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Foreword
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THE STORIES PRESENTED in this volume are more bits of history from my early days as a writer when my work was being published exclusively in magazines. The life of a young writer is never easy, and at the time these stories were written it was a struggle to eat more than occasionally. The book and movie sales did not come until much later.

When World War II came along I was just beginning to see my work on the magazine stands. But during the four years I was first in the Army, then the Tank Destroyers, and later the Transportation Corps, I rarely found time to write. Returning home from overseas duty, I found all had changed at the magazines. I literally had to begin again by convincing a new crop of editors that I could write.

The stories I published back then were classified by their length. The “short-short,” often with a surprise ending, had been made popular by O. Henry and usually ran to 1,500 words, more or less. A “short story” rarely was more than 6,000 words. A “novelette,” or “novella,” usually amounted to 9,000 to 15,000 words. A “novel,” which the stories collected here are, rarely consisted of more than 40,000 words. By comparison, a novel published as a book is usually at least 60,000 words, but there’s no upward length limit.

The editors of the magazines in which these stories originally appeared, affectionately known then and now as “pulps,” demanded I stress action—swift and hard hitting. Little time was to be devoted to atmosphere, characterization, or background. Yet a good writer knows that action always derives from character and situation, so some of us tried to push on to tell a better story in a more complete fashion. Yet some stories need development, time and space, and the “pulps” gave neither.

Often a writer will live so closely with a character he has created that he cannot leave him alone but must return to relate more of his story. Once accepted as a novelist I was able to realize my long-held wish to redo my “magazine novels” for publication as books. Over the years, the works herein were revised and slightly expanded, often with new characters and additional plot lines, into novels I published as full-length paperbacks under other titles.

These particular early magazine versions of my books seem to be a source of considerable speculation and curiosity among fans who have requested the opportunity to read all the stories I have written. So much so is this the case of late, that I’ve decided to bring four of my “magazine novels” back into print in this book.

The title story of this volume, “The Rider of the Ruby Hills,” was my first telling of the novel Where the Long Grass Blows. It was also once filmed as The Treasure of Ruby Hills, a movie with Zachary Scott, Carole Matthews, and Raymond Hatton among the players. “Showdown Trail,” the original version of The Tall Stranger, was the basis for a movie with the latter title, starring Joel McCrea and Virginia Mayo.

“A Man Called Trent” became The Mountain Valley War and is the second in a trilogy of stories about Lance Kilkenny. “The Trail to Peach Meadow Canyon” was the original version of Son of a Wanted Man. In it, I was able to follow in more detail what happened to the various groups of outlaws operating out of their canyon hideout and bring them into contact with two law officers of the time and area, Tyrel Sackett and Borden Chantry, neither of whom is aware that they are distantly related. (Nor did I tell the reader, for that is Another Story!)

I do not think of the protagonists of these or any of my stories as heroes. They are simply people living their lives within the circumstances of their time. Most stories cover only a few hours, days, or weeks in the life of a character. The characters in my stories are people. They are born, they live, and they die. Much happens in the lives of the people you’ll meet in the following pages that I haven’t told you. Perhaps I’ll do that in future books.


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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THE RIDER OF THE RUBY HILLS

OFTEN THE MOST beautiful parts of western states are only to be found far from highways; a casual traveler can pass through, say, Arizona or Nevada, without being able to see much of what the areas have to offer. For example, in Arizona the great pine forests of the White Mountain area, their running, rushing streams and wild game, lie hidden away from major highways, although the roads through them are usually excellent.

Monument Valley, the San Francisco Mountains, and other places, also lie off the highways.

In Nevada, the beautiful Ruby Mountains lie somewhat to the south of Elko and its highway. The Rubies soar up to 11,000 feet, with several beautiful lakes and the waterfalls of Lamoille Canyon. It is lovely, inspiring country, and every pass and every canyon has its story of Indians, mining, and cattle, of lost mines, buried treasure, and gun battles.


THE RIDER OF THE RUBY HILLS
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CHAPTER I
 
Losing Bet

THERE WAS A lonely place where the trail ran up to the sky. It turned sharply left on the very point of a lofty promontory overlooking the long sweep of the valley below. Here the trail offered to the passerby a vision at this hour. Rosy-tipped peaks and distant purple mountains could be seen, beyond the far reach of the tall grass range.

Upon the very lip of the rocky shelf sat a solitary horseman. He was a man tall in the saddle, astride a strangely marked horse. Its head was held high; its ears were pricked forward with attention riveted upon the valley, as though in tune with the thoughts of its rider—thoughts that said there lay a new country, with new dangers, new rewards, and new trails.

The rider was a tall man, narrow hipped and powerful of chest and shoulder. His features were blunt and rugged, so that a watcher might have said, “Here is a man who is not handsome, but a fighter.” Yet he was good-looking in his own hard, confident way. He looked now upon this valley as Cortez might have looked upon the Valley of Mexico.

He came alone and penniless, but he did not come as one seeking favors. He did not come hunting a job. He came as a conqueror.

For Ross Haney had made his decision. At twenty-seven he was broke. He sat in the middle of all he owned, a splendid Appaloosa gelding, a fine California saddle, a .44 Winchester rifle, and two walnut-stocked Colt .44 pistols. These were his all. Behind him was a life that had taken him from a cradle in a covered wagon to the hurricane deck of many a hardheaded bronc.

It was a life that had left him rich in experience but poor in goods of the world. The experience was the hard-fisted experience of hard winters, dry ranges, and the dusty bitterness of cattle drives. He had fought Comanches and rustlers, hunted buffalo and horse thieves. Now he had decided that it all had brought him nothing but grief and more riding. Now he was going to ride for himself, to fight for himself.

His keen dark eyes from under the flat black brim of his hat studied the country below with a speculative glint. His judgment of terrain would have done credit to a general, and in his own way Ross Haney was a general. His arrival in the Ruby Valley country was, in its way, an invasion.


______
HE WAS A young man with a purpose. He did not want wealth but a ranch, a well-watered ranch in a good stock country. That his pockets were empty did not worry him, for he had made up his mind, and as men had discovered before this, Ross Haney with his mind made up was a force to be reckoned with.

Nor was he riding blind into a strange land. Like a good tactician he had gathered his information carefully, judged the situation, the terrain, and the enemy before he began his move.

This was new country to him, but he knew the landmarks and the personalities. He knew the strength and the weakness of its rulers, knew the economic factors of their existence, knew the stresses and the strains within it. He knew that he rode into a valley at war—that blood had been shed and that armed men rode its trails day and night. Into this land he rode a man alone, determined to have his own from the country, come what may, letting the chips fall where they might.

With a movement of his body he turned the gelding left down the trail into the pines, a trail where at this late hour it would soon be dark, a trail somber, majestic in its stillness under the columned trees.

As he moved under the trees, he removed his hat and rode slowly. It was a good country, a country where a man could live and grow, and where if he was lucky, he might have sons to grow tall and straight beside him. This he wanted. He wanted no longer the far horizons. He wanted his own hearth fire, the creak of his own pump, the heads of his own horses looking over the gate bars for his hand to feed them. He wanted peace, and for it he came to a land at war.

A flicker of light caught his eye, and the faint smell of wood smoke. He turned the gelding toward the fire, and when he was near, he swung down. The sun’s last rays lay bright through the pines upon this spot. The earth was trampled by hoofs, and in the fire itself the ashes were gray but for one tiny flame that thrust a bright spear upward from the end of a stick.

Studying the scene, his eyes held for an instant on one place where the parched grass had been blackened in a perfect ring.

His eyes glinted with hard humor. “A cinch ring artist. Dropped her there to cool and she singed the grass. A pretty smooth gent, I’d say.”

Not slick enough, of course. A smarter man or a less confident one would have pulled up that handful of blackened grass and tossed it into the flames.

There had been two men here, his eyes told him. Two men and two horses. One of the men had been a big man with small feet. The impressions of his feet were deeper and he had mounted the larger horse.

Curiously, he studied the scene. This was a new country for him and it behooved a man to know the local customs. He grinned at the thought. If cinch ring branding was one of the local customs, it was a strange one. In most sections of the country the activity was frowned upon, to say the least. If an artist was caught pursuing his calling, he was likely to find himself at the wrong end of a hair rope with nothing under his feet.

The procedure was simple enough. One took a cinch ring from his own saddle gear and holding it between a couple of sticks, used it when red hot like any other branding iron. A good hand with a cinch ring could easily duplicate any known brand, depending only upon his degree of skill.

Ross rolled and lighted a smoke. If he were found on the spot it would require explaining, and at the moment he had no intention of explaining anything. He swung his leg over the saddle and turned the gelding down trail once more.

Not three miles away lay the cow town known as Soledad. To his right and about six miles away was an imposing cluster of buildings shaded beneath a splendid grove of old cotton-woods. Somewhat nearer, and also well shaded, was a smaller ranch.

Beyond the rocky ridge that stretched an anxious finger into the lush valley was Walt Pogue’s Box N spread.


______
THE FARTHER RANCH belonged to Chalk Reynolds, his RR outfit being easily the biggest in the Ruby Hills country. The nearer ranch belonged to Bob and Sherry Vernon.

“When thieves fall out,” Ross muttered aloud, “honest men get their dues. Or that’s what they say. Now I’m not laying any claim to being so completely honest, but there’s trouble brewing in this valley. When the battle smoke blows away, Ross Haney is going to be top dog on one of these ranches.

“They’ve got it all down there. They have range, money, power. They have gunhands riding for them, but you and me, Rio, we’ve only got each other.”

He was a lone wolf on the prowl. Down there they ran in packs, and he would circle the packs, alone. When the moment came, he would close in.

“There’s an old law, Rio, that only the strong survive,” he said. “Those ranches belong to men who were strong, and some of them still are. They were strong enough to take them from other men, from smaller men, weaker men. That’s the story of Reynolds and Pogue. They rustled cows until they grew big, and now they sit on the housetops and crow. Or they did, until they began fightin’ one another.”

“Your reasoning,” the cool, quiet voice was feminine, “is logical, but dangerous. I might suggest that when you talk to your horse, you should be sure his are the only ears!”

She sat well in the saddle, poised and alert. There was a quirk of humor at the corners of her mouth and nothing of coyness or fear in her manner. Every inch of her showed beauty, care, and consideration of appearances that was new to him, but beneath it there was both fire and steel—and quality.

“That’s good advice,” he agreed, measuring her with his eyes. “Very good advice.”

“Now that you’ve looked me over,” she suggested coolly, “would you like to examine my teeth for age?”

He grinned, unabashed. “No, but now that I’ve looked you over I’d say you are pretty much of a woman. The kind that’s made for a man!”

She returned his glance and then smiled as if the remark had pleased her. So she changed the subject. “Just which ranch do you plan to be top dog on when the fighting is over?”

“I haven’t decided,” he said frankly. “I’m a right choosy sort of man when it comes to horses, ranches, and women!”

“Yes?” She glanced at the gelding. “I’d say your judgment of horses isn’t obvious by that one. Not that he isn’t well shaped, and I imagine he could run, but you could do better.”

“I doubt it.” He glanced at her fine, clean-limbed Thoroughbred. “I’d bet a little money he can outrun that beauty of yours, here to Soledad.”

Her eyes flashed. “Why, you idiot! Flame is the fastest horse in this country. He comes of racing stock!”

“I don’t doubt it,” Haney agreed. “He’s a fine horse. But I’ll bet my saddle against a hundred dollars that this Appaloosa will kick dust in his face before we get to Soledad!”

She laughed scornfully, and her head came up. “You’re on!” she cried, and her red horse gave a great bound and hit the trail running. That jump gave the bay the start, but Ross knew his gelding.

Leaning over he yelled into the horse’s ear as they charged after the bay. “Come on, boy! We’ve got to beat that bay! We need the money!” And Rio, seeming to understand, stretched his legs and ran like a scared rabbit.

As they swept into the main road and in full sight of Soledad, the bay was leading by three lengths, but despite the miles behind it, the Appaloosa loved to run, and he was running now.

The gelding had the blood of Arabians in his veins, and he was used to offhand, cow camp style racing. The road took a small jog. Ross did not swing the gelding around it, but took the desert-and mountain-bred horse across the stones and through the mesquite, hitting the road scarcely a length behind the big red horse.

Men were gathering in the street and on the edge of town now and shouting about the racing horses. With a half mile to go the big red horse was slowing. He was a sprinter, but he had been living too well with too little running. The gelding was just beginning to run. Neck stretched, Ross leaning far forward to cut the wind resistance and lend impetus with his weight, the mustang thundered alongside the bay horse, and neck and neck they raced up to the town. Then, with the nearest building only a short jump ahead, Ross Haney spoke to the Appaloosa:

“Now, Rio! Now!”

With a lunge, the spotted horse was past and went racing into the street leading by a length.

Ross eased back on the reins and let the horse run on down the street abreast of the big red horse. They slowed to a canter, then a walk. The girl’s eyes were wide and angry.

“You cheated! You cut across that bend!”

Ross chuckled. “You could have, ma’am! And you got off to a running start. Left me standing still!”

“I thought you wanted a race!” she protested scornfully. “You cheated me!”

Ross Haney drew up sharply, and his eyes went hard. “I reckon, ma’am,” he said, “you come from a long line of sportsmen! You can forget the bet!”

The sarcasm in his voice cut like a whip. She opened her mouth to speak, but he had turned the Appaloosa away and was walking it back toward the center of town.

For an instant, she started to follow, and then with a toss of her head, she let him go.

CHAPTER II

Hunting Trouble

Several men were standing in front of the livery stable when he rode up. They looked at his horse and then at him. “That’s a runner you got there, stranger! I reckon Sherry Vernon didn’t relish getting beat! She sets great store by the Flame horse!”

Haney swung down and led the horse into the stable, where he rubbed him down and fed him. As he worked, he thought over what he had just learned. The girl was Sherry Vernon, one of the owners of the Twin V spread, and she had overheard his meditations on his plans. How seriously she would take them would be something else again. Well, it did not matter. He was planning no subterfuge. He had come to Ruby Valley on the prod, and they could find it out now as well as later.

The girl had been beautiful. That stuck in his mind after he thought of all the rest. It was the feeling that hung over his thinking with a certain aura that disturbed him. He had known few women who affected him, and those few had been in New Orleans or Kansas City on his rare trips there. Yet, this one touched a chord that had answered to none of the others.

Suddenly he was conscious of a looming figure beside him. For a moment he continued to work. Then he looked around into a broad, handsome face. The man was smiling.

“My name’s Pogue,” he said, thrusting out a hand. “Walt Pogue. I own the Box N. Is that horse for sale?”

“No, he’s not.”

“I’d not figured you’d be willing to sell. If you get that idea, come look me up. I’ll give you five hundred for him.”

Five hundred? That was a lot of money in a country full of ten-dollar mustangs or where a horse was often traded for a quart of whiskey.

“No,” Haney repeated, “he’s not for sale.”

“Lookin’ for a job? I could use a hand.”

Ross Haney drew erect and looked over the horse’s back. He noticed, and the thought somehow irritated him, that Pogue was even bigger than himself. The rancher was all of three inches taller and forty pounds heavier. And he did not look fat.

“Gunhand? Or cowhand?”

Walt Pogue’s eyes hardened a shade, and then he smiled, a grim knowing smile. “Why, man,” he said softly, “that would depend on you. But if you hire on as a warrior, you’ve got to be good!”

“I’m good. As good as any you’ve got.”

“As good as Bob Streeter or Repp Hanson?”

Ross Haney’s expression made no change, but within him he felt something tighten up and turn hard and wary. If Pogue had hired Streeter and Hanson, this was going to be ugly. Both men were killers, and not particular how they worked or how they killed.

“As good as Streeter or Hanson?” Haney shrugged. “A couple of cheap killers. Blood hunters. They aren’t fighting men.”

His dark eyes met that searching stare of Walt Pogue’s again. “Who does Reynolds have?”

Pogue’s face seemed to lower, and he stared back at Haney. “He’s got Emmett Chubb.”

Emmett Chubb!

So? And after all these years? “He won’t have him long,” Haney said, “because I’m going to kill him!”

Triumph leaped in Pogue’s eyes. Swiftly, he moved around the horse. “Haney,” he said, “that job could get you an even thousand dollars!”

“I don’t take money for killing snakes.”

“You do that job within three days and you’ll get a thousand dollars!” Pogue said flatly.

Ross Haney pushed by the big man without replying and walked into the street. Three men sat on the rail by the stable door. Had they heard what was said inside? He doubted it, and yet?

Across the street and three doors down was the Trail Emporium. For a long moment his eyes held their look at the one light gleaming in the back of the store. It was after hours and the place was closed, but at the back door there might be a chance. Deliberately, he stepped into the street and crossed toward the light.


______
BEHIND HIM WALT Pogue moved into the doorway and stared after him, his brow furrowed with thought. His eyes went down the lean, powerful figure of the strange rider with a puzzled expression. Who was he? Where had he come from? Why was he here?

He wore two well-worn, tied-down guns. He had the still, remote face and the careful eyes typical of a man who had lived much with danger, and typical of so many of the gunfighters of the West. He had refused, or avoided the offer of, a job, yet he had seemed well aware of conditions in the valley.

Had Reynolds sent for him? Or Bob Vernon? He had ridden into town racing with Sherry. Had they met on the trail or come from the VV? That Pogue must know and at once. If Bob Vernon was hiring gunhands it would mean trouble, and that he did not want. One thing at a time.

Where was he going now? Resisting an instinct to follow Haney, Pogue turned and walked up the street toward the Bit and Bridle Saloon.

Haney walked up to the back door of the store building, hesitated an instant, and then tapped lightly.

Footsteps sounded within, and he heard the sound of a gun being drawn from a scabbard. “Who’s there?”

Haney spoke softly. “A rider from the Pecos.”

The door opened at once, and Ross slid through the opening. The man who faced him was round and white haired. Yet the eyes that took Haney in from head to heel were not old eyes. They were shrewd, hard, and knowing.

“Coffee?”

“Sure. Food, if you got some ready.”

“About to eat myself.” The man placed the gun on a sideboard and lifted the coffeepot from the stove. He filled the cup as Ross dropped into a chair. “Who sent you here?”

Haney glanced up and then tipped back in his chair. “Don’t get on the prod, old-timer. I’m friendly. When an old friend of yours heard I was headed this way and might need a smart man to give me a word of advice, he told me to look you up. And he told me what to say.”

“My days on that trail are over.”

“Mine never started. This is a business trip. I’m planning to locate in the valley.”

“Locate? Here?” The older man stared at him. He filled his own cup, and dishing up a platter of food and slapping bread on a plate, he sat down. “You came to me for advice. All right, you’ll get it. Get on your horse and ride out of here as fast as you can. This is no country for strangers, and there have been too many of them around. Things are due to bust wide open and there will be a sight of killin’ before it’s over.”

“You’re right, of course.”

“Sure. An’ after it’s over, what’s left for a gunhand? You can go on the owlhoot, that’s all. The very man who hired you and paid you warrior’s wages won’t want you when the fighting is over. There’s revolution coming in this country. If you know the history of revolutions you’ll know that as soon as one is over the first thing they do is liquidate the revolutionists. You ride out of here.”

Ross Haney ate in silence. The older man was right, of course. To ride out would be the intelligent, sensible, and safe course, and he had absolutely no intention of doing it.

“Scott, I didn’t come here to hire on as a gunhand. In fact, I have already had an offer. I came into this country because I’ve sized it up and I know what it’s like. This country can use a good man, a strong man. There’s a place for me here, and I mean to take it. Also, I want a good ranch. I aim to settle down, and I plan to get my ranch the same way Pogue, Reynolds, and the rest of them got theirs.”

“Force? You mean with a gun?” Scott was incredulous. “Listen, young fellow, Pogue has fifty riders on his range, and most of them are ready to fight at the drop of a hat. Reynolds has just as many, and maybe more. And you come in here alone—or are you alone?”


______
THE STOREKEEPER BENT a piercing gaze upon the young man, who smiled. “I’m alone.” Haney shrugged. “Scotty, I’ve been fighting for existence ever since I was big enough to walk. I’ve fought to hold other people’s cattle, fought for other men’s homes, fought for the lives of other men. I’ve worked and bled and sweated my heart out in rain, dust, and storm. Now I want something for myself.

“Maybe I came too late. Maybe I’m way off the trail. But it seems to me that when trouble starts a man might stand on the sidelines and when the time comes, he might move in. You see, I know how Walt Pogue got his ranch. Vin Carter was a friend of mine until Emmett Chubb killed him. He told me how Pogue forced his old man off his range and took over. Well, I happen to know that none of this range is legally held. It’s been preempted, which gives them a claim, of course. Well, I’ve got a few ideas myself. And I’m moving in.”

“Son,” Scott leaned across the table, “listen to me. Pogue’s the sort of man who would hire killers by the hundreds if he had to. He did force Carter off his range. He did take it by force, and he has held it by force. Now he and Chalk are in a battle over who is to keep it and which one is to come out on top. The Vernons are the joker in the deck, of course. What both Reynolds and Pogue want is the Vernon place, because whoever holds it has a grip on this country. But both of them are taking the Vernons too lightly. They have something up their sleeve, or somebody has.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s this Star Levitt, for one. He’s no soft touch, that one! And then he’s got some riders around there, and I’d say they do more work for him than for the Vernon spread—and not all honest work, by any means!”

“Levitt a western man?”

“He could be. Probably is. But whoever he is, he knows his way around an’ he’s one sharp hombre. Holds his cards close to his chest, an’ plays ’em that way. He’s the one you’ve got to watch in this deal, not Reynolds an’ Pogue!”

Ross Haney leaned back in his chair and smiled at Scott. “That meal sure tasted good!” he acknowledged. “Now comes the rough point. I want to borrow some money—military funds,” he added, grinning.

Scott shook his white head. “You sure beat all! You come into this country huntin’ trouble, all alone an’ without money! You’ve got nerve! I only hope you’ve got the gun savvy and the brains to back it up.”

The blue eyes squinted from his leather-brown face and he smiled. He was beginning to like Haney. The tall young man had humor, and the nerve of the project excited and amused the old outlaw.

“How much do you want?”

“A hundred dollars.”

“That all? You won’t get far in this country on that.”

“No, but along with it I want some advice.” Haney hitched himself forward and took a bit of paper from his pocket and then a stub of pencil. Then from a leather folder he took a larger sheet which he unfolded carefully. It was a beautifully tanned piece of calfskin, and on it was drawn a map. Carefully, he moved the dishes aside and placed it on the table facing the older man.

“Look that over, and if you see any mistakes, correct me.”

Scott stared at the map, and then he leaned forward, his eyes indicating his amazed interest. It was a map, drawn to scale and in amazing detail, of the Ruby Hills country. Every line camp, every waterhole, every ranch, and every stand of trees was indicated plainly. Distances were marked on straight lines between the various places, and heights of land were also marked. Lookout points were noted and canyons indicated. Studying the map, Scott could find nothing it had missed.

Slowly, he leaned back in his chair. When he looked up his expression was halfway between respect and worry. “Son, where did you get that map?”

“Get it? I made it. I drew it myself, Scotty. For three years I’ve talked to every puncher or other man I’ve met from this country. As they told me stuff, I checked with others and built this map. You know how western men are. Most of them are pretty good at description. A man down in the Live Oak country who never left it knows how the sheriff looks in Julesburg and exactly where the corrals are in Dodge.”


______
HANEY TOOK A deep breath and then continued his story.

“Well, I’ve been studying this situation quite a spell,” he said. “An old buffalo hunter and occasional trapper was in this country once, and he told me about it when I was a kid. It struck me as a place I’d like to live, so I planned accordingly. I learned all I could about it, rode for outfits oftentimes just because some puncher on the spread had worked over here. Then I ran into Vin Carter. He was born here. He told me all about it, and I got more from him than from any of them. While I was riding north with a herd of cattle, Emmett Chubb moved in, picked a fight with the kid, and killed him. And I think Walt Pogue paid him to do it!

“So it goes further than the fact that I’m range hungry, and I’ll admit I am. I want my own spread. But Vin rode with me and we fought sandstorms and blizzards together from Texas to Montana and back. So I’m a man on the prod. Before I get through I’ll own me a ranch in this country, a nice ranch with nice buildings, and then I’ll get a wife and settle down.”

Scott’s eyes glinted. “It’s a big order, son! Gosh, if I was twenty years younger, I’d throw in with you! I sure would!”

“There’s no man I’d want more, Scotty, but this is my fight, and I’ll make it alone. You can stake me to eating money, if you want, and I’ll need some forty-fours.”

The older man nodded assent. “You can have them, an’ willin’. Have you got a plan?”

Haney nodded. “It’s already started. I’ve filed on Thousand Springs.”

Scott came off his chair, his face a mask of incredulity. “You what?”

“I filed a claim, an’ I’ve staked her out and started to prove up.” Ross was smiling over his coffee, enjoying Scott’s astonishment.

“But, man! That’s sheer suicide! That’s right in the middle of Chalk’s best range! That waterhole is worth a fortune! A dozen fortunes! That’s what half the fighting is about!”

“I know it.” Haney was calm. “I knew that before I came in here. That palouse of mine never moved a step until I had my plan of action all staked out. And I bought the Bullhorn.”

This time astonishment was beyond the storekeeper. “How could you buy it? Gov’ment land, ain’t it?”

“No. That’s what they all seem to think. Even Vin Carter thought so, but it was part of a Spanish grant. I found that out by checking through some old records. So I hunted up a Mexican down in the Big Bend country who owned it. I bought it from him, bought three hundred acres, taking in the whole Bullhorn headquarters spread, the waterhole, and the cliffs in back of it. That includes most of that valley where Pogue cuts his meadow hay.”

“Well, I’m forever bushed! If that don’t beat all!” Scott tapped thoughtfully with his pipe bowl. Then he looked up. “What about Hitson Spring?”

“That’s another thing I want to talk to you about. You own it.”

“I do, eh? How did you come to think that?”

“Met an old sidewinder down in Laredo named Smite Emmons. He was pretty drunk one night, and he told me how foolish you were to file claim on that land. Said you could have bought it from the Indians just as cheap.”

Scott chuckled. “I did. I bought it from the Indians, too. Believe me, son, nobody around here knows that. It would be a death sentence!”

“Then sell it to me. I’ll give you my note for five thousand right now.”

“Your note, eh?” Scott chuckled. “Son, you’d better get killed. It will be cheaper to bury you than pay up.” He tapped his pipe bowl again. “Tell you what I’ll do. I’ll take your note for five hundred and the fun of watching what happens.”

Solemnly, Ross Haney wrote out a note and handed it to Scott. The old man chuckled as he read it.

I hereby agree to pay on or before the 15th of March, 1877, to Westbrook Scott, the sum of five hundred dollars and the fun of watching what happens for the 160 acres of land known as Hitson Spring.

“All right, son! Sign her up! I’ll get you the deed!”

CHAPTER III

Uneasy Town

When Ross had pocketed the two papers—the deed from the government to Scott and deeded over to him, and the skin deed from the Comanches—the old man sat up and reached for the coffeepot.

“You know what you’ve done? You’ve now got a claim on the three best sources of water in Ruby Valley, the only three that are surefire all the year around. And what will they do when they find out? They’ll kill you!”

“They won’t find out for a while. I’m not talking until the fight’s been taken out of them.”

“What about your claim stakes at Thousand Springs?”

“Buried. Iron stakes, and driven deep into the ground. There’s sod and grass over the top.”

“What about proving up?”

“That, too. You know how that spring operates? Actually, it is one great big spring back inside the mountain flowing out through the rocky face of the cliff in hundreds of tiny rivulets. Well, atop the mesa there is a good piece of land that falls into my claim, and back in the woods there is some land I can plow. I’ve already broken that land, smoothed her out, and put in a crop. I’ve got a trail to the top of that mesa, and a stone house built up there. I’m in business, Scotty!”

Scott looked at him and shook his head. Then he pushed back from the table and getting up, went into the store. When he returned he had several boxes of shells.

“In the mornin’ come around and stock up,” he suggested. “You better make you a cache or two with an extra gun here and there and some extra ammunition. Maybe a little grub. Be good insurance, and son, you’ll need it.”

“That’s good advice. I’ll do it, an’ you keep track of the expense. I’ll settle every cent of it when this is over.”

With money in his pocket he walked around the store and crossed the street to the Bit and Bridle. The bartender glanced at him and then put a bottle and a glass in front of him. He was a short man, very thick and fat, but after a glance at the corded forearms, Ross was very doubtful about it all being fat.

A couple of lazy-talking cowhands held down the opposite end of the bar, and there was a poker game in progress at a table. Several other men sat around on chairs. They were the usual nondescript crowd of the cow trails.

He poured his drink and had just taken it between his thumb and fingers when the batwing doors thrust open and he heard the click of heels behind him. He neither turned nor looked around. The amber liquid in the glass held his attention. He had never been a drinking man, taking only occasional shots, and he was not going to drink much tonight.

The footsteps halted abreast of him, and a quick, clipped voice said in very precise words, “Are you the chap who owns that fast horse, the one with the black forequarters and the white over the loin and hips?”

He glanced around, turning his head without moving his body. There was no need for anyone to tell him that this was Bob Vernon. He was a tall, clean-limbed young man who was like her in that imperious lift to his chin, unlike her in his quick, decisive manner.

“There’s spots, egg-shaped black spots over the white,” said Haney. “That the one you mean?”

“My sister is outside. She wants to speak to you.”

“I don’t want to speak to her. You can tell her that.” He turned his attention to his drink.

What happened then happened so fast it caught him off balance. A hand grasped him by the shoulder and spun him around in a grip of iron, and he was conscious of being surprised at the strength in that slim hand. Bob Vernon was staring at him, his eyes blazing.

“I said my sister wanted to speak to you!”

“And I said I didn’t want to speak to her.” Ross Haney’s voice was slow paced and even. “Now take your hand off me, and don’t ever lay a hand on me again!”

Bob Vernon was a man who had never backed down for anyone. From the East he had come into the cow country of Ruby Valley and made a place for himself by energy, decision, and his own youthful strength. Yet he had never met a man such as he faced now. As he looked into the hazel eyes of the stranger he felt something turn over away deep inside him. It was as though he had parted the brush and looked into the face of a lion.


______
VERNON DROPPED HIS hand. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid your manner made me forgetful. My sister can’t come into a place like this.”

The two men measured each other, and the suddenly alert audience in the Bit and Bridle let their eyes go from Vernon to the stranger. Bob Vernon they knew well enough to know he was afraid of nothing that walked. They also knew his normal manner was polite to a degree rarely encountered in the West, where manners were inclined to be brusque, friendly, and lacking in formality. Yet there was something else between these two now. As one man they seemed to sense the same intangible something that had touched Bob Vernon.

The batwing doors parted suddenly, and Sherry Vernon stepped into the room.

First, Haney was aware of a shock that such a girl could come into such a place, and second, of shame that he had been the cause. Then he felt admiration sweep over him at her courage.

Beautiful in a gray tailored riding habit, her head lifted proudly, she walked up to Ross Haney. Her face was set and her eyes were bright.

Ross was suddenly conscious that never in all his life had he looked into eyes so fine, so filled with feeling.

“Sir,” and her voice could be heard in every corner of the room, “I do not know what your name may be, but I have come to pay you your money. Your horse beat Flame today, and beat him fairly. I regret the way I acted, but it was such a shock to have Flame beaten that I allowed you to get away without being paid. I am very sorry.

“However,” she added quickly, “if you would like to run against Flame again, I’ll double the bet!”

“Thank you, Miss Vernon!” He bowed slightly, from the hips. “It was only that remark about my horse that made me run him at all. You see, ma’am, as you no doubt know, horses have feelin’s. I couldn’t let you run down my horse to his face, thataway!”

Her eyes were on his, and suddenly they crinkled at the corners and her lips rippled with a little smile.

“Now, if you’ll allow me—” He took her arm and escorted her from the room. Inside they heard a sudden burst of applause, and he smiled as he offered her his hands for her foot. She stepped into them and then swung into her position on the horse.

“I’m sorry you had to come in there, but your brother was kind of abrupt.”

“That’s quite all right,” she replied quickly, almost too quickly.

He stepped back and watched them ride away into the darkness of early evening. Then he turned back to the saloon. He almost ran into a tall, carefully dressed man who had walked up behind him. A man as large as Pogue.

Pale blue eyes looked from a handsome, perfectly cut face of city white. He was trim, neat, and precise. Only the guns at his hips looked deadly with their polished butts and worn holsters.

“That,” said the tall man, gesturing after Sherry Vernon, “is a staked claim!”

Ross Haney was getting angry. Men who were bigger than him always irritated him, anyway. “It is?” His voice was cutting. “If you think you can stake a claim on any woman you’ve got a lot to learn!”

He shoved by toward the door, but behind him the voice said, “But that one’s staked. You hear me?”


______
SOLEDAD BY NIGHT was a tiny scattering of lights along the dark river of the street. Music from the tinny piano in the Bit and Bridle drifted down the street, and with it the lazy voice of someone singing a cow camp song. Ross Haney turned up the street toward the two-story frame hotel, his mind unable to free itself from the vision that was Sherry Vernon.

For the first time, the wife who was to share that ranch had a face. Until now there had been in his thoughts the vague shadow of a personality and a character, but there had been no definite features, nothing that could be recognized. Now, after seeing Sherry, he knew there could be but one woman in the ranch house he planned to build.

He smiled wryly as he thought of her sharing his life. What would she think of a cowhand, a drifting gunhand? And what would she say when it became known that he was Ross Haney? Not that the name meant very much, for it did not. Only in certain quarters where fighting men gather had he acquired something of a reputation. The stories about him had drifted across the country as such stories will, and while he had little notoriety as a gunfighter, he was known as a hard, capable man who would and could fight.

He was keenly aware of his situation in Soledad and the Ruby Hills country. As yet, he was an outsider. They were considering him, and Pogue had already sensed enough of what he was to offer a gun or saddle job. When his intentions became known he would be facing trouble and plenty of it. When they discovered that he had actually moved in and taken possession of the best water in the valley, they would have no choice but to buy him out, run him out, or kill him.

Or they could move out themselves, and neither Walt Pogue nor Chalk Reynolds was the man for that.

In their fight Ross had no plan to take sides. He was a not-too-innocent bystander as far as they were concerned. When Bob and Sherry Vernon were considered, he wasn’t too sure. He scowled, realizing suddenly that sentiment had no place in such dealings as his. Until he saw Sherry Vernon he had been a free agent, and now, for better or worse, he was no longer quite so free.

He could not now move with such cold indifference to the tides of war in the Ruby Hills. Now he had an interest, and his strength was lowered to just the degree of that interest. He was fully aware of the fact. It nettled him even as it amused him, for he was always conscious of himself and viewed his motives with a certain wry, ironic humor, seeing himself always with much more clarity than others saw him.

Yet, despite that, something had been accomplished. He had staked his claim at Thousand Springs and started his cabin. He had talked with Scott, and won an ally there, for he knew the old man was with him, at least to a point. He had met and measured Walt Pogue, and he knew that Emmett Chubb was now with Reynolds. That would take some investigation, for from all he had learned, he had been sure that Pogue had hired Chubb to kill Vin Carter, but now Chubb worked for Reynolds.

Well, the allegiance of such men was tied to a dollar sign, and their loyalty went no further than their next payday. There might have been trouble between Pogue and Chubb, and that might be the reason Pogue was so eager to have him killed.

He directed his thoughts toward the Vernons. Bob was all man. Whatever Reynolds and Pogue planned for him he would not take. He would have his own ideas, and he was a fighter.

What of the other hands whom Scott had implied were loyal to Levitt rather than Vernon? These men he must consider, too, and must plan carefully for them, for in such an action as he planned, he must be aware of all the conflicting elements in the valley.

The big man in the white hat he had placed at once. Carter had mentioned him with uncertainty, for when Carter left the valley Star Levitt had just arrived and was an unknown quantity.

With that instinctive awareness that the widely experienced man has for such things, Ross Haney knew that he and Star Levitt were slated to be enemies. They were two men who simply could not be friends, for there was a definite clash of personalities and character that made a physical clash inevitable. And Haney was fully aware that Star Levitt was not the soft touch some might believe. He was a dangerous man, a very dangerous man.

CHAPTER IV

Bold Challenge

Ross Haney found that the hotel was a long building with thirty rooms, a large empty lobby, and off to one side, a restaurant open for business. Feeling suddenly hungry he turned to the desk for a room, his eyes straying toward the restaurant door.

When Haney dropped his war bag a young man standing in the doorway turned and walked to the desk. “Room?” he smiled as he spoke, and his face was pleasant.

“The best you’ve got.” Ross grinned at him.

The clerk grinned back. “Sorry, but they are all equally bad, even if reasonably clean. Take fifteen, at the end of the hall. You’ll be closer to the well.”

“Pump?”

The clerk chuckled. “What do you think this is, New York? It’s a rope-and-bucket well. It’s been almost a year since we hauled a dead man out of it. The water should be good by now.”

“Sure.” Ross studied him for a moment. “Where you from? New York?”

“Yes, and Philadelphia, Boston, Richmond, London, and San Francisco, and now—Soledad.”

“You’ve been around.” Ross rolled a smoke and dropped the sack on the desk for the clerk. “How’s the food?”

“Good. Very good—and the prettiest waitress west of the Mississippi.”

Ross smiled. “Well, if she’s like the other girls around here, she’s probably a staked claim. I had a big hombre with a white hat tell me tonight that one girl was staked out for him.”

The clerk looked at him quickly, shrewdly. “Star Levitt?”

“I guess.”

“If he meant the lady you had the race with today, I’d say he was doing more hoping than otherwise. Sherry Vernon,” the clerk spoke carefully, “is not an easy claim to stake!”

Ross pulled the register around, hesitated an instant, and then wrote, “Ross Haney, El Paso.”

The clerk glanced at it and then looked up. “Glad to meet you, Ross. My name is Allan Kinney.” He looked down at the name again. “Ross Haney. I’ve heard that name from somewhere.

“It’s funny,” he added musingly, “about a name and a town. Ross Haney, from El Paso. Now you might not be from El Paso at all. You might be from Del Rio or Sanderson or Uvalde. You might even be from Cheyenne or from Fort Sumner or White Oaks.

“What happened to you in El Paso or wherever you came from? And why did you come here? Men drift without reason sometimes, but usually, there is something. Sometimes the law is behind them, or an outlaw ahead of them. Sometimes they just want new horizons or a change of scene, and sometimes they are hunting for something. You, now. I’d say you came to Soledad for a reason—a reason that could mean trouble.”

“Let’s drink some coffee,” Haney suggested, “and see if that waitress is as pretty as you say.”

“You won’t think so,” Kinney said, shaking his head, “you won’t think so at all. You’ve just seen Sherry Vernon. After her, all women look washed out—until you get over her.”

“I don’t plan on it.”

Kinney dropped into a chair. “That, my friend, is a large order. Miss Vernon usually handles such situations with neatness and dispatch. She is always pleasant, never familiar.”

“This is different.” Ross looked up, and suddenly he knew with a queer excitement just what he was going to say. He said it. “I’m going to marry her.”

Allan Kinney gulped and put his cup down carefully. “Have you told her? Does she know your intentions are honorable? Does she even know you have intentions?” He grinned. “You know, friend, that is a large order you have laid out for yourself.”

The waitress came up. She was a slender, very pretty girl with red hair, a few freckles, and a sort of bubbling good humor that was contagious.

“May,” Kinney said, “I want you to meet Ross Haney. He is going to marry Sherry Vernon.”


______
AT THIS, ROSS felt his ears getting red and cursed himself for a thickheaded fool for ever saying such a thing. It may have been startled from him by the sudden realization that he intended to do just that.

“What?” May said quickly, looking at him. “Another one?”

Haney glanced up, and suddenly he put his hand over hers and said gently, “No, May. The one!”

Her eyes held his for a moment, and the laughter faded from them. “You know,” she said seriously, “I think you might!”

She went for their coffee. Kinney looked at Ross with care. “Friend Haney,” he said, “you have made an impression. I really think the lady believed you! Now if you can do as well with Miss Vernon, you’ll be doing all right.”

The door opened suddenly from the street, and two men stepped in. Ross glanced up, and his dark eyes held on the two men who stood there.

One of the men was a big man with sloping shoulders, and his eyes caught Haney’s and narrowed as if at sudden recognition. The other man was shorter and thicker, but obviously a hard case. With a queer sort of premonition, Ross guessed that these men were from the Vernon ranch—or they could be. At least, they knew about Ross Haney and were more than casually interested.

These could be the men who worked for Star Levitt, and as such they merited study, yet their type was not an unfamiliar one to Ross Haney or to any man who rode the borderlands or the wild country. While many a puncher has branded a few mavericks or rustled a few cows when he needed drinking money or wanted a new saddle, there was a certain intangible yet very real difference that marked those who held to the outlaw trail, and both of these men had it.

They were men with guns for hire, men who rode for trouble and for the ready cash they could get for crooked work. He knew their type. He had faced such men before, and he knew they recognized him. These men were a type who never fought a battle for anyone but themselves.

Without warning, the door pushed open and two more men came into the room. Ross glanced around and caught the eye of a short, stocky man who walked with a quick, jerky lift of his knees. He walked now—right over to Haney.

“You’re Ross Haney?” he said abruptly. “I’ve got a job for you! Start tomorrow morning! A hundred a month an’ found. Plenty of horses! I’m Chalk Reynolds an’ my place is just out of town in that big clump of cottonwoods. Old place. You won’t have any trouble finding it.”

Ross smiled. “Sorry, I’m not hunting a job.”

Reynolds had been turning away, but he whipped back quickly. “What do you mean? Not looking for a job? At a hundred a month? When the range is covered with top hands gettin’ forty?”

“I said I didn’t want a job.”

“Ah?” The genial light left the older man’s face, and his blue eyes hardened and narrowed. “So that’s it! You’ve gone to work for Walt Pogue!”

“No, I don’t work for Pogue. I don’t work for anybody. I’m my own man, Mr. Reynolds!”

Chalk Reynolds stared at him. “Listen, my friend, and listen well. In the Ruby Hills today there are but two factions, those for Reynolds and those against him. If you don’t work for me, I shall regard you as an enemy.”

Haney shrugged. “That’s your funeral. From all I hear you have enemies enough without choosing any more. Also, from all I hear, you deserve them.”

“What?” Reynolds’s eyes blazed. “Don’t sass me, stranger!”

The lean, whip-bodied man beside him touched his arm. “Let me handle this, Uncle Chalk,” he said gently. “Let me talk to this man.”

Ross shifted his eyes. The younger man had a lantern jaw and unusually long gray eyes. The eyes had a flatness about them that puzzled and warned him.

“My name is Sydney Berdue. I am foreman for Mr. Reynolds.” He stepped closer to where Haney sat in his chair, one elbow on the table. “Maybe you would like to tell me why he deserves his enemies.”


______
HANEY GLANCED UP at him, his blunt features composed, faintly curious, his eyes steady and aware. “Sure,” he said quietly, “I’d be glad to.

“Chalk Reynolds came west from Missouri right after the war with Mexico. For a time he was located in Santa Fe, but as the wagon trains started to come west, he went north and began selling guns to the Indians.”

Reynolds’ face went white and his eyes blazed. “That’s not true!”

Haney’s glance cut his words short. “Don’t make me kill you!” Ross said sharply. “Every word I say is true! You took part in wagon train raids yourself. I expect you collected your portion of white scalps. Then you got out of there with a good deal of loot and met a man in Julesburg who wanted to come out here. He knew nothing of your crooked background, and—”

Berdue’s hand was a streak for his gun, but Haney had expected it. When the Reynolds foreman had stepped toward him, he had come beyond Haney’s outstretched feet, and Ross whipped his toe up behind the foreman’s knee and jerked hard just as he shoved with his open hand. Berdue hit the floor with a crash and his gun went off with a roar, the shot plowing into the ceiling. From the room overhead came an angry shout and the sound of bare feet hitting the floor.

Ross moved swiftly. He stepped over and kicked the gun from Berdue’s hand and then swept it up.

“Get up! Reynolds, get over there against the wall, pronto!”

White-faced, Reynolds backed to the wall, hatred burning deep in his eyes. Slowly, Sydney Berdue got to his feet, his eyes clinging to his gun in Ross Haney’s hand.

“Lift your hands, both of you. Now push them higher. Hold it.”

He stared at the two men. Behind him, the room was slowly filling with curious onlookers. “Now,” Ross Haney said coolly, “I’m going to finish what I started. You asked me why you deserved to have enemies. I started by telling you about the white people you murdered and about the guns you sold, and now I’ll tell you about the man you met in Julesburg.”

Reynolds’s face was ashen. “Forget that,” he said. “You don’t need to talk so much. Berdue was huntin’ trouble. You forget it. I need a good man.”

“To murder, like you did your partner? You made a deal with him, and he came down here and worked hard. He planted those trees. He built that house. Then three of you went out and stumbled into a band of Indians, and somehow, although wounded, you were the only one who got back. And naturally, the ranch was all yours.

“Who were those Indians, Chalk? Or was there only one Indian? Only one, who was the last man of three riding single file?

“You wanted to know why I wouldn’t work for you and why you should have enemies. I’ve told you. And now I’ll tell you something more: I’ve come to the Ruby Hills to stay. I’m not leavin’.”

Deliberately, he handed the gun back to Berdue, and as he held it out to him their eyes met and fastened, and it was Sydney Berdue’s eyes that shifted first. He took the gun, reversed it, and started it into his holster, and then his hand stopped, and his lips drew tight.

Ross Haney was smiling. “Careful, Berdue!” he said softly. “I wouldn’t try it, if I were you!”

Berdue stared, and then with an oath he shoved the gun hard into its holster, and turning out the door, walked rapidly away. Behind him went Chalk Reynolds, his neck and ears red with the bitterness of the fury that throbbed in his veins.

Slowly, in a babble of talk, the room cleared, and then Ross Haney seated himself again. “May,” he said, “you’ve let my coffee get cold. Fill it up, will you?”

CHAPTER V

A Look at the Country

Persons who lived in the town of Soledad were not unaccustomed to sensation, but the calling of Chalk Reynolds and his supposedly gunslick foreman in the Cattleman’s Cafe was a subject that had the old maids of both sexes licking their lips with anticipation and excitement. Little had been known of the background of Chalk Reynolds. He was the oldest settler, the owner of the biggest and oldest ranch, and he was a hard character when pushed. Yet now they saw him in a new light, and the story went from mouth to mouth.

Not the last to hear it was Walt Pogue, who chuckled and slapped his heavy thigh. “Wouldn’t you know it? That old four-flusher! Crooked as a dog’s hind leg!”

The next thing that occurred to anyone, occurred to him. How did Ross Haney know?

The thought drew Pogue up to a standstill. Haney knew too much. Who was Haney? If he knew that, he might—But no! That didn’t necessarily follow. Still, Ross Haney was going to be a good friend to have, and a bad enemy.

Not the least of the talk concerned Haney’s confidence, the way he had stood there and dared Berdue to draw. Overnight, Haney had become the most talked about man in the Ruby Hills.

When gathering his information about the Ruby Hills country, Ross Haney had gleaned some other information that was of great interest. That information was what occupied his mind on his first morning in Soledad.

So far, in his meandering around the country, and he had done more of it than anyone believed, he had had no opportunity to verify this final fragment of information. But now he intended to do it. From what he had overheard, the country north and west of the mountains was a badlands that was avoided by all. It was a lava country, broken and jagged, and there was much evidence of prehistoric volcanic action, so much so that riding there was a danger always, and walking was the surest way to ruin a pair of boots.

Yet at one time there had been a man who knew the lava beds and all of that badlands country that occupied some three hundred square miles stretching north and west across the state line. That man had been Jim Burge.

It had been Jim Burge who had told Charlie Hastings, Reynolds’s ill-fated partner, about the Ruby Hills country, and it had been Jim Burge who had first driven a herd of Spanish cattle into the Ruby Hills. But Burge had tired of ranching and headed north, leaving his ranch and turning his horses loose. His cattle had already been gone.

Gone, that is, into the badlands. Burge knew where they were, but cattle were of no use without a market, and there was no market anywhere near. Burge decided he wanted to move and he wanted quick money, so he left the country, taking only a few of the best horses with him.

He had talked to Charlie Hastings, and Hastings talked to Chalk Reynolds, but Jim Burge was already gone. Gone east into the Texas Panhandle and a lone hand fight with Comanches that ended with four warriors dead and with Jim Burge’s scalp hanging from the belt of another. But Jim Burge had talked to other people in Santa Fe, and the others did not forget, either. One of these had talked to Ross Haney, and Ross was a curious man.

When he threw his saddle on the Appaloosa, he was planning to satisfy that curiosity. He was going to find out what had become of those cattle.

Nine years had passed since Burge had left them to shift for themselves. In nine years several hundred cattle can do pretty well for themselves.

“There’s water in those badlands if you know where to look,” Burge had told the man in Sante Fe, “an’ there’s grass, but you’ve got to find it.” Knowing range cattle, Ross was not worried about them finding it, and if he could find it, he would find them—unless someone else had.

So he rode out of Soledad down the main trail, and there were many eyes that followed him out. One pair of these belonged to Sherry Vernon, already out and on her horse, drifting over the range, inspecting her cattle and seeing where they fed. She noted the tall rider on the queerly marked horse, and there was a strange leap in her heart as she watched him heading down the trail.

Was he leaving? For always? The thought gave her a pang, even though remembering the oddly intent look in his eyes and the hard set in his jaw, she knew he would be back.

Of course, she had heard the story of his meeting with Chalk Reynolds and Sydney Berdue. Berdue had always frightened her, for wherever she turned, his eyes were upon her. They gave her a crawling sensation, not at all like the excitement she drew from the quick, amused eyes of Ross Haney.


______
THE PALOUSE WAS a good mountain horse, and ears pricked forward, he stepped out eagerly. The sights and smells were what he knew best and he quickened his step, sure he was coming home.

Ross Haney knew that with his action of the previous night he was in the center of things whether he liked it or not, and he liked it. From now on he would move fast and with boldness, but not too definitely, for it would pay to keep them puzzled for a few days longer. Things would break between Pogue and Reynolds, especially now that his needling of Reynolds would scare the man into aggressive action.

Chalk was no fool. He would know how fast talk would spread. It might not be long before embarrassing questions might be asked. The only escape from those questions lay in power. He must put himself beyond questions. Eyes squinted against the glare, Haney thought about that, trying to calculate just what Reynolds would do. It was up to him to strike, and he would strike, or Haney knew nothing of men under pressure.

The trail he sought showed itself suddenly, just a faint track off to the right through the piñons, and he took it, letting Rio set his own gait.

It was midafternoon before Ross reached the edge of the lava beds. The great black, tumbled masses seemed without trails or any sign of vegetation. He skirted the lava, searching for some evidence of a trail. It was miserably hot, and the sun threw heat back from the blazing rocks until he felt like he was in an oven. When he was on a direct line between the lava beds and Thousand Springs, he rode back up the mountain, halted, and swung down to give his horse a rest.

From his saddlebags he took a telescope, a glass he had bought in New Orleans several years before. Sitting down on a boulder while the palouse cropped casually at the dry grass, he began a systematic, inch-by-inch study of the lava beds.

Only the vaguest sort of plan had formed in his mind for his next step. Everything had been worked out carefully to this point, but from now on his actions depended much upon the actions of Pogue and Reynolds. Yet he did have the beginnings of a plan. If the cattle he sought were still in the lava beds, he intended to brand them one by one and shove bunches of them out into the valley. He was going to use that method to make his bid for the valley range.

After a half hour of careful study he got up, thrust the glass in his belt, and rode slowly along the hillside, stopping at intervals to continue his examination of the beds. It was almost dusk when he raised up in the stirrups and pointed the glass toward a tall finger of rock that thrust itself high from the beds. At the base of it was a cow, and it was walking slowly toward the northwest!

Try as he might, Ross could find no trail into the lava beds, so as dusk was near, he turned the palouse and started back toward Thousand Springs. He would try again. At least he knew he was not shooting in the dark. There was at least one cow in that labyrinth of lava, and if there was one, there would certainly be more.

The trail he had chosen led him up the mesa at Thousand Springs from a little-known route. He wound around through the clumps of piñon until the flat top was reached. Then he rode along slowly, drinking in this beauty that he had chosen for the site of his home. The purple haze had thickened over the hills and darkened among the trees, and deep shadows gathered in the forested notches of the hills while the pines made a dark fringe against a sky still red with the last rose of the sinking sun.

Below him the mesa broke sharply off and fell for over a hundred feet of sheer rock. Thirty feet from the bottom of the cliff the springs trickled from the fractured rock and covered the rock below with a silver sheen from many small cascades that fell away into the pool.


______
BEYOND THE FAR edge of the pool, fringed with aspens, the dark valley was a long sweep of tall grass range, rolling into a dark distance against the mystery of the hills. Ross Haney sat his horse in a place rarely seen by man, for he was doubtful if anyone in many years had mounted the mesa. That he was not the first man here, he knew, for there were Indian relics and the remains of stone houses, ages old. These seemed to have no connection with any cliff dwellings or pueblos he had seen in the past. The building was more ancient and more massive than in Acoma, the Sky City.

The range below him was the upper end of Ruby Valley and was supposedly under the control of Chalk Reynolds. Actually, Reynolds rarely visited the place, nor did his men. It was far and away at the end of the range he claimed, and the water was available for the cattle when they wished to come to it. Yet here on the rim of the mesa, or slightly back from the rim, Haney had begun to build a ranch house, using the old foundations of the prehistoric builders and many of their stones.

The floor itself was intact, and he had availed himself of it, sweeping it clean over a wide expanse. He had paced it off and planned his house accordingly, and he had large ideas. Yet for the moment he was intent only on repairing a part of the house to use as his claim shanty.

There was water here. Water that bubbled from the same source as that of the Thousand Springs. He knew that his water was the same water. Several times he had tried dropping sticks or leaves into the water outside his door, only to find them later in the pool below.

From where he sat he could with his glass see several miles of trail and watch all who approached him. The trail up the back way was unknown so far as he could find out. Certainly it indicated no signs of use but that of wild game, although it had evidently been used in bygone years.

To the east and south his view was unobstructed. Below him lay all the dark distance of the valley and the range for which he was fighting. To the north, the mesa broke sharply off and fell away into a deep canyon with a dry wash at its bottom. The side of the canyon across from him was almost as sheer as this and at least a quarter of a mile away.

The trail led up from the west and through a broken country of tumbled rock, long fingers of lava, and clumps of piñon giving way to aspen and pine. The top of the mesa was at least two hundred acres in extent and absolutely impossible to reach by any known route but the approach he used.

Returning through the trees to a secluded hollow, Ross swung down and stripped the saddle and bridle from the palouse, then turned it loose. He rarely hobbled or tied the horse, for Rio would come at a call or whistle and never failed to respond at once. But a horse in most cases will not wander far from a campfire, feeding away from it and then slowly feeding back toward it, seeming to like the feeling of comfort as well as a man.

He built his fire of dry wood and built it with plenty of cover, keeping it small. Even at this height there was danger of its being seen and causing wonder. The last thing he wanted now was for any of the people from the valley to find him out.

After he had eaten he strolled back to the open ground where the house was taking shape. Part of the ancient rock floor he was keeping for a terrace from which the whole valley could be seen.

For a long time he stood there, looking off into the darkness and enjoying the cool night air. Then he turned and walked back into the deep shadows of the house. He was standing there, trying to see it as it would appear when complete when he heard a low, distant rumble.

Suddenly anxious, he listened intently. It seemed to come from within the very rock on which he stood. He waited, listening for the sound to grow. But after a moment it died away to a vague rumble and then disappeared altogether. Puzzled, he walked around for several minutes, waiting and listening, but there was no further sound.

It was a strange thing, and it disturbed him and left him uneasy as he walked back to his camp. Long after he had rolled in his blankets he lay there puzzling over it. He noted with an odd sense of disquiet that Rio stayed close to him, closer than usual. Of course, there could be another reason for that. There were cougars on the mesa and in the breaks behind it. He had seen their tracks. There were also elk and deer, and twice he had seen bear.

The country he had chosen was wildly beautiful, a strange, lost corner of the land, somehow cut off from the valley by the rampart of Thousand Springs Mesa.

He awakened suddenly as the sky was growing gray and found himself sitting bolt upright. And then he heard it again, that low, mounting rumble, far down in the rock beneath him, as though the very spirit of the mountain were rolling over in his sleep. Only now the sound was not so plain, it was fainter, farther away.

CHAPTER VI

Hidden Range

At daybreak Ross rolled out of his blankets, built a fire, and made coffee. While eating, he puzzled over the strange sound he had heard the night before. The only solution that seemed logical was that it came somehow from the springs. It was obvious that forces of some sort were at work deep in the rock of the mesa.

Obviously, these forces had made no recent change in the contour of the rock itself and so must be insufficient for the purpose. Haney continued with his building, working the morning through.

Unlike many cowhands, he had always enjoyed working with his hands. Now he had the pleasure of doing something for himself, with the feeling that he was building to last. By noon he had another wall of heavy stone constructed and the house was beginning to take shape.

He stopped briefly to eat and slipped on his shirt before sitting down. As he buttoned it up, he saw a faint movement far down the Soledad trail. Going to his saddlebags he dug out his glass and took his position in a lookout post among the rocks on the rim. First making sure the sunlight would not reflect from the glass and give him away, he dropped flat among the rocks and pointed the glass down trail.

The rider’s face was still indistinct, but there was something vaguely familiar about him. And then as he drew nearer, Ross saw it was Sydney Berdue.

What was the Reynolds foreman doing here? Of course, as this was considered RR range, he might be checking the grass or the stock. He rode swiftly, however, and paid no attention to anything around him. When he reached the pool below, he swung down, seated himself on a rock, and lighted a cigarette.

Waiting for someone.

The sun felt warm and comfortable on his back after the hard work of the morning, and Ross settled himself comfortably into the warm sand behind the rocks. Thoughtfully, he turned his glass down the trail, but saw no one else. Then he began scanning the country and after a few minutes, picked up another rider. The man rode a sorrel horse with three white stockings and must have approached through the timber as he was not in sight until the last minute. He rode swiftly up to the pool and swung down. The two men shook hands. Puzzled, Ross shifted his glass to the brand.

The sorrel carried a VV on his shoulder! A Vernon rider at what was apparently a secret meeting with the foreman of the RR! The two seated themselves, and Haney waited, studying them and then the trail. And now he saw two more horsemen, and these were riding up the trail together. One was a big, slope-shouldered man whom he had seen in Soledad, and he rode a Box N horse. The last man rode a gray mustang with the Three Diamonds of Star Levitt on his hip.

Here was something of real interest. The four brands, two of them outwardly at war, the others on the verge of it, meeting in secret. Haney cursed his luck that he could not hear what was said, but so far as he could see, Berdue seemed to be laying down the law.

Then he saw something else.

At first it was a vague suggestion of disturbance in the grass and brush near the foot of the cliff, and then he saw a slight figure. His heart leaped as he saw Sherry Vernon, crawling nearer!

Sherry Vernon!

Whatever the meeting of the four men meant, it was at least plain that they intended no one to overhear what they had to say. If the girl was seen, she would be in great danger. Sliding back from his lookout point, he ran in a crouching run toward the house and got his Winchester.

By the time he was back, the brief meeting was breaking up. The girl lay still below him, and the men mounted one by one and rode away. The last to go was Sydney Berdue.

After several minutes had passed, Sherry got to her feet and walked out in the open. She went to the spring and drank and then stood looking around, obviously in profound thought.


______
ROSS DEBATED THE possibility of getting his horse, but dismissed his idea as impossible. It would require a couple of hours at least to ride from here to the spring, although he was within a few hundred feet of it.

The girl walked away toward the woods finally, evidently for her horse. After some minutes she rode out of the trees on Flame and started down the trail toward the VV Ranch, distant against the far hills.

There had been a meeting of the four brands, but not of the leaders. Sherry Vernon had probably overheard what was said. He scowled thoughtfully. The girl had moved with care and skill, and her actions showed she was no mean woodsman when it came to playing the Indian. None of the four below had been a tenderfoot, yet she had approached them and listened without giving herself away. Sherry Vernon, he decided, would bear some watching herself.

Saddling Rio, Ross rode back through the aspens and down the lonely and dangerous trail to the rim of the badlands. He still had found no way to enter the lava beds, and if he was to take the next step in his program of conquest, he must find the cattle that he was sure still roamed among those remote and lost waterholes in the lava.

The afternoon was well along before he found himself skirting the rim of the canyon that opened near the lava beds, and when he reached them it was already late. There would be little time for a search, but despite that, he turned north, planning to cut back around the mesa and return to Soledad by way of the springs.

A slight movement among the trees ahead caused him to halt, and then he saw several elk drifting slowly down a narrow glade toward the lava. His eyes narrowed suddenly. There was no water of which he knew closer than the Thousand Springs pool, and these elk were drifting away from it rather than toward it. As they usually watered at sundown or before daybreak, they must be headed for water elsewhere, and that could be in the lava.

Dismounting, he ground hitched his horse and watched the elk as they drifted along until they had almost vanished in the trees; then he mounted and followed them down. When the trail he was following turned down and joined theirs, he continued along it. In a few minutes he grunted with satisfaction, for the hoof marks led him right up to the lava and into a narrow cleft between two great folds of the black rocks.

Riding carefully, for the trail was very narrow and the lava on both sides black and rough, he kept on, following the elk. It was easy to see how such a trail might exist for years and never be found, for at times he was forced to draw one leg up and lift the stirrup out of the way, as it was too narrow otherwise.

The trail wound around and around, covering much distance without penetrating very far, and then it dipped down suddenly through a jagged and dangerous-looking cleft. Ross hesitated, studying the loosely hanging crags above with misgiving. They looked too shaky and insecure for comfort. He well knew that if a man was ever trapped or hurt in this lava bed, he might as well give up. There would be no help for him.

Yet, with many an upward glance at the great, poorly balanced chunks of rock, many of them weighing many tons, he rode down into the cleft on the trail of the elk.

For over a half mile the cleft led him steadily downward, much of the going very steep, and he realized that he was soon going to be well below the level of the surrounding country. He rode on, however, despite the growing darkness, already great in the dark bottom of the cleft. Then the trail opened out, and he stopped with a gasp of amazement.

Before him lay a great circular valley, an enormous valley surrounded by gigantic black cliffs that in many places shelved out over the edge, but the bottom was almost level and was covered with rich green grass. There were a few scattered clumps of trees, and from somewhere he heard the sound of water.


______
DRIFTING ON, HE looked up and around him, overcome with astonishment. The depth of the valley, at least a thousand feet lower than the surrounding country, and the unending sameness of the view of the beds from above safely concealed its existence. It was without doubt an ancient volcanic crater, long extinct, and probably the source of the miles of lava beds that had been spewed forth in some bygone age.

The green fields below were dotted with cattle, most of them seemingly in excellent shape. Here and there among them he noticed small groups of horses. Without doubt, these were the cattle and horses, or their descendants, left by Jim Burge.

Despite the lateness of the hour, he pushed on, marveling at the mighty walls around him, at the green grass and the white-trunked aspens. Twice he found springs of water, in both cases bubbling from the ground. Later, he found a spring that ran from a cleft in the rock and trickled down over the worn face of the cliff for some thirty feet to sink into the ground below.

None of the cattle seemed in the least frightened of him, although they moved back as he approached, and several lifted their noses at him curiously.

When he had ridden for well over two miles he drew up in a small glade near a spring, and stripping the saddle from his horse, he made camp. This would end his rations, and tomorrow he must start back. Obviously, this would be a good place to start such a cache of supplies as Scott had advised.

Night brought a strange coolness to the valley. He built a fire and fixed his coffee, talking to Rio meanwhile. After a moment he became conscious of movement. He looked up and saw that a dozen or more cows and a bull had moved up. They were staring at the fire and at him with their amazed bovine eyes. Apparently they had never seen a man before.

From all appearances, the crater was a large one, several miles across and carpeted with this rich grass. The cattle were all in good shape. Twice during the night he heard the cry of a cougar and once the howl of a wolf.

With daylight he was in the saddle once more, but by day the crater proved to be smaller than he had at first believed; there were probably some two thousand acres in the bottom. But it was all level ground with rich grass and a good bit of timber.

Twice, when skirting the edges of the crater, he found ice caves. These he knew were caused by the lava mass’s cooling so unevenly that when the surface had become cold and hard the material below was still molten. As the fluid drained away, caves were formed under the solid crust. Because lava is a poor heat conductor, the cold air of the caves was protected. Ice formed there, and no matter how warm it might be on the surface, there was always snow in the caves. At places, pools of clear, cold water had formed. He could see that some of these had been used as watering places by the deer, elk, and wild horses.

When at last he started back toward the cleft through which he had gained entrance to the crater, he was sure there were several hundred, perhaps as many as six hundred, head of wild cattle in the bottom of the crater.

He rode out, but not with any feeling of comfort. Some day he would scale those cliffs and have a look at the craggy boulders on the rim. If they ever fell into the cleft, whoever or whatever was in the bottom would never come out.

It was dusk of another evening before the palouse cantered down the one street of Soledad and drew up at the livery stable. A Mexican came to the door, glanced at him, and then accepted his horse. He looked doubtfully at the strange brand.

“You ride for Señor Pogue or Señor Reynolds?” he asked hesitantly.

“For myself,” Ross said. “What’s the matter? The town seems quiet.”

“Sí, Señor. There has been a killing. Rolly Burt of the RR was in a shooting with two hands from the Box N. One of them was killed and the other wounded, and Señor Burt has disappeared.”

“Left the country?”

“Who knows? He was wounded, they say, and I am sorry for that. He was a good man, Señor Burt.” The Mexican lighted a smoke, glancing at Haney. “Perhaps he was no longer wanted on the RR, either.”

“Why do you say that?” Ross asked quickly. “Have you any reason for it?”

“Sí. He has told me himself that he has trouble with Señor Berdue.”

Berdue had trouble with Burt, yet Burt had been attacked by two Box N hands? That didn’t seem to tie in—or did it? Could there be any connection between this shooting and the meeting at the springs? In any event, this would probably serve to start hostilities again.

CHAPTER VII

Manhunt

Leaving his horse to be cared for, Ross returned to his room in the Cattleman’s Hotel. Kinney was not in the lobby when he crossed it, and he found no one on the stairs. He knew how precarious was his own position, for while the house he was building was reasonably safe from discovery, there was no reason to believe that someone would not soon discover that the ground had been plowed back under the trees. It wasn’t much, but enough to indicate he was working on the place.

Uneasily, he surveyed the situation. So far everything was proceeding according to plan, and almost too well. He had his water rights under control. He had found the cattle. He had in the crater and on the mesa two bases of action that were reasonably safe from attack, yet the situation was due to blow up at almost any moment.

Berdue seemed to be playing a deep game. It might be with the connivance of his uncle, but he might be on his own. Perhaps someone else had the same idea he had, that from the fighting of Pogue and Reynolds would come a new system of things in the Ruby Hills country. Perhaps Berdue, or some other person or group planned to be top dog.

Berdue’s part in it puzzled Haney, but at least he knew by sight the men he had met today and would be able to keep a closer watch on them. Also, there were still the three strange men, of whom he had seen but two, who lived on the VV. Somehow they did not seem to fit with what he had seen of the Vernons. “The next order of business,” he told himself, “is a visit to the VV.”

A dozen people were eating in the saloon when he entered. He stopped at one side of the door and surveyed the groups with care. It would not do to walk into Berdue or Reynolds unawares, for Berdue would not, and Reynolds dared not, ignore him. He had stepped onto the scene in Soledad in no uncertain terms.

Suddenly he saw Sherry Vernon at a small table alone. On an impulse, he walked over to her, his spurs jingling. She glanced up at him, momentarily surprised.

“Oh, it’s you again? I thought you had left town.”

“You knew better than that.” He indicated the chair opposite her. “May I sit down?”

“Surely.” She looked at him thoughtfully. “You know, Ross Haney, you’re not an entirely unhandsome sort of man, but I’ve a feeling you’re still pretty savage.”


______
“I LIVE IN a country that is savage,” he said simply. “It is a country that is untamed. The last court of appeal is a six-shooter.”

“From all I hear, you gave Sydney Berdue some uncomfortable moments without one. You’re quite an unusual man. Sometimes your language sounds like any cowboy, and sometimes it doesn’t, and sometimes your ideas are different.”

“You find men of all kinds in the West. The town drunk in Julesburg, when I was there, could quote Shakespeare and had two degrees. I punched cows on the range in Texas with the brother of an English lord.”

“Are you suggesting that you are a duke in disguise?”

“Me?” he grinned. “No, I’m pretty much what I seem. I’m a cowhand, a drifter. Only I’ve a few ideas and I’ve read a few books. I spent a winter once snowed up in the mountains in Montana with two other cowhands. All we had for entertainment was a couple of decks of cards, some checkers, and a half dozen books. Some Englishman left them there, and I expect before spring we all knew those books by heart, an’ we’d argued every point in them.”

“What were they?” she asked curiously.

“Plutarch’s Lives, the plays and sonnets of Shakespeare, some history—oh, a lot of stuff. And good reading. We had a lot of fun with those books. When we’d played cards and checkers until we were black in the face, we’d ask each other questions on the books, for by the time we’d been there half the winter we’d read them several times over.”

He ate in silence for a few minutes, and then she asked, “Do you know anything about the shooting?”

“Heard about it. What sort of man is Rolly Burt?”

“One of the best. You’d like him, I think. Hard as nails, and no youngster. He’s more than forty, I’d say. But he says what he thinks, and he thinks a good deal.”


______
ROSS HESITATED A few moments and then said, “By the way, I saw one of your hands in town yesterday. A tall, slope-shouldered fellow in a checkered shirt. You know the one I mean?”

She looked up at him, her eyes cool and direct. He had an uncomfortable feeling that she knew more than she was letting on. Of course, this was the man she had watched from hiding as he had met Berdue. Probably she had overheard their talk.

“Oh, you mean Kerb Dahl! Yes, he’s one of our hands. Why do you ask?”

“Wondering about him. I’m trying to get folks placed around here.”

“There are a lot of them trying to get you placed, too.”

He laughed. “Sure! I expected that. Are you one of them?”

“Yes, I think I am. You remember I overheard your talk on the trail, and I’m still wondering where you plan to be top dog?”

He flushed. “You shouldn’t have heard that. However, I back down on none of it. I know how Chalk Reynolds got his ranch. I know how Walt Pogue got his, and neither of them have any moral or other claim to them aside from possession, if that is a right.

“You probably heard what I told Chalk in here the other night. I could tell him more. I haven’t started on Pogue yet, and I’d as soon you didn’t tell anyone I plan to. However, in good time I shall. You see, he ran old man Carter off his place, and he had Emmett Chubb kill Vin Carter. That’s one of the things that drew me here.”

“Revenge?”

“Call it that if you like. I have a different name.” He leaned toward her, suddenly eager for her to understand. “You see, you can’t judge the West by any ordered land you know. It is a wild, hard land, and the men that came west and survived were tough stern men. They fought Indians and white men who were worse than Indians. They fought winter, flood, storm, drouth, and starvation.

“We have a sheriff here in town who was practically appointed by Chalk Reynolds. We have a jail that stands on his land. The nearest court is two hundred miles away, over poor roads and through Indian country. North of us there is one of the wildest and most remote lands in North America, where a criminal could hide for years.

“The only law we have here is the law of strength. The only justice we have must live in the hearts and minds of men. The land is hard, and so the men are hard. We make mistakes, of course, but when there is a case of murder, we try to handle the murderer so he will not kill again.

“Someday we will have law, we will have order. Then we can let the courts decide, but now we have none of those things. If we find a mad dog, we kill him, for there is no dogcatcher or law to do it. If we find a man who kills unfairly, we punish him. If two men fight and all is equal, regardless of which cause is right, we let the killing stand. But if a man is shot in the back, without a gun or a fair chance, then the people or sometimes one man must act.

“I agree that it is not right. I agree that it should be different, but this is yet a raw, hard land, and we must have our killers, not punished, but prevented from killing again.

“Vin Carter was my friend. Of that I can say nothing, only that because he was my friend, I must act for him. He was not a gunfighter. He was a brave young man, a fair shot, and on the night he was killed, he was so drunk he could scarcely see. He did not even know what was happening. It was murder.

“So I have come here. It so happens that I am like some of these men. Perhaps I am ruthless. Perhaps in the long run I shall lose, and perhaps I shall gain. No man is perfect. No man is altogether right or altogether wrong. Pogue and Reynolds got their ranches and power through violence. They are now in a dog-eat-dog feud of their own. When that war is over, I expect to have a good ranch. If it leaves them both alive and in power, I shall have my ranch, anyway.”

She looked at him thoughtfully. “Where, Ross?”


______
HIS PULSE LEAPED at the use of his first name, and he smiled suddenly. “Does it matter now? Let’s wait, and then I’ll tell you.”

The smile left his face. “By the way, as you left me the other evening, a man told me you were a staked claim and to stay away.”

“What did you do?” she looked at him gravely, curiously.

“I told him he was a fool to believe any woman was a staked claim unless she wanted it so. And he said nevertheless, you were staked. If it is of interest, you might as well know that I don’t believe him. Also, I wouldn’t pay any attention if I did.”

She smiled. “I would be surprised if you did. Nevertheless,” her chin lifted a little, “what he said is true.”

Ross Haney’s heart seemed to stop. For a full minute he stared at her, amazed and wordless. “You mean—what?”

“I mean that I am engaged to marry Star Levitt. I have been engaged to him for three months.”

She arose swiftly. “I must be going now.” Her hand dropped suddenly to his with a gentle pressure, and then she was gone.

He stared after her. His thoughts refused to order themselves, for of all the things she might have said or that he might have expected, this was the last. Sherry Vernon was engaged to Star Levitt.

“Some hot coffee?” It was May, smiling down at him.

“Sure.” She cleaned up the table and then left him alone. “Sure,” he said again, speaking softly into empty air. “That’s the way it would be. I meet a girl worth having and she belongs to somebody else!”

“Mind if I sit down?”

He looked up to see Allan Kinney, the hotel clerk, standing by the table. “Go ahead,” he suggested, “and have some coffee.”

May delivered the coffee, and for a few minutes there was silence. Then Kinney said, “Ross, you’d do a lot for a friend, wouldn’t you?”

Surprised, he glanced up, and something in Kinney’s eyes told him what was coming. “Why, sure!” But even as he said it he was thinking it over, thinking over what he knew Kinney had on his mind.

Of course, he should have guessed it right away. There was no other place. This was a Walt Pogue, Chalk Reynolds town.

“Do you regard me as a friend? Of course, I haven’t known you long, but you seem like a regular fellow. You haven’t any local ties that I can see.”

“That’s right! I just cut the last one. Or had it cut. What do you want me to do? Get him out of town?”

Kinney jerked sharply. “You mean—you know?”

“I guessed. Where else would he go? Is Burt hurt bad?”

“He can ride. He’s a good man, Ross. One of the best. I had no idea what to do about him because I know they will think of the hotel soon.”

“You’ve got him here?” Haney was incredulous. “We’d best get him out tonight. That Box N crowd will be in hunting him, and I’ve a hunch the RR outfit won’t back him the least bit.”

“He’s in the potato cellar. In a box under the potatoes.”

“Whatever made you ask me?” Ross demanded.

Kinney shrugged. “Well, like I said, you hadn’t any ties here, and seemed on the prod, as they say in Soledad. Then, May suggested it. May did, and Sherry.”

“She knows?”

“I thought of her first. The VV is out of this fight so far, and it seemed the only place, but she told me she would like to, but there were reasons why it was the very worst place for him. Then she suggested you.”

“She did?”

“Uh-huh. She said if you liked Burt, she knew you would do it, and you might do it just as a slap at Reynolds and Pogue. She didn’t seem to believe Reynolds would help, either.”

Haney digested that thoughtfully. Apparently Sherry had a pretty good idea of just what undercurrents were moving the pawns about in the Soledad chess game. Of course, she would have heard at least part of Berdue’s meeting with Kerb Dahl and the others.

“We can’t wait,” Haney said. “It will have to be done now. The Box N hands should be getting to town within the hour. Have you got a spare horse?”

“Not that we can get without everybody knowing, but May has one at her place,” Kinney answered. “She lives on the edge of town. The problem is to get him there.”

“I’ll get him there,” Haney promised. “But I’d best get mounted myself. I know where to take him, too. However, you’d best throw us together a sack of grub from the restaurant supplies so there won’t be too many questions asked. After I come back again, I can arrange to get some stuff.”

Ross Haney got to his feet. “Get him ready to move. I’ll get my horse down to May’s and come back.” He listened while Kinney gave him directions about finding her house, and then hurried to the door.

It was too late.

A dozen hard-riding horsemen came charging up the street and swung down at the hotel. Two men stepped up on the boardwalk and strode into the hotel. Haney knew one by his size. It was Walt Pogue himself, and the man at his right was the man who had been with Berdue at the springs!

Pogue confronted Kinney. “Kinney! I want to search your place! That killer Rolly Burt is somewhere in town, an’ by the Lord Harry we’ll have him hangin’ from a cottonwood limb before midnight!”

“What makes you think he’d be here?” Kinney demanded. He was pale and taut, but completely self-possessed. He might have been addressing a class in history, or reading a paper before a literary group. “I know Burt, but I haven’t seen him.”

CHAPTER VIII

Help Needed

Unobtrusively, Ross Haney was lounging against the door to the kitchen, his mind working swiftly. They would find him, and there was no earthly way to prevent it. The only chance would be to avert the hanging, to delay it. He knew suddenly that he was not going to see Rolly Burt hang. He didn’t know the man, but Burt had won his sympathy by winning a fair fight against two men.

“What are you so all-fired wrought up about, Pogue?” he drawled.

Walt Pogue turned square around to face him. “It’s you! What part have you got in this?”

Ross shrugged. “None at all! Just wonderin’. Everywhere I been, if a man is attacked an’ kills two men against his one, he’s figured to be quite a man, not a lynchin’ job.”

“He killed a Box N man!”

“Sure!” Ross smiled. “Box N men can die as well as any others. It was a fair shake from all I hear. All three had guns, all three did some shootin’. I haven’t heard any Reynolds men kickin’ because it was two against one. Kind of curious, that. I’m wonderin’ why all the RR men are suddenly out of town?”

“You wonder too much!” It was the man from the springs. “This is none of your deal! Keep out of it!”

Ross Haney still leaned against the door, but his eyes turned to the man from the springs. Slowly, carefully, contemptuously he looked the rider over from head to heel, then back again. Then he said softly:

“Pogue, you’ve got a taste for knickknacks. If you want to take this boy home with you, keep him out of trouble.”

The rider took a quick step forward. “You’re not running any bluff on me, Haney!”

“Forget it, Voyle! You get to huntin’ for Burt. I’ll talk to Haney.” Pogue’s voice was curt.

Voyle hesitated, his right hand hovering over his gun, but Ross did not move, lounging carelessly against the door-post, a queer half smile on his face.

With an abrupt movement then, Voyle turned away, speaking quickly over his shoulder. “We’ll talk about it later, Haney!”

“Sure,” Ross Haney said, and then as a parting he called softly, “Want to bring Dahl with you?”

Voyle caught himself in midstride, and Voyle’s shoulders hunched as if against a blow. He stopped and stared back, shock, confusion, and puzzlement struggling for expression.

Haney looked back at Pogue. “You carry some characters,” he said. “That Voyle now. He’s touchy, ain’t he?”

“What did you mean about Dahl? He’s not one of my riders!”

“Is that right? I thought maybe he was, although I’ll admit I didn’t know.”

Walt Pogue stared at him, annoyed and angry, yet puzzled, too. The big man walked back to the table and poured a cup of coffee from the big pot on the stove. He put sugar in it and then cream. He glanced once over his shoulder at Ross.

Haney felt a slight touch on his shoulder and glanced around and found May at his shoulder.

“He’s gone!” she whispered. “He’s not there!”

There was dust on her dress and he slapped at it, and she hurriedly brushed it away. “Where was he shot?” he asked, under his breath.

“In the leg. He couldn’t go far, I know.”

Pogue turned around. “What are you two talking about?” he demanded. “Why the whispering?”

“Is it any of your business?” Haney said sharply.

Walt Pogue stiffened and put his cup down hard. “You’ll go too far, Haney! Don’t try getting rough with me! I won’t take it!”

“I’m not askin’ you to!” Ross replied roughly. He straightened away from the doorpost. “I don’t care how you take it. You’re not running me or any part of me, and you might as well learn that right now. If I choose to whisper to a girl, I’m doin’ it on my own time, so keep out of it!”

Pogue stared at him and then at the girl, and there was meanness in his eyes. He shrugged. “It’s a small matter. With all this trouble I’m gettin’ jumpy.”


______
VOYLE CAME BACK into the room accompanied by two other men. “No sign of him, boss. We’ve been all over the hotel. Simmons an’ Clatt went through the vegetable cellar, too, but there ain’t a sign of him. There was an empty box under those spuds, though, big enough to hide a man.”

Allan Kinney had come back into the room. “What about that, Kinney?”

“Probably somethin’ to keep the spuds off the damp ground, much as possible,” Haney suggested carelessly. “Seems simple enough.”

Pogue’s jaw set and he turned swiftly. “You, Haney! Keep out of this! I was askin’ Kinney, not you!”

This time Voyle had nothing to say; once Ross glanced at him, and the man looked hastily away. “He’s scared,” Ross told himself mentally. “He’s mixed in some deal an’ don’t want his boss to know it. He’s afraid I’ll say too much.”

Pogue turned and strode from the restaurant, going out through the hotel lobby, his men trooping after him. When the last man was gone, May turned to Kinney. “Allan, where can he be? He was there, you know he was there!”

Kinney nodded. “I know.” He twisted his hands together. “He must have heard them and got out somehow. But where could he go?”

Ross Haney was already far ahead of them. He was thinking rapidly. The searchers would probably stop for a drink, but they would not stop long. Voyle was apparently in on the plot to have Burt killed, for he had been at the springs, and this had happened too swiftly. Too little noise had come from the RR for it to be anything but a plot among them. Or so it seemed to Haney. For some reason Rolly Burt had become dangerous to them, and he was intended to die in the gunfight the previous night, but had survived and killed one of their men and wounded another. Now he must be killed, and soon.

Yet Haney was thinking further than that. His mind was going outside into the darkness, thinking of where he would go if he were a wounded man with little ammunition and no time to get away.

He would have to hobble or to drag himself. He would be quickly noticed by anyone and quickly investigated. He would not dare go far without shelter, for there was some light outside even though it was night.

Yet Haney was recalling the stone wall. It started not far from the hotel stables and went around an orchard planted long ago. Some of the stones had fallen, but much of it was intact. A man might make a fair defense from behind that wall, and he could drag himself all of a hundred yards behind it.

Ross walked swiftly out of the hotel through the back door. There in the darkness he stood stock-still at the side of the door letting his eyes become accustomed to the night. After a minute or two he could pick out the stable, the orchard, and the white of the stones in the wall.

Walking to the stable, he took the path along its side and then put a hand on the stone wall and dropped over it with a quick vault. Then he stood still once more. If he approached Burt too suddenly the wounded man might mistake him for an enemy and shoot. Nor did he know Burt, or Burt him.

Moving silently, Haney worked his way along the stone wall. It was no more than three feet high, and along much of it there was a hedge of weeds and brambles. He ripped a scratch on his hand and then swore. Softly, he moved ahead, and he was almost to the corner when a voice spoke, very low.

“All right, mister, you’ve made a good guess but a bad one. Let one peep out of you an’ you can die.”

“Burt?”

“Naw!” the cowhand was disgusted. “This is King Solomon an’ I’m huntin’ the Queen of Sheba! Who did you think it would be?”

“Listen, an’ get this straight the first time. I’m your friend, and a friend of May and Kinney from the hotel. I’ve been huntin’ you to help you out of here. There’s a horse at May’s shack, an’ we’ve got to get you there just as fast as we can make it. You hear?”

“How do I know who you are?”

“I’d have yelled, wouldn’t I? If I found you?”

“Once, maybe. No more than once though. This Colt carries a kick. Who are you? I can’t see your face.”

“I’m Ross Haney. Just blew in.”

“The hombre that backed Syd Berdue up? Sure thing, I know you. Heard all about it. It was a good job.”

“Can you walk?”

“I can take a stab at it if you give me a shoulder.”

“Let’s go, then.”


______
WITH AN ARM around Burt’s waist, Haney got him over the fence and then down the dark alleyway between it and the stone house next to it. They came out in an open space, and beyond it there was the trail and then the woods. Once in the shelter of the trees they would have ample concealment all the way to May’s house.

Yet once they were started across that open space, any door opened along the backs of the buildings facing them from across the street would reveal them, and they would be caught in the open. There would be nothing for it then but to shoot it out.

“All right, Burt. Here we go! If any door opens, freeze where you are!”

“Where you takin’ me?” Supporting himself with a hand on Haney’s shoulder, and Haney’s arm around his waist, he made a fair shift at hobbling along.

“May’s shack. If anything delays me, get there. Take her horse an’ light out. You know that old trail to the badlands?”

“Sure, but it ain’t no good unless you circle around to Thousand Springs. No water. An’ that’s one mighty rough ride.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll handle that. You get over there and find a spot to watch the trail until you see me. But with luck we’ll make it together.”

Burt’s grip on Haney’s shoulder tightened. “Watch it! Somebody openin’ that door!”

They stopped, standing stock-still. Ross felt Burt’s off arm moving carefully, and then he saw the cowhand had drawn a gun. He was holding it across his stomach, covering the man who stood in the light of the open door. It was the bartender.

Somebody loomed over the bartender’s shoulder. “Hey! Who’s that out there?”

“Go on back to your drinks,” the bartender said. “I’ll go see.” He came down the steps and stalked out toward them, and Haney slid his hand down for his left gun.

The fat man walked steadily toward them until he was close by. He glanced from one face to the other. “Pat,” Burt said softly, “you’d make a soft bunk for this lead.”

“Don’t fret yourself,” he said. “If I hadn’t come, one of those drunken Box N riders would have, an’ then what? You shoot me, an’ you have them all out here. Go on, beat it. I’m not huntin’ trouble with any side.” He looked up at Haney. “Nor with you, Ross. You don’t remember me, but I remember you right well from your fuss with King Fisher. Get goin’ now.”

He turned and strode back to the door. “What is it?” A drunken voice called. “If it’s that Rolly Burt, I’ll fix him!”

“It ain’t. Just a Mexican kid with a horse. Some stray he picked up, an old crowbait. Forget it!” The door closed.

Ross heaved a sigh. Without further talk, they moved on, hobbling across the open, then into the trees. There they rested. They heard a door slam open. Men came out into the street and started up the path away from them. They had been drinking and were angry. The town of Soledad would be an unpleasant place on this night.

When Haney had the mare saddled, he helped Rolly up. “Start down the trail,” he said. “If you hear anybody comin’, get out of sight. When I come, I’ll be ridin’ that palouse of mine. You’ve seen it?”

“Sure. I’ll know it. I keep goin’ until you catch up, right?”

“Right. Keep out of sight of anybody else, and I mean anybody. That goes for your RR hands as well. Hear me?”

“Yeah, an’ I guess you’re right at that. They sure haven’t been much help. But I’ll not forget what you’ve done, a stranger, too.”

“You ride. Forget about me. I’ve got to get back into Soledad an’ get my horse out without excitin’ comment. Once I get you where I’m takin’ you, nobody will find you.”

He watched the mare start up the road at a fast walk, and then he turned back toward the town.

He heard shouts and yells, and then a drunken cow-hand blasted three shots into the air.

Ross Haney hitched his guns into place and started down the road for Soledad. He was walking fast.

CHAPTER IX

Baited Trap

The disappearance of Rolly Burt was a nine-day wonder in the town of Soledad and the Ruby Hills. Ross Haney, riding in and out of town, heard the question discussed and argued from every standpoint. Burt had not been seen in Rico or in Pie Town. Nor had any evidence of him been found on the trails.

No horses were accounted missing, and the search of the Box N cowhands had been fruitless, if intensive. Neither Allan Kinney nor May asked any questions of Ross, although several times he recognized their curiosity.

The shooting and the frenzied search that followed had left the town abnormally quiet. Yet the rumor was going around that with the end of the coming roundup, the whole trouble would break open once more and be settled, once and for all. For the time being, with the roundup in the offing, both ranches seemed disposed to ignore the feud and settle first things first.

Second only to the disappearance of Rolly Burt was Ross Haney himself as a topic of conversation. He spent money occasionally, and he came and went around Soledad, but no one seemed to have any idea what he was doing, or what his plans were. Curiosity was growing, and the three most curious men were Walt Pogue, Chalk Reynolds, and Star Levitt. There was another man even more curious, and that one was Emmett Chubb.

It was after the disappearance of Burt that Chubb first heard of Haney’s presence in the Ruby Hills. The RR hands ate at one long table presided over by Chalk himself, and Syd Berdue sat always at his right hand.

“Heard Walt Pogue an’ his man Voyle had some words with that Haney,” Reynolds said to Berdue. “Looks like he’s gettin’ this country buffaloed.”

Berdue went white to the lips and had started to make an angry reply when he was cut off by a sudden movement down the table. Emmet Chubb had lunged to his feet. The stocky, hard-faced gunman leaned across the table. “Did you say Haney?” he rasped. “Would that be Ross Haney?”

“That’s right.” Reynolds looked up sharply. “Know him?”

Chubb sat back in his chair with a thud. “I should say I know him! He’s huntin’ me!”

“You?” Reynolds stared. “Why?”

Chubb shrugged. “Me an’ a friend of his had a run-in. You knew him. Vin Carter.”

“Ah? Carter was a friend of Haney’s?” Reynolds chewed in silence. “How good is this Haney?”

“He thinks he’s plumb salty. I wouldn’t be for knowin’, however. Down thataway they sure set store by him.”

A slim, dark-faced cowhand looked up and drawled softly, “I know him, Emmett, an’ when you tangle with him, be ready. He’s the hombre who went into King Fisher’s hideout in Mexico after a horse one of Fisher’s boys stole off him. He rode the horse out, too, an’ the story is that he made Fisher take water. He killed the hombre who stole his horse. The fellow was a fool half-breed who went for his gun.”

“So he’s chasin’ you, Emmett?” Reynolds muttered. “Maybe that accounts for his bein’ here.”

“An’ maybe he’s here because of Vin Carter,” Berdue said. “If he is, that spells trouble for Pogue. That won’t hurt us any.”

In the days that had followed the escape of Rolly Burt, Haney had not been idle. He had thrown and branded several of the wild cattle and had pushed a few of them out into the open valley below Thousand Springs. There would be plenty of time later to bring more of them; all he wanted was for the brand to show up when the roundup was under way.

Astride the palouse, he headed for the VV. The morning was warm but pleasant, and he rode down into the shade under the giant old cottonwoods feeling very fit and very happy. Several of the hands were in sight, and one of them was the slope-shouldered Dahl, mending a saddle girth.


______
BOB VERNON SAW him, and his brow puckered in a slight frown. He turned and walked toward Ross Haney. “Get down, won’t you? Sherry has been telling me something about you.”

“Thanks, I will. Is she here?” His purpose had been to verify, if he could, some of his ideas about that conversation he had seen and she had overheard at the spring. Also, he was curious about the setup at the VV. It was the one place he had not catalogued in his long rides.

“Yes,” Vernon hesitated, “she’s here.” He made no move to get her. Suddenly he seemed to make a decision. “I say, Haney. You’re not coming with the idea of courting my sister, are you? You know she’s spoken for.”

“That idea,” Haney said grimly, “seems to be one everyone wants to sell me. First heard it from Star Levitt.”

Vernon’s lips tightened. “You mean Star talked to you about Sherry?”

“He did. And Sherry told me she was to marry him.”

Bob Vernon appeared relieved. He relaxed. “Well, then you understand how things are. I wouldn’t want any trouble over her. Star’s pretty touchy.”

“Understand this.” Haney turned sharply around and faced Bob. “I was told that by Levitt and by Sherry. Frankly, the fact that she is engaged to him doesn’t make a bit of difference to me. I haven’t told that to her, but you’re her brother, and I’m tellin’ you. You don’t need any long-winded explanations about how I feel about her. When I’m sure she’s in love with him, I’ll keep away. Until then, I’m in to stay!”

Surprisingly, Vernon did not get angry. He appeared more frightened and worried. “I was afraid of that!” he muttered. “I should have known!”

“Now, if you won’t get her for me, I’ll go to the house after her!”

“After whom?” They turned swiftly to see Sherry walking toward them, smiling. “Hello, Ross. Who were you coming after? Who could ever make your voice sound like that?”

“You,” he said bluntly. “Nobody but you.”

Her smile vanished, but there was warmth in her eyes. “That’s nice,” she said. “You say it as if you mean it.”

“I do.”

“Boss?” A tall, lean, and red-headed cowhand had walked up to them, and when they turned, he asked, “Who has the Gallows Frame brand?”

“Gallows Frame?” Vernon shrugged. “Never heard of it. Where did you see it?”

“Up toward Thousand Springs. Seen several mighty fine lookin’ bulls an’ a few cows up thataway an’ all wearin’ that brand, a gallows frame with a ready noose hangin’ from it. An’ them cows, why they are wilder’n all get-out. Couldn’t get nowhere near ’em.”

“That’s something new,” Vernon commented. “Have you seen any of them, Sherry?”

She shook her head, but there was a strange expression in her eyes. She glanced over at Ross Haney, who listened with an innocence combined with humor that would have been a perfect giveaway to anyone who knew him.

“No, I haven’t seen any of them, Bob.” She looked at the redhead again. “Mabry, have you met Ross Haney? He’s a new around here, but I imagine he’s interested in brands.”

Mabry turned to Haney and grinned. “Heard somethin’ about you,” he said. “Seems you had a run-in with Syd Berdue.”

Ross noted that Kerb Dahl’s fingers had almost ceased to move in their work on the girth.

Mabry walked away with Bob Vernon, and Sherry turned to Ross, her eyes cool but friendly. “I thought you might be interested in knowing Bill Mabry. He was always a good friend of that cowhand they were looking for in town—Rolly Burt.”


______
HANEY’S EYES SHIFTED to her thoughtfully. There seemed to be very little this girl did not know. She would be good to have for a friend, and not at all good as an enemy. She was as intelligent as she was beautiful. Her eyes never seemed asleep; she seemed to see everything and to comprehend what she was seeing. Was that a lucky guess about Burt? Or did she know? Would Kinney have told her?

Of course, he recalled, Kinney had said she had suggested him. That might be it. She was guessing.

Dahl’s ears were obviously tuned to catch every word, so he turned. “Shall we walk over and sit down?” He took her elbow and guided her to a seat under one of the huge cottonwoods.

“Sherry,” he said suddenly, “I told Bob I didn’t intend to pay no attention to this engagement of yours unless I found out you were in love with Levitt. Are you?”

She looked away quickly, her face suddenly pale and her lips tight. Finally, she spoke. “Why else would a girl be engaged to a man?”

“I haven’t an idea. There might be reasons.” He stared at her, and then his eyes strayed to Dahl. “Until you tell me you do, and look me in the eye when you say it, I’m goin’ ahead. I want you, Sherry. I want you like I never wanted anything in this world, an’ I mean to have you if you could care for me. I’m not askin’ you now. Just tellin’ you. When I came into this valley I came expectin’ trouble, an’ I thought I knew all the angles. Well, I’ve found out there’s somethin’ more goin’ on here than I expected, an’ it’s somethin’ you know about.

“Maybe you don’t know it all. I’m bankin’ you don’t. You heard me talkin’ to myself. Well, what I said then goes. I’m here alone, an’ I’m ridin’ for my own brand, an’ you’ve guessed right, for that Gallows Frame is mine, an’ the noose is for anybody who wants to hang on it.

“The RR spread an’ the Box N are controlled by a couple of range pirates. They whipped and murdered smaller, weaker men to get what they’ve got. If they keep it, they’ll know they’ve been in a fight.”

Sherry had listened intently. Her face had become serious. “You can’t do anything alone, Ross! You must have help!” She put her hand on his arm. “Ross, is Rolly safe? Understand, I am not asking you where he is, just if he is safe. He did me a good turn once, and he’s an honest man.”

“He’s safe. For your own information, and not to be repeated, he’s workin’ for me now. But he can’t do much for another ten days or more, an’ by that time it may be too late. Can I rely on Mabry?”

“You can. If he will work for you, he’ll die for you and kill for you if it’s in the right kind of fight. He was Burt’s best friend.”

“Then if I can talk to him, you’ll lose a hand.” He looked down at her. “Sherry, what’s goin’ on here? Who is Star Levitt? Who are those men I saw in town? Who’s this Kerb Dahl, and Voyle? I know there’s some connection.”

She got up quickly. “I can’t talk about that. Star Levitt is going to be my husband.”

Ross got up, too. Roughly, he picked up his hat and jerked it on his head; then he stood there, hands on hips, staring at her.

“Not Levitt!” he said harshly. “Well, if you won’t tell me, I’ll find out anyway!”

He turned abruptly and saw the two men he had seen in town at the restaurant. Kerb Dahl and the shorter, hard-faced man.

In that single instant he became aware of many things. Bob Vernon stood in the door, white as death. Kerb Dahl, a hard gleam in his eyes, was on the right and he walked with elbows bent, hands swinging at his gun butts. Behind them Haney could see the big, old tree with a bench around it and a rusty horseshoe nailed to the trunk. Two saddled horses stood near the corral, and the sunlight through the leaves dappled the earth with shadow.

Behind him there was a low moan of fear from Sherry, but he did not move, but waited and watched the two men coming toward him. It could be here. It could be now. It could be at this moment.


______
DAHL SPOKE FIRST, his lean, cadaverous face hard and with a curiously set expression. The shorter man had moved apart from him a little. Haney remembered the girl behind him, and knew he dare not fight—but some sixth sense warned him that somewhere else would be a third man, probably with a rifle. The difference.

Kerb Dahl spoke. “You’re Ross Haney. I reckon you know me. I’m Dahl, an’ this here is the first time you’ve come to the VV an’ this is goin’ to be the last. You come on this place again an’ you get killed. We don’t aim to have no troublemakers around.”

Ross Haney held very still, weighing his next words carefully. This could break into a shooting match in one instant. “Then have your artillery ready when I come back,” he warned them. “Because when I’m ready, I’ll come back.”

“We told you.”

Ross looked them over coldly, knowing they had expected to find him as tough and ready for a fight as he had been with Chalk Reynolds and Berdue. Yet there was a queer sense of relief in their eyes, too. Haney guessed that while there must be a hidden rifleman, these men were afraid for their skins.

Mabry stood nearby as Ross swung into the saddle. “I’ve a job for you if you can get to town within the next twelve hours. At the saloon. You might run into a friend of yours.”

Mabry did not reply, so Haney rode away leaving the cowhand standing there. He had spoken softly enough, so he knew he was not overheard. Yet Haney knew he was no closer to a solution than before.

There was danger here. An odd situation existed in the Ruby Hills. Scowling, he considered it. On the one hand was Walt Pogue with Bob Streeter and Repp Hanson, two notorious killers. On the other was Chalk Reynolds with Syd Berdue and Emmett Chubb.

Here at the VV was a stranger situation. Bob and Sherry Vernon, who owned the ranch, seemed completely dominated by Levitt and their own hands. Also Levitt had a strong claim of some kind on Sherry herself. What could be behind that? Scowling, Ross considered it. Whatever it was, it could mean everything to him, not only for his plans in the valley, but because of his love for Sherry.

Somewhere in this patchwork of conflicting interests, there was another grouping, that small band who had gathered at the springs with Syd Berdue. The band was made up of at least one man from each ranch. Of Kerb Dahl of the VV, Voyle of the Box N, and Tolman of the Three Diamonds.

Where did this last group stand? Voyle, from his actions, wanted Pogue to know nothing of his tie-up with Dahl. Did Reynolds know about Berdue’s meeting at the springs? Who was behind it?

CHAPTER X

Narrow Squeak

Quiet reigned at the Bit and Bridle when Ross Haney rode into town in the late afternoon. He left his horse at the rail and strolled through the half doors to the cool interior.

Only Pat the bartender was present. The room was dusky and still. Pat idly polished glasses as he came in, glanced up at him, and then put a bottle and a glass on the bar. Ross leaned an elbow on the hardwood and dug out the makings. He built a smoke without speaking, liking the restfulness and coolness after his hot ride, and thinking over what he had seen at the VV.

“You’ve lived here a long time, Pat?”

“Uh-huh. Before Carter was killed.”

“Lots of changes?”

“Lots.”

“There’s goin’ to be more, Pat.”

“Room for ’em.”

“Where do you stand?”

Pat turned abruptly and fixed his eyes on Haney. “Not in the middle. Not with Reynolds or Pogue. As for you, I’m neither for you nor against you.”

“That’s plain enough.” Haney didn’t know whether to be pleased or angry. After Pat’s attitude in regard to Burt, he had hoped he might be an ally. “But you don’t sound like much help.”

“That’s right. No help at all. I’ve got my saloon. I’m doin’ all right. I was here before Reynolds and Pogue. I’ll be here after they are gone.”

“And after I’m gone?”

“Maybe that, too.” Pat suddenly turned again and rested his big hands on the bar. “You fool around with Pogue all you want. With Reynolds, too. But you lay off of Star Levitt an’ his crowd, you hear? They ain’t human. They’ll kill you. They’ll eat you like a cat does a mouse, when they get ready.”

“Maybe.” Ross struck a match with his left hand. “Who are his crowd?”

Pat looked disgusted. “You’ve been to the VV. He runs that spread. Don’t you be too friendly with that girl, either. She’s poison.”

Haney let that one ride. Maybe she was poison. Maybe feeling the way he did about her was the thing that would break him. He was a strong man. He had not lived that long under the conditions he knew without knowing his own strength and knowing how it compared with the strength of others. He knew that when he was sure he would push his luck to any degree, but as yet, he was not pushing it; as yet, no one in the valley knew his real intentions.

Pogue believed he had come looking for Chubb. Reynolds and Berdue, despite their hatred for him, believed he was after Pogue. Each was prepared to keep hands off in hopes he would injure the other. Yet the roundup was going to blow the lid off, for the roundup was going to show that he had cattle on the range and had pitched his hat into the ring. Then he would be in the middle of the fight, with every man’s hand against him.

Pat’s warning was right. Pogue and Reynolds were dangerous, but nothing to Levitt’s crowd. Lifting his glass, Ross studied his reflection in the mirror, the reflection of a tall, wide-shouldered young man with blunt, bronzed features and a smile that came easily to eyes that were half cynical, half amused.

He was a tall young man with a flat-brimmed, flat-crowned black hat and a gray shield-chested shirt and a black knotted kerchief, black crossed belts, supporting the worn holsters and walnut-stocked guns.

He was a fool, he decided, to think as he did about Sherry. What could he offer such a girl?

On the other hand, what could Star Levitt offer her?

Regardless, he was here to stay. When he rode the palouse into the street of Soledad he had come to remain. If he had to back it with gunfire, he would do just that. Carefully, he considered the state of his plans. There was no fault to find there. In fact, he had progressed beyond where he had expected in that he had a friend, an ally, a man who would stay with him to the last ditch.

He had Rolly Burt.


______
CAMPING ON THE mesa, the wounded man was rapidly knitting. They had talked much, and Burt had told him what to expect of the roundup. He knew the characters and personalities of the people of the Ruby Hills, and he knew something more of Pogue and Reynolds. Over nights beside the campfire they had yarned and argued and talked. Both of them had ridden for Goodnight, both for John Chisum. They knew the same saloons in Tascosa and El Paso. Both had been over the trail to Dodge and to Cheyenne.

Both had been in Uvalde and Laredo, and they talked the nights away of cattle and horses, of rustling and gunfighters, until they knew each other and knew they spoke the same language. Rolly had talked much of Mabry. He was a good man. While Mabry liked both Bob and Sherry Vernon, he had confided to Burt that he must leave the VV or be killed.

“Why were the Box N boys gunnin’ for you, Rolly?”

A frown gathered between Rolly Burt’s eyes. He looked up at Ross over the fire. His blue eyes were puzzled and disturbed. “You know, I can’t figure that. It was a set deal. I saw that right away. They’d been sent to murder me.”

“How’d you happen to be in town?”

“Berdue sent me in for a message.”

“I see.” Ross told him then about the meeting below the mesa, everything but Sherry’s part in it. “There’s a tie-up there somewhere. I think Berdue sent you in on purpose, an’ he had those Box N boys primed to kill you.”

“But why?”

“Something you know, probably. The way I have it figured is that Syd Berdue is in some kind of a double-cross that he don’t want Chalk to know about. Maybe he figured he’d tipped his hand somehow, and you knew too much. Voyle is in the deal with him, and I figured from the way he acted the other night in front of Pogue that he’s double-crossing Walt. And I think Star Levitt is the man behind the whole thing!”

“You mean a deal between Berdue and Levitt? But they are supposed to be on the outs.”

“Sure, and what better coverup? You keep an eye on the springs. They may meet again.”

“Say!” Burt glanced up. “Something I’ve been meaning to ask you. Several times I’ve heard a funny kind of rumbling, sounds like it comes out of the rock under me. You heard it?”

“Uh-huh. Don’t reckon it amounts to much, but someday we’ll do some prowling. Kind of gives an hombre the shivers.”

Standing now at the Bit and Bridle bar, Ross Haney went over that conversation. Yes, he was ahead of his plans in having such an ally as Rolly Burt.

He leaned his forearms on the hardwood and turned his head to glance out into the street. The rose of the setting sun had tinted the dusty, unpainted boards of the old building opposite with a dull glow, and beyond it, in the space between the buildings, a deep shadow had already gathered. At the rail, Rio stamped his feet against a vagrant fly and blew contentedly.

It was a quiet evening. Suddenly, he felt a vague nostalgia, a longing for a home he had never known, the deep, inner desire for peace, his children about him, the quiet evening rest on a wide porch after a hard day on the range, and the sound of a voice inside, a voice singing.

Yet when he straightened and filled his glass again, the guns felt heavy against his legs.

Someday, with luck, things would be different.

Then the half doors pushed open, and Star Levitt stood there, tall and handsome against the fading light. He looked for an instant at Ross and then came on into the room.

He wore the same splendid white hat, a white buckskin vest, and perfectly creased gray trousers tucked into polished boots.

As always, the worn guns struck the only incongruous note. His voice was easy, confident.

“Thanks. I’ve got one.” In the mirror his eyes caught the difference between them, his battered shabbiness against the cool magnificence of Levitt.


______
LEVITT’S SMILE WAS pleasant, his voice ordinary and casual. “Planning to leave soon?”

“No.” Haney’s voice was flat. “I’m never going to leave.”

“That’s what the country needs, they tell me. Permanent settlers, somebody to build on. It’s a nice thought, if you can stick it.”

“That’s right. How about you, Levitt? Do you think you’ll be able to stick it when Reynolds and Pogue get to checking brands?”

He heard a glass rattle in Pat’s suddenly nervous fingers. He knew he had taken the play away from Levitt with that remark, and he followed it up. “I’ve been over the range lately, and there’s a lot of steers out there with VV’s made over into Three Diamonds, an’ Box N’s to Triple Box A’s, an’ I understand that brand happens to be yours, too.”

Levitt had straightened and was looking at him, all the smile gone from his face. “You understand too much, Haney! You’re getting into water that’s too deep for you, or for any drifting cowhand!”

“Am I? Let me judge. I’ve waded through some bad water a few times, an’ where I couldn’t wade, I could swim.”


______
STAR LEVITT’S EYES had widened, and the bones seemed to stretch the skin of his face taut and hard. He was not a man used to being talked back to, and he wasn’t used to being thwarted. He was shrewd, a planner, but in that instant, Ross learned something else of him.

He had a temper, and when pushed, he got angry. Such a man was apt to be hasty. All right, Ross told himself, let’s see.

“Another thing: you spoke the other day about a staked claim. I’m curious to see how deep your stakes are driven, so I’m going to find out for myself, Levitt. I don’t think that claim is very secure. I think a little bit of bad weather an’ all your stakes would shake loose. You’re a big boy, Levitt, but you’re not cutting the wide swath you think you are. Now you know where I stand, so don’t try running any bluffs on me. I won’t take a pushing around!”

“Stand aside, Star, an’ let me have him!” The voice rang in an almost empty room, and Haney’s hair prickled along his scalp as he saw Emmett Chubb standing just inside the door. “I want him, anyway, Star!”

Ross Haney stood, his feet wide apart, facing them, and he knew he was in the tightest spot of his life. Two of the deadliest gunmen in the country were facing him, and he was alone. Cold and still he waited, and the air was so tense he could hear the hoarse breathing of the bartender beside him and across the bar.

So still was the air in the room that Bill Mabry’s voice, low as it was, could be heard by all.

“If they want it, Haney, I’ll take Star for you. He’s right here under my gun.”

Levitt’s eyes did not waver. Haney saw the quick calculation in the big man’s eyes and then saw decision. Levitt was sharp, and this situation offered nothing for anybody. It was two and two, and Mabry’s position at the window from which he spoke, commanded the situation perfectly, as he was just slightly behind both Levitt and Chubb.


______
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