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Introduction

FOR THE PAST couple of years I have been working on a biography of my father. It is a long and complicated process; he left behind no single document that explains the where or when of his life, let alone the reasons why he did many of the amazing things that he did. What little correspondence he was able to save over the years paints one picture. His personal journals, many of which were lost or not kept up on a regular basis, fill in some other areas. The writing he did in Yondering and Education of a Wandering Man I have found to be very useful but slightly slanted in the direction of whatever message he was trying to deliver at the moment.
I have tried to get as close to the story that I will be telling as is feasible. I have also tried to remain objective: Dad was fifty-three when I was born; when he was in his twenties he was a different—sometimes almost unrecognizable—character. The world that he lived in, the world that formed him, was a different—almost unrecognizable—world.
So far, I have traveled the trail that he followed when he was forced to walk out of the Mojave Desert. I’ve searched out the houses, hotel rooms, boardinghouses, auto courts, lumber piles, and hobo jungles where Louis slept as a youth. I’ve talked my way through the security gates that now seal the waterfronts and rail yards. I’ve turned off the interstate and driven miles on the forgotten dirt roads that our nation had instead of highways seventy years ago. I have followed the winding route that my grandparents, my father, and his adopted brother traveled between 1923 and 1931, when they packed their last possessions in an old touring car and set out across the American West on a fruitless search for a better life.
One of the first steps in getting a handle on this project was going through every single thing my father left behind and examining each one carefully for clues. After he died I had spent quite a few weeks sorting out all of the stuff he left behind. That process had simply amounted to packing everything away in boxes labeled with one of five or six different categories, like “Fan Mail,” “Pieces of Manuscripts,” “Film and TV Treatments.” Now I had to go back to those boxes and sort through everything page by page. It was sort of like being an archeologist digging a hole in the ground with a spoon and a toothbrush.
I found a tiny yellowed date book from 1924 that briefly documented the period when he became separated from his parents and walked and hitchhiked across New Mexico and Arizona trying to find them. Stuffed in the back of one of his 1960s-vintage journals were six pages that covered a different time period, about two weeks in June and July of 1936 when he was working as a mercenary fighting bandits and the Japanese in Shansi Province, China.
To find treasures such as these and many others, I have gone through Louis’s papers carefully, examining everything I have in my possession. I’ve made it a point to read through every manuscript, notebook, letter, and file that he left behind, no matter how far afield the subject seemed to be. That is how I happened to find this collection of stories.
I’d finished months of checking old documents page by page and was starting to go through his other belongings, long disused briefcases, camping gear, anything that might give me a clue—like the name of a bookstore in Portland, Oregon, stamped on the inside cover of a book along with, miracle of miracles, the date. In one closet in Dad’s office I found a treasure trove of artifacts that I myself had stashed there years earlier when cleaning up the office after he died. A ceremonial shield from New Guinea, a marvelous machete in a sheath of carved wood that Louis had taken from an Indonesian pirate, and several boxes of old carbon paper. The writing on the boxes was in German, and I now know through examining his journals from the World War II period that he “liberated” this carbon paper from an office in a German aluminum factory where he was quartered near the end of the war. I was methodically going through everything, so I opened the first box to find it still half full of disintegrating fifty-year-old carbons. The second box, however, seemed to contain blank typing paper. I was about to put it down when I saw the rusty outline of a paperclip on the top sheet. It wasn’t old unused paper.…The box was full of short stories that had been dropped in facedown. And as I looked through them I realized that they weren’t like the stories in most of the other L’Amour collections, old stories that had been published in the pulp magazines at one time or another—these were stories I didn’t recognize, they were stories that had never been published before!
As I read them over carefully I began to put together the mystery of how they had come to be there. I’m guessing, but the story makes the most sense if it unfolds thus: In the 1950s the fiction magazine business was dying out, replaced by paperback books and television. Luckily for Louis, he was able to break into writing paperback originals in the mid-fifties, but there was a period of transition, a time when, although he was beginning to have some luck with the novels, he was still trying to sell short stories in a dying market. The majority of these newly discovered stories are a little less violent (several make it a point to avoid the typical kill-all-the-bad-guys-in-a-final-shootout ending), more character oriented, and have less lurid titles. This suggests to me that he was aiming more toward the slick-magazine market (like The Saturday Evening Post) than the rapidly failing pulps. He’d had some success in this area. (“The Burning Hills” was first seen as a Post serial), but the slick market was becoming more and more crowded with ex-pulp authors and was publishing a good deal less fiction itself, and so my theory is these stories were never sold.
What all this means to you is that what we have here is a collection of Louis L’Amour’s western short stories that have never before been published. They are stories of higher quality than we have been able to release in quite a few years both because they were aimed at the more literary slicks and because they were written at the end of Louis’s career in short stories and so were created by a writer at the top of his form.
I found enough new stories for two or three collections. Following West of Dodge, the next two books (End of the Drive in the spring of 1997 and Monument Rock in 1998) contain a group of fine western short stories and novellas that were the genesis of some of Dad’s novels, like Tucker and Kiowa Trail. These are not stories like the ones that we published in the previous collections, The Rider of the Ruby Hills and Trail to Crazy Man, where the novel version was an almost identical story, only longer. These new stories are obviously experiments with the plots and themes that later became novels, but the story lines are quite different—in some cases better than the later novels.
The other group of stories that I found in that dusty box was the most exciting group for me. It was several adventure stories, but not in the comic book style of “Night over the Solomons” or “West of Singapore.” Some of these stories are more or less dramatized accounts of adventures from Louis’s life, like the stories in Yondering, or they are pure fiction but are drawn from places he’d been or people he’d known. Not only did I find these to be interesting reading, but occasionally they contained clues to Louis’s life and the people he knew.
That leads me to the last subject for this foreword. I have been traveling around interviewing various people for Louis’s biography. I have been fortunate enough to have talked to several members of his family, people he knew in Oregon in the 1920s, Oklahoma in the 1930s, and Paris, France, and outlying areas in the 1940s. All have been most warm and gracious, very helpful and generous with their time. All have also been blessed with extraordinary memories, a true miracle, as I am asking them to remember back fifty, sixty, sometimes seventy years. Finding these people has been difficult, and now as I have been slowly working through all the easy ones, I am having to get more and more inventive about seeking these people out.
I am hoping that you, Louis’s faithful readers, can help me out. In the back of this book I am going to place a list of names. These are people who were an important part of Louis’s life at one time or another, but now all I know are their names and where and when he knew them. If you know any of these people, please ask them if they would write to me at the address in back.
Many of the people on this list may be deceased, but if there is a family member or acquaintance who knew the person well I would also like to hear from them. I would be very grateful for any help anyone could give me. If you are one of these people on the list, please don’t be shy or feel like you don’t really know enough about Louis. I am very good at asking questions and I am only interested in the time period in which you knew him, nothing more.
So check out the names in back if you want to help and drop me a card at the address at the end of the list. I’ll enjoy hearing from you. I hope you all enjoy this collection of stories—it surely was a find and we are proud to present it to you.
Until we meet again…
—BEAU L’AMOUR

Beyond the Chaparral

JIM ROSSITER LOOKED up as the boy came into the room. He smiled, a half-nostalgic smile, for this boy reminded him of himself…fifteen, no…twenty years ago.
“What is it, Mike?”
The boy’s eyes were worried. He hesitated, not wanting to tell what he had to tell, yet knowing with his boyish wisdom that it was better for Rossiter to hear it from him, now.
“Lonnie Parker’s back from prison.”
Jim Rossiter did not move for a long, long minute. “I see,” he said. “Thanks, Mike.”
When the boy had gone he got to his feet and walked to the window, watching Mike cross the street. It was not easy to grow up in a western town when one wanted the things Mike Hamlin wanted.
Mike Hamlin did not want to punch cows, to drive a freight wagon or a stage. He did not want to own a ranch or even be the town marshal. Mike was a dreamer, a thinker, a reader. He might be a young Shelley, a potential Calhoun. He was a boy born to thought, and that in a community where all the premiums were paid to action.
Jim Rossiter knew how it was with Mike, for Jim had been through it, too. He had fought this same battle, and had, after a fashion, won.
He had punched cows, all right. And for awhile he had driven a freight wagon. For a time he had been marshal of a trail town, but always with a book in his pocket. First it had been Plutarch—how many times had he read it? Then Plato, Thucydides, Shakespeare, and Shelley. The books had been given to him by a drunken remittance man, and he had passed them along to Mike. A drunken Englishman and Jim Rossiter, bearers of the torch. He smiled wryly at the thought.
But he had won.…He had gone east, had become a lawyer, had practiced there. However, memories of the land he left behind were always with him, the wide vistas, the battlements of the mesas, the vast towers of lonely cloud, the fringing pines…and the desert that gave so richly of its colors and its spaces.
So he had come back.
A scholar and a thinker in a land of action. A dreamer in a place of violence. He had returned because he loved the land. He stayed because he loved Magda Lane. That love, he had found, was one of the few things that gave his life any meaning.
And now Lonnie Parker was back.
Lonnie, who had given so much to Magda when she needed it, so much of gaiety and laughter. Lonnie Parker, who rode like a devil and fought like a madman. Lonnie, who could dance and laugh and be gay, and who was weak—that was Magda’s word.
Rossiter, who was wise in the ways of women, knew that weakness had its appeal. There was a penalty for seeming strong, for those whose pride made it necessary to carry on as best they could although often lonely or unhappy. No one realized—few would take the time to look closely enough. The weak needed help…the strong? They needed nothing.
Sometimes it seemed the price of strength was loneliness and unhappiness…and the rewards for weakness were love, tenderness, and compassion.
Now Jim Rossiter stared down the dusty street, saw the bleak faces of the old buildings, lined with the wind etchings of years, saw the far plains and hills beyond, and knew the depths of all that loneliness.
Now that Lonnie was back it would spell the end of everything for him. Yet in a sense it would be a relief. Now the threat was over, the suspense would be gone.
He had never known Lonnie Parker. But he had heard of him. “Lonnie?” they would say, smiling a little. “There’s no harm in him. Careless, maybe, but he doesn’t mean anything by it.”
Rossiter looked around the bare country law office. Three years, and he had come to love it, this quiet place, often too quiet, where he practiced law. He walked back to his desk and sat down. He was supposed to call tonight…should he?
Lonnie was back, and Magda had once told him herself, “I’m not sure, Jim. Perhaps I love him. I…I don’t know. I was so alone then, and he understood and he needed me. Maybe that was all it was, but I just don’t know.”
Jim Rossiter was a tall, quiet man with wide shoulders and narrow hips. He liked people, and he made friends. Returning to the West he had come to this town where he was not known, and had brought a new kind of law with him.
In the past, the law had been an instrument of the big cattleman. The small men could not afford to hire the sort of lawyers who could fight their cases against the big money. Jim Rossiter had taken their cases, and they had paid him, sometimes with cash, sometimes with cattle, sometimes with promises. Occasionally, he lost. More often, he won.
Soon he had cattle of his own, and he ran them on Tom Frisby’s place, Frisby being one of the men for whom he had won a case.
Rossiter made enemies, but he also made friends. He rode miles to talk to newcomers; he even took cases out of the county. He was a good listener and his replies were always honest. There had been a mention of him for the legislature when the territory became a state.
He had seen Magda Lane the morning he arrived, and the sight of her had stopped him in the middle of the street.
She had been crossing toward him, a quiet, lovely girl with dark hair and gray-green eyes. She had looked up and seen him there, a tall, young man in a gray suit and black hat. Their eyes met, and Jim Rossiter looked quickly away, then walked on, his mouth dry, his heart pounding.
Even in that small town it was three weeks before they met. Rossiter saw her box handed to a younger girl to smuggle in to the box supper, and had detected the colors of the wrappings. He spent his last four dollars bidding on it, but he won.
They had talked then, and somehow he had found himself telling her of his boyhood, his ambitions, and why he had returned to the West.
Almost a month passed before she told him of Lonnie. It came about easily, a passing mention. Yet he had heard the story before. According to some, Lonnie had held up a stage in a moment of boyish excitement.
“But he didn’t mean anything by it,” she told him. “He isn’t a bad boy.”
Later, he was shocked when he discovered that Lonnie had been twenty-seven when he was sent to prison.
But others seemed to agree. Wild, yes…but not bad. Not Lonnie. Had a few drinks, maybe, they said. He’d spent most of the money in a poker game.
Only Frisby added a dissenting note. “Maybe he ain’t bad,” he said testily, “but I had money on that stage. Cost me a season’s work so’s he could set in that game with George Sprague.”
The stolen money, Rossiter learned, had been taken in charge by the stage driver to buy dress goods, household items, and other odds and ends for a dozen of the squatters around Gentry. A boyish prank, some said, but it had cost the losers the few little things they needed most, the things they had saved many nickels and dimes to buy.
Yet, on the evenings when he visited Magda, he thought not at all of Lonnie. He was far away and Magda was here right now. They walked together, rode together. She was a widow—her husband had been killed by Indians after a marriage of only weeks. At a trying time in her life, Lonnie had come along and he had been helpful, considerate.
Now Lonnie was back, and he, Jim Rossiter was to visit Magda that evening.

IT WAS NOT quite dark when he opened the gate in the white picket fence and started up the walk to the porch. He heard a low murmur of voices, then laughter. He felt his cheeks flush, and for an instant debated turning about. Yet he went on, and his foot was lifted for the first step up the porch when he saw them.
Lonnie was there and Magda was in his arms.
He turned abruptly and started back down the walk. He heard the door open behind, then Magda called, “Jim! Oh, Jim, no!”
He paused at the gate, his face stiff. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” He heard Lonnie’s low chuckle.
She called again but he did not stop. He walked down the street and out of town, clear to the edge of the mesa. He stood there a long time in the darkness.
Leaving the restaurant at noon the next day, he saw Lonnie Parker, George Sprague, and Ed Blick sitting on the bench near the door. They looked up as he passed, and he had his first good look at Lonnie Parker.
He was tall and pink-cheeked, and had an easy smile. His eyes were bland, too innocent, and when he saw Rossiter he grinned insultingly. Lonnie wore two guns, and wore them tied down.
Sprague was a cold, silent man who rarely smiled. Ed Blick boasted of a local reputation as a gunman.
“That’s him,” Blick said. “That’s the gent who’s been takin’ care of your girl for you, Lon.”
“Much obliged,” Lonnie called out. He turned to Ed Blick. “I seen him last night. He was just leavin’.”
His face burning, Rossiter walked on. Mike Hamlin was waiting for him when he reached the office.
“Jim.” He got up quickly. “You said when I was fourteen you’d give me a job. I’m fourteen next week and I’d sure like to earn some money.”
Rossiter sat down. This had been his idea, and he had talked to Mike’s mother about it. If Mike was going to college he would have to begin to save. “All right, Mike,” he said, “get on your horse and ride out to Frisby’s. Tell him I sent you. Starting tomorrow morning, you’re on the payroll at thirty a month.”
Thirty a month was more than any boy in Spring Valley was making. A top hand only drew forty! Mike jumped up, full of excitement. “You’ll earn it,” Jim told him dryly, “and when you show you can handle it, I’ll go up to forty.” He grinned suddenly. “Now get at it…and save your money!”
During the week that followed he made no effort to see Magda, and carefully stayed clear of the places where she was most likely to be. He avoided mail time at the post office and began to eat more and more at home. Yet he could not close his ears nor his eyes, and there was talk around.
Lonnie was to marry Magda, he heard that twice. He saw them on the street together, heard them laughing. Work was piling up for him and he lost himself in it. And there was trouble around the country. Ed Blick had returned to town from Durango, where he had killed a man.
Lonnie spent most of his time with Sprague and Blick. He had made no effort to rustle a job, but he seemed to have money. Once Jim saw him buying drinks in Kelly’s, and he stripped the bills from a large roll.
Rossiter was working late over a brief when Frisby came to his office. He was a solid, hardworking man, but he looked tired now, and he was unshaven.
“Jim,” he came to the point at once, “we’re losin’ cows. Some of yours, some of mine, a few other brands.”
During the night Mike Hamlin had heard the sound of hooves. He had gotten out of bed in the bunkhouse and had caught up a horse. There was a smell of dust when he hit the grass country, and at daybreak the boy had found the tracks. At least thirty head had been driven off by four men.
“They drove into the brush east of my place. When we tried to follow, somebody shot at us.”
East of the Frisby place was a dense thicket of the black chaparral, a thicket that covered twenty square miles, a thorny, ugly growth of brush through which there were few trails, and none of them used except by wild game or strays. A rider could see no more than a few yards at any time. It was no place to ride with a rifleman waiting for you.
“I’d better get Mike out of there,” he said. “I don’t want him hurt.”
“Don’t do it, Jim,” Frisby advised. “You’d break his heart. He’s might set on provin’ himself to you. He sets up night after night with them books, but he figures he’s got to earn his money, too. He’s makin’ a hand, Jim.”
Frisby was right, of course. To take the boy off the job would hurt his pride and deprive him of the money he would need if he were going to college. As for the cattle…Rossiter walked across the street to the sheriff’s office.
George Sprague was standing in front of Kelly’s smoking a cigar, and Jim was conscious of the man’s sudden attention.
He had never liked Sprague, and never had known him. The man always had money, and he gambled, although he never seemed to win big…but he always had cash. He disappeared at intervals and would be gone for several days, sometimes a couple of weeks. His companion on these rides was usually Ed Blick. Now it was also Lonnie Parker.
Sheriff Mulcahy was a solid, serious man. A hard worker, intent on his job. “Third complaint this week,” he said. “Folks gettin’ hit mighty hard. Got any ideas?”
Rossiter hesitated the merest instant. “No,” he said, “not yet.”
Stepping out of the sheriff’s office, he came face to face with Magda Lane.
“Jim!” Her eyes were serious. “What’s happened? You haven’t been to see me.”
“The last time I called,” he said quietly, “you seemed rather preoccupied.”
“Jim.” She caught his sleeve. “I’ve wanted to talk to you about that. You made a mistake. You—”
“I think I made my mistake,” he said, his voice tightening, “at a box supper. Some time ago.” Abruptly he stepped around her and walked on.
A moment later, he was furious with himself. He could have listened…maybe there was an explanation. So many things seemed what they were not. Still, what explanation could there be? And it was all over town that she was to marry Lonnie Parker.
Saddling his horse, he rode out of town. The turmoil aroused by seeing her demanded action, and he rode swiftly. He was crossing the plains toward Frisby’s when, far and away to the east, beyond the chaparral, he saw a smoke column. He drew up, watching.
The smoke was high and straight. As he watched, the column broke, puffed, then became straight again.
Smoke signals…but the days of the Indian outbreaks were over. He turned in his saddle, and from the ridge back of Gentry he saw another signal. Even as he looked, it died out and was gone. Somebody from town was signaling to somebody out there beyond the chaparral.
Taking a sight on that first signal, he started toward it, passing Frisby’s road without turning in.
There was only one reason of which he could think for a smoke signal now. Somebody in town would be sending word to their rustlers that the sheriff had been notified, or that he was riding. Probably the former. He, Rossiter reflected, was only a cow town lawyer, and not a man to be feared.
He rode into Yucca Canyon and followed it north, then climbed the steel dust out of it, skirted the mesa, and headed east again. He was high in the chaparral now, where it thinned out and merged with a scattered growth of juniper. Weaving his way through, he was almost to the other side when he came upon the tracks of cattle.
It was a good-sized herd, and it had come out of the chaparral not long before. From droppings he spotted, he judged the herd had been moved not more than four or five hours before.
The country grew increasingly rugged. It was an area into which he had never ventured before, a wild, broken country of canyons and mesas with rare water holes. By sundown he was too far out to turn back. And he had no bedroll with him, no coffee, and worst of all…no gun.
Yet to turn back now would be worse than foolish. This was, without doubt, a rustled herd. Time enough to return when he discovered their destination. As there were still some minutes of daylight, he pushed on. On his right was a long tongue of a lava flow, to the left a broken, serrated ridge of rusty rock. Before him, at some distance, lifted the wall of the mountain range, and it seemed the cattle were being driven into a dead end.
Coolness touched his face and the trail dipped down. The desert was gone, and there was a sparse growth of buffalo grass that thickened and grew rich as he moved ahead. The lava flow now towered above his head and the trail dipped down, and rounded a shoulder of the lava. He found himself in a long, shallow valley between the flow and the pine-clad range. And along the bottom grazed more than a hundred head of cattle.
He swung the steel dust quickly right to get the background of the lava for concealment. Then he walked his mount forward until he could see the thin trail of smoke from a starting fire. Concealing his horse, he walked down the slope through the trees.
When he reached a spot near the camp the smoke had ceased, but the fire was blazing cheerfully. A stocky man with a tough, easy manner about him worked around the fire. He wore chaps, a faded red flannel shirt, a battered hat…and a gun.
Rossiter turned and started back through the trees. If he cut across country he could have Mulcahy and a posse here shortly after daybreak.
A pound of hooves stopped him and he merged his body with a pine tree and waited, alert for trouble. Through an opening between trees he saw three riders. Two men and a boy.
A boy…
With a tight feeling in his chest he turned abruptly about and carefully worked his way back toward the camp. Ed Blick, George Sprague—and Mike Hamlin.
Mike’s face was white, but he was game. His hands were lashed to the pommel of his saddle.
The red-shirted man looked up. “What goes on?” He glanced from the boy to Sprague.
“Found him workin’ our trail like an Injun.”
The man with the red shirt straightened and dropped the skillet. “I don’t like this, George. I don’t like it a bit.”
“What else can we do?”
“We can leave the country.”
“For a kid?” Sprague began to build a smoke. “Don’t be a fool.”
“Lonnie said Frisby went to Rossiter, then Rossiter to the sheriff.” Blick was talking. “I don’t like it, George.”
“You afraid of Rossiter?”
“That lawyer?” Blick’s contempt was obvious. “Mul-cahy’s the one who worries me. He’s a bulldog.”
“Leave him to me.”
Their conclusion had been obvious. Mike Hamlin had found their trail, and now he had seen them. They must leave the country or kill him. And they had just said they would not leave the country.
The red-shirted man had not moved, and Rossiter could see the indecision in his face. Whatever else this man might be, Rossiter could see that he was no murderer. The man did not like any part of it, but apparently could not decide on a course of action.
Rossiter had no gun.…He had been a fool to go unarmed, but he had intended only to ride to Frisby’s to talk to Mike and look over the situation on the spot. He had never considered hunting the thieves himself, but there came a time when a man had to fork his own broncs.
Whatever they would do would be done at once. There was no time to ride for help. Blick lifted Hamlin from the saddle and put the boy on the ground some distance away. The red-shirted man watched him, his face stiff. Then Blick and Sprague slid the saddles from their horses and led them out to picket. Jim worked his way through the brush until he was close to the fire.
Rossiter knew there was little time and he had to gamble. “You going to let them kill that boy?” he asked quietly.
The man’s head came up sharply. “Who’s that?”
“I asked if you were going to let them kill that boy?”
He saw Rossiter now. His eyes measured him coolly. “You want them stopped,” he said, “you stop them.”
“I wasn’t expecting trouble. I’m not packing a gun.”
It was his life he was chancing as well as Mike’s. Yet he believed he knew men, and in this one there was a basic manhood, a remnant of personal pride and integrity. Each man has his code, no matter how far down the scale.
The fellow got to his feet and strolled over to his war bag. From it he took a battered Colt. “Catch,” he said, and walked back to the fire.
Jim Rossiter stepped back into the shadows, gun in hand. He had seen Mike’s eyes on him, and in Mike’s eyes there had been doubt. Rossiter was a reader of books, a thinker…and this was time for violence.
Sprague and Blick came back to the fire and Sprague looked sharply around. “Did I hear you talkin’?”
“To the kid. I asked if he was hungry.”
Sprague studied the man for a long minute, suspicion thick upon him. “Don’t waste the grub.” He started to sit down, then saw the gap in the open war bag. With a quick stride he stepped to the boy and rolled him over, glanced at the rawhide that bound him, then looked around on the ground.
Blick was puzzled but alert. The man in the red shirt stood very still, pale to the lips.
The gambler straightened up and turned slowly. “Bill, where’s that other gun of yours?”
“I ain’t seen it.”
Rossiter smelled the acrid smell of wood smoke. There was the coolness of a low place and damp grass around him. Out on the meadow a quail called.
“You shoved it down in your pack last night. It ain’t there now.”
“Ain’t it?”
Bill knew he was in a corner, but he was not a frightened man. It was two to one, and he did not know whether the man in the shadows would stand by him—or even if he was still present.
“I’m not fooling, Bill. I won’t stand for a doublecross.”
“And I won’t stand for killin’ the kid.”
Sprague’s mind was made up. Ed Blick knew it, and Ed moved left a little. Bill saw that move and knew what it meant. His tongue touched his lips, and his eyes flickered toward the pines.
Rossiter took an easy step forward, bringing him into the half-light. “If you’re looking for the gun, Sprague, here it is.”
The gun was easy in hand…Blick saw something then, and it bothered him. No lawyer ever held a gun like that. He tried to speak, to warn Sprague, but Rossiter was speaking.
“Bill,” he said, “untie that boy.”
Sprague’s lips had thinned down against his teeth. The corners of his mouth pulled down, and the skin on his face looked tight and hard. “Leave him be. I’m not backing up for no cow town lawyer.”
“Watch it, George,” Blick said. “I don’t like this.”
“He doesn’t dare shoot. One of us will get him.”
“Untie the kid, Bill.” Rossiter’s eyes were on Sprague, a corner of attention for Blick. He sensed that Blick was wiser at this sort of thing than Sprague. Blick was dangerous but he would start nothing. It would be Sprague who would move first.
Bill walked across to Mike and, dropping on his knees, began to untie him.
“Back off, Bill,” Sprague warned, “or I’ll kill you, too.” He crouched a bit, bending his knees ever so slightly. “Get ready, Ed.”
“George!” There was sudden panic in Blick’s voice. “Don’t try—!”
Sprague threw himself left and grabbed for his gun. It was swinging up when Rossiter shot him. Rossiter fired once, the bullet smashing Sprague in the half-parted teeth, and then he swung the gun. He felt Blick’s shot burn him, then steadied and fired. Blick backed up two steps and sat down. Then he clasped his stomach as if with cramp and rolled over on his side and lay there, unmoving.
Bill touched his lips with his tongue. “For a lawyer,” he said sincerely, “you can shoot.”
Rossiter lowered the gun. Mike was sitting up, rubbing his arms. He walked over to where the other man’s kit lay on the ground and dropped the pistol onto a blanket. “Much obliged, Bill. Now you’d better saddle up and ride.”
“Sure.”
Bill turned to go, then stopped. “That gun there. I got it secondhand.” He rubbed his palms down his chaps. “I’ll need a road stake. You figure it’s worth twenty bucks to you?”
Rossiter drew a coin from his pocket and tossed it to Bill. It gleamed gold in the firelight. “It’s a bargain, Bill. A good buy.”
Bill hesitated, then said quietly, “I never killed no kids, mister.”

NOBODY WAS IN the street when they rode in at daybreak. There was a rooster crowing and somewhere a water bucket rattled, then a pump squeaked. Rossiter walked his horse up the street, leading two others, the bodies of Sprague and Blick across them.
Mike started to turn his horse toward home, then said, “You never said you could shoot like that, Jim.”
“In a lifetime, Mike, a man does many things.”
Mulcahy came from the door of his house, hair freshly combed. “Ain’t a nice sight before breakfast, Jim.” Mul-cahy glanced at the two dead men. “You want me to put out a warrant for this Bill character?”
“No evidence,” Rossiter replied. “Let him be. The last of them is Lonnie Parker. I want you to let me come along.”
“Tomorrow,” the sheriff said.

IT WAS NOON when he got out of bed. He bathed, shaved, and dressed carefully, not thinking of what was to come. He left Bill’s gun on the dresser and went to a chest in the corner and got out a belt, holster, and gun. The gun was a .44 Russian, a Smith & Wesson six-shooter. He checked the loads and the balance, then walked out into the street.
Magda was just leaving her gate. She hesitated, waiting for him. She looked from the gun to his eyes, surprised. “Jim…what are you doing?”
He told her quietly of what happened, and of Bill riding away.
“But,” she protested, “if they are dead and Bill is gone—”
“There were four rustlers, Magda,” he said gently. “I don’t know what the other one will do.”
She got it then and he saw her face go white. One hand caught the gate and she stared at him. “Jim!” Her voice was a whisper. “Oh, Jim!”
He turned away. “I don’t want trouble, Mag. I’m going to try to take care of him for you. After all,” he said with grim humor, “he may need a lawyer.”
Sheriff Mulcahy was waiting up the street in front of his office. The time had come.
He was gone three steps before she cried out, and then she ran to him, caught his arm.
“Jim Rossiter, you listen to me. You take care of yourself! No matter what happens, Jim! Jim, believe me, there was never anybody else—nobody at all—not after I met you. The night he came to town I…I was just so glad to see him, and then you saw us and you wouldn’t talk to me. He took too much for granted, but so did you.”
His eyes held hers for a long, long minute. Up the street a door slammed, and there were boots on the boardwalk. He smiled, and squeezed her arm. “All right, Mag. I believe you.”
He turned then, and felt the sun’s heat on his shoulders and felt the dust puff under his boot soles, and he walked away up the street, seeing Lonnie Parker standing there in the open, waiting for them. And he was not worried. He was not worried at all.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/Lamo_9780553900200_epub_001_r1.png
WEST OF
DODGE

Frontier Stories by

Louis DAmour

BANTAM BOOKS






OPS/images/Lamo_9780553900200_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
West of Dodge

Louis L'Amour





