of you to shake Bonito right quick. I’ve come to dislike your presence here.”

  Dan Barrister couldn’t control the wave of impotent anger that shook him. There had been so many towns like this, so many men like big Lon Preebe. With a choked curse, he lunged forward, thrusting his elbow into Preebe’s ribs, levering his forearm across his thick stomach. He shoved the redhead into the other two and, giving them no chance to recover, kept shoving. Thrown off balance, they floundered backward down the steps. Barrister gave a final heave, crowding them ignominiously into the street, then he stood on the bottom step, waiting.

  Cursing, they fought free of one another, hands flashing toward their irons. But the bright memory of Fanner Barrister held them poised there—Fanner Banister who had killed three and four men at a stand with his deadly gun. And this boy crouching on the steps was Fanner’s son.

  The half-breed was first to pull his clawed fingers away empty. Then the Irisher, then Preebe. Finally the redhead spoke, hardly able to grate the words past the thick anger in his throat. “OK. You got top hand this deal. But you’ve dug yourself that grave beside your dad, Dan Barrister!”

  They backed across the street and disappeared into the livery stable.

  “You seem to have made an enemy in Mister Preebe,” came a cool, pleasant voice.

  There was something fresh and clean about her blue calico dress, something honest in her big dark eyes. It had been such a long time since this kind of woman had spoken to him that, at first, Barrister forgot to remove his hat. When he remembered, he realized suddenly that she must have been standing there during the whole episode.

  “Don’t you know enough to duck behind something when those things happen?” he asked.

  Her smile was nice. “I didn’t realize what was happening until you all went for your guns, then I was right behind you. A distraction at that particular moment could have been fatal for you, couldn’t it? So I didn’t move.”

  His slight frown was puzzled. “Few people would have done such a thing for a stranger.”

  “You’re not exactly a stranger, Mister Barrister.”

  His lips twisted bitterly—even this girl . . .

  “I’m Pearl Bevins,” she said, when he didn’t answer. “My father’s the sheriff. He’s told me all about you Barristers, told me how your dad became known as Fanner because of his gun style.”

  Dan Barrister put his hat back on. Would they never forget his father and that gun style? He had used an old single-action Remington with the trigger filed off, and the heel of his left palm had become one smooth callous from fanning—slapping the hammer with the left hand cocking and firing the gun all in one backward motion. It was said in places like Socorro that he could empty his gun before the other man could get one slug triggered out. It had been a deadly skill; it had turned the name of Barrister into a thing for men to hate and dread. Dan Barrister bore that name. And no one believed the son of Fanner Barrister could be other than a killer. Like father, like son.

  He forced his voice to be hard. “I’m not exactly the kind of man you should be talking to on the street, Miss Bevins.”

  “Why?” she asked calmly. “Because you’re a gunman? This is a wild, raw country, Mister Barrister. Most men are gunmen of a sort. My father has killed men. And somehow I can’t believe all the things they tell of you, somehow I don’t think you’re as bad as you’re made out to be. You’re no more than a boy. And you don’t look mean at all . . . only a little tired.”

  She cast him a strange, soft smile, then turned and went toward Pablo’s Tienda, the little Mexican store with its scarlet ristras of chiles hung outside. As he watched her go, he thought that it would be ironical for him to fall in love with the sheriff’s daughter.

  She had only intensified his longing to stop here, a longing that had begun somewhere north of Horsehead Crossing on the Pecos. He had turned up the Bonito River, where it drained into the Pecos; he had ridden through Chisum’s vast holdings in the Pecos Valley where the grass was knee-high and jade-green, where the white-faced cattle with their Jingle Bob brand were sleek and fat. The land grew even more lush as he rode up the river, and white-faced Herefords gave way to great shifting herds of black Angus, their curved horns blue-white and polished like ivory. And finally, he had come to Bonito, the town situated in the mouth of a great cañon, overlooking all this sweeping pasture land. High gray walls, stippled with piñon and scrub oak, towered over the sleepy New Mexican cow town. The only sound had been the river, gurgling complacently through its willows in the bottoms, its source far up the cañon where El Capitán thrust a huge purple shoulder at a flawless sky.

  Battle interests had brought a few Yankees—Murphy who owned the saloon, its porch fronting on the cow path at the point where it widened to become Bonito’s main street; Hobson who had built the two-story hotel and added onto the stables. The rest of the town remained Mexican, a row of mud-walled houses and stores running up the main street, some of them flanking lanes and by-paths that led to the river. There was still an old stone tower, grim and foreboding, its narrow slots waiting for Apaches who had ceased to raid many years before. The green grass, spreading all the way up from the Pecos, the fat cattle, the peaceful town—and now the girl.

  * * * * *

  Big Lon Preebe made good his threat that evening. Barrister had eaten an early dinner at the café and was walking back through the dusk. Light from the saloon cast yellow squares onto the street; sounds of a fiddle wafted through the busy batwing doors. But Barrister didn’t want any of it, knowing there would inevitably be the men who had known his father. So he climbed the rickety stairs to his room on the second floor of the hotel.

  As he opened the door to his darkened chambers, a nameless sensation of danger leaped through him, snapping from nerve to nerve like an electric current. Reacting instinctively, he threw himself violently aside, crashing into the dresser. At the same time, a shot bellowed, lead clacked wickedly into wood where he had stood an instant before.

  Barrister rolled to the floor, clawing his gun free. He lay there, forcing himself to breathe shallowly, soundlessly. The darkness became peopled with eerie forms; his twitching trigger finger threatened to blast wildly at them.

  The would-be killer must have been holding his breath, because he let it out suddenly with a hoarse sob. Barrister lay still, trying to locate the sound exactly. It seemed to come from behind the bed, but the window shade had been drawn and he could see nothing in the gloom. So he waited . . .

  Finally, either unable to stand it longer or thinking Barrister dead, the other man moved. His body was only a shadow darker than the gloom, bulking suddenly by the bed. Barrister’s finger tightened eagerly. The booming shot drowned the other’s sharp cry; a heavy body shook the floor with its falling. Barrister lay quietly for another moment, listening to the hubbub growing downstairs, waiting to see if the man were only playing ’possum.

  As excited boots galloped up the stairs, he rose fumblingly to the lamp. The light fell on a thick-bodied Mexican, sprawled dead on the floor, dirty-nailed hand still gripping a wooden-handled .45. He was face down, dusty sombrero partly crushed under his head. Barrister was still standing by the lamp, looking at him, when the door filled with men and women. A stoop-shouldered man with a sheriff’s badge on his faded serge vest elbowed his way in. He had a dish-like chin below a snooping nose and his dark eyes were wrinkled at the edges, knowing, wise.

  “I’m Sheriff Bevins,” he grunted. “Looks like you had a little fuss up here.”

  So this was her father, thought Barrister, watching the man squat calmly beside the dead Mexican, rolling him over. Oblivious to the excited gabble of the pushing crowd, he made a minute examination, going through all the pockets, even ripping off the soggy sweatband of the dirty hat. Finally he stood, snorting: “No identification. They never have any on this kinda job. Some cholo from Durango, no doubt. You have any enemies below the border?”

  Dan Barrister shook his head. He saw no reason to tell Bevins that this was probably Preebe’s man; the big redhead had left himself in the clear by hiring an outsider. Barrister had found it wise not to stir up unnecessary things with the law.

  Bevins ordered two of the gawking crowd to carry the body out, then he shut the door, cutting off the loud talk. Dragging a chair from by the wall, he turned its back to Barrister, and straddled it.

  “Your killer boy came in over the porch roof and through the window, even drew the shade to make it darker. You were a nice target in the door. Seems like there are hombres in this town who want you out of the way, eh?”

  “All right, Bevins. So there are men in town who want me gone. And you want me gone, too. Don’t beat around the bush,” rasped Barrister.

  “That’s it, Barrister,” grunted the sheriff. “You’re Fanner’s son. I knew him well, too well. And I’ve heard about you. So I’d suggest you leave Bonito by tomorrow afternoon.”

  Barrister’s voice was husky and low at first, but it grew with impotent anger and with loneliness until it was loud, intense. “Am I damned eternally for what my father was? I’m sick of being the son of Fanner Barrister. I didn’t want to fight, to gun, to kill. But men wouldn’t let me alone because of the name I bore. Give me a chance, Bevins, won’t you? I want to stop somewhere. I want to hang up my guns.”

  The lawman was incredulous. “Hang up your guns? Don’t give me that, Barrister. I’ve got too much trouble to be saddled with a repentant gunman.”

  Barrister wanted to say something else, but all he could think of was: “Is Lon Preebe your trouble?”

  Bevins eyed him sharply. “Yeah, Preebe, yeah. The man with the most cattle and land naturally has a controlling hand in this county, so Preebe’s out to get that cattle and that land, fair means or foul. And so far I haven’t come across anything foul enough to nab him. He’s got a lot of little tricks. A couple of ranchers found themselves upstate on a murder rap last year. Preebe got their spreads cheap at auction. It looked fishy, looked like Lon framed the killings. But I couldn’t prove nothin’. Mighty clever man, Preebe.”

  The sheriff rose, scraping the chair back against the wall. His face was set, uncompromising. “And I half think you know what it’s all about, Barrister. I half think Lon Preebe brought you up here to work for him. I couldn’t have a man with your gun talent stacked on his side of the table, son. So either you leave Bonito by tomorrow afternoon, or you meet me in the street with that gun of yours ready.”

  He waited a moment, as if expecting Barrister to answer. But the young man was silent, eyes on the floor. He knew another appeal would be useless. The lawman snorted and walked out the door.

  * * * * *

  Sun splashed heat and blinding light into the street the next morning. Barrister was headed for breakfast, feeling empty and defeated inside, when Pearl Bevins came out from the deep shade of the arcade in front of Pablo’s Tienda. She was running, her face strangely drawn, her eyes wide. He caught her shoulders as she tried to brush past him.

  “What’s the matter? You look terrified.”

  “I went in for some breakfast eggs . . .” She cast a look over her shoulder. “Pablo’s brother . . . in there . . .”

  Then she had torn free of his grasp and was running through the dust to her father’s office up by the stables. Barrister took a half step after her, then he turned back and ducked into the old Mexican’s store. There were the usual stacks of brown sugar cones on the battered pine table, the barrel of blue cornmeal; he stumbled over a pile of yeso bricks that they used to whitewash mud walls. But there was no one about.

  “Pablo?” Barrister called. He started toward the rear doorway, brushing aside the faded black and white Navajo blanket that hung there, answering a queer moaning sound. There were two men in the back room; one lay on a crude bunk, breathing shallowly, his white cotton shirt brown with dried blood. He was fat and dark, built like Pablo who crouched beside him, mumbling weakly. Tears streaked the old man’s coffee-colored face.

  “¿Qué es?” asked Barrister tightly. “What’s the matter?”

  “Señor Barrister, you should not come!” cried Pablo. “He will kill us all.”

  “Who? Who’ll kill us all?” snapped Barrister.

  “Señor Lon Preebe,” quavered Pablo. “¡El gringo rojo! Muerte mío . . . todo el mundo, muerte . . .”

  Barrister grabbed the man, slapping him in the face to stop the hysterical flow of unintelligible Spanish. “Cut it out, you fool. What’s all this about?”

  He finally made sense from the mess. The man in the bunk was José Oñate, Pablo’s brother, and a nester on the rancho of Don Alonzo Garcia. Last night Preebe’s gunnies had shot José, leaving him for dead, but he had only been badly wounded, and had sought refuge in his brother’s store. Kneeling beside the man, Barrister saw that he was unconscious, but the wound was not too bad, certainly not fatal.

  Barrister remembered what Bevins had said about the two ranchers finding themselves upstate charged for murder a year ago, their land going to Preebe at auction. This looked like the same kind of frame. Everyone knew how the big ranchers hated nesters; José found dead on Garcia’s spread would put the finger on Garcia. And Barrister remembered the don’s spread, the lush grass, the black Angus cattle—it would be a nice big step upward in Preebe’s climb to power. Only it had slipped. José was alive to identify the bad hats who had tried to murder him, the pocked half-breed and the Irisher, known to ride for Preebe.

  It was what Bevins had been waiting for; it would finish the redhead. Yes, Bevins . . .

  The lawman’s voice was dry. “Right convenient findin’ you at the scene of the crime, Barrister.”

  Barrister turned as he rose, to look down the steady bore of a .45. “You don’t think I shot this man, Bevins. It’s Preebe’s work. It’s your chance to nab him.”

  “That’s the way I figger,” said Bevins. “But if it’s Preebe’s work, it’s your work. Your dad once worked for Lon Preebe. Until I find different, I’ll believe you do, too.”

  The girl stood behind her father and there was a look in her wide dark eyes that stabbed Barrister. He had at least thought that she—but what was the use?

  “Don’t you understand, Bevins? Pablo here wouldn’t even come to you when they tried to kill his brother, that’s how much he fears Preebe. He thinks Preebe’ll kill us all now. Would I have been here with the man I shot, just waiting for you to come?”

  “Your father’d try an’ shoot his way out, Barrister. You just talk. Maybe you ain’t as dangerous as they say.” Bevins slipped the boy’s .44 from its worn leather, sticking it into his own gun belt. Then he turned to Pearl. “You go git the doc fer José. Barrister and I have business.”

  Her voice was thin. “You aren’t going after Preebe . . . alone?”

  “Who else’d help me. Barrister’s right about Pablo bein’ so scairt of the redhead. The rest of the town is the same way. You know that. Now you march, Barrister. Preebe’s over at the stables, saw him ride in a few minutes ago.”

  Yes, thought Barrister bitterly, Preebe’s in the stables—waiting to hear that his murder frame had worked. And Bevins had been fighting him so long, alone, that he was blinded by his own wariness. Barrister didn’t look at the girl as he passed her. His feeling for her had been hopeless from the first and he should have known it. But somehow the whole thing was filling him with a growing anger.

  The town seemed to sense an impending clash—the street was empty, no dozing Mexicans under the arcade, no idlers by the stables. Barrister and Bevins walked steadily toward those stables, their dully mudding boots the only sound.

  There were five men in the semi-gloom of the adobe-and-frame building. Preebe towered over the others. He turned and his look of surprise was genuine when Barrister entered at the point of Bevins’s big double-action Colt. The lawman’s voice was flat.

  “You’re under arrest, Preebe, fer the attempted murder of José Oñate.”

  Obviously the redhead hadn’t known his frame-up had failed; he turned dead white, the words came out feebly. “Attempted murder of . . . ?”

  But he regained his composure with an effort, and a sudden look of craft flickered through his close-set eyes. He whirled on Barrister.

  “You amateur! So you couldn’t do the job right? You had to bungle it.”

  And Bevins did exactly what Preebe wanted him to do. He turned automatically to Barrister. “So you were in cahoots . . .”

  That’s all he got out. Preebe’s hand was a white blur of movement, and with Bevins still caught off guard, the stables were suddenly filled with the thunder of gunfire. The sheriff went down, fighting his gun free and firing blindly. A .45 slug slammed Barrister halfway around and down; his shoulder felt knocked off. The other men had irons now. One of them folded up with a sick moan before Bevins’s flaming weapon. The rest scattered toward the rear of the stables, disappearing into the darkness. Bevins shot after them until his double-action clicked on empty chambers. He lay propped on his elbows, gasping.

  “They didn’t get by me, anyway, damn ’em! And you! I might’ve known you was Preebe’s man.”

  Flaring anger wiped the pain from Barrister’s shoulder. “Are you that thick, Bevins? Don’t you see, Preebe only said that to get you off guard.”

  “Shut up,” groaned the lawman. “I’m too fulla lead to argue. Must’ve emptied his whole cylinder inta me.”

  Barrister’s cedar-handled .44 had slipped from Bevins’s belt. It lay in the hay, very close to Barrister’s hand. He had it and was crawling into the building before the other man was aware of movement.

  “Come back here, Barrister. I’ll let daylight through you!”

  “Go ahead, shoot.” Barrister laughed harshly. “What good’ll it do you?”

  He heard the sound of Bevins, jacking out empties, the dull click of good lead shoved home. And he stiffened for the shock of the first smashing slug. But Bevins only shouted, hoarsely: “I can’t shoot you from behind, damn it! Go ahead and join Preebe. And tell him I’ll blast you all at once.”

  Bevins, lying there wounded, knowing he had no earthly chance against them all, but shouting defiance in their teeth—Barrister hated to have that kind of man think he was a rat. Lips thin with desperation, he worked past the stalls of neighing, stamping, frightened horses. There was a big red wagon at the end of the line, and he threw himself under it, listening. At first he could hear only the nervous horses. Then, a scraping, sliding sound that stopped before he could place it. But it was a man; he knew that. So he worked cautiously from beneath the wagon, searching the shadows to the rear of the stables for the source of that sound. And suddenly there was that nameless sensation of danger, leaping through him, causing a violent, automatic reaction. He rolled over on his back, and he kept rolling, over and over.

  Every time he was belly up, he slammed out a shot at the gunman in the rafters above. The other returned his fire, slugs squirting sawdust in Barrister’s trail. Barrister careened onto his back for the fifth time and squeezed out lead. The man above screamed, falling swiftly, thudding dully when he hit. Barrister lay quite still in the haze of dust he had raised.

  There were three men left—the half-breed, the Irisher, and Preebe. Would they be together? Of course, they were always together.

  Barrister crawled beneath another wagon. And what chance would he have, meeting them all at once? No chance. It would be suicide.

  The back end of the stables was empty; he made sure of that. Then he slipped noiselessly to the left side, skirting the stalls again, a flitting shadow in the gloom.

  OK, suicide—he didn’t care much now. He had hoped it would be different here, somehow, what with Pearl Bevins . . . But, no, he was the son of Fanner Barrister. Yes, Fanner Barrister, the man who had gunned three and four men at one stand with his deadly palm.

  Barrister worked in behind another pile of baled hay. He had always wondered about fanning. Though his father had been successful enough with the style, Barrister had never favored it. Some claimed it was no good because it spoiled the aim, jerking the gun up with each slap of the palm on the hammer. Others held it was all right in close, fast work where a man didn’t depend too much on aim.

  He stopped, craning for sound. Well, this would be close, fast work. Three at once. He could never make it triggering. The new double-action .45s were no good for fanning. But his gun . . .? He glanced momentarily at it, a big single-action Frontier Colt. Why not try? He loaded his gun.

  The sounds he made were overheard, because Preebe’s voice sounded startlingly near. “That you, Bevins?”

  Barrister stopped dead. “No, Preebe, it’s Barrister.”

  The redhead laughed harshly. “My cholo boy slipped up last night, didn’t he? And now you’re here, right where I knew you’d be if I didn’t git rid of you. Damn it, Barrister, why don’t you reconsider? You could be my right-hand man here in Bonito.”

  Barrister didn’t bother to answer; he was trying to locate Preebe’s exact position. At his silence, the man spoke again, anger thickening his voice.

  “OK, Barrister. We’re all together and we’ve got our guns out this time. Come and get us, tow-head. All together. Your dad might’ve been able to do it. Not you!”

  Pain threatened oblivion. Barrister bit his lips to bring back clarity. Carefully he squeezed the trigger halfway, holding it in the firing position to free the hammer.

  He lurched around the square of baled hay, half turning to face them. Their guns flamed red and blue, blinding, deafening. Lead hit him hard in the thigh, knocking him down to a twisted sitting position; their other slugs whined over his head. As he went down, his left hand was working, cocking and firing the .44 with one backward slap, cocking and firing, cocking and firing . . . Fanning.

  The Colt emptied out lead faster than ever before. The half-breed crumpled with a broken Spanish curse. The Irisher threw his gun high and screamed down into a heap. Preebe jerked to one side, still shooting.

  Barrister only shifted his roaring .44 slightly, batting the single-action hammer viciously, knocking out two more slugs before empty chambers made their familiar chonk.

  Gunsmoke hung thick and gray in the stables, hiding Preebe for an instant. Then it thinned, and the redhead was lowering his bloody face into the sawdust, coughing, dying. Barrister looked at the three crumpled bodies dully. He felt giddy and silly and he couldn’t seem to focus his eyes. Sheriff Bevins’s voice wavered out of somewhere.

  “Soon’s I heard the gun work I knew you was square, Barrister. I tried to crawl back right fast, but I see the deal is finished.”

  Barrister made him out finally, crouched against a wagon wheel, bent double with pain. “Hello, snoop nose.” Barrister laughed crazily. “I’m gonna pass out in a minute . . . not dying, understand, just passing out. But before I do, I’d like to know if there are any more hombres in this town who object to me hanging up my guns?”

  Bevins glanced at the sprawled gunnies. “No, I reckon you took care of them, Barrister.”

  Barrister lay back. He had wiped away the curse of his father’s name by the very thing that had made that name famous—fanning. There were men crowding through the door, gawking at Preebe, talking excitedly. A woman was with them. Soft hands were supporting Barrister; there was a fresh clean smell to the blue calico he laid his head against. And Pearl Bevins’s murmuring: “You can stop wandering now, Danny. Preebe owned a lot of cattle, a lot of land. It will be left free with him gone. Chisum and Maxwell made their start with less.”

  Bevins cackled feebly. “Yeah, an’ when you git patched up, I’ll help you build a great big hitch rack out in front of your barn. You can hang your guns up on that an’ never take ’em down again.”


  Outlaws of the Brasada

  

  I

  When Emery Bandine heard the crash in the thickets, he thought it was the bull he had been following. He turned his running horse toward the sound, shaking out his rope. He saw blurred movement coming through the mesquite toward him and bent forward for his throw. Then he pulled his bronco up with a disgusted curse.

  It was Chico Morales, running out of the brush on a scarred-up roan. He pulled the horse to a halt, dripping yellow lather and shaking from a hard run in the June heat.

  “Revere told me you was out here somewhere, Emery,” Chico panted. “You might as well quit your roundup. You’re going to hand all your beef over to the Yankees. Major Nadell is in town with a troop of Union cavalry.”

  The sweat dripped off Bandine’s jaw and drenched his linsey-woolsey shirt. “Not Major Simon Nadell?”

  “That’s right,” Chico said. “Spanish Crossing is under martial law. Every man that was in the Confederate Army has to apply for parole, and his property is to be confiscated.”

  Like a man getting ready to ride a snaky bronco, Bandine settled himself more deeply into the rawhide-rigged saddle. He was six feet four without his boots on, and their heels added three more inches. His shoulders were uncommonly broad even for such a tall man. He had the lean and catty flanks of one who had spent the better part of his life on a horse, and his long legs were encased in brush-country leggings of rawhide, shiny with the grease of a thousand meals. The grueling labors of roundup had melted the flesh from him, leaving shadow-stained hollows beneath his prominent cheek bones and in the sockets of his tawny eyes. His voice, when he finally spoke, held a dogged stubbornness.

  “I’ve been six months on this gather. I coddled those cattle like babies. I dragged some of ’em in by their noses clear from the Río Grande. I’ve lost five years’ sleep keeping ’em from stampede. They’re for my kids, Chico, and no damn’ Yankee is going to take ’em from me now.”

  Chico’s sweaty rigging creaked soddenly as he drew his horse closer, pleading: “Emery, you cannot fight this. If you don’t apply for parole, you’re the same as an escaped criminal. Major Nadell needs meat for his commissary and you are the only one in the country with a big enough gather. Fight him and you’ll put your head in a noose.”

  Bandine shoved his hat back to run a hand savagely through shaggy red hair. “And if I don’t fight, my kids will starve. They won’t have any more chance than Catherine did.”

  “Emery, I know how you feel about your wife . . .”

  “If you really did, you wouldn’t talk like this. If I’d had a hundred dollars, I could’ve saved Catherine’s life, Chico. It ain’t going to happen again. These cattle are all that stands between my kids and what happened to Catherine. I won’t ask you to go on the drive with me. But your dad’s house is deep enough in the brush so Nadell will never touch my kids there. Will you keep ’em, while I’m gone?”

  Chico pulled his reins in to quiet his fiddling roan. He was typical of the brush-country Mexican, a small and narrow man, burned and dehydrated by the merciless sun of this land till he was as dark and lean as a strip of old rawhide. He wore a brush-scarred jacket and the inevitable rawhide leggings that his people called chivarras, pouched at the knees and so worn across the seat they looked chalky. In the shadow of his immense straw sombrero, his eyes held a luminous gleam as they studied Bandine. Finally he reined his horse over and put his sinewy hand on Bandine’s shoulder.

  “My amigo, it is very hard for me to remember when you and I were not riding together. From you I learned the English. I say ain’t because you say ain’t. I hate Yankees because you hate them. When you went to war, it was my greatest sorrow that they would not take me, too. It has been my honor to be called uncle by your children. I could not again face them if I let you go away without me.”

  “Flowery as only a Mexican could make it,” Bandine said. The affectionate grin touched his gaunt face and then fled. “New Orleans is the nearest market for beef, you know.”

  “Then let us go to New Orleans.”

  Bandine gripped his arm in silent thanks. Then he picked up his reins and led into the brush toward his shoe-string ranch on the Frío River. They rode into chaparral that piled itself against the horizon in bank after bank, black and sullen as tiered thunderclouds. Mesquite was a matted beard on the land, the tops of its tangled foliage billowing away in a restless sea of spine and leaf. The sun sucked the fruity reek of decay from the deep layer of leaf mold covering the earth and the scent of white brush lay thick as syrup in the draws.

  It was a jungle of brush that stretched for hundreds of miles in every direction along the southern border of Texas, so impenetrable in many places that it remained unknown to white men. A dry, thorny, inimical jungle that withheld itself from all but those who had spent their lives in it, with it clawing at a man and stabbing him and fighting him every foot of the way. It fought Bandine as he penetrated the thickets, only deepening the somber mood that had settled into him. It always came like this when something reminded him of his wife, for her death was only six months behind him.
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