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West Is Where the Heart Is

Jim London lay face down in the dry prairie grass, his body pressed tightly against the ground. Heat, starvation, and exhaustion had taken a toll of his lean, powerful body, and although light-headed from their accumulative effects, he still grasped the fact that to survive he must not be seen.

Hot sun blazed upon his back, and in his nostrils was the stale, sour smell of clothes and body long unwashed. Behind him lay days of dodging Comanche war parties and sleeping on the bare ground behind rocks or under bushes. He was without weapons or food, it had been nine hours since he had tasted water, and that was only dew he had licked from leaves.

The screams of the dying rang in his ears, amid the sounds of occasional shots and the shouts and war cries of the Indians. From a hill almost five miles away he had spotted the white canvas tops of the Conestoga wagons and had taken a course that would intercept them. And then, in the last few minutes before he could reach their help, the Comanches had hit the wagon train.

From the way the attack went, a number of the Indians must have been bedded down in the tall grass, keeping out of sight, and then when the train was passing, they sprang for the drivers of the teams. The strategy was perfect, for there was then no chance of the wagon train making its circle. The lead wagons did swing, but two other teamsters were dead and another was fighting for his life, and their wagons could not be turned. The two lead wagons found themselves isolated from the last four and were hit hard by at least twenty Indians. The wagon whose driver was fighting turned over in the tall grass at the edge of a ditch, and the driver was killed.

Within twenty minutes after the beginning of the attack, the fighting was over and the wagons looted, and the Indians were riding away, leaving behind them only dead and butchered oxen, the scalped and mutilated bodies of the drivers, and the women who were killed or who had killed themselves.

Yet Jim London did not move. This was not his first crossing of the plains or his first encounter with Indians. He had fought Comanches before, as well as Kiowas, Apaches, Sioux, and Cheyenne. Born on the Oregon Trail, he had later been a teamster on the Santa Fe. He knew better than to move now. He knew that an Indian or two might come back to look for more loot.

The smoke of the burning wagons bit at his nostrils, yet he waited. An hour had passed before he let himself creep forward, and then it was only to inch to the top of the hill, where from behind a tuft of bunch grass he surveyed the scene before him.

NO LIVING THING stirred near the wagons. Slow tendrils of smoke lifted from blackened timbers and wheel spokes. Bodies lay scattered about, grotesque in attitudes of tortured death. For a long time he studied the scene below, and the surrounding hills. And then he crawled over the skyline and slithered downhill through the grass, making no more visible disturbance than a snake or a coyote.

Home was still more than two hundred miles away, and the wife he had not seen in four years would be waiting for him. In his heart, he knew she would be waiting. During the war the others had scoffed at him.

“Why, Jim, you say yourself she don’t even know where you’re at! She probably figures you’re dead! No woman can be expected to wait that long! Not for a man she never hears of and when she’s in a good country for men and a bad one for women!”

“No,” he said stubbornly. “I’ll go home. I’ll go back to Jane. I come east after some fixings for her, after some stock for the ranch, and I’ll go home with what I set out after.”

“You got any young’uns?” The big sergeant was skeptical.

“Nope. I sure ain’t, but I wish I did. Only,” he added, “maybe I have. Jane, she was expecting, but had a time to go when I left. I only figured to be gone four months.”

“And you been gone four years?” The sergeant shook his head.

“Forget her, Jim, and come to Mexico with us. Nobody would deny she was a good woman. From what you tell of her, she sure was, but she’s been alone and no doubt figures you’re dead. She’ll be married again, maybe with a family.”

Jim London had shaken his head. “I never took up with no other woman, and Jane wouldn’t take up with any other man. I’m going home.”

He made a good start. He had saved nearly every dime of pay, and he did some shrewd buying and trading when the war was over. He started west with two wagons with six head of mules to the wagon, knowing the mules would sell better in New Mexico than would oxen. He had six cows and a yearling bull, some pigs, chickens, and utensils. He was a proud man when he looked over his outfit, and he hired two boys to help him with the extra wagon and the stock.

Comanches hit them before they were well started. They killed two men, and one woman and stampeded some stock. The wagon train continued, and at forks of Little Creek they were hit again, in force this time, and only Jim London came out of it alive. All his outfit was gone, and he escaped without weapons, food, or water.

He lay flat in the grass at the edge of the burned spot. Again he studied the hills, and then he eased forward and got to his feet. The nearest wagon was upright, and smoke was still rising from it. The wheels were partly burned, the box badly charred, and the interior smoking. It was still too hot to touch.

He crouched near the front wheel and studied the situation, avoiding the bodies. No weapons were in sight, but he had scarcely expected any. There had been nine wagons. The lead wagons were thirty or forty yards off, and the three wagons whose drivers had been attacked were bunched in the middle with one overturned. The last four had burned further than the others.

He saw a dead horse lying at one side with a canteen tied to the saddle. He crossed to it at once, and tearing the canteen loose, he rinsed his mouth with water. Gripping himself tight against further drinking, he rinsed his mouth again and moistened his cracked lips. Only then did he let a mere swallow trickle down his parched throat.

Resolutely he put the canteen down in the shade and went through the saddle pockets. It was a treasure trove. He found a good-sized chunk of almost iron-hard brown sugar, a half dozen biscuits, a chunk of jerky wrapped in paper, and a new plug of chewing tobacco. Putting these things with the canteen, he unfastened the slicker from behind the saddle and added that to the pile.

Wagon by wagon he searched, always alert to the surrounding country and at times leaving the wagons to observe the plain from a hilltop. It was quite dark before he was finished. Then he took his first good drink, for he had allowed himself only nips during the remainder of the day. He took his drink and then ate a biscuit, and chewed a piece of the jerky. With his hunting knife he shaved a little of the plug tobacco and made a cigarette by rolling it in paper, the way the Mexicans did.

Every instinct warned him to be away from the place by daylight, and as much as he disliked leaving the bodies as they were, he knew it would be folly to bury them. If the Indians passed that way again, they would find them buried and would immediately be on his trail.

Crawling along the edge of the taller grass near the depression where the wagon had tipped over, he stopped suddenly. Here in the ground near the edge of the grass was a boot print!

His fingers found it, and then felt carefully. It had been made by a running man, either large or heavily laden. Feeling his way along the tracks, London stopped again, for this time his hand had come in contact with a boot. He shook it, but there was no move or response. Crawling nearer he touched the man’s hand. It was cold as marble in the damp night air.

Moving his hand again, he struck canvas. Feeling along it he found it was a long canvas sack. Evidently the dead man had grabbed this sack from the wagon and dashed for the shelter of the ditch or hollow. Apparently he had been struck by a bullet and killed, but feeling the body again, London’s hand came in contact with a belt gun. So the Comanches had not found him! Stripping the belt and gun from the dead man, London swung it around his own hips, and then checked the gun. It was fully loaded, and so were the cartridge loops in the belt.

Something stirred in the grass, and instantly he froze, sliding out his hunting knife. He waited for several minutes, and then he heard it again. Something alive lay here in the grass with him!

A Comanche? No Indian likes to fight at night, and he had seen no Indians anywhere near when darkness fell. No, if anything lived near him now it must be something, man or animal, from the wagon train. For a long time he lay still, thinking it over, and then he took a chance. Yet from his experience the chance was not a long one.

“If there is someone there, speak up.”

There was no sound, and he waited, listening. Five minutes passed—ten—twenty. Carefully, then, he slid through the grass, changing his position, and then froze in place. Something was moving, quite near!

His hand shot out, and he was shocked to find himself grasping a small hand with a ruffle of cloth at the wrist! The child struggled violently, and he whispered hoarsely, “Be still! I’m a friend! If you run, the Indians might come!”

Instantly, the struggling stopped. “There!” he breathed. “That’s better.” He searched his mind for something reassuring to say, and finally said, “Damp here, isn’t it? Don’t you have a coat?”

There was a momentary silence, and then a small voice said, “It was in the wagon.”

“We’ll look for it pretty soon,” London said. “My name’s Jim. What’s yours?”

“Betty Jane Jones. I’m five years old and my papa’s name is Daniel Jones and he is forty-six. Are you forty-six?”

London grinned. “No, I’m just twenty-nine, Betty Jane.” He hesitated a minute and then said, “Betty Jane, you strike me as a mighty brave little girl. There when I first heard you, you made no more noise than a rabbit. Now do you think you can keep that up?”

“Yes.” It was a very small voice but it sounded sure.

“Good. Now listen, Betty Jane.” Quietly, he told her where he had come from and where he was going. He did not mention her parents, and she did not ask about them. From that he decided she knew only too well what had happened to them and the others from the wagon train.

“There’s a canvas sack here, and I’ve got to look into it. Maybe there’s something we can use. We’re going to need food, Betty Jane, and a rifle. Later, we’re going to have to find horses and money.”

The sound of his voice, low though it was, seemed to give her confidence. She crawled nearer to him, and when she felt the sack, she said, “That is Daddy’s bag. He keeps his carbine in it and his best clothes.”

“Carbine?” London fumbled open the sack.

“Is a carbine like a rifle?”

He told her it was, and then found the gun. It was carefully wrapped, and by the feel of it London could tell the weapon was new or almost new. There was ammunition, another pistol, and a small canvas sack that chinked softly with gold coins. He stuffed this in his pocket. A careful check of the remaining wagons netted him nothing more, but he was not disturbed. The guns he had were good ones, and he had a little food and the canteen. Gravely, he took Betty Jane’s hand and they started.

They walked for an hour before her steps began to drag, and then he picked her up and carried her. By the time the sky had grown gray he figured they had come six or seven miles from the burned wagons. He found some solid ground among some reeds on the edge of a slough, and they settled down there for the day.

After making coffee with a handful found in one of the only partly burned wagons, London gave Betty Jane some of the jerky and a biscuit. Then for the first time he examined his carbine. His eyes brightened as he sized it up. It was a Ball & Lamson Repeating Carbine, a gun just on the market and of which this must have been one of the first sold. It was a seven-shot weapon carrying a .56-50 cartridge. It was only thirty-eight inches in length and weighed a bit over seven pounds.

The pistols were also new, both Prescott Navy six-shooters, caliber .38 with rosewood grips. Betty Jane looked at them and tears welled into her eyes. He took her hand quickly.

“Don’t cry, honey. Your dad would want me to use the guns to take care of his girl. You’ve been mighty brave. Now keep it up.”

She looked up at him with woebegone eyes, but the tears stopped, and after a while she fell asleep.

There was little shade, and as the reeds were not tall, he did not dare stand up. They kept close to the edge of the reeds and lay perfectly still. Once he heard a horse walking not far away and heard low, guttural voices and a hacking cough. He caught only a fleeting glimpse of one rider and hoped the Indians would not find their tracks.

WHEN NIGHT CAME, they started on once more. He took his direction by the stars and he walked steadily, carrying Betty Jane most of the distance. Sometimes when she walked beside him, she talked. She rambled on endlessly about her home, her dolls, and her parents. Then on the third day she mentioned Hurlburt.

“He was a bad man. My papa told Mama he was a bad man. Papa said he was after Mr. Ballard’s money.”

“Who was Hurlburt?” London asked, more to keep the child occupied than because he wanted to know.

“He tried to steal Daddy’s new carbine, and Mr. Ballard said he was a thief. He told him so.”

Hurlburt. The child might be mispronouncing the name, but it sounded like that. There had been a man in Independence by that name. He had not been liked—a big, bearded man, very quarrelsome.

“Did he have a beard, Betty Jane? A big, black beard?”

She nodded eagerly. “At first, he did. But he didn’t have it when he came back with the Indians.”

“What?” He turned so sharply toward her that her eyes widened. He put his hand on her shoulder. “Did you say this Hurlburt came back with the Indians?”

Seriously, she nodded. “I saw him. He was in back of them, but I saw him. He was the one who shot his gun at Mr. Ballard.”

“You say he came back?” London asked. “You mean he went away from the wagons before the attack?”

She looked at him. “Oh, yes! He went away when we stopped by the big pool. Mr. Ballard and Daddy caught him taking things again. They put ropes on him, on his hands and his feet. But when morning came I went to see, and he was gone away. Daddy said he had left the wagons, and he hoped nothing would happen to him.”

Hurlburt. He had gone away and then had come back with the Indians. A renegade, then. What had they said of him in Independence? He had been over the trail several times. Maybe he was working with the Indians.

Betty Jane went to sleep on the grass he had pulled for her to lie on, and Jim London made a careful reconnaissance of the area, and then returned and lay down himself. After a long time he dozed, dreaming of Jane. He awakened feeling discouraged, with the last of their food gone. He had not tried the rifle, although twice they had seen antelope. There was too much chance of being heard by Indians.

Betty Jane was noticeably thinner, and her face looked wan as she slept. Suddenly, he heard a sound and looked up, almost too late. Not a dozen feet away a Comanche looked over the reeds and aimed a rifle at him! Hurling himself to one side, he jerked out one of the Navy pistols. The Comanche’s rifle bellowed, and then Jim fired. The Indian threw up his rifle and fell over backward and lay still.

Carefully, London looked around. The rim of the hills was unbroken, and there was no other Indian in sight. The Indian’s spotted pony cropped grass not far away. Gun in hand, London walked to the Indian. The bullet from the pistol had struck him under the chin and, tearing out the back, had broken the man’s neck. A scarcely dry scalp was affixed to his rawhide belt, and the rifle he carried was new.

He walked toward the horse. The animal shied back. “Take it easy, boy,” London said softly. “You’re all right.” Surprisingly, the horse perked up both ears and stared at him.

“Understand English, do you?” he said softly. “Well, maybe you’re a white man’s horse. We’ll see.”

He caught the reins and held out a hand to the horse. It hesitated and then snuffed of his fingers. He moved up the reins to it and touched a palm to the animal’s back. The bridle was a white man’s, too. There was no saddle, however, only a blanket.

Betty Jane was crying softly when he reached her, obviously frightened by the guns. He picked her up and then the rifle and started back toward the horse. “Don’t cry, honey. We’ve got a horse now.”

She slept in his arms that night, and he did not stop riding. He rode all through the night until the little horse began to stumble, and then he dismounted and led the horse while Betty Jane rode. Just before daylight they rested.

Two days later, tired, unshaven, and bedraggled, Jim London rode down the dusty street of Cimarron toward the Maxwell House. It was bright in the afternoon sunlight, and the sun glistened on the flanks and shoulders of the saddled horses at the hitch rail. Drawing up before the house, London slid from the saddle. Maxwell was standing on the wide porch staring down at him, and beside him was Tom Boggs, who London remembered from Missouri as the grandson of Daniel Boone.

“You look plumb tuckered, stranger, and that looks like an Injun rig on the horse. Or part of it.”

“It is. The Injun’s dead.” He looked at Maxwell. “Is there a woman around here? This kid’s nigh dead for rest and comfort.”

“Sure!” Maxwell exclaimed heartily. “Lots of women around! My wife’s inside!” He took the sleeping child and called to his wife. As he did so the child’s eyes opened and stared, and then the corners of her mouth drew down and she screamed. All three men turned to where she looked. Hurlburt was standing there gaping at the child as if the earth had opened before him.

“What is it?” Maxwell looked perplexed. “What’s the matter?”

“That’s the man who killed Mr. Ballard! I saw him!”

Hurlburt’s face paled. “Aw, the kid’s mistook me for somebody else!” he scoffed. “I never seen her before!” He turned to Jim London. “Where’d you find that youngster?” he demanded. “Who are you?”

Jim London did not immediately reply. He was facing Hurlburt and suddenly all his anger and irritation at the trail, the Indians, the awful butchery around the wagons, returned to him and boiled down to this man. A child without parents because of this man.

“I picked that child up on the ground near a burned-out, Injun-raided wagon train,” he said. “The same train you left Missouri with!”

Hurlburt’s face darkened with angry blood.

“You lie!” he declared viciously. “You lie!”

Jim stared at Hurlburt, his eyes unwavering. “How’d you get here, then? You were in Independence when I left there. No wagons passed us. You had to be with that Ballard train.”

“I ain’t been in Independence for two years!” Hurlburt blustered. “You’re crazy and so’s that blasted kid!”

“Seems kind of funny,” Maxwell suggested, his eyes cold. “You sold two rifles after you got here, and you had gold money. There’s a train due in, the boys tell me; maybe we better hold you until we ask them if you were in Independence.”

“Like hell!” Hurlburt said furiously. “I ain’t no renegade, and nobody holds me in no jail!”

Jim London took an easy step forward. “These guns I’m wearing, Hurlburt, belonged to Jones. I reckon he’d be glad to see this done. You led those Injuns against those wagons. They found out you was a thief and faced you with it. I got it from Betty Jane, and the kid wouldn’t lie about a thing like that. She told me all about it before we got here. So you don’t get to go to no jail. You don’t get to wait. You get a chance to reach for a gun, and that’s all.”

Hurlburt’s face was ugly. Desperately, he glanced right and left. A crowd had gathered, but nobody spoke for him. He was up against it and he knew it. Suddenly, he grabbed for his guns. Jim London’s Prescott Navies leaped from their holsters, and the right one barked, a hard sharp report. Hurlburt backed up two steps, and then fell face down, a blue hole over his eye.

“Good work,” Boggs said grimly. “I’ve had my doubts about that hombre. He never does nothing, but he always has money.”

“Staying around?” Maxwell asked, looking at London.

“No,” Jim said quietly. “My wife’s waiting for me. I ain’t seen her since sixty-one.”

“Since sixty-one?” Boggs was incredulous. “You heard from her?”

“She didn’t know where I was. Anyway, she never learned to write none.” He flushed slightly. “I can’t, neither. Only my name.”

Lucian Maxwell looked away, clearing his throat.

Then he said very carefully, “Better not rush any, son. That’s a long time. It’ll soon be five years.”

“She’ll be waiting.” He looked at them, one to the other. “It was the war. They took me in the Army, and I fought all through.”

“What about the kid?” Boggs asked.

“Come morning she’ll be ready, I reckon. I’ll take her with me. She’ll need a home, and I sort of owe her something for this here rifle and the guns. Also,” he looked at them calmly, “I got nine hundred dollars in gold and bills here in my pocket. It’s hers. I found it in her daddy’s duffle.”

He cleared his throat. “I reckon that’ll buy her a piece of any place we got and give her a home with us for life. We wanted a little girl, and while my wife, she was expectin’, I don’t know if anything come of it.”

Both men were silent, and finally Maxwell said, “This home of yours, where is it?”

“Up on the North Fork. Good grass, water, and timber. The wife likes trees. I built us a cabin there, and a lean-to. We aimed to put about forty acres to wheat and maybe set us up a mill.”

He looked up at them, smiling a little. “Pa was a miller, and he always said to me that folks need bread wherever they are. Make a good loaf,” he said, “and you’ll always have a good living. He had him a mill up Oregon way.”

“North Fork?” Boggs and Maxwell exchanged glances. “Man, that country was run over by Injuns two years ago. Some folks went back up there, but one o’ them is Bill Ketchum. He’s got a bunch running with him no bettern’n he is. Hoss thieves, folks reckon. Most anything to get the ’coon. You be careful, very careful.”

WHEN HE ROUNDED THE BEND below the creek and saw the old bridge ahead of him his mouth got dry and his heart began to pound. He walked his horse, with the child sitting before him and the carbine in its scabbard. At the creek he drew up for just a moment, looking down at the bridge. He built it with his own hands. Then his eyes saw the hand rail on the right. It was cut from a young poplar. He had used cedar. Somebody had worked on that bridge recently.

THE CABIN HE HAD built topped a low rise in a clearing backed by a rocky overhang. He rode through the pines, trying to quiet himself. It might be like they said.

Maybe she had sold out and gone away, or just gone. Maybe she had married somebody else, or maybe the Injuns …

The voice he heard was coarse and amused. “Come off it!” the voice said. “From here on you’re my woman. I ain’t takin’ no more of this guff!”

Jim London did not stop his horse when it entered the clearing. He let it walk right along, but he lifted the child from in front of him and said, “Betty Jane, that lady over yonder is your new ma. You run to her now, an’ tell her your name is Jane. Hear me?”

He lowered the child to the ground and she scampered at once toward the slender woman with the wide gray eyes who stood on the step staring at the rider.

The man turned abruptly to see what her expression meant. The lean, rawboned man on the horse had a narrow sun-browned face and a battered hat pulled low. The rider shoved it back now and rested his right hand on his thigh. Ketchum stared at him. Something in that steel-trap jaw and those hard eyes sent a chill through him.

“I take it,” London said gravely, “that you are Bill Ketchum. I heard what you said just now. I also heard down the line that you was a horse thief, maybe worse. You get off this place now, and don’t ever come back. You do and I’ll shoot you on sight. Now get!”

“You talk mighty big.” Ketchum stared at him, anger rising within him. Should he try this fellow? Who did he think he was, anyway?

“I’m big as I talk.” London said it flatly. “I done killed a man yesterday down to Maxwell’s. That’s all I figure for this week unless you want to make it two. Start moving now.”

Ketchum hesitated, then viciously reined his horse around and started down the trail. As he neared the edge of the woods, rage suddenly possessed him. He grabbed for his rifle and instantly a shot rang out and a heavy slug gouged the butt of his rifle and glanced off.

Behind him the words were plain. “I put that one right where I want it. This here’s a seven-shot repeater, so if you want one through your heart, just try it again.”

London waited until the man had disappeared in the trees, and a minute more. Only then did he turn to his wife. She was down on the step with her arm around Betty Jane, who was sobbing happily against her breast.

“Jim!” she whispered. “Oh, Jim!”

He got down heavily. He started toward her and then stopped. Around the corner came a boy of four or five, a husky youngster with a stick in his hand and his eyes blazing. When he saw Jim he stopped abruptly. This stranger looked just like the old picture on his mother’s table. Only he had on a coat in the picture, a store-bought coat.

“Jim.” Jane was on her feet now, color coming back into her face. “This is Little Jim. This is your son.”

Jim London swallowed and his throat suddenly filled. He looked at his wife and started toward her. He felt awkward, clumsy. He took her by the elbows. “Been a long time, honey,” he said hoarsely, “a mighty long time!”

She drew back a little, nervously. “Let’s—I’ve coffee on. We’ll—” She turned and hurried toward the door and he followed.

It would take some time. A little time for both of them to get over feeling strange, and maybe more time for her. She was a woman, and women needed time to get used to things.

He turned his head and almost automatically his eyes went to that south forty. The field was green with a young crop. Wheat! He smiled.

She had filled his cup; he dropped into a seat, and she sat down opposite him. Little Jim looked awkwardly at Betty Jane, and she stared at him with round, curious eyes.

“There’s a big frog down by the bridge,” Little Jim said suddenly. “I bet I can make him hop!”

They ran outside into the sunlight, and across the table Jim London took his wife’s hand. It was good to be home. Mighty good.


The Turkeyfeather Riders

Jim Sandifer swung down from his buckskin and stood for a long minute staring across the saddle toward the dark bulk of Bearwallow Mountain. His was the grave, careful look of a man accustomed to his own company under the sun and in the face of the wind. For three years he had been riding for the B Bar, and for two of those years he had been ranch foreman. What he was about to do would bring an end to that, an end to the job, to the life here, to his chance to win the girl he loved.

Voices sounded inside, the low rumble of Gray Bowen’s bass and the quick, light voice of his daughter, Elaine. The sound of her voice sent a quick spasm of pain across Sandifer’s face. Tying the buckskin to the hitch rail, he walked up the steps, his boots sounding loud on the planed boards, his spurs tinkling lightly.

The sound of his steps brought instant stillness to the group inside and then the quick tattoo of Elaine’s feet as she hurried to meet him. It was a sound he would never tire of hearing, a sound that had brought gladness to him such as he had never known before. Yet when her eyes met his at the door her flashing smile faded.

“Jim! What’s wrong?” Then she noticed the blood on his shoulder and the tear where the bullet had ripped his shirt, and her face went white to the lips. “You’re hurt!”

“No—only a scratch.” He put aside her detaining hand. “Wait. I’ll talk to your dad first.” His hands dropped to hers, and as she looked up, startled at his touch, he said gravely and sincerely, “No matter what happens now, I want you to know that I’ve loved you since the day we met. I’ve thought of little else, believe that.” He dropped her hands then and stepped past her into the huge room where Gray Bowen waited, his big body relaxed in a homemade chair of cowhide.

Rose Martin was there, too, and her tall, handsome son, Lee. Jim’s eyes avoided them for he knew what their faces were like; he knew the quiet serenity of Rose Martin’s face, masking a cunning as cold and calculating as her son’s flaming temper. It was these two who were destroying the B Bar, they who had brought the big ranch to the verge of a deadly range war by their conniving. A war that could have begun this morning, but for him.

Even as he began to speak he knew his words would put him right where they wanted him, that when he had finished, he would be through here, and Gray Bowen and his daughter would be left unguarded to the machinations of this woman and her son. Yet he could no longer refrain from speaking. The lives of men depended on it.

Bowen’s lips thinned when he saw the blood. “You’ve seen Katrishen? Had a runin with him?”

“No!” Sandifer’s eyes blazed. “There’s no harm in Katrishen if he’s left alone. No trouble unless we make it. I ask you to recall, Gray, that for two years we’ve lived at peace with the Katrishens. We have had no trouble until the last three months.” He paused, hoping the idea would soak in that trouble had begun with the coming of the Martins. “He won’t give us any trouble if we leave him alone!”

“Leave him alone to steal our range!” Lee Martin flared.

Sandifer’s eyes swung. “Our range? Are you now a partner in the B Bar?”

Lee smiled, covering his slip. “Naturally, as I am a friend of Mr. Bowen’s, I think of his interests as mine.”

Bowen waved an impatient hand. “That’s no matter! What happened?”

Here it was, then. The end of all his dreaming, his planning, his hoping. “It wasn’t Katrishen. It was Klee Mont.”

“Who?” Bowen came out of his chair with a lunge, veins swelling. “Mont shot you? What for? Why, in heavens’ name?”

“Mont was over there with the Mello boys and Art Dunn. He had gone over to run the Katrishens off their Iron Creek holdings. If they had tried that, they would have started a first-class range war with no holds barred. I stopped them.”

Rose Martin flopped her knitting in her lap and glanced up at him, smiling smugly. Lee began to roll a smoke, one eyebrow lifted. This was what they had wanted, for he alone had blocked them here. The others the Martins could influence, but not Jim Sandifer.

Bowen’s eyes glittered with his anger. He was a choleric man, given to sudden bursts of fury, a man who hated being thwarted and who was impatient of all restraint.

“You stopped them? Did they tell you whose orders took them over there? Did they?”

“They did. I told them to hold off until I could talk with you, but Mont refused to listen. He said his orders had been given him and he would follow them to the letter.”

“He did right!” Bowen’s voice boomed in the big room. “Exactly right! And you stopped them? You countermanded my orders?”

“I did.” Sandifer laid it flatly on the line. “I told them there would be no burning or killing while I was foreman. I told them they weren’t going to run us into a range war for nothing.”

Gray Bowen balled his big hands into fists. “You’ve got a gall, Jim! You know better than to countermand an order of mine! And you’ll leave me to decide what range I need! Katrishen’s got no business on Iron Creek, an’ I told him so! I told him to get off an’ get out! As for this range war talk, that’s foolishness! He won’t fight!”

“Putting them off would be a very simple matter,” Lee Martin interposed quietly. “If you hadn’t interfered, Sandifer, they would be off now and the whole matter settled.”

“Settled nothin’!” Jim exploded. “Where did you get this idea that Bill Katrishen could be pushed around? The man was an officer in the Army during the war, an’ he’s fought Indians on the plains.”

“You must be a great friend of his,” Rose Martin said gently. “You know so much about him.”

Gray Bowen stopped in his pacing, and his face was like a rock. “You been talkin’ with Katrishen? You sidin’ that outfit?”

“I ride for the brand,” Sandifer replied. “I know Katrishen, of course. I’ve talked to him.”

“And to his daughter?” Lee suggested, his eyes bright with malice. “With his pretty daughter?”

Out of the tail of his eye Jim saw Elaine’s head come up quickly, but he ignored Lee’s comment. “Stop and think,” he said to Bowen. “When did this trouble start? When Mrs. Martin and her son came here! You got along fine with Katrishen until then! They’ve been putting you up to this!”

Bowen’s eyes narrowed. “That will be enough of that!” he said sharply. He was really furious now, not the flaring, hot fury that Jim knew so well, but a cold, hard anger that nothing could touch. For the first time Jim realized how futile any argument was going to be. Rose Martin and her son had insinuated themselves too much and too well into the picture of Gray Bowen’s life.

“You wanted my report,” Sandifer said quietly. “Mont wouldn’t listen to my arguments for time. He said he had his orders and would take none from me. I told him then that if he rode forward it was against my gun. He laughed at me, then reached for his gun. I shot him.”

Gray Bowen’s widened eyes expressed his amazement.

“You shot Mont? You beat him to the draw?”

“That’s right. I didn’t want to kill him, but I shot the gun out of his hand and held my gun on him for a minute to let him know what it meant to be close to death. Then I started them back here.”

Bowen’s anger was momentarily swallowed by his astonishment. He recalled suddenly that in the three years Sandifer had worked for him there had been no occasion for him to draw a gun in anger. There had been a few brushes with Apaches and one with rustlers, but all rifle work. Klee Mont had seven known killings on his record and had been reputed to be the fastest gunhand west of the Rio Grande.

“It seems peculiar,” Mrs. Martin said composedly, “for you to turn your gun on men who ride for Mr. Bowen, taking sides against him. No doubt you meant well, but it does seem strange.”

“Not if you know the Katrishens,” Jim replied grimly. “Bill was assured he could settle on that Iron Creek holding before he moved in. He was told that we made no claim on anything beyond Willow and Gilita creeks.”

“Who,” Lee insinuated, “assured him of that?”

“I did,” Jim said coolly. “Since I’ve been foreman, we’ve never run any cattle beyond that boundary. Iron Mesa is a block that cuts us off from the country south of there, and the range to the east is much better and is open for us clear to Beaver Creek and south to the Middle Fork.”

“So you decide what range will be used? I think for a hired hand you take a good deal of authority. Personally, I’m wondering how much your loyalty is divided. Or if it is divided. It seems to me you act more as a friend of the Katrishens—or their daughter.”

Sandifer took a step forward. “Martin,” he said evenly, “are you aimin’ to say that I’d double-cross the boss? If you are, you’re a liar!”

Bowen looked up, a chill light in his eyes that Sandifer had never seen there before. “That will be all, Jim. You better go.” Sandifer turned on his heel and strode outside.

WHEN SANDIFER WALKED into the bunkhouse, the men were already back. The room was silent, but he was aware of the hatred in the cold, blue eyes of Mont as he lay sprawled in his bunk. His right hand and wrist were bandaged. The Mello boys snored in their bunks, while Art Dunn idly shuffled cards at the table. These were the new hands, hired since the coming of the Martins. Only three of the older hands were in, and none of them spoke.

“Hello—lucky.” Mont rolled up on his elbow. “Lose your job?”

“Not yet,” Jim said shortly, aware that his remark brought a fleeting anger to Mont’s eyes.

“You will!” Mont assured him. “If you are in the country when this hand gets well, I’ll kill you!”

Jim Sandifer laughed shortly. He was aware that the older hands were listening, although none would have guessed it without knowing them.

“You called me lucky, Klee. It was you who were lucky in that I didn’t figure on killin’ you. That was no miss. I aimed for your gunhand. Furthermore, don’t try pullin’ a gun on me again. You’re too slow.”

“Slow?” Mont’s face flamed. He reared up in his bunk. “Slow? Why, you two-handed bluffer!”

Sandifer shrugged. “Look at your hand,” he said calmly. “If you don’t know what happened, I do. That bullet didn’t cut your thumb off. It doesn’t go up your hand or arm; the wound runs across your hand.”

They all knew what he meant. Sandifer’s bullet must have hit his hand as he was in the act of drawing and before the gun came level, indicating that Sandifer had beaten Mont to the draw by a safe margin. That Klee Mont realized the implication was plain, for his face darkened and then paled around the lips. There was pure hatred in his eyes when he looked up at Sandifer.

“I’ll kill you!” he said viciously. “I’ll kill you!”

As Sandifer started outside, Rep Dean followed him. With Grimes and Sparkman, he was one of the older hands.

“What’s come over this place, Jim? Six months ago there wasn’t a better spread in the country.”

Sandifer did not reply, and Dean built a smoke. “It’s that woman,” he said. “She twists the boss around her little finger. If it wasn’t for you, I’d quit, but I’m thinkin’ that there’s nothin’ she wouldn’t like better than for all of the old hands to ask for their time.”

Sparkman and Grimes had followed them from the bunkhouse. Sparkman was a lean-bodied Texan with some reputation as an Indian fighter.

“You watch your step,” Grimes warned. “Next time Mont will backshoot you!”

They talked among themselves, and as they conversed, he ran his thoughts over the developments of the past few months. He had heard enough of Mrs. Martin’s sly, insinuating remarks to understand how she had worked Bowen up to ordering Katrishen driven off, yet there was no apparent motive. It seemed obvious that the woman had her mind set on marrying Gray Bowen, but for that it was not essential that any move be made against the Katrishens.

Sandifer’s limitation of the B Bar range had been planned for the best interests of the ranch. The range they now had in use was bounded by streams and mountain ranges and was rich in grass and water, a range easily controlled with a small number of hands and with little danger of loss from raiding Indians, rustlers, or varmints.

His willingness to have the Katrishens move in on Iron Creek was not without the B Bar in mind. He well knew that range lying so much out of the orbit of the ranch could not be long held tenantless, and the Katrishens were stable, honest people who would make good neighbors and good allies. Thinking back, he could remember almost to the day when the first rumors began to spread, and most of them had stemmed from Lee Martin himself. Later, one of the Mello boys had come in with a bullet hole in the crown of his hat and a tale of being fired on from Iron Mesa.

“What I can’t figure out,” Grimes was saying, “is what that no-account Lee Martin would be doin’ over on the Turkeyfeather.”

Sandifer turned his head. “On the Turkeyfeather? That’s beyond Iron Mesa! Why, that’s clear over the other side of Katrishen’s!”

“Sure enough! I was huntin’ that brindle steer who’s always leadin’ stock off into the canyons when I seen Martin fordin’ the Willow. He was ridin’ plumb careful, an’ he sure wasn’t playin’ no tenderfoot then! I was right wary of him, so I took in behind an’ trailed him over to that rough country near Turkeyfeather Pass. Then I lost him.”

The door slammed up at the house, and they saw Lee Martin come down the steps and start toward them. It was dusk, but still light enough to distinguish faces. Martin walked up to Sandifer.

“Here’s your time.” He held out an envelope. “You’re through!”

“I’ll want that from Bowen himself,” Sandifer replied stiffly.

“He doesn’t want to see you. He sent this note.” Martin handed over a sheet of the coarse brown paper on which Bowen kept his accounts. On it, in Bowen’s hand, was his dismissal.

  I won’t have a man who won’t obey orders. Leave tonight.

  Sandifer stared at the note, which he could barely read in the dim light. He had worked hard for the B Bar, and this was his answer.

“All right,” he said briefly. “Tell him I’m leaving. It won’t take any great time to saddle up.”

Martin laughed. “That won’t take time, either. You’ll walk out. No horse leaves this ranch.”

Jim turned back, his face white. “You keep out of this, Martin. That buckskin is my own horse. You get back in your hole an’ stay there!”

Martin stepped closer. “Why, you cheap bigmouth!”

The blow had been waiting for a long time, but it came fast now. It was a smashing left that caught Martin on the chin and spilled him on his back in the dust. With a muttered curse, Martin came off the ground and rushed, but Sandifer stepped in, blocking a right and whipping his own right into Lee’s midsection. Martin doubled over, and Jim straightened him with a left uppercut and then knocked him crashing into the corral fence.

Abruptly, Sandifer turned and threw the saddle on the buckskin. Sparkman swore. “I’m quittin’, too!” he said.

“An’ me!” Grimes snapped. “I’ll be doggoned if I’ll work here now!”

Heavily, Martin got to his feet. His white shirt was bloody, and they could vaguely see a blotch of blood over the lower part of his face. He limped away, muttering.

“Sparky,” Jim said, low voiced, “don’t quit. All of you stay on. I reckon this fight ain’t over, an’ the boss may need a friend. You stick here. I’ll not be far off!”

SANDIFER HAD NO PLAN, yet it was Lee Martin’s ride to the Turkeyfeather that puzzled him most, and almost of its own volition, his horse took that route. As he rode he turned the problem over and over in his mind, seeking for a solution, yet none appeared that was satisfactory. Revenge for some old grudge against the Katrishens was considered and put aside; he could not but feel that whatever the reason for the plotting of the Martins, there had to be profit in it somewhere.

Certainly, there seemed little to prevent Rose Martin from marrying Gray Bowen if she wished. The old man was well aware that Elaine was a lovely, desirable girl. The cowhands and other male visitors who came to call for one excuse or another were evidence of that. She would not be with him long, and if she left, he was faced with the dismal prospect of ending his years alone. Rose Martin was a shrewd woman and attractive for her years, and she knew how to make Gray comfortable and how to appeal to him. Yet obviously there was something more in her mind than this, and it was that something more in which Sandifer was interested.

Riding due east Jim crossed the Iron near Clayton and turned west by south through the broken country. It was very late, and vague moonlight filtered through the yellow pine and fir that guarded the way he rode with their tall columns. Twice he halted briefly, feeling a strange uneasiness, yet listen as he might he could detect no alien sound, nothing but the faint stirring of the slight breeze through the needles of the pines and the occasional rustle of a blown leaf. He rode on, but now he avoided the bright moonlight and kept more to the deep shadows under the trees.

After skirting the end of the Jerky Mountains, he headed for the Turkeyfeather Pass. Somewhere off to his left, lost against the blackness of the ridge shadow, a faint sound came to him. He drew up, listening. He did not hear it again, yet his senses could not have lied. It was the sound of a dead branch scraping along leather, such a sound as might be made by a horseman riding through brush.

Sliding his Winchester from its scabbard, he rode forward, every sense alert. His attention was drawn to the buckskin, whose ears were up and who, when he stopped, lifted its head and stared off toward the darkness. Sandifer started the horse forward, moving easily.

To the left towered the ridge of Turkeyfeather Pass, lifting all of five hundred feet above him, black, towering, ominous in the moonlight. The trees fell away, massing their legions to right and left, but leaving before him an open glade, grassy and still. Off to the right Iron Creek hustled over the stones, whispering wordless messages to the rocks on either bank. Somewhere a quail called mournfully into the night, and the hoofs of the buckskin made light whispering sounds as they moved through the grass at the edge of the glade.

Jim drew up under the trees near the creek and swung down, warning the buckskin to be still. Taking his rifle he circled the glade under the trees, moving like a prowling wolf. Whoever was over there was stalking him, watching a chance to kill him or perhaps only following to see where he went. In any case, Jim meant to know who and why.

Suddenly he heard a vague sound before him, a creak of saddle leather. Freezing in place, he listened and heard it again, followed by the crunch of gravel. Then he caught the glint of moonlight on a rifle barrel and moved forward, shifting position to get the unseen man silhouetted against the sky. Sandifer swung his rifle.

“All right,” he said calmly, “drop that rifle and lift your hands! I’ve got you dead to rights!”

As he spoke, the man was moving forward, and instantly the fellow dived headlong. Sandifer’s rifle spat fire, and he heard a grunt, followed by a stab of flame. A bullet whipped past his ear. Shifting ground on cat feet, Jim studied the spot carefully.

The man lay in absolute darkness, but listening he could hear the heavy breathing that proved his shot had gone true. He waited, listening for movement, but there was none. After a while the breathing grew less and he took a chance.

“Better give up!” he said. “No use dyin’ there!”

There was silence and then a slight movement of gravel. Then a six-shooter flew through the air to land in the open space between them.

“What about that rifle?” Sandifer demanded cautiously.

“Lost … for God’s sake, help … me!”

There was no mistaking the choking sound. Jim Sandifer got up and, holding his rifle on the spot where the voice had sounded, crossed into the shadows. As it was, he almost stumbled over the wounded man before he saw him. It was Dan Mello, and the heavy slug had torn into his body but seemed not to have emerged.

Working swiftly, Jim got the wounded man into an easier position and carefully pulled his shirt away from the wound. There was no mistaking the fact that Dan Mello was hit hard. Jim gave the wounded man a drink and then hastily built a fire to work by. His guess that the bullet had not emerged proved true, but moving his hand gently down the wounded man’s back he could feel something hard near his spine. When he straightened, Mellow’s eyes sought his face.

“Don’t you move,” Sandifer warned. “It’s right near your spine. I’ve got to get a doctor.”

He was worried, knowing little of such wounds. The man might be bleeding internally.

“No, don’t leave me!” Mello pleaded. “Some varmint might come!” The effort of speaking left him panting.

Jim Sandifer swore softly, uncertain as to his proper course. He had little hope that Mello could be saved, even if he rode for a doctor. The nearest one was miles away, and movement of the wounded man would be very dangerous. Nor was Mello’s fear without cause, for there were mountain lions, wolves, and coyotes in the area, and the scent of blood was sure to call them.

“Legs—gone,” Mello panted. “Can’t feel nothing.”

“Take it easy,” Jim advised. The nearest place was Bill Katrishen’s, and Bill might be some hand with a wounded man. He said as much to Mello. “Can’t be more’n three, four miles,” he added. “I’ll give you back your gun an’ build up the fire.”

“You—you’ll sure come back?” Mello pleaded.

“What kind of coyote do you think I am?” Sandifer asked irritably. “I’ll get back as soon as ever I can.” He looked down at him. “Why were you gunnin’ for me? Mont put you up to it?”

Mello shook his head. “Mont, he—he ain’t—bad. It’s that Martin—you watch. He’s pizen—mean.”

LEAVING THE FIRE blazing brightly, Jim returned to his buckskin and jumped into the saddle. The moon was higher now, and the avenues through the trees were like roads, eerily lighted. Touching a spur to the horse, Jim raced through the night, the cool wind fanning his face. Once a deer scurried from in front of him and then bounded off through the trees, and once he thought he saw the lumbering shadow of an old grizzly.

The Katrishen log cabin and pole corrals lay bathed in white moonlight as he raced his horse into the yard. The drum of hooves upon the hard-packed earth and his call brought movement and an answer from inside: “Who is it? What’s up?”

Briefly, he explained, and after a minute the door opened.

“Come in, Jim. Figured I heard a shot a while back. Dan Mello, you say? He’s a bad one.”

Hurrying to the corral, Jim harnessed two mustangs and hitched them to the buckboard. A moment later Bill Katrishen, tall and gray haired, came from the cabin, carrying a lantern in one hand and a black bag in the other.

“I’m no medical man,” he said, “but I fixed a sight of bullet wounds in my time.” He crawled into the buckboard, and one of his sons got up beside him. Led by Sandifer they started back over the way he had come.

Mello was still conscious when they stopped beside him. He looked unbelievingly at Katrishen.

“You come?” he said. “You knowed who—who I was?”

“You’re, hurt, ain’t you?” Katrishen asked testily. Carefully, he examined the man and then sat back on his heels. “Mello,” he said, “I ain’t one for foolin’ a man. You’re plumb bad off. That bullet seems to have slid off your hip bone an’ tore right through you. If we had you down to the house, we could work on you a durned sight better, but I don’t know whether you’d make it or not.”

The wounded man breathed heavily, staring from one to the other. He looked scared, and he was sweating, and under it his face was pale.

“What you think,” he panted, “all right—with me.”

“The three of us can put him on them quilts in the back of the buckboard. Jim, you slide your hands under his back.”

“Hold up.” Mello’s eyes wavered and then focused on Jim. “You watch—Martin. He’s plumb—bad.”

“What’s he want, Mello?” Jim said. “What’s he after?”

“G—old,” Mellow panted, and then suddenly he relaxed.

“Fainted,” Katrishen said. “Load him up.”

All through the remainder of the night they worked over him. It was miles over mountain roads to Silver City and the nearest doctor, and little enough that he could do. Shortly before the sun lifted, Dan Mello died.

Bill Katrishen got up from beside the bed, his face drawn with weariness. He looked across the body of Dan Mello at Sandifer.

“Jim, what’s this all about? Why was he gunning for you?”

Hesitating only a moment, Jim Sandifer explained the needling of Gray Bowen by Rose Martin, the undercover machinations of her and her tall son, the hiring of the Mellos at their instigation and of Art Dunn and Klee Mont. Then he went on to the events preceding his break with the B Bar. Katrishen nodded thoughtfully, but obviously puzzled.

“I never heard of the woman, Jim. I can’t figure why she’d have it in for me. What did Mello mean when he said Martin was after gold?”

“You’ve got me. I know they are money hungry, but the ranch is—” He stopped, and his face lifted, his eyes narrowing. “Bill, did you ever hear of gold around here?”

“Sure, over toward Cooney Canyon. You know, Cooney was a sergeant in the Army, and after his discharge he returned to hunt for gold he located while a soldier. The Apaches finally got him, but he had gold first.”

“Maybe that’s it. I want a fresh horse, Bill.”

“You get some sleep first. The boys an’ I’ll take care of Dan. Kara will fix breakfast for you.”

The sun was high when Jim Sandifer rolled out of his bunk and stumbled sleepily to the door to splash his face in cold water poured from a bucket into the tin basin. Kara heard him moving and came to the door, walking carefully and lifting her hand to the doorjamb.

“Hello, Jim? Are you rested? Dad an’ the boys buried Dan Mello over on the knoll.”

Jim smiled at her reassuringly.

“I’m rested, but after I eat I’ll be ridin’, Kara.” He looked up at the slender girl with the rusty hair and pale freckles. “You keep the boys in, will you? I don’t want them to be where they could be shot at until I can figure a way out of this. I’m going to maintain peace in this country or die tryin’!”

THE BUCKSKIN HORSE was resting, but the iron gray that Katrishen had provided was a good mountain horse. Jim Sandifer pulled his gray hat low over his eyes and squinted against the sun. He liked the smell of pine needles, the pungent smell of sage. He moved carefully, searching the trail for the way Lee Martin’s horse had gone the day Grimes followed him.

Twice he lost the trail and then found it only to lose it finally in the sand of a wash. The area covered by the sand was small, a place where water had spilled down a steep mountainside, eating out a raw wound in the cliff, yet there the trail vanished. Dismounting, Sandifer’s careful search disclosed a brushed-over spot near the cliff and then a chafed place on a small tree. Here Lee Martin had tied his horse, and from here he must have gone on foot.

It was a small rock, only half as big as his fist, that was the telltale clue. The rock showed where it had lain in the earth but had been recently rolled aside. Moving close, he could see that the stone had rolled from under a clump of brush, the clump moved easily under his hand. Then he saw that although the roots were still in the soil, at some time part of it had been pulled free. The brush covered an opening no more than a couple of feet wide and twice as high. It was a man-made tunnel, but one not recently made.

Concealing the gray in the trees some distance off, Sandifer walked back to the hole, stared around uneasily, and then ducked his head and entered. Once he was inside, the tunnel was higher and wider, and then it opened into a fair-sized room. Here the ore had been stoped out, and he looked around, holding a match high. The light caught and glinted upon the rock, and moving closer he picked up a small chunk of rose quartz seamed with gold!

Pocketing the sample, he walked further in until he saw a black hole yawning before him, and beside it lay a notched pole such as the Indians had used in Spanish times to climb out of mine shafts. Looking over into the hole, he saw a longer pole reaching down into the darkness. He peered over and then straightened. This, then, was what Dan Mello had meant! The Martins wanted gold.

The match flickered out, and standing there in the cool darkness, he thought it over and understood. This place was on land used, and probably claimed, by Bill Katrishen, and it could not be worked unless they were driven off. But could he make Gray Bowen believe him? What would Lee do if his scheme was exposed? Why had Mello been so insistent that Martin was dangerous?

He bent over and started into the tunnel exit and then stopped. Kneeling just outside were Lee Martin, Art Dunn, and Jay Mello. Lee had a shotgun pointed at Jim’s body. Jim jerked back around the corner of stone even as the shotgun thundered.

“You dirty, murderin’ rat!” he yelled. “Let me out in the open and try that!”

Martin laughed. “I wouldn’t think of it! You’re right where I want you now, an’ you’ll stay there!”

Desperately, Jim stared around. Martin was right. He was bottled up now. He drew his gun, wanting to chance a shot at Martin while yet there was time, but when he stole a glance around the corner of the tunnel, there was nothing to be seen. Suddenly, he heard a sound of metal striking stone, a rattle of rock, and then a thunderous crash, and the tunnel was filled with dust, stifling and thick. Lee Martin had closed off the tunnel mouth, and he was entombed alive!

Jim Sandifer leaned back against the rock wall of the stope and closed his eyes. He was frightened. He was frightened with a deep, soul-shaking fear, for this was something against which he could not fight, these walls of living rock around him, and the dead debris of the rock-choked tunnel. He was buried alive.

SLOWLY, THE DUST SETTLED from the heavy air. Saving his few matches, he got down on his knees and crawled into the tunnel, but there was barely room enough. Mentally, he tried to calculate the distance out, and he could see that there was no less than fifteen feet of rock between him and escape—not an impossible task if more rock did not slide down from above. Remembering the mountain, he knew that above the tunnel mouth it was almost one vast slide.

He could hear nothing, and the air was hot and close. On his knees he began to feel his way around, crawling until he reached the tunnel and the notched pole. Here he hesitated, wondering what the darkness below would hold.

Water, perhaps? Or even snakes? He had heard of snakes taking over old mines. Nevertheless, he began to descend—down, down into the abysmal blackness below him. He seemed to have climbed down an interminable distance when suddenly his boot touched rock.

Standing upright, one hand on the pole, he reached out. His hand found rock on three sides, on the other, only empty space. He turned in that direction and ran smack into the rock wall, knocking sparks from his skull. He drew back, swearing, and found the tunnel. At the same time, his hand touched something else, a sort of ledge in the corner of the rock, and on the ledge—his heart gave a leap!

Candles!

Quickly, he got out a match and lit the first one. Then he walked into the tunnel. Here was more of the rose quartz, and it was incredibly seamed with gold. Lee Martin had made a strike. Rather, studying the walls, he had found an old mine, perhaps an old Spanish working. Suddenly Jim saw a pick and he grinned. There still might be a way out. Yet a few minutes of exploration sufficed to indicate that there was no other opening. If he was to go out, it must be by the way he came.

Taking the candles with him he climbed the notched pole and stuck a lighted candle on a rock. Then, with a pick at his side, he started to work at the debris choking the tunnel. He lifted a rock and moved it aside, then another.

AN HOUR LATER, soaked with sweat, he was still working away, pausing each minute or so to examine the hanging wall. The tunnel was cramped, and the work moved slowly ahead, for every stone removed had to be shoved back into the stope behind him. He reached the broken part overhead, and when he moved a rock, more slid down. He worked on, his breath coming in great gasps, sweat dripping from his face and neck to his hands.

A new sound came to him, a faint tapping. He held still, listening, trying to quiet his breathing and the pound of his heart. Then he heard it again, an unmistakable tapping!

Grasping his pick, he tapped three times, then an interval, then three times again. Then he heard somebody pull at the rocks of the tunnel, and his heart pounded with exultation. He had been found!

HOW THE FOLLOWING HOURS passed Sandifer never quite knew, but working feverishly, he fought his way through the border of time that divided him from the outer world and the clean, pine-scented air. Suddenly, a stone was moved and an arrow of light stabbed the darkness, and with it came the cool air he wanted. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with air so liquid it might almost be water, and then he went to work, helping the hands outside to enlarge the opening. When there was room enough, he thrust his head and shoulders through and then pulled himself out and stood up, dusting himself off—and found he was facing, not Bill Katrishen or one of his sons, but Jay Mello!

“You?” he was astonished. “What brought you back?”

Jay wiped his thick hands on his jeans and looked uncomfortable.

“Never figured to bury no man alive,” he said. “That was Martin’s idea. Anyway, Katrishen told me what you done for Dan.”

“Did he tell you I’d killed him? I’m sorry, Jay. It was him or me.”

“Sure. I knowed that when he come after you. I didn’t like it nohow. What I meant, well—you could’ve left him lie. You didn’t need to go git help for him. I went huntin’ Dan, when I found you was alive, an’ I figured it was like that, that he was dead. Katrishen gave me his clothes, an’ I found this—”

It was a note, scrawled painfully, perhaps on a rifle stock or a flat rock, written, no doubt, while Jim was gone for help.


Jay:

Git shet of Marten. Sandfer’s all right. He’s gone for hulp to Katrisshn. I’m hard hit. Sandfer shore is wite. So long, Jay, good ridin.

Dan.



“I’m sorry, Jay. He was game.”

“Sure.” Jay Mello scowled. “It was Martin got us into this, him an’ Klee Mont. We never done no killin’ before, maybe stole a few hosses or run off a few head of cows.”

“What’s happened? How long was I in there?” Jim glanced at the sun.

“About five, six hours. She’ll be dark soon.” Mello hesitated. “I reckon I’m goin’ to take out—light a shuck for Texas.”

Sandifer thrust out his hand. “Good luck, Jay. Maybe we’ll meet again.”

The outlaw nodded. He stared at the ground, and then he looked up, his tough, unshaven face strangely lonely in the late-afternoon sun.

“Sure wish Dan was ridin’ with me. We always rode together, him an’ me, since we was kids.” He rubbed a hard hand over his lips. “What d’you know? That girl back to Katrishen’s? She put some flowers on his grave! Sure enough!”

He turned and walked to his horse, swung into the saddle, and walked his horse down the trail, a somber figure captured momentarily by the sunlight before he turned away under the pines. Incongruously, Jim noticed that the man’s vest was split up the back, and the crown of his hat was torn.

The gray waited patiently by the brush, and then Jim Sandifer untied him and swung into the saddle. It was a fast ride he made back to the ranch on Iron Creek. There he swapped saddles, explaining all to Katrishen. “I’m riding,” he said. “There’s no room in this country for Lee Martin now.”

“Want us to come?” Bill asked.

“No. They might think it was war. You stay out of it, for we want no Pleasant Valley War here. Leave it lay. I’ll settle this.”

HE TURNED from the trail before he reached the B Bar, riding through the cottonwoods and sycamores along the creek. Then he rode up between the buildings and stopped beside the corral. The saddle leather creaked when he swung down, and he saw a slight movement at the corner of the corral.

“Klee? Is that you?” It was Art Dunn. “What’s goin’ on up at the house?”

Jim Sandifer took a long step forward. “No, Art,” he said swiftly, “it’s me!”

Dunn took a quick step back and grabbed for his gun, but Jim was already moving, expecting him to reach. Sandifer’s left hand dropped to Art’s wrist, and his right smashed up in a wicked uppercut to the solar plexus.

Dunn grunted and his knees sagged. Jim let go of his wrist then and hooked sharply to the chin, hearing Dunn’s teeth click as the blow smashed home. Four times more Jim hit him, rocking his head on his shoulders; then he smashed another punch to the wind and, grabbing Dunn’s belt buckle, jerked his gun belt open.

The belt slipped down and Dunn staggered and went to his knees. The outlaw pawed wildly, trying to get at Jim, but he was still gasping for the wind that had been knocked out of him.

The bunkhouse door opened and Sparkman stepped into the light. “What’s the matter?” he asked. “What goes on?”

Sandifer called softly, and Sparkman grunted and came down off the steps. “Jim! You here? There’s the devil to pay up at the house, man! I don’t know what came off up there, but there was a shootin’! When we tried to go up, Mont was on the steps with a shotgun to drive us back.”

“Take care of this hombre. I’ll find out what’s wrong fast enough. Where’s Grimes an’ Rep?”

“Rep Dean rode over to the line cabin on Cabin Creek to round up some boys in case of trouble. Grimes is inside.”

“Then take Dunn an’ keep your eyes open! I may need help. If I yell, come loaded for bear an’ huntin’ hair!”

Jim Sandifer turned swiftly and started for the house. He walked rapidly, circling as he went toward the little-used front door, opened only on company occasions. That door, he knew, opened into a large, old-fashioned parlor that was rarely occupied. It was a showplace, stiff and uncomfortable, and mostly gilt and plush. The front door was usually locked, but he remembered that he had occasion to help move some furniture not long before and the door had been left unlocked. There was every chance that it still was, for the room was so little used as to be almost forgotten.

Easing up on the veranda, he tiptoed to the door and gently turned the knob. The door opened inward, and he stepped swiftly through and closed it behind him. All was dark and silent, but there was light under the intervening door and a sound of movement. With the thick carpet muffling his footfalls, he worked his way across the room to the door.

“How’s the old man?” Martin was asking.

His mother replied. “He’s all right. He’ll live.”

Martin swore. “If that girl hadn’t bumped me, I’d have killed him and we’d be better off. We could easy enough fix things so that Sandifer would get blamed for it.”

“Don’t be in such a hurry,” Rose Martin intervened. “You’re always in such a fret. The girl’s here, an’ we can use her to help. As long as we have her, the old man will listen, and while he’s hurt, she’ll do as she’s told.”

Martin muttered under his breath. “If we’d started by killing Sandifer like I wanted, all would be well,” he said irritably. “What he said about the Katrishen trouble startin’ with our comin’ got the old man to thinkin’. Then I figure Bowen was sorry he fired his foreman.”

“No matter!” Rose Martin was brusque. “We’ve got this place, and we can handle the Katrishens ourselves. There’s plenty of time now Sandifer’s gone.”

Steps sounded. “Lee, the old man’s comin’ out of it. He wants his daughter.”

“Tell him to go climb a tree!” Martin replied stiffly. “You watch him!”

“Where’s Art?” Klee protested. “I don’t like it, Lee! He’s been gone too long. Somethin’s up!”

“Aw, forget it.! Quit cryin’! You do more yelpin’ than a mangy coyote!”

Sandifer stood very still, thinking. There was no sound of Elaine, so she must be a prisoner in her room. Turning, he tiptoed across the room toward the far side. A door there, beyond the old piano, opened into Elaine’s room. Carefully, he tried the knob. It held.

At that very instant a door opened in the other room, and he saw light under the door before him. He heard a startled gasp from Elaine and Lee Martin’s voice, taunting, familiar.

“What’s the matter? Scared?” Martin laughed. “If you’d kept that pretty mouth of yours shut, your dad would still be all right! You tellin’ him Sandifer was correct about the Katrishens an’ that he shouldn’t of fired him!”

“He shouldn’t have,” the girl said quietly. “If he was here now, he’d kill you. Get out of my room.”

“Maybe I ain’t ready to go?” he taunted. “An’ from now on I’m goin’ to come an’ go as I like.”

His steps advanced into the room, and Jim tightened his grip on the knob. He remembered that lock, and it was not set very securely. Suddenly, an idea came to him. Turning, he picked up an old glass lamp, large and ornate. Balancing it momentarily in his hand, he drew it back and hurled it with a long overhand swing through the window!

Glass crashed on the veranda, and there the lamp hit, went down a step, and stayed there. Inside the girl’s room, there was a startled exclamation, and he heard running footsteps from both the girl’s room and the old man’s. Somebody yelled, “What’s that? What happened?” And he hurled his shoulder against the door.

As he had expected, the flimsy lock carried away and he was catapulted through the door into Elaine’s bedroom. Catching himself, he wheeled and sprang for the door that opened into the living room beyond. He reached it just as Mont jerked the curtain back, but not wanting to endanger the girl, he swung hard with his fist instead of drawing his gun.

The blow came out of a clear sky to smash Mont on the jaw, and he staggered back into the room. Jim Sandifer sprang through, legs spread, hands wide.

“You, Martin!” he said sharply. “Draw!”

Lee Martin was a killer, but no gunman. White to the lips, his eyes deadly, he sprang behind his mother and grabbed for the shotgun. “Shoot, Jim!” Elaine cried. “Shoot!”

He could not. Rose Martin stood between him and his target, and Martin had the shotgun now and was swinging it. Jim lunged, shoving the table over, and the lamp shattered in a crash. He fired and then fired again. Flame stabbed the darkness at him, and he fell back against the wall, switching his gun. Fire laced the darkness into a stabbing crimson crossfire, and the room thundered with sound and then died to stillness that was the stillness of death itself.

No sound remained, only the acrid smell of gunpowder mingled with the smell of coal oil and the faint, sickish-sweet smell of blood. His guns ready, Jim crouched in the darkness, alert for movement. Somebody groaned and then sighed deeply, and a spur grated on the floor. From the next room, Gray Bowen called weakly. “Daughter? Daughter, what’s happened? What’s wrong?”

There was no movement yet, but the darkness grew more familiar. Jim’s eyes became more accustomed to it. He could see no one standing. Yet it was Elaine who broke the stillness.

“Jim? Jim, are you all right? Oh, Jim—are you safe?”

Maybe they were waiting for this.

“I’m all right,” he said.

“Light your lamp, will you?” Deliberately, he moved, and there was no sound within the room—only outside, a running of feet on the hard-packed earth. Then a door slammed open, and Sparkman stood there, gun in hand.

“It’s all right, I think,” Sandifer said. “We shot it out.”

Elaine entered the room with a light and caught herself with a gasp at the sight before her. Jim reached for the lamp.

“Go to your father,” he said swiftly. “We’ll take care of this.”

Sparkman looked around, followed into the room by Grimes. “Good grief!” he gasped. “They are all dead! All of them!”

“The woman, too?” Sandifer’s face paled. “I hope I didn’t—”

“You didn’t,” Grimes said. “She was shot in the back by her own son. Shootin’ in the dark, blind an’ gun crazy.”

“Maybe it’s better,” Sparkman said. “She was an old hellion.”

Klee Mont had caught his right at the end of his eyebrow, and a second shot along the ribs. Sandifer walked away from him and stood over Lee Martin. His face twisted in a sneer, the dead man lay sprawled on the floor, literally shot to doll rags.

“You didn’t miss many,” Sparkman said grimly.

“I didn’t figure to,” Jim said. “I’ll see the old man and then give you a hand.”

“Forget it” Grimes looked up, his eyes faintly humorous. “You stay in there. An’ don’t spend all your time with the old man. We need a new setup on this here spread, an’ with a new son-in-law who’s a first-rate cattleman, Gray could set back an’ relax!”

Sandifer stopped with his hand on the curtain. “Maybe you got something there,” he said thoughtfully. “Maybe you have!”

“You can take my word for it,” Elaine said, stepping into the door beside Jim. “He has! He surely has!”
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