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DEATH DUE US PART



A MAN LAY flat in the middle of the trail, blood staining the back of his vest. Beside his right hand lay a six-shooter.

To the left of the road were four riders, sitting their horses with hands uplifted. Facing the four was a young man with dark, wavy hair. There was an empty holster on his hip and he held two guns in his hands.

From inside the stagecoach, Loma stifled a cry. “Rod!” she gasped. “Rod Morgan!”

Her voice was low, but Jed Blue overheard. “Is that your man?” he asked.

She nodded, unable to speak. It was true then, she thought. He was a killer! He had just shot that man.

Loma Day drew back into the stage, her hands to her face. Horror filled her being. That limp, still body! Rod Morgan had killed him!
The stage started to roll.

“Hey?” Blue caught at Loma’s arm. “Ain’t you even goin’ to call to him? Ain’t you goin’ to let him know you’re here?”

“No! Don’t tell him! Please don’t!”

Blue leaned back, shaking his head admiringly. “Handy, right handy! That gent who was down in the road was drilled plumb center!”

Loma did not hear him. Rod! Her Rod! A killer!




To Jack Evans




Introduction



THE STORIES IN this collection are fiction based upon a knowledge of events of a similar nature. The Historical Notes are exactly that, bits of western violence lifted from the day-by-day lives of western people. It was not, as many have surmised, a lawless time. The duel was, in many quarters of the world, still the accepted method of settling disputes. However, at the time of the gun battles related here the days of the Code Duello were at an end.

Often I have been asked if such gunfights actually took place, for there are those who believe such stories are the stuff of fiction, or invented by makers of motion pictures. Several writers have attempted to list the gunfighters and the gunfights, and one author has listed 587 gun battles, and has done it well, but there were at least four times that many in the period from 1850 to 1910. None of the gun battles in my historical notes, for example, are included in that book. To list them all is difficult, if not impossible, yet we do have the files of old newspapers, court records, coroners’ reports, and diaries, which are helpful.

It is well to mention, however, that ninety percent of the gun battles took place in either saloons, the red light district, or out on the range, having little or no effect on the daily lives of most of the citizens.

None of the Historical Notes are intended to have any connection with the stories I have written. They are included rather as a part of the whole picture I am presenting in my books, and to indicate that such things were, in fact, happening.

Gunplay did not enter the life of every citizen, although a time might come when any man might be called upon to defend himself. The law, if present, was often beyond call, even as now. Nor was the western man inclined to call for help. He who settled his own difficulties was most respected.

The gunfighter was not inclined to wear a gun slung low on his hip, and swagger about town. That was for the tinhorns or the would-bes. More often than not he dressed in a conservative manner and went about his business quietly and with dignity. In fact, in one of the most noted gun duels, where two of the top operators in the field met, both men drew not from low-slung holsters but from their hip pockets. This was the fight in Fort Worth between Long-Haired Jim Courtright and Luke Short.

Television and motion pictures have made everyone familiar with the names of Billy the Kid, Wild Bill Hickok, Bat Masterson, and Wyatt Earp, so I have purposely avoided them. In their time there were at least a hundred men as well, if not better, known.

Various cliches have arisen from one source or another, and one that resulted from its use in the Spanish-American War is the notion that “a .45 will always knock a man down.” Don’t you believe it. I could relate at least a hundred cases where men took .45-caliber bullets and kept right on coming.

Another cliche of motion pictures and television is the gunman or outlaw who, alone or with a gang, terrorizes a western town. One has to remember that the period of the gunfighter was in the years of the mining booms and cattle drives following the Civil War. Several hundred thousand men went west, from the army or civilian life, who had been using guns. Many were veterans of the Union or Confederate armies, and they not only could shoot but had been shooting. Others were veterans of Indian fighting, and a large percentage of those who came west had hunted meat for the table. They knew just as much about guns and had used them as much or more than any pack of ratty outlaws who came down the pike. And they weren’t about to take any nonsense.

An illustration: In Northfield, Minnesota a bunch of farmers and businessmen shot the Jesse James gang almost out of existence, and in Coffeyville, Kansas the local citizenry wiped out the Doolin-Dalton gang. Emmett Dalton survived to sell real estate in Los Angeles, but he was carried from the field pretty well ballasted with buckshot. One could list a dozen more such occasions.

All this was but one aspect of a varied picture, for most people worked hard and for long hours. Social activity for families and many others centered around the churches, although there were dances, box suppers, horse races, as well as foot races (a very popular activity), and some towns such as Dodge City had both band concerts and baseball games. Often there were prize fights. Occasionally traveling groups of actors would present their shows.

Court sessions were eagerly awaited for the drama they offered, and certain trial lawyers had greater followings than any matinee idol. The same was true of revival ministers who preached the gospel in small western towns. Many of those in the audience came more to hear his presentation than for the Holy Word, a fact of which he was usually aware.



THE GHOSTS OF BUCKSKIN RUN

FOR TWO DAYS they had seen no other traveler, not even a solitary cowhand or an Indian. There had been the usual stops to change teams, an overnight layover at Weston’s ranch, but no other break in the monotony of the journey.

There was no comfort in the west-bound stage. The four passengers alternately dozed or stared miserably at the unchanging desert, dancing with heat waves.

No breeze sent a shaft of coolness through the afternoon’s heavy heat. Aloma Day, bound for Cordova, a tiny cowtown thirty miles further along the trail, felt stifled and unhappy. Her heavy dress was hot, and she knew her hair “looked a fright.”

The jolting of the heavy coach bouncing over the rocky, ungraded road had settled a thin mantle of dust over her clothes and skin. The handkerchief with which she occasionally touched her cheeks and brow had long since become merely a miserable wad of damp cloth.

Across from her Em Shipton, proprietor of Cordova’s rooming and boarding establishment, perspired, fanned, and dozed. Occasionally she glanced with exasperation at Aloma’s trim figure, for to her the girl seemed unreasonably cool and immaculate. Em Shipton resembled a barrel with ruffles.

Mark Brewer, cattle buyer, touched his mustache thoughtfully and looked again at the girl in the opposite corner of the stage. She was, he decided, almost beautiful. Possibly her mouth was a trifle wide, but her lips were lovely, and she laughed easily.

“I hope,” he ventured suddenly, “you decide to stay with us, Miss Day. I am sure the people of Cordova will do all they can to make your visit comfortable.”

“Oh, but I shall stay! I am going to make my home there.”

“Oh? You have relatives there?”

“No,” she smiled, “I am to be married there.”

The smile left his eyes, yet hovered politely about his lips. “I see. No doubt I know the lucky fellow. Cordova is not a large town.”

Loma hesitated. The assurance with which she decided upon this trip had faced with the miles. It had been a long time since she had seen Rod Morgan, and the least she could have done was to await a reply from him. Yet there was no place in which to wait. Her aunt had died, and they had no friends in Richmond. She had money now for the trip. Six weeks or a month later she might have used it all. Her decision had been instantly made, but the closer she came to Cordova the more uncertain she felt.

She looked at Brewer. “Then you probably know him. His name is Roderick Morgan.”

Em Shipton stiffened, and Mark Brewer’s lips tightened. They exchanged a quick, astonished glance. Alarmed at their reaction, Loma glanced quickly from one to the other.

“What’s the matter? Is something wrong?”

“Wrong?” Em Shipton had never been tactful. “I should say there is! Rod Morgan is an insufferable person! What can you be thinking of to come all this way to marry a man like that?”

“Please, Em,” Brewer interrupted. “Remember, you are speaking of Miss Day’s fiancé. Of course, I must admit it is something of a shock. How long since you have seen him, Miss Day?”

“Two years.” She felt faint, frightened. What was wrong? What had Rod done? Why did they—

All through her aunt’s long illness, Rod’s love for her had been the rock to which she clung, it had been the one solid thing in a crumbling world. He had always been the one to whom she knew she could turn.

“That explains it, then,” Brewer said, sympathetically. “A lot can happen in two years. You haven’t been told, I presume, of the murders in Buckskin Run?”

“No. What is Buckskin Run?”

“It’s a stream, you know. Locally, it is the term used to designate the canyon through which the stream runs, as well as the stream itself. The stream is clear and cold, and it heads far back in the mountains, but the canyon is rather a strange, mysterious sort of place, which all decent people avoid like the plague. For years the place has been considered haunted, and there are unexplained circumstances. Then Rod Morgan moved into the canyon and built a cabin there.”

“You—you spoke of murders?”

“Yes, I certainly did. About a year ago Morgan had trouble with a man named Ad Tolbert. A few days later a cowhand found Tolbert’s body not far from Morgan’s cabin. He had been shot in the back.”

“And that was only one of them!” Em Shipton declared. “Tell her about the pack peddler.”

“His name was Ned Weisl. He was a harmless old fellow who had been peddling around the country for years. On every trip he went into Buckskin Run, and that seemed strange, because until Morgan moved there nobody lived in the Run country. He had some wild story he told about gold in Buckskin Run, some gold buried there. About a month ago they found his body, too. And he had been shot in the back.”

“You mark my words!” Em Shipton declared. “That Rod Morgan’s behind it all!”

The fourth passenger, a bearded man, spoke for the first time, “It appears to me that you’re condemning this young man without much reason. Has anybody seen him shoot anybody?”

“Who would go into that awful place? Everybody knows it’s haunted. We warned young Morgan about it, but he was too smart, a know-it-all. He said all the talk about ghosts was silly, and even if there were ghosts he’d make them feel at home!

“We thought it was strange, him going into that dark, lonely place! No wonder. He’s deep, he is! With a sight of crime behind him, too!”

“That’s not true!” Loma said. “I’ve known Rod Morgan for years. There isn’t a nicer boy anywhere.”

Em Shipton’s features stiffened with anger. A dictator in her own little world, she resented any contradiction of her opinions.

“I reckon, young lady, you’ve a lot to learn, and you’ll learn it soon, mark my words!”

“There is something to what Mrs. Shipton says,” Brewer commented. “Morgan does have a bad reputation around Cordova. He was offered a good riding job by Henry Childs when he first arrived, but he refused it. Childs is a pioneer, and the wealthiest and most respected man in the country. When a drifter like Morgan refused such a job it aroused suspicion. Why would a man want to live in that canyon alone, when he could have a good job with Childs?”

“Maybe he simply wants to be independent. Maybe he wants to build his own ranch,” the bearded man suggested. “A man never gets anywhere working for the other man.”

Mark Brewer ignored the comment. “That canyon has always had an evil reputation. Vanishing wagon trains, mysterious deaths, and even the Indians avoid the place.”

He paused. “You’ve only one life to live, Miss Day, so why don’t you wait a few days and make some inquiries before you commit yourself? After all, you do admit you haven’t seen the man for two years.”

Aloma Day stared out over the desert. She was angry, but she was frightened, also. What was she getting into? She knew Rod, but two years is a long time, and people change. So much could have happened.

He had gone west to earn money so they could be married, and it seemed unlikely he would think of building a home for her in a haunted valley. He was, she knew, inclined to be hot-headed and impulsive.

But murder? How could she believe that of him?

“It doesn’t make a man a murderer because he lives in a nice little valley like Buckskin Run,” the bearded man said. “You make your inquiries, ma’am, that’s a sensible suggestion, but don’t take nobody’s word on a man on evidence like that. Buckskin Run is a pretty little valley.”

Mark Brewer gave the man his full attention for the first time. “What do you know about Buckskin Run? Everybody agrees it’s a dangerous place.”

“Nonsense! I’ve been through it more than once. I went through that valley years ago, before your man Childs was even out here.

“Pioneer, is he? I never heard of him. There wasn’t a ranch in the country when I first rode in here. As far as Indians are concerned, Buckskin Run was medicine ground. That’s why they never went there.”

“How do you explain the things that have happened there?”

“I don’t explain ’em. There’s been killings all over the west, and will be as long as there’s bad men left. There were white men around when I first came in here, renegades most of ’em, but nobody ever heard any talk of haunts or the like. Men like Tarran Kopp camped in there many’s the time!”

“You were here,” Brewer asked, “when Tarran Kopp was around?”

“Knowed him well. I was through this here country before he ever seen it. Came through with Kit Carson the first time, and he was the one named it Buckskin Run. Favorite camp ground for Kit, that’s what it was.

“My name’s Jed Blue, and my feet made trails all over this country. I don’t know this man Morgan, but if he’s had the sense to settle in Buckskin Run he’s smart. That’s the best growing land around here!”

Em Shipton glared at Jed Blue. “A lot you know about it! That valley is a wicked place! It’s haunted, and everybody from Cordova to Santa Fe knows it. What about the wagon trains that went into it and disappeared?

“What about the graves? Three men buried side by each, and what does it say on their markers? ‘No visible cause of death on these bodies.’”

The Concord rumbled through a dry wash, then mounted the opposite bank with a jerk, bumped over a rock in the trail, and slowed to climb a steep, winding grade.

Talk died as suddenly as it had begun, and Loma clenched her hands in her lap, fighting back the wave of panic that mounted within her.

If Rod had become what they said, what would she do? What could she do? Her money was almost gone, and she would be fortunate if she had enough to last a week. Yet, what would have happened had she remained in the East? To be without money in one place was as bad as another.

Yet, despite the assurance with which they spoke, she could not believe Rod was a murderer. Remembering his fine, clean-cut face, his clear, dark eyes, and his flashing smile, she could not accept what they said.

The Concord groaned to the top of the grade, and the six horses swung wide around a curve and straightened out, running faster and faster.

Suddenly there was a shot, a sharp yell, and the stage made a swerving stop so abruptly that Loma was thrown into Em Shipton’s lap. Recovering, she peered out of the window.

A man lay flat in the middle of the trail, blood staining the back of his vest. Beside his right hand lay a six-shooter.

To the left of the road were four riders, sitting their horses with hands uplifted. Facing the four from the right side of the road was a young man with dark, wavy hair blowing in the wind. He wore badly worn jeans, scuffed star boots and a black and white checkered shirt. There was an empty holster on his hip, and he held two guns in his hands.

“Now pick up your man and get out of here! You came hunting it, and you found it.”

Loma stifled a cry. “Rod!” she gasped. “Rod Morgan!”

Her voice was low, but Jed Blue overheard. “Is that your man?” he asked.

She nodded, unable to speak. It was true then, she thought. He was a killer! He had just shot that man.

One of the horsemen caught the riderless horse and two of the others dismounted to load the body across the saddle. The other man sat very still, holding his hand on the pommel of his saddle.

As the other riders remounted he said, “Well, this is one you won’t bury in Buckskin Run!”

“Get going!” Morgan said. “And keep a civil tongue in your head, Jeff. I’ve no use for you or any of your rustling, dry-gulching crowd.”

Loma Day drew back into the stage, her hands to her face. Horror filled her being. That limp, still body! Rod Morgan had killed him!

“Well!” Em Shipton said triumphantly. “What did we tell you?”

“It’s too bad you had to see this,” Brewer said. “I’m sorry ma’am.”

“That’s a right handy young feller!” Blue said admiringly. “Looks to me like you picked you a good one, ma’am. Stood off the five of them, he did, and I never seen it done better. Any one of them would have killed him had they the chance, but he didn’t even disarm them. And they wanted no part of him!”

The stage started to roll.

“Hey?” Blue caught at Loma’s arm. “Ain’t you even goin’ to call to him? Ain’t you goin’ to let him know you’re here?”

“No! Don’t tell him! Please, don’t!”

Blue leaned back, shaking his head admiringly. “Handy, right handy! That gent who was down in the road was drilled plumb center!”

Loma did not hear him. Rod! Her Rod! A killer!



AS THE STAGE swung back into the road and pulled away, Rod Morgan stooped and picked up the dead man’s six-shooter. No use wasting a good gun, and if things went on as they had begun he would have need of it.

He walked back to where his gray mustang was tethered, and swung into the saddle. A brief glance around and he started back up the canyon. There was so much to do, and so little time.

Perhaps he had been wrong to oppose the ingrained superstition and suspicion of the Cordova country, but working as a cowhand would never allow him to save enough to support a wife or build a home. Buckskin Run, from the moment he had first glimpsed it, had seemed the epitome of all he had dreamed.

The stream plunged happily over the stones, falling in a series of miniature cascades and rapids into a wide basin surrounded by towering cliffs. It flowed out of that basin and through a wide meadow, several hundred acres of good grassland. High cliffs bordered the area on all sides, and there were clumps of aspen and spruce.

Below the first meadow lay a long valley also bounded by sheer cliffs, a valley at least a half-mile wide that narrowed suddenly into a bottleneck that spilled the stream into another series of small rapids before it swung into the timbered land bordering the desert.

When Rod Morgan had found Buckskin Run there had been no tracks of either cattle or horses. Without asking questions, he chose a cabin site near the entrance and went to work. Before he rode out to Cordova on his first trip to town his cabin was built, his corrals ready.

In Cordova he ran into trouble with Em Shipton.

Em’s entire life was ruled by prejudice and superstition. She had come to Cordova from the hills of West Virginia by way of Council Bluffs and Santa Fe. In the Iowa town she married Josh Shipton, a teamster freighting over the Sante Fe Trial. She had already been a widow, her first husband dropping from sight after a blast of gun-fire with his brother-in-law.

Josh Shipton was more enduring, and also somewhat faster with a gun, than Em’s previous spouse. He stood her nagging and suspicion for three months, stood the borrowing and drunkenness of her brother for a few days longer. The two difficulties came to a head simultaneously. Josh packed up and left Em and, in a final dispute with her quarrelsome, pistol-ready brother, eliminated him from further interference in Em’s marital or other affairs. But Josh kept on going.

Em Shipton had come to Cordova and started her rooming and boarding house while looking for a new husband. Her first choice, old Henry Childs himself, was a confirmed bachelor who came to eat once at her table. Wiser than most, he never came again.

She was fifteen years older and twenty pounds heavier than slim, handsome Rod Morgan, but he was her second choice.

“What you need,” she told him, “is a good wife!”

Unaware of the direction of the conversation, Rod agreed that he did.

“Also,” she said, “you must move away from that awful canyon. It’s haunted!”

Rod laughed. “Sure, and I’ve seen no ghost, ma’am. Not a one. Never seen a prettier valley, either. No, I’m staying.”

Em Shipton coupled her ignorance with assurance. Women were scarce in the West, and she had come to consider herself quite a catch. She had yet to learn that women were not that scarce.

“Well,” she said definitely, “you can’t expect me to go live in no valley like that.”

Rod stared, mouth open in astonishment. “Who said anything—” He swallowed, trying to keep a straight face but failing. He stifled the laugh, but not the smile. “I’m sorry. I like living there, and, as for a wife, I’ve plans of my own.”

Em might have forgiven the plans, but she could never forgive that single, startled instant when Rod realized that Em Shipton actually had plans for him herself, or the way he smiled at the idea.

That was the only the beginning of the trouble. Rod Morgan had walked along to the Gem Saloon, had a drink, and been offered a job by Jake Sarran, Henry Childs’ foreman. He refused it.

“Better take it, Morgan,” Sarran advised, “if you plan to stay in this country. We don’t like loose, unattached riders drifting around.”

“I’m not drifting around. I own my own place on Buckskin Run.”

“I know,” Sarran admitted, “but nobody stays there long. Why not take a good job when you can get it?”

“Because I simply don’t want a job. I’ll be staying at Buckskin Run.” As he turned away a thought struck him. “And you can tell whoever it is who wants me out of there that I’ve come to stay.”

Jake Sarran put his glass down hard, but whatever he intended to say went unspoken. Rod left the saloon, his brow furrowed with thought and some worry. On this first visit to town he had come to realize that his presence at Buckskin Run was disturbing to someone.

For a week he kept busy on the ranch, then he rode south, hired a couple of hands, and drove in three hundred head of whiteface cattle. With grass and water they would not stray, and there was no better grass and water than that in Buckskin Run. He let the hands go.

But the thought worried him. Why, with all that good pasture and water, had Buckskin Run not been settled?

When next he rode into Cordova he found people avoiding him. Yet he was undisturbed. Many communities were clannish and shy about accepting strangers. Once they got acquainted it would be different. Yet he had violated one of their taboos.

It was not until he started to mount his horse that he discovered his troubles were not to stop with being ignored. A sack of flour tied behind his saddle had been cut open, and most of the flour had spilled on the ground.

Angered, he turned to face the grins of the men seated along the walk. One of them, Bob Carr, a long, rangy rider from Henry Child’s Block C, had a smudge of white near his shirt pocket, and another smudge near his right-hand pants pocket, the sort of smear that might have come from a man’s knife if he had cut a flour-sack open, then shoved the knife back in his pocket.

Rod had stepped up on the walk. “How’d you get that white smudge on your pocket?”

The rider looked quickly down, then, his face flushing, he looked up. “How do you think?” he said.

Rod hit him. He threw his fist from where it was, at his belt, threw it short and hard into the long rider’s solar plexus.

Bob Carr had not expected to be hit. The blow was sudden, explosive and knocked out every bit of wind he had.

“Get him, Bob!” somebody shouted, but as Bob opened his mouth to gasp for air, Rod Morgan broke his jaw with a right.

Rod Morgan turned, and mounted his horse. From the saddle he looked back. “I didn’t come looking for trouble, and I am not asking for it. I’m a quiet man, minding my own affairs.”

Yet when he rode out of town he knew he had opened a feud with the Block C. It was trouble he did not want, and for which he had no time, but whether he liked it or not he had a fight on his hands.

When he returned to his cabin a few days later, after checking some cattle in the upper canyon, there was a notice nailed to his door to get out and stay out. Then his cabin was set afire and much of his gear burned.

Ad Tolbert picked a fight with him and got soundly whipped, but a few days later Tolbert was murdered in Buckskin Run. Rod Morgan took to packing a gun wherever he went.

As is the case with any person who lives alone, or is different, stories were circulated about him, and he became suspect to many people who did not know him and had never so much as seen him. Behind it there seemed to be some malignant influence, but he had no idea who or what was directing it.

Two things happened at once. A letter came from Aloma Day, and Ned Weisl came into the canyon. He had hesitated to suggest that Loma come west with the situation unsettled as it was, yet from her letter he understood what her situation must be. He had written, explaining what he could and inviting her to come.

Weisl was a strange little man. Strange, yet also charming and interesting. From the first he and Rod hit it off well, and so he told Rod about the gold.

“Three men came west together,” Weisl explained. “Somewhere out in Nevada they struck it rich. The story was they had a hundred and twenty thousand in gold when they started back. They built a special wagon with a false bottom in it, where they hid the gold. Then, with three wagons in all, they headed east.

“They got as far as Buckskin Run, and there, according to the story, Tarran Kopp and his gang hit them. The three men were killed, and that was the end of it, only there was another story. With gold there nearly always is.

“One of Kopp’s gang was a friend of mine years later, and when asked about it he claimed they had killed nobody in Buckskin Run, nor had they stolen any gold. At the time it all took place they were in Mexico, and he showed me an old newspaper story to prove it.”

“So what became of the gold? And who did kill the people in Buckskin Run?”

“Nobody knows who killed them or how. Nobody knows what became of the gold, either. A hundred and twenty thousand in gold isn’t the easiest thing to carry around in a country where people are inclined to be curious. According to the prices at the time, that would be right around three hundred pounds of gold. There are people who were right interested in that gold who claim it never left Buckskin Run!

“There’s others who declare nobody went into the canyon from the lower end, and nobody knows who buried the three who died there. Markers were set over the graves, and on each one those words ‘No visible mark of death on these bodies.’”

“What do you think?”

“That,” Weisl said, smiling with puckish humor, “is another question. I’ve an idea, but it’s a fantastic one. You hold the land now. Will you let me look around? I will give you one-third of whatever I find.”

“Make it half?”

Weisl shrugged. “Why not? There will be enough for both.”

Ned Weisl did not return to the cabin, so Rod had gone looking for him. He did not distrust the little man, but he was worried.

He found Ned Weisl—dead. He had been shot in the back.

Rod Morgan knew they believed him guilty of the murder, as well as of the killing of Ad Tolbert. No one accused him, although veiled references were made. Only today, on the trail, had he been directly accused.

He had ridden through the bottleneck and down to the stage trail, intending to ask the driver to let him know when Loma arrived, although she could scarcely have had his letter by now.

The five riders had been about to enter the bottleneck. Jeff Cordell was leading, and one of the men with him was Reuben Hart, who had the name of being a bad man with a gun. He was the man Morgan watched.

“Howdy,” he said.

“We’re hunting strays,” Cordell said. “We thought we’d come in and look you over.”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

“We’re tellin’ you. We don’t need to ask.”

“Then you’ve gone as far as you go. No cattle have come in here but my own. I’ve fenced the neck, so nothing can come in or out unless they open the gate. Any time you want a look around, just come and ask me when I’m home.”

“We’re going in now,” Cordell said, “and if you’re smart you’ll stand aside.”

“I’m not smart,” Rod Morgan said, waiting. Inside he was on edge, poised for trouble. “I’m the kind of man who would make you ride in over at least three dead bodies. You decide if what you’re doing is worth it.”

Cordell hesitated. He was no fool, and Rod Morgan had already proved a surprise to both Bob Carr and Ad Tolbert. Cordell was a poker player, and Rod Morgan looked like he was holding a pat hand. He believed he could tell when a man was bluffing, and he did not believe Morgan was. He was also aware that if anybody died it was almost sure to be him.

“Let me take him.” Reuben Hart shoved his horse to the fore. “I’ve never liked you, Morgan, and I believe you’re bluffing, and I believe you’re yellow!”

Reuben went for his gun as he spoke, and Reuben was a fast man.

Cordell and the others were cowhands, not gunfighters. They could handle their guns, but were not in the class of Reuben or Dally Hart.

Very quickly they realized they were not in the class of Rod Morgan, either, for he had drawn and fired so fast that his bullet hit Reuben even as that gunman’s pistol cleared leather.

Reuben slid from the saddle and sprawled on the ground, and Rod Morgan was looking over his pistol at them.

Jeff Cordell noticed another thing. Morgan’s gray mustang stood rock still when Morgan fired, and he knew his own bronc would not do that. Jeff Cordell put both hands on the pommel of the saddle. For a man with a horse like that and a drawn pistol, killing the rest of them would be like shooting ducks in a barrel.

The arrival of the stage saved their faces, and they loaded Hart into the saddle and headed for the home ranch.

Andy Shank expressed an opinion they were all beginning to share. “You know,” Shank said, when they had ridden a couple of miles, “I believe that gent intends to stay.”

Nobody said anything but Andy was not easily squelched. “Anyway,” he added, “he seemed right serious about it.”

But Andy had never liked Reuben Hart, anyway.

“He’ll stay,” Cordell’s tone was grim. “Reub was never the gun-hand Dally is, and Dally will be riding to Buckskin Run.”

Back on the ranch, Rod Morgan stripped the saddle from the gray and turned it into the corral. Carrying the saddle into the log barn, he threw it over a rail. Alone in the barn, he stood for a moment in the shadowed stillness.

He had killed a man.

It was not something he liked to think about. There had been no need to look his place over for strays. It was fenced at the opening and there was nowhere else a steer could get into the canyon. Nor did the Block C have any cattle running in the area. It was purely a trouble-making venture. They knew it, and so did he.

His cabin was silent. He stood inside the door and looked around. He had built well. It had four rooms, plank floors, good, solid, squared-off logs, and windows with a view.

Would Loma like it? Would she like Buckskin Run? Or would she be afraid?

Standing in the open door he looked back toward the bottleneck, a good six hundred yards away. Green grass rolled under the slight wind, and the run, about fifty yards from the house, could be plainly heard. The high rock walls made twilight come early, but the canyon was beautiful in any light.

He closed the door and began preparing his supper. He knew what would come now, and there was nothing he could do to prevent it but run, and he would not, he could not do that. All he had was here. His hopes, his dreams, all the money he had been able to get together, all his hard work.

The people he had talked to had told him about the Harts, watching his expression as they told him. Now that he had killed Reuben, there was no way he could avoid trouble with Dally. He hoped that would end it. And it surely would, for one or both of them.

The Block C had been against him from the start, and he had no idea why. Were they always so clannish against strangers? Were they offended by his refusing a job?

His thoughts returned to his talk with Ned Weisl. He had liked the little man, but he had brought questions. Who had killed the three men from Nevada? What had become of their wagons? What had become of their gold? And what became of the killers themselves?

A few things he had learned. Several of the stories about him, other than those from the malicious tongue of Em Shipton, had come from the Block C, apparently from Henry Childs, a man he had never seen. He was also aware that Mark Brewer wanted him off Buckskin Run. Brewer had even gone so far as to offer him a nice little ranch some distance from the Run, and for a very reasonable price.

He fixed the barest of meals and then sat alone to eat it, thinking of Loma. Where was she now? Had she received his letter? Would she come? Dared he bring her into all this? How would she react to what happened today, for example? In the world from which she came, the killing of one man by another was a crime, and even when done in self-defense it was somehow considered reprehensible. Yet soon all that would be over, and there would be peace on Buckskin Run. Or so he hoped.

His thoughts returned to the stories. Was there gold buried here? If so, he hoped it would soon be found, so people would stop talking about it and looking for it.

When morning came again he saddled the gray and rode to the upper end of the canyon, where a dark pool of water invited the flow down from the higher mountains. He had noticed the graves there before this, but had had no time to examine them. Yet they were tangible evidence that something had happened here in Buckskin Run.

Why had Weisl been murdered? Merely to cause trouble for him? That was ridiculous. Or was the peddler dangerously close to a secret no one wanted revealed?

What fantastic idea had Weisl had, there at the end? Rod Morgan wished, desperately, that he knew. That secret might lead to the solving of the mysteries, and an end to them.

He stepped down from the gray and walked over to the three graves. Side by side, and, what he had not realized, each was marked with the name of the man who lay there. Somehow he had gotten the impression their names were unknown.

NAT TENEDOU—HARRY KIDD—JOHN COONEY

“Well? What do you make of it?”

Startled, he looked toward the voice and saw a man seated on a rock beyond the pool, a long, lean man with a red mustache. To have reached that place unheard he must have moved like a ghost. Rod was sure he had not been there when he dismounted from his horse.

“Who are you? Where did you come from?”

The man jerked a thumb back toward the cliffs. “Come down from up yonder. I always intended to have a good look at this place, but I heerd you wasn’t exactly welcoming strangers.”

He indicated the graves. “Knowed that Kidd. Big man. Powerful. Don’t do a man no good to be strong when a bullet hits him, I reckon.”

“What are you doing here?”

The man grinned slyly. “Same as you. Lookin’ for that there gold. I doubt she was ever taken out of this canyon. And those wagons? Three big wagons. I seen ’em.”

“You seem to know a lot about this.”

“Son, them days there wasn’t much went on Josh Shipton didn’t know.”

“Josh Shipton? You’re Josh Shipton?”

“I should reckon. Never heard of another. What d’you know about Josh Shipton?”

“There’s a woman in town says she was married to you.”

He sprang up so suddenly he almost slipped into the pool. “Em? You mean Em’s here? Son, don’t you go tellin’ folks you seen me. Especially not her! That woman would be the death of a man! Nag, nag, nag! Mornin’ until night.” He spat, then squinted his eyes at Rod. “She married again? That’s a marryin’ woman, that one.”

“Not yet, but I hear she has Henry Childs in mind.”

“Childs? Reckon she’d think of him. She’s money-hungry, that woman is.” He chuckled suddenly. “Hee, hee! I reckon that would serve ol’ Henry right! It surely would!”

“Do you know him?”

Shipton’s expression changed. “Me? No, I don’t know him. Heard of him.” Then he added, “He ain’t safe to know.”

“He’s just a rancher, isn’t he?”

Shipton shrugged. “Maybe he is, maybe he isn’t. Some folks get powerful unpleasant about those who ask questions.”

Nothing was to be done with Shipton present, yet Rod was sure that somewhere in the vicinity of the basin he would find a clue to the mystery of Buckskin Run. Those wagons had to have gone somewhere, and it would have taken an army of men or many teams to hoist the wagons up the cliffs. That possibility seemed out of the question.

As for the run itself, those cascades could not be negotiated by a canoe, let alone three large wagons.

Mounting up, he waved a hand at Shipton and rode away. The man was a puzzle, but obviously knew more than he was letting on. Could he have been around at the time? It was possible.

By the time he arrived at the cabin he was sure of one thing. However those wagons had escaped, they had not come down this way. The wagons, he decided, were still there, and so was the gold.

Riding up to his cabin he swung down. Only then did he see the big, bearded man seated on the bench in front of the house.

“This looks like my day for visitors. Did you come with Shipton?”

“Shipton? You don’t mean Josh is around? Now that does beat all! Wait until Em hears!”

“I promised I wouldn’t mention it.”

“Well, I surely won’t. Any man who got away from that woman deserves his freedom, believe you me.”

The man stood up. “My name’s Jed Blue. I’m an old timer here. Doubt if you heard of me, because I’ve been away for a spell. Trapped fur in this country. I come in with Carson, the first time.”

“Had anything to eat?”

Blue glanced at the height of the sun. “Reckon it’s gettin’ on to time.” He followed Morgan inside. “You’ve made a lot of enemies, son.”

“I didn’t ask for them.”

“That was a neat gun job you did on Reuben Hart. Don’t know’s I ever saw it done better.”

“You saw that? Where were you? On the stage?”

“I was. There were some other folks on it, too, including Em Shipton and a gent named Brewer. They’d been to Santa Fe, seems like.” He glanced at Morgan. “There was a girl on that stage, too. Name of Loma Day.”

“Loma? Here? But how—?”

“She said she’d come on without waiting for word from you. She had nothing back where she came from. My feelin’ was she thought she’d better make the trip whilst she still had the money.”

“But why didn’t she say something? She must have seen me!”

Jed Blue was slicing some beef from a cold roast. “You got to think of her, and how it must’ve seemed. Womenfolks are different than us, and she bein’ from the East, and all.

“Em Shipton, she’d been tellin’ her what a bad hombre you were and then she comes up when you’ve just killed a man.

“That killing seemed like proof of all they’d been saying about you. She’s down to Cordova now, and I figured I’d better break the news so you can plan on what to do.”

He paused. “She may not welcome you with open arms.”

“It can’t be helped. I must see her!”

“You hold on. Just think about it a mite. In the first place, she’s a mighty fetchin’ young woman, and that Brewer may have some ideas of his own. He’s a fine-lookin’ man, and one who usually gets what he wants. You’d better set down and think this through before you go in there a foggin’.

“Also, you’ve got to remember there will be folks expecting you now. They know this girl has come out to see you. Em Shipton will tell ever’body in town. So they may just be waitin’ for you, son. You’ve got to think about it.”

Blue was silent for a moment and then he asked, “This here Brewer, now. Does he wear a gun? D’ you know anything about him?”

“I never saw him with a gun, but I’ve only seen him once or twice.”

“I was wondering. Reminds me somewhat of a man I knew one time, a long way back.”

They were eating in silence when Rod suddenly looked up. “You didn’t ride all the way out here just to tell me about Loma.”

Jed Blue tipped back in his chair, his huge body dwarfing the table at which they sat. “Reckon I didn’t, son. I was sort of lookin’ over the lay of the land.”

“In other words, you’re gold hunting?”

Blue chuckled, plucking at his beard. “Right on the point, ain’t you? I like that. I like a man who comes right out with it. So if I find it, what then?”

“You keep half.”

Blue laughed. “You do speak out. What if I don’t aim to give you none of it?”

Rod Morgan rested both hands on the table. He was not smiling. “Friend, I’m grateful for telling me my girl friend was in Cordova, but half of whatever you find is enough. The gold is on my land, but if you find it you keep half. You try to leave with all of it, and you’ll have to shoot your way out.”

Blue chuckled. “Of course, you might not find it so easy as with Hart. I shuck a gun pretty good myself, and I’ve had a bit more experience.” He cut off a slice of beef and placed it between two pieces of bread. “What you going to do with your half?”

“Buy cattle, stock this place, fix it up a mite, than hire a few hands.”

Blue nodded approvingly. “Canny. Makes sense. Easy money is soon gone without a sensible plan.” He looked up at Rod. “Don’t want a partner, do you? I’d like to work into a setup like this, and I’m a top hand, even though I don’t look it.”

“I’d have to think about it,” Rod said. He looked at the big man again, puzzled by something he could not define. There was more to this man than there seemed on the surface, but his impression was the man would be a square shooter. “It might be a good idea,” he said, “but I wouldn’t take any man in with me who didn’t realize what he was getting into.”

“Son,” Blue said, “don’t you pay that no mind. I’ve had wool in my teeth. I’m not one to hunt trouble, but I’ve stood alone many’s the time. When I’m pushed I can back my play. You an’ me together, we could show them a thing or two.”

Rod shoved back his chair. “I’m riding to town now. Want to come along?”

Jed Blue picked his teeth with a straw. He shoved back his own chair. “Don’t mind if I do,” he said. “I reckon I might as well get acquainted.”

As they passed through the bottleneck Blue gestured off toward the open country. “There’s a passel of mavericks in the canyons and draws east of here. A couple of good men could build a herd real fast.”

“That’s a good way to get a chance to make hair bridles. You start that and they’d have us in a rockwalled garden.”

“No,” Blue said seriously, “most of this stock is over a year old and unbranded. It’s for anybody. A few weeks of hard work and we could make a drive, sell out, and have some working capital.”

They rode in silence, Rod preoccupied with thoughts of Loma. It had been two years since he had seen her, but now that she was near he was excited, eager to see her, but worried, too. He knew now that he wanted her more than anything in life, realizing how much he had stifled thoughts of her so he could build for their future. Now that she had come west, her mind had been poisoned against him, and she had seen him kill a man without knowing anything of what came before.

Cordova lay flat and still under a baking sun. The mountains drew back disdainfully from the desert town, leaving it to fry in its own sweat and dust. A spring wagon was receiving a load of supplies in front of the general store, and a half-dozen horses stood three-legged at the hitching rail of the Gem Saloon. Jed Blue glanced over at Rod.

“More than likely she’ll be at Em Shipton’s. It’s about the only place a decent woman can stay. Want me to ride along?”

“Wait for me at the Gem, if you can stand their whiskey.”

Turning the gray toward Em Shipton’s, he felt all tight inside. He dismounted, stalling a little bit, afraid of what Loma might say. All his hopes, all his dreams were bound up in her. He walked up the slatted board walk and entered the boarding house.

Loma was standing at the end of the table in what seemed to be serious conversation with Mark Brewer.

“Rod! Oh, Rod!”

Yet even as he moved toward her he saw her eyes change as they fell to his gun.

He took her hands. “It has been a long time, too long.”

Suddenly she seemed uncertain, she half turned from him. “Mark? Have you met Rod Morgan?”

“No, I’m afraid not.” Brewer’s voice was cool, but not unfriendly. “How are you, Morgan?”

Rod nodded. She had called him Mark. “Very well, thanks.” His tone sounded less cordial than he intended.

“I am surprised to see you in town,” Brewer commented. “You know, I suppose, that Dally Hart is gunning for you?”

“Is he?” Loma’s hands had gone cold in his. She withdrew them gently. “But that isn’t unusual in Cordova, is it? Hasn’t someone been gunning for me ever since I settled in Buckskin Run? And I don’t mean the Harts or any of the small fry.”

“Just who do you mean?”

“If I knew that I’d go call on him and ask some questions. Now would you mind leaving us alone? I’d like to talk to Loma.”

Mark smiled, but there was a taunting amusement in his eyes. “Now why should I leave you alone? Miss Day is to be my wife.”

Rod felt as if he had been kicked in the stomach. His eyes turned, unbelievingly, to Loma’s. Her eyes fell before his. Then she looked up.

“Rod, I want you to understand. I like you ever so much, but all this killing…I couldn’t understand it, and Mark has been so kind. I hadn’t seen you, and—”

“There’s nothing to explain.” He was in control again. “You are as bad as the rest of them. As for you, Brewer, you’ve done your work well. You’ve taken advantage of the fact that Loma doesn’t understand the West, nor the situation here. You sneaked, connived, and probably lied.”

“Don’t try to bully me into a shooting, Morgan! I am not even wearing a gun.”

Loma was coldly furious. “Rod Morgan! To think you would dare to speak like that! Mark hasn’t lied. He has been honest and sincere. He told me not to believe all they said about you, but to wait and ask. He said I should see what men like Henry Childs thought of you, and—”

“Childs? Childs, did you say? Didn’t you know it was Childs and the Block C who was fighting me?”

He looked over at Brewer. “You’re welcome to her, Brewer. If she can go back on one man so easily, she will go back on another.”

“If I was wearing a gun—”

“What then? If you like, I’ll take mine off.”

“I am not a cheap brawler. You had better go now. I think you have made Miss Day unhappy enough.”

Rod Morgan turned sharply away, and started for the door. Behind him he half-heard a stifled cry as if she were calling out to him, but he did not turn.

He had just reached his horse when he saw Jed Blue. Without waiting for an explanation, he turned toward him, knowing what was about to happen.

“Son,” Blue spoke quietly, “Dally Hart’s over there. He says he’ll shoot on sight.”

“Let him! I’m in the mood for it! If he wants trouble, he sure picked the right time. I’m sick of being pushed around, and if I’m to have the name of a killer I might as well pay my dues.”

“Watch yourself, son!” Blue said. “There may be more than one. I’ll try to cover you, but keep your eyes open.”

Rod Morgan started up the street, spurs jingling as he walked. Inside he was boiling, but he knew he must steady down, for Dally Hart was a dangerous man, much more so than his brother Reuben had been. Suddenly he found himself hating everything around him. He had come to the town a friendly stranger, asking no favors of anyone, and almost from the first he had faced dislike and even hatred. Someone, he was sure, was guiding the feeling against him, disclaiming the stories yet repeating them, and that person could be he who had killed both Tolbert and Weisl.

That person might also be the one who knew where the gold was buried, knew what had happened so long ago in Buckskin Run.

But who could possibly know? How could he know? He…or was it she?

At that instant Rod Morgan saw Dally Hart.

The gunman had been standing behind a horse; now he stepped into the open with his back to the sun, putting the full glare in Rod’s eyes.

They were over a hundred yards apart, but Rod was walking swiftly. Sights and sounds were wiped from his world, and all he could see was the slim, tall figure with the high-crowned hat standing in the middle of the street.

Vaguely, he was aware that men had come from the stores and were lining the street, oblivious of the danger of ricocheting bullets. Dust arose in little puffs as he walked, and he could feel the heat of the sun on his face. His body seemed strangely light, but each foot seemed to fall hard to the ground as he walked.

He was going to kill this man. Suddenly all the hatred, the trouble and confusion seemed to center in the slim man with the taunting, challenging eyes and the hatchet face who was awaiting him.

He was sixty yards away, forty yards. Rod saw Dally’s fingers spread a little. Thirty yards. The expression on Hart’s face changed; his tongue touched his lips. Rod was walking fast, closing the distance.

Twenty yards, eighteen, sixteen—

There were men, he knew, who, proud of their marksmanship, preferred distance for their shooting, but as the distance grew less and less they became aware that at short range neither man was likely to miss. Luke Short, the Dodge City gunfighter, always crowded his foes, crowded them until they lost their poise and began to back up to get distance.

Fourteen yards—

Dally Hart’s nerve broke and he went for his gun. Incredibly fast, and the gun lifted in a smooth, unbroken movement. It came level and flowered with sudden flame, then his own gun bucked in his hand, and bucked again.

Dally Hart wavered, then steadied. Something was wrong with his face. His gun came up and he fired. A blow struck Morgan. His legs went weak under him, and he fired again. Hart’s face seemed to turn dark, then crimson, and the gunman toppled into the dust.

From somewhere behind him a gun bellowed and as from a great distance he heard Jed Blue saying, “That was one! Who will be the next to die?”



THERE WAS A rectangle of sunlight lying inside the cabin door, and beyond it Rod could see the green, waving grass of Buckskin Run. He could hear the muted sound of the stream as it boiled over the rocks, gathering force to charge the bottleneck.

He was home, in his own cabin. He turned his head. Everything was as he had last seen it, except for one thing. There was another bed across the room, a bed carefully made up. The table was scrubbed clean, the room freshly swept. He wondered about that, wondered vaguely how long he had been here and who had brought him back.

In the midst of his wondering he fell asleep, and when he again opened his eyes it was dark beyond the door and a lamp glowed on the table. He could hear vague movements, a rustling as of garments, and he felt that if he lay still he would soon see whomever was in the room.

While he was waiting he fell asleep again, and when he awakened it was morning again and sunlight was shining through the doorway. Then he saw something else. Jed Blue was crouched near the window but well out of sight. The door was barred, and someone was moving about outside.

Rod started to lift himself up when he heard a voice he recognized as Josh Shipton’s. “Halloo, in there? Anybody to home?”

Blue made no reply. It was grotesque to see the big man crouching in silence. What was he afraid of? What could Jed Blue possibly fear from Shipton? Yet it was obvious Blue did not wish to be seen.

After a while Jed Blue stood up and, standing first to one side and then to the other, peered out the window. After a careful look around, he unbarred the door. Rod hastily closed his eyes, then, after a bit, stirred on the bed and simulated awakening. When he opened his eyes the big, bearded man was standing over him.

“Coming out of it, are you?”

“What happened?”

“You killed Dally Hart, but he got two bullets into you. I was almighty busy for a few minutes, and had to pack you out of town before I could patch you up. You lost a sight of blood, and the trip back here didn’t do you any good.”

“You were in it, too, weren’t you? I thought I heard you shoot.”

“That Block C coyote Bob Carr tried to shoot you in the back. After he went down I had to hold a gun on the others whilst we rolled our tails out of town.”

“How long have I been here?”

“A week or so. You were in a bad way.”

“Any other trouble?”

“Some. Jake Sarran, that Block C ramrod, rode in here with a dozen hands. Said as soon as you could ride you were to get out, and they weren’t warning you again.”

“To Hell with that! I’m staying.”

“Want a partner? My offer still stands.”

“Why not? We’re cut from the same leather, I think.”

Rod was silent. He wanted to ask about Loma, but was ashamed to. He waited, hoping Blue would offer some hint as to what had happened to her. Was she married? Rod sighed, trying not to think of her. After all, she had thrown him over for Mark Brewer. Still, he had to make allowances. After all, she hadn’t seen him in two years, then to hear nothing but bad about him, and then to see him kill another man—

His thoughts shifted to the vanished wagons and the gold, then to the strange actions of Jed Blue when Shipton came around.

Why had Blue not wished to be seen by Josh Shipton? Or had there been others outside, and Josh simply the bait to draw him out to be killed? It was possible.

Despite his curiosity he had no doubt there was a sensible explanation, and had no doubts about his new partner. After all, the man had saved his life, had gotten him out of town when they would certainly have either killed him or let him die. Few men would dare challenge the power of the Block C, and from the memory of the horses he had seen he knew the Block C had been out in force.

Lying there through the long day he tried to find an answer for the Block C’s enmity for him; so much hatred could not stem from his original fight with Carr, nor even the shooting of Reuben Hart, which had been forced on him.

Behind it there had to be a reason, and he had a hunch the trouble stemmed from the man he had never seen—Henry Childs himself.

Hour after hour, as he lay in bed, he tried to find answers to the problem of the gold and the wagons. Three men had died and been buried, three wagons had vanished along with much gold and gear. It was not until the last day he was in bed that the idea came to him, an idea so fantastic that at first he could not believe it could be possible; yet the more he considered it, the more it seemed the only possible solution.

He was recovering rapidly, and when he could sit outside in the sun, even walk a little by favoring his bad leg, he could see many evidences of Jed Blue’s work. Certainly the big man did not intend just to come along for the ride.

A comfortable bench had been built, encircling a large tree close to the house, a shady, comfortable place in which to sit. A new workbench stood near the log barn, and a parapet of stones had been built, fastened with some home-made mortar. This parapet faced the canyon entrance, and had loopholes for firing. It had been built, however, so it could not be used by anyone attacking the house, for a rifleman from the house could command both sides of it, because of the angle at which it was built.

A water-barrel had been moved into the house and kept full. Several steers had been slaughtered, and the meat jerked. It was hung up inside the house. Every precaution had been taken for a full-scale siege, if it came to that.

On a shelf near the door were several boxes of pistol and rifle ammunition. Obviously, Blue had been to town, so he must know what had become of Loma.

On the fourth day on which Rod could be outside he saddled the gray and, getting a steel hook from the odds and ends on the workbench in the blacksmith shop, he took an extra length of rope and rode up the canyon toward the basin. Blue had left early and Rod had talked with him but a few minutes. He supposed the other man had ridden to town, but Jed had said nothing about his destination.

Rod was quite sure he knew now what had become of the vanished wagons. Come what may, in the next few hours he would know for sure.

He understood something else. Both Weisl and Tolbert had been killed in the canyon, and both apparently after arriving at a solution or coming close to it. He would have to be very, very careful!



ROD MORGAN’S SUDDEN appearance at Em Shipton’s had startled and upset Loma. Try as she might, she could not get his face from her mind, nor the hurt expression on his face when Mark told him she was to marry him, Mark Brewer.

She had been standing in the boarding house when she heard the shots, and she had rushed to the door, panic-stricken that Rod might have been killed or hurt. Mark Brewer caught her arm and stopped her.

“Better not go out! You might be killed! It is always the innocent ones who are hurt, and it is probably just Rod Morgan killing somebody else.”

He had drawn her to him and kissed her lightly before turning to the door. She learned two things in that instant. She did not like to be kissed by Mark Brewer, and he had lied. He was carrying a gun. He was carrying it in a shoulder holster, for it pressed against her when she was in his arms.

She knew all about shoulder holsters because her uncle had been a plainclothes detective at a time when they were first beginning to be used in the East. She had not seen one since coming west.

Why had he lied? Was he afraid of Rod? Or did he merely wish to avoid trouble? Yet the lie worried her. There seemed to be something underhanded about that gun, for she had heard several times that Mark Brewer never wore a gun. Apparently no one believed he wore a gun, yet certainly he did.

The thought rankled as the days went by. She heard that Rod had killed Dally Hart and Jed Blue had killed Bob Carr. It was not until the third day that she heard that Rod Morgan had been seriously wounded and that Jed Blue had carried him out of town.

He might be dead! Horrified, she for the first time considered her own situation. She knew none of these people. Rod she had known for a long time. He had always been a gentleman and a fine man. Could he change so quickly? Or was something else happening here of which she knew nothing?

Coming downstairs from her room at Em Shipton’s, she heard Rod’s name mentioned in the dining room and stopped on the steps.

The voice was that of Jeff Cordell, whom she knew as one of the four men who had faced Rod that day beside the stage.

“Got to hand it to him,” Cordell was saying. “Morgan has plenty of nerve, and I’ve never seen a faster hand with a gun. Why, that day on the trail he could have got me sure as shootin’ if I’d moved a hand. I’d lay odds he’d have gotten three or maybe all of us.”

“Speaking of fast hands,” said another voice, “what about that Jed Blue?”

“He’s good, all right. Bob Carr never knew what hit him. You know, that Blue puzzles me. Where did he come from? Why did he tie in with Morgan? He claims he was in here with Kit Carson, but I know the name of every one who ever rode with Kit, and none of them was named Blue.”

Somebody laughed. “You always use the same name, Jeff? I doubt if Childs has a single rider who uses his real name. Hell, we’ve all had our ups and downs.”

“What will come of it, Jeff?” asked the other voice.

“Morgan will be killed. You can’t beat Childs. If he doesn’t want a man in the country, he doesn’t stay. Jed Blue will get it, too.”

“Why? What’s his idea?”

“Don’t try. Don’t even think about it. You’re getting twice a regular cowhand’s wages, so just do what you’re told and keep your trap shut. Childs knows why, and Brewer knows. Personally, I think the two of them are land-hungry. This is good country, and they want to control it. Can’t blame ’em for that.”

Aloma had gone on to her room, and after she undressed and got into bed she could not sleep. What she had overheard disturbed her. There was a plot against Rod Morgan, just as Rod had implied. Childs did want him killed.

Why, Henry Childs was the wealthiest rancher anywhere around! Why would he be involved in such things? Mark Brewer and Em Shipton both spoke so highly of him, but on the other hand, who was it who gave her the first doubts about Rod? It had been Em Shipton and Mark Brewer.

Loma Day decided she must talk to Jed Blue. She recalled that he had defended Rod that day on the stage. Had he known him then? No…he had not. She remembered his comments at the time she recognized Rod.

It was the next day she saw Henry Childs for the first time.

She was talking to Jeff Cordell, for after overhearing the conversation in the dining room she had decided she must cultivate him and learn what he knew.

“Did you ever kill a man, Jeff?”

He looked at her quickly. “Why, I reckon I have, ma’am. I suppose there are a good many of us who have killed a man or two, not that we want to or are looking for it. These are rough times, ma’am, and a man can’t always look to the law to defend him. He has to do it himself. Out here the law expects a man to do just that.”

“How about that day on the trail when Rod Morgan killed Reuben Hart?”

Jeff gave her a sharp look. He knew enough of the gossip to know Loma had come west to marry Morgan. He also knew that now Mark Brewer was riding herd on the girl. He had his own opinion of Brewer, and it was not flattering. Jeff Cordell had rustled a few head here and there, and occasionally stood a stage on its ear for drinking money, but he had a wholesome respect for a decent woman.

“Ma’am, there’s some would have my hide for saying this, but you asked an honest question, and you’ll get an honest answer. If Rod Morgan had been a mite slower to shoot that day, he would have been killed. Reuben Hart was sent out there to kill him.”

“Sent? By whom?”

Jeff Cordell had talked all he planned to. He was turning to leave when the door opened and a big man with white hair came into the room. He glanced at Jeff and then at her.

“Cordell,” he said sharply, “they need you at the ranch.”

“Yes, sir. I was just leaving.”

He tipped his hat and walked quickly away. Loma knew instinctively that this was Henry Childs. He was not a bit as she had expected. He was a big, kindly-looking man with white hair and gray eyes. His mouth was unusually small and his lips thin, but he was a handsome man.

Cordell turned at the door. “Boss?”

Childs turned sharply, impatience showing in every line of his face. “Cordell, I—”

“Boss, I found out who that other man was. The one we saw the other day. His handle is Josh Shipton.”

Loma’s eyes were on Childs, and she was shocked by the change. His mouth started to open, his features stiffened, and for a moment she thought he was about to have a stroke.

Childs seemed no longer aware of her presence. For an instant his face became cruel and harsh. “Jeff, tell Mark I want to see him. Find him now, and tell him. Now, do you hear?”

Em Shipton bustled into the room. “Did I hear somebody use the name of Shipton?”

“Yes,” Loma said as Childs left, “it was Jeff Cordell. He said he’d seen a man named Josh Shipton.”

“Why, that no-account blatherskite! I thought he was dead! If I get my hands on him, I’ll—!”

She left the room suddenly, breaking off in mid-sentence.

Loma went out to the wide porch and sat in one of the rockers, spreading her skirt carefully. Too many things were happening too suddenly; there were too many tangled threads and too much that demanded explanation. Whatever else Cordell might be, she felt he was being honest with her, and she now doubted that any of the others were.

She must somehow arrange to talk to Jed Blue. That he had been to town several times since Morgan had killed Dally Hart, she knew. From where she sat she could see him if he returned to town today, and she meant to be ready.

She had been a fool to let Rod go away thinking she was promised to Mark Brewer. He had proposed, but she had not accepted. She had simply told him she needed time, that everything was so mixed up, that he would have to wait.

Fortunately, it cost little to room and board at Em Shipton’s, and she had a little money left. Not enough to go home, but enough to go on to Denver. She had considered that, but nothing could make her forget Rod.

It was two days later that she saw him ride into town. He always avoided the Gem Saloon, where he might run into enemies, going straight to the supply store and buying what he needed. She was becoming sufficiently attuned to western life to see that he was always careful before entering or leaving a building. Now she saw him come out of the store and start for his horse.

No one was about, so she arose, walking down the trail toward the old well, where she occasionally went. Once out of sight of the boarding house, she caught up her skirt to keep from tripping and ran down the path. Panting and somewhat disheveled, she arrived at the trail edge just as he appeared.

She stepped into plain sight and waited until he rode up to her. “Mr. Blue? I must talk to you.”

“Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

He glanced around quickly, then walked his horse into the bushes across the trail, and she followed. She was surprised to find a small, rustic footbridge across the creek, and an old millpond, the mill no longer in use.

Quickly, she told him what she had learned, even Childs’s shock on hearing of Josh Shipton. Blue chuckled grimly at that, and then she told him of Cordell’s certainty that Rod would be killed.

“Mr. Blue, how is Rod? Oh, I wish I had it all to do over! I was such a fool! But it was all so different from what I’d known. I just wish I had listened to what you said on the stage.”

“Rod’s coming along all right, ma’am. I’m just afraid this trouble’s all coming to a head before we’re ready for it.

“You say that when Childs heard about Shipton he sent for Brewer? Now what do you know about that?”

“What’s wrong?”

“Ma’am, you had better keep clear of Mark Brewer. As long as you know so much you’d better know this, too. Somebody has been doin’ Childs’ killin’ for him, and I know he wants Shipton dead, so who does he send for? Mark Brewer!”

“Oh, no! You must be mistaken!” Even as she said it she remembered the gun. “Mr. Blue, I do know this, when he told Rod that he didn’t carry a gun, he lied. He wears one in a shoulder holster.”

Blue was pleased. “Now, then, ma’am, that’s the best news you’ve given me so far. That little item might save my life or Rod’s.”

“Why should Mr. Childs want Josh Shipton killed?”

Jed Blue hesitated. “There’s the question behind this whole affair. Only two men know what happened in Buckskin Run when that gold vanished. One of them was Henry Childs; the other one is Josh Shipton.”

He smiled widely. “Trouble is, for them at least, that a third one has figured it out, and I’m the third.

“Ma’am, you go back and tell them you met a man on the road, and don’t describe me, who told you to tell them that Tarran Kopp is back.”

She was seated in the small sitting room at the boarding house when Mark Brewer came in. Before she could speak he went on up to his room, and when he returned he was dressed for the trail. He walked over and sat down beside her.

“I hear you met Henry Childs. Quite a fellow, isn’t he?”

“He’s big,” she admitted, “and a fine-looking man.” Then, giving her face a puzzled expression, she asked, “Mark, who is Tarran Kopp?”

If she had expected a reaction she was not disappointed. He started as if stung, grabbing her wrist in a grip that hurt. “Who? Where did you hear that name?”

“Please don’t! You’re hurting me!” She rubbed her wrist as he released it. “Why, it was nothing at all!” She spoke carelessly. “I get so restless here, so I took a walk over by that old mill, it is so quiet and peaceful there, and I met a man. He was very polite.

“Actually, he was just watering his horse there at the millpond, and he asked me if I wasn’t living at Em Shipton’s. I told him I was, and he asked me to tell Henry Childs that Tarran Kopp was back.”

Mark Brewer got to his feet. “He said Kopp was back? What did he look like?”

“Oh, he was just a man. As tall as you, I think, but spare. He was riding a black horse.” The horse Jed Blue had been riding was a blue roan.

“This changes everything,” Brewer muttered, talking more to himself than her.

“Who is Tarran Kopp? What is he?”

“Oh, he was just an outlaw who was active out here fifteen or twenty years ago. It’s believed he was the one who robbed those wagons you’ve heard about.”

He turned toward the door. “Look, if Henry Childs comes in, tell him what you just told me, will you? And tell him I need to see him.”



BEFORE NOON, ROD Morgan reached the basin. After lying among the rocks for about twenty minutes while studying the terrain to be sure he was unobserved, he went down to the edge of the pool and, putting his rifle down beside him, he began to cast with the heavy iron hook. He would cast the hook as far out as possible, let it sink to the bottom, and slowly drag it back to him.

He worked steadily, tirelessly, taking occasional breaks to study the country around. He was well into his third hour, without finding anything but broken branches or moss, when the hook snagged on something. Twice it slid off before it held, and then hand over hand he drew in his catch.

A wagon tire!

An iron wagon tire, showing evidence of having been subjected to heat. So then, they must have burned the wagons, thrown the metal parts into the pool, and…what about the gold?

He was squatting beside the wagon tire when he heard the sharp, ugly bark of a rifle.

He hit the ground in a dive from his squat, grabbed his rifle, and rolled over behind a rock. He was lying, waiting for another shot, when he realized the bullet had come nowhere near him.

Starting to lift his head he heard two more shots, quick, sharp, fired only a breath apart.

Stones rattled, a larger one plopped into the basin, and then Rod caught a fleeting glimpse of a man’s body falling. There was a terrific splash, and the body sank from sight.

Peering up, he saw a shadowy outline, a man’s figure, atop the cliff, peering down. Then the shadow disappeared and, jerking off his boots and gunbelt, Morgan went into the water. Its icy chill wrenched a gasp from his throat, and then he saw the body, only it was not merely a body but a man, still struggling to live.

Diving low, he slipped an arm around the man’s body and struck out for the surface. It was a struggle to get him to the surface and out upon the shore, and the man was bleeding badly.

It was Josh Shipton, and one look at the wound in his side and Rod knew there was no chance.

Shipton’s lids fluttered. “B—Brew—Brewer dry-gul—dry-gulched me.” He waved a feeble arm. “Childs—gold—Childs.” He seemed to be trying to point toward the graves; or was it only one grave?

Brewer had killed him, but what had he been trying to say? At what had he pointed? Or was it only a wild gesture from a dying man?

Horse’s hoofs pounded on the sod, a racing horse. Rod wheeled, rifle ready. It was Jed Blue.

“You all right? I heard shots.” Then he saw Shipton. “Ah? So Brewer got him.”

“How did you know that?”

Blue explained what Loma had told him, and what she overheard. He also added the bit about Mark Brewer’s shoulder holster.

“What made Childs so afraid of Shipton?”

“They were afraid of what he knew. Shipton knew all three of the men buried there, and if he saw Henry Childs he would smell a rat, and rat is right.”

“What do you mean?”

“Shipton was trying to point at one of the graves. The grave of Harry Kidd.”

“Kidd? Childs? Are you telling me Kidd didn’t die? That there’s nobody in that grave?”

“Kidd murdered the other two, cached the gold, marked the graves so people would grow superstitious about them, then left the country. Coming back later, he started a ranch and helped spread the stories about the ghosts of Buckskin Run.”

“Smart,” Rod admitted.

“Except for one thing. He accused the wrong man of the murders. He spread the story around that the three had been killed and the gold stolen by Tarran Kopp.

“Kopp killed a few men here and there, but all in fair fights. He never murdered a man in his life, and that story made him mad. I know, because I am Tarran Kopp.”

From far down the canyon they heard a thunder of racing hoofs, a wild cry, and then a shot. Both men turned, rifles lifting.

A small black horse was coming toward them on a dead run, and they could see a girl’s long hair streaming in the wind. Behind her, still some distance away, a tight group of racing horsemen.

“It’s Loma!” Rod said. “And the Block C riders!”

Dropping to one knee, he opened up with his Winchester. A rider threw up his arms and dropped from his horse, and the group split, scattering out across the small plain.

The black horse swung in toward their position and was reined in. Loma slid from the horse’s back into Rod’s arms. The black horse wheeled and raced off a few yards, tossing its head with excitement.

“Never figured on making a stand here,” Rod said. “Jed? Have you got enough ammunition?”

“Plenty. How about you?”

“The same…there’s one behind that spruce!”

He fired as he spoke and the man cried out, staggering into the open where a bullet from Jed put him down.

Bullets spattered on the rocks around them, but their position in the small basin around the pool was excellent. A man could stand erect alongside the pool and still be under cover. A ring of boulders almost surrounded the pool, and a stream of them fanned out downslope from them where the attackers were.

Rod turned to Loma. “Can you fire a rifle?”

“Just give me a chance! My father taught me to shoot when I was a little girl. Only, I—I never shot a man.”

“You won’t get much chance here. Those boys are pretty well snuckered down now, and they aren’t about to get themselves killed. Just fire a shot in that general direction once in awhile.

“Jed, I’m going to circle around and try to get whoever is leading this bunch. My guess is it will be Brewer.”

“Or Childs. Don’t forget him.”

Rod slid back to lower ground, wormed his way through some brush, and descended into a small wash. All of this was on land he claimed, and over which he had ridden many times. He knew every inch of it.

There had been no more than eight or ten men in the original group, and at least two were out of action. Unless he was mistaken, the Block C boys had enough. Their loyalty was largely money loyalty, and nobody wants to die for a dollar, at least nobody in his right mind.

He moved swiftly and silently along the sandy bottom, his boots making no sound in the soft sand. He was rounding a boulder when he heard a voice. It was Mark Brewer.

“Think we’ve got ’em, Henry?”

“Got ’em? Oh, sure! We’ll finish them off, send the boys home, and dig up that gold. It’s high time we dug it up. Something always kept me from going after it before. Price on gold has gone up, so we’ll have more money, Mark.”

“You mean,” Brewer’s voice was so low Rod could scarcely hear, “I’ll have more!”

Through an opening in the rocks, Rod could see them now. He saw the surprise and shock on Childs’s face turn to horror as Brewer drew a gun on him.

“Very simple, Henry. I’ve been waiting for this chance. I’ll have it all for myself, and everybody will blame Morgan and Kopp for killing you.”

Childs’s hand went to his holster, but it was empty. “Don’t bother, Henry. I’m making it easy for you. I lifted your gun then waited until your rifle was empty. Now I’ll kill you, let the boys finish off Morgan and Kopp, and I get the gold.”

The two men faced each other across ten feet of green grass, cut off from view of the Block C riders by trees and boulders and over fifty yards of distance.

Childs’s small mouth tightened until it was scarcely visible. He was sullen and wary. “Well,” he said casually, “I guess I’ve had it coming. I murdered good men for that gold and never got a penny’s worth of it. Now you’ll murder me. Of course, we’re going out together.”

His hand flashed in movement, and Mark Brewer’s .44 roared. Childs swayed like a tree in the wind but kept his feet. In the palm of his hand was a small derringer. He fired, and then again.

Brewer’s gun was roaring, but his last bullets were kicking up sand at Childs’s feet. He went to his knees, then down to his face in the bloody sand.

Childs said, “I had a hide-out gun, too, Mark. I was half expect—”

He put out a hand for support that was not there. Then he fell, sprawling on the grass. Rod hurried to him.

His eyes flared open. “You got a mighty pretty girl there, son,” he said. The two-barreled derringer slipped from his fingers and he was dead. Rod stood for a moment, staring down at him.

Without the stolen money the man had done well. He had built a ranch, fine herds of cattle, earned the respect of his community, and all for nothing. The old murders had ridden him to his death.

Rod walked around the bodies and through the trees. When he got where he could see the Block C riders he lifted his rifle.

“Drop your guns, boys! The war’s over! Childs and Brewer just killed each other.”

Jeff Cordell dropped his gun. “Damned if they didn’t have it coming.” He paused. “Mind if we look?”

“Come on, but don’t get any fancy notions. Too many men have died already.”

The Block C riders trooped over, and stood looking down at the derringer that had slipped from his fingers.

“Mark always said he never carried a gun except when he was out in the hills like this.” He stooped and flipped back Brewer’s coat to reveal the shoulder holster. “His kind always want an edge.”

Cordell started to turn away. “You can take them along, Jeff. Take ’em back down to Cordova and tell them the truth.”

“Why not? All right, boys, let’s clean up the mess.”

When they were gone, Tarran Kopp came out of the trees. Loma was with him.

“We could have buried ’em where they fell,” Kopp said.

Rod shrugged. “Maybe, but I want no more ghosts in Buckskin Run.”

He glanced around at Kopp. “What name are you using from now on? If we’re going to be partners I’d better know.”

“Jed Blue. Tarran Kopp’s a legend. He’s from the past; let him stay there.”

They walked away together to their horses. “We’d better dig up that gold, once for all. We can buy cattle, fix up a place for you all, and I’ll take the old cabin.”

He glanced slyly at Rod. “You know where it is?”

“Where you’d expect to find it. Buried in the grave of Harry Kidd.”

Together, they rode back down the trail to the cabin on Buckskin Run.

Jed Blue looked around at them, pointing at the cabin. “I never had no home before,” he said, “but that’s home. We’re a-comin’ home.”
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