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THREE AGAINST ONE



SUDDENLY HE KNEW he was not going to run. Not yet. They had planned for that, were ready for it. He backed into a corner where he could watch the door and the windows at the same time.

He thumbed back the loading gate of his Colt and thrust out the empty shell, then added a fresh cartridge. Moving the cylinder, he added another. The six-shooter was now fully loaded.

He could see a shadow at the window. Somebody was looking into the room, but the corner where Noon stood could not be seen.

Someone else was at the door. Would they be so foolish as to try a rush?

“Now!”

The word came sharply, and three men leaped into the room, two through windows, one from the door. It was their first mistake.

Ruble Noon shot as they came.…



Chapter 1



SOMEBODY WANTED TO kill him.

The idea was in his mind when he opened his eyes to the darkness of a narrow space between two buildings. His eyes came to a focus on a rectangle of light on the wall of the building opposite, the light from a second-story window.

He had fallen from that window.

Lying perfectly still, he stared at the rectangle of light as if his life depended on it, yet an awareness was creeping into his consciousness that the window no longer mattered.

Only one thing mattered now—escape. He must get away, clear away, and as quickly as possible.

There was throbbing in his skull, the dull, heavy beat that was driving everything else from his brain. Impelled by what urge he could not guess, he lifted a hand toward his face. There was a twinge of pain from the arm, then he touched his face.

He did not know to whom the features belonged. Gingerly, he touched his skull…there was half-caked blood, and a deep wound in his scalp. His hand dropped to his shirt, which was stiffening with blood.

Somebody had tried to kill him, and he felt sure that they would try again, and would not cease trying until he was dead. Nothing else remained in his memory.

Stiffly, he turned his head, looking first one way and then the other. In the one direction there was blackness, in the other was light…a street.

He was conscious of a faint stirring from the darkness behind the buildings. Something or someone was creeping along in the blackness, some enemy intent upon his destruction.

Heaving himself from the ground, he half fell against the building behind him. He remained there for a moment, struggling to gather himself for an effort. For he must escape. He had to get away.

A hand went to his hip. There was a holster there, but it was empty. Dropping to his knees, he felt quickly around him, but discovered nothing. His gun, then, must be up there, in that room. It had fallen or had been taken from him before he fell from the window.

He started blindly toward the street. He could hear music from the building beside him, a murmur of voices, then muffled laughter.

Staggering into the light, he paused and stared stupidly to left and right. The street was empty. Drunken with pain and shock, he started across the street and into the shadows of a space between the buildings diagonally across from the one he had left behind.

He had no idea where he was going, only that he must get away; he must be free of the town. Beyond the buildings between which he walked there were scattered outhouses and corrals, and a few lightless shacks, and then he was walking in grass, tall grass.

Pausing, he glanced back. There was no pursuit, so why was he so sure there would be pursuit?

He went on, his brain numb with the pounding ache, until he saw before him a single red eye. Staring at it, he went ahead toward the red light. Suddenly he was beside it and his toe stumbled against the end of a railroad tie.

To his left the rails glimmered away into a vast darkness, on the right they led to a small railroad station. He had taken a stumbling step toward it when he brought up short, realizing his enemies would surely look for him there.

He stopped, swaying on his feet, trying to order his thoughts.

He did not know who he was. Or what he was.

His fingers felt of his clothing. The coat was tight across the shoulders and the sleeves were a bit short, but it seemed to be of good material.

He glanced back at the town, but beyond the fact that it was a very small town it told him nothing. There had been hitching rails along the street, a few cow ponies standing there. Hence it was a western town.

He had heard the whistle a second time before it dawned upon him that a train was coming, and he would, if he remained where he was, be caught in the full glare of the headlight. He dropped into the grass not an instant too soon as the train came rushing out of the night.

A train offered escape, and escape would give him a chance to consider, to sort out what must have happened, to discover who he was and why he was pursued.

When the train had passed and drawn up at the station, he studied it with care. There were at least three empty boxcars, their doors invitingly open. Yet as he considered his chances of getting into the nearest one he heard a rush of horses’ hoofs and twisted about from where he lay in the grass to see a party of horsemen dash up to the train and split into two groups to ride along both sides, checking every car, every rod and bumper.

He eased back further into the grass, but he could hear them talking as they drew near.

“…a waste of time. He was in bad shape, with blood all over, and staggering. He could never have made it to the tracks, believe me. If he’s not hid somewheres in town he’s lyin’ out yonder in the grass, bleedin’ to death.”

“He was a tough man for a tenderfoot.”

“I ain’t so sure he was—a tenderfoot, I mean. Ben Janish swore he’d got him, and did you ever know Ben to miss? That gent must have an iron skull!”

“Aw, he’s dead, all right! Dead or dyin’.”

They turned at the caboose and walked their horses back along the train. They were a dozen yards away when the whistle blew. Rising, he ran for the nearest empty car. A rider started to turn in his saddle, so he changed direction and leaped for the rear ladder and swung between the cars and out of sight.

He had a moment only until the cars would be moving, taking him right by the lights from the station, and he went up the ladder and lay down flat alongside the catwalk, throwing an arm across it to hang on.

The train bumped, started, bumped again, and gathered speed. Still he lay quiet, his heart pounding. Was somebody riding the caboose? Had he been seen from its windows?

The train whistled, the cars rattled over the rail ends and gathered speed. He pulled himself along, still lying flat, until he was right over the door of the empty car.

Did he dare try to hang over the edge, then swing into the door? If he fell he would fall free of the tracks, but could easily break a leg if not his neck. The train was now moving fast, the lights of the station had disappeared, and soon the brakeman would be coming along the catwalk, checking the train.

Easing along the roof of the car, he looked over. The door was there, open and inviting. He worked his body around, his fingers clinging to the cracks between the boards of the roof. He let one leg over, then the other, holding only by his fingertips. He lowered his body down, moved his hands one by one to a grip on the edge of the car roof, then swung his body in and let go.

He fell sprawling on the floor of the car, and for a moment he lay still, gasping for breath. After a long time he got up and staggered to the door. Leaning his shoulder against the car wall beside the door, he looked out into the night. There were stars, and the night was cool, the wind coming soft off the sagebrush.

He tried to think. Who was he? A fugitive from the law?

Or were those men who had tried to find him lawless men, wanting to kill him because of something he knew? Or because of something he possessed?

Sodden with weariness, he sat down and leaned against the wall, his body drained of strength, empty and sick. But he forced himself to think.

Ben Janish…he had one name, at least. Ben Janish had been sent to kill him, and Janish did not often miss. This implied that Janish was expert at the business, and might have killed before. They had spoken of him as a man with a reputation. Therefore it should not be too difficult to find Ben Janish, and find out who he himself was.

But if Ben Janish had been sent to kill him, he had been sent by whom?

They had said he was a tenderfoot, which implied he was new to the West. If this was the case, why had he come west? And where had he come from? Did he have a family? Was he married or single?

Well, he had the one clue. He must find out who Ben Janish was, and where he was.

He had no mirror, and therefore no knowledge of what he looked like. That he was tall was obvious, and by feeling his biceps he assured himself that he was an uncommonly strong man. Tenderfoot he might be, but he was no weakling.

He thrust his hands into his trousers pockets. One hand emerged with a small sack that proved to contain ten gold eagles and some odd coins. There was also a small but solid packet of greenbacks, but he did not take the time to count them.

The other pocket contained a strong clasp knife, a white handkerchief, a waterproof matchbox, a tight ball of rawhide string, and three keys on a key chain.

The side pockets of the coat contained nothing at all, but the inside pocket paid off with some kind of legal document and two letters.

The letters were addressed to Dean Cullane, El Paso, Texas. Was that who he was?

He spoke the name aloud, but it evoked no response in his memory.

It was too dark to do more than make out the addresses on the letters, and he returned them to his pocket to wait for a better light.

“Well, Dean Cullane, if that is who you are, for a man with so much money you certainly have a lousy tailor.”

El Paso…he said the name but it meant nothing to him. However, it was his second lead. He would go to El Paso, go to the home of Dean Cullane and see if he was recognized there.

Yet…did he dare?

Somewhere along the tortured line of his thinking, he dozed off, but was awakened when a rough hand grasped his shoulder.

“Mister”—the voice was low but anxious—“don’t you swing on me. I’m a friend, and by the looks of that crowd waiting up the street, you need a friend.”

He was on his feet, shocked into clear-headedness. The train was still moving, lights flashed past the doors, and they were entering a town. “What is it?” he asked. “What’s happening?”

“There’s a big crowd up the street, mister, and they’ve got a rope. They’re fixing to hang you.”

“Hang me? Why?”

“Don’t stand there asking questions! When we pass that water tank, you jump and run.” The man pointed toward a dark, looming building. “There’s a gap between that building and the corral. You can take it running. At the end of the corral there’s bushes, and right past the corner of the corral there’s a path goes through into the wash.

“You take off up that wash for the hills, and if you can run, you’d better. Don’t leave the wash until you see a big boulder, kind of greenish color, if it’s light enough to see. When you get to that boulder you do a hard right and go up the bank. There’s a path…follow it.”

The train was slowing now, and suddenly the man beside him dropped into the night, and was running. In an instant he had done the same. Even as he did so he wondered at the practiced ease with which he accomplished it. His memory might be gone, but the habit patterns in his muscles had not forgotten.

The water tank dripped into the dirt below, and there was a pleasant smell of dampness as he went past. He was aware briefly of the feel of cinders under his feet, the smell of coal smoke from the engine, and steam drifting back from the exhaust.

He saw the huge old barn, the corrals nearby, and he ran into the opening between, stretching his long legs and moving fast. The night was cool. He caught the fresh smell of hay and the smell of manure from the barns, and then he was past the corral.

Behind him men were shouting: “Search the train! Don’t let him get away!”

He ducked into the black opening in the brush, was through it and into the sand of the wash. His running slowed because of the heavy going, but he plunged on until his heart was pounding so that it frightened him. He really slowed down then, walking and trotting. For a man who had been slugged on the head and who had been dead-tired a short time before, he seemed to have remarkable endurance.

He plodded on. The boulder loomed before him, and he turned and went up the bank. Almost at once he was on a path that ran parallel to the wash but a dozen feet above it, angling up the slope but under cover from the brush.

The trail dipped down to a small creek. He knelt and drank a little, and then as there seemed no other route he walked upstream in the water. He had gone no more than a quarter of a mile when a low call arrested him.

“Up here!”

He turned and went up into the rocks, where his unknown friend stood waiting.

Without a word the man turned and forced his way through a narrow crack in the rocks, followed a path for perhaps forty yards, and then ducked under some leaning boulders and into a small hollow among brush and huge rocks. He went through another crack and into a great cave formed by huge sandstone boulders that had fallen against each other.

A stack of firewood against one wall showed the place had been prepared, and there was a circle of stones and the blackened ashes and charcoal of old fires.

The stranger gathered sticks and commenced building a fire.

“Won’t they smell the smoke?”

“Not much chance. Except the way we came, there’s no way to get within half a mile of this place on horseback, and you know no cowhand is goin’ to walk unless he’s forced to. This hideout’s been used forty years or more, and nobody the wiser.”

From some unknown well of wisdom he said, “You just better hope no outlaw has turned lawman. It happens.”

The man had his fire going. He stood up, brushing his hands on his jeans. “Could happen,” he agreed. He looked curiously at his companion. “My name is Rimes, J. B. Rimes,” he said.

It was light enough to see him now. Rimes was thin, wiry, sandy-haired. His blue eyes were cool, shrewd eyes. Obviously he had expected his name to bring a response, but when it did not he threw the other an odd look, went back into a corner, and emerged with a coffeepot and cups.…

“You surely must be somebody, stirring them up like that,” Rimes was saying. “I haven’t seen so much action in that town since the last Injun raid…quite a few years back.”

He said nothing because he had nothing to say. His head throbbed dully, and the reaction from his running had set in. He was dog-tired and bone-weary. But he was wary. He did not know this man who had befriended him, or why he had done so. He was grateful, but cynical. What did the man want? Who was J. B. Rimes?

“What do they want you for?” Rimes asked.

“It doesn’t matter, really.” How could he explain that he did not know why they wanted him? “I guess I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“It’s your business. You got a name?”

“Call me Jonas. And thanks for helping.”

“Forget it. Here, have some of this coffee while I have a look at that wound.”

His fingers went to the cut on the head.

“I don’t know what it was, either a bullet…or the fall I had.”

“Bullet,” Rimes said. “Somebody creased you.”

He went to the corner from which he had taken the coffeepot and brought out a pan. Then he went to a corner in the rocks and filled the pan with water.

Suddenly the man who called himself Jonas was frightened. He thought he must have blacked out for a minute or two. Rimes must have gotten water and made the coffee…and then there was a blankness. He remembered his head aching, remembered Rimes getting the coffeepot.…He suddenly felt cold.

Had Rimes noticed? Would it happen again? Was it simply exhaustion, or was something wrong with his head?

“Odd wound,” Rimes said; “looks like somebody was laying for you.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He shot at you from above. Must have been in an upstairs window or on a balcony…maybe on a roof.”

“Why not from some rocks?”

“You were shot in town.”

Jonas was sharply aware of his empty holster. “Now how did you know that?”

Rimes glanced at him out of cool blue eyes that revealed nothing. “You came out of town, staggering and falling. I seen you a-comin’.”

“You were at the station?”

Rimes chuckled. “That’s not likely. No, I was sitting out in the tall grass, same as you, and just as anxious nobody would see me.”

Rimes was bathing the wound with a damp cloth. “Cut right to the bone. Scraped it a mite, it seems like.” He rinsed out the cloth. “Seems as if they’ve got you lined up, boy. When they hit you once, they hit you again.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Old scar on your skull. Looks as if somebody had clobbered you before, sometime or other. This here bullet cut right across it just like somebody had aimed it.”

An old scar? He might have many of them. He had no idea what he even looked like, let alone what scars might be on his body.

“Jonas…that’s not a familiar name,” Rimes commented.

“Maybe that’s why I use it.”

“Good a reason as any.” Rimes squatted on his heels, stoking the fire. “Whoever shot at you didn’t want to be seen. Figured you for a mighty dangerous man.”

“I doubt it.”

“It figures. There’s a good many men running around who’d shoot you for fifty dollars, pick a fight and make it look all fair and honest where witnesses can swear it was a fair fight; so if they tried to ambush you they did it because they figured you’d shoot back, and fast.”

He made no reply. The coffee tasted good, and when Rimes started frying bacon his stomach growled. He stirred uncomfortably.

“That empty holster worries me,” Rimes said.

“I fell from a window, I think. I must have lost the gun when I fell, or a minute or so before.”

“You don’t remember?”

“No.”

After a moment Rimes said, “I can let you have a gun. A man in your position had better go heeled.”

Rimes went into the recess in the cave wall again and returned with a Colt and a box of shells. He tossed the gun to Jonas, who caught it deftly and spun the cylinder to check the loads, then holstered it.

“Well,” Rimes said dryly, “you’ve used a gun before.” He handed him the box of cartridges. “You may need these. I see you have some empty loops.”

“Thanks.”

The gun was new, a Frontier model, and the weight of it on his hip was comforting. “You trust me,” Jonas commented.

Rimes’s eyes wrinkled at the corners. “You need me,” he said. “I don’t need you.”

“Yes?”

“Because, Mister Jonas whoever-you-are, you’re playing it by ear. You don’t know which way to turn. You don’t know who your enemies are, or even if you have any friends, or where to find them if you do. You need me to bleed for information until you get yourself located.

“You’re a lost man, Jonas. I’ve been watching and listening. I never knew a man so alert for every word that might be a clue, or so jumpy at every sound. Everything you say or do, you do as if you expected it to blow up in your face.”

“Supposing you are right? What then?”

Rimes shrugged. “I don’t give a damn. I was just commenting, and as far as you bleeding me for information, just go ahead, and bleed me. I’ll help all I can. After all, you’d help me.”

“Would I?”

Rimes gave a faint smile. “Well, how should I know? Maybe you wouldn’t.”

They ate the bacon from the frying pan, picking out the strips with their fingers.

“What are you going to do?” Rimes asked. He was interested, for this man had problems of a sort not many would encounter, and as a man interested in puzzles, he was curious as to what Jonas would do now.

“Look for the pieces, and try to fit them together.”

“Somebody wanted to kill you. They still want you dead. Seems to me you’re running a long chance, trying to pick up those pieces. The first man you run into may be one of those who are out to kill you.”

“What about you?” Jonas asked.

“I sit tight. In a few minutes I am going to climb out of there and set up a signal. The sun will catch that signal and they’ll read it off across the valley. Then they’ll come for me.”

“And when we get where we’re going?”

Rimes smiled thinly. “Why, there just might be somebody there that knows you. It just might happen.” His smile widened. “That’s why I gave you the gun.”


Chapter 2



ON THE SECOND morning he opened his eyes on a tiny band of sunlight that streamed through the smoke hole, which was itself a mere crack in the rock above the fire. He had worried about their smoke being seen until Rimes told him it was covered by brush and a cedar that leaned above it. The rising smoke thinned itself out and vanished in rising through the foliage.

Rimes was asleep.

For several minutes the man who called himself Jonas lay perfectly still, staring up at the ceiling of the cave. He felt restless and on edge. He was too close to his enemies, whoever they were.

The day of rest and thinking over his problem had brought him no nearer to a solution. He had no memory of his past. He had no knowledge of who he was, where he had come from, or what he was supposed to be doing there.

Well, the solution to that seemed simple enough. He must first of all discover his identity, and from that he would know all he needed to know. Or so he hoped.

Rimes had commented on it. “Bronc fighter I knew one time he lit on his head and it was seven or eight months before he knew where he was, or who. But I’ve heard of others who came out of it very soon.

“And then there’ve been some,” he had added slyly, “who could remember but didn’t want folks to realize it.”

“That isn’t true of me.”

“You ought to tie in somewhere.” Rimes was puzzled. “Of course, I’ve been out of touch, and I don’t know of any outlaw outfit working this country except ours—and if there was a range war I think I’d have heard of it.

“You dress like a city man, but I’ve got a hunch you’re not one. You might be a gambler who killed some citizen back yonder, but that wouldn’t fit you being shot from ambush, if you were.”

He had lighted his pipe with a stick from the fire. “What are you planning to do now?” he asked.

Jonas hesitated, wondering how much to tell; but this man had helped him, and seemed genuinely concerned.

“Did you ever hear of a man named Dean Cullane?” he asked.

Rimes’s eyes were on his pipe bowl. When he looked up they were bland, too bland. “Can’t say I have.”

“Or Ben Janish?”

“Everybody knows Janish.” Rimes drew on his pipe, then dropped the stick into the fire. “Seems to me you’re remembering things.”

“No, I heard them talking back there by the railroad. Probably there’s no connection.”

Now, lying upon his back in the cave, he considered the conversation. Had Rimes known Cullane’s name? And if so, why had he concealed the fact?

The more Jonas considered his situation the more he wanted to be alone. He needed to get away to some quiet place, where he might recover some memories while not risking his neck by encountering unknown enemies.

He needed time to think, to plan, time to remember. Rimes had explained nothing. He had not told him where he was or where they were going; he had only implied that he might encounter an enemy there…or anywhere.

Was Rimes truly his friend? Or was he trying to learn something from him, some plan, some secret? How had Rimes happened there so opportunely? Of course, that could happen. Many men rode freight trains, and it was logical enough that they should help each other.

Rimes was no youngster. He was a man who had been through the mill. His advice to Jonas had been good. “Tell nobody anything. Say you had a run-in with the law, and let it go at that. Folks’ll be almighty curious, being what they are, but if I were you I’d tell them nothing…nothing at all.”

Rimes had taken him up the steep, winding stair, part natural, and part cut by hand, to where the signal mirrors were placed on the mountainside.

The valley below was relatively flat, semi-arid country, the hillsides dotted with cedar, the bottom largely sagebrush. Beyond lay a string of small mountains, actually low, rugged hills, broken by canyons and cliffs. “There’s fifty trails going into those hills,” Rimes commented, “and most of them just circle around, or go nowhere.”

Jonas held up his hands and looked at them. What had they done? Why had men tried to kill him? Why, even now, did they search for him? Had these hands killed? Oh had they been used for some good purpose? Were they the hands of a doctor, a lawyer, a laborer, a cowhand? Had they swung a hammer or an axe? That they were strong hands was obvious.

He leaned back and closed his eyes. He might never discover his identity. He might be shot by the first person he saw; and if he was forced into a fight, what would he do? What manner of man was he?

The blow on his skull had wiped clean the slate of memory, so why not pull out now? Why not go far, far away and begin anew?

Yet how did he know that some memory, now in his subconscious, might draw him right back to the scene of his trouble? How could he go far away when he did not know in which direction to go? His enemies might be anywhere. What he had to do now was find out who and what he was.

He got up, tugged on his boots, and stamped his feet into them. He belted on his gun and reached for his hat.

“Well,” Rimes said, “you’re no cowhand. A cowhand always puts his hat on first.”

Rimes threw off his blankets. “You go up on the lookout and see if you see anybody. I’ll put some breakfast together.”

It was bright and clear on the morning side of the mountain. He glanced across the valley, picked up a tiny cloud of dust, looked away and back again. It was still there, still coming.

Rimes came up to look. “It’ll take them an hour to get here,” he said, “the way they’ve got to come. Let’s hang on the feed bag.”

As they ate, Rimes explained. “Place we’re heading for is a ranch. Owned by a girl whose pa just died a while back. Her name is Fan Davidge. Her foreman is Arch Billing. They are good folks.”

“Running an outlaw hangout?”

“It’s a long story. It’s come to a place where they no longer can control it. Arch Billing is a fine man, but he’s no gun-hand.”

“Don’t they have a crew?”

“Only man left is an oldster. The outlaws do the ranch work, and do it almighty well.”

Together they gathered up, washed the frying pan and coffeepot, and stowed them away in the corner. By the time they reached the mountainside they could see a buckboard, only a mile or so off, and coming on now at a spanking trot.

There were at least two people in the buckboard. Rimes studied it through his field glasses. “Fan Davidge is aboard. Leave her alone.”

“Is she somebody’s woman?”

“No…but she’s spoken for.”

“By whom?”

They had started down the slope and they went six paces before Rimes replied, “Ben Janish.”

“Is he the bull of the woods around here?”

“You bet your sweet life he is, and don’t you be forgetting it, not for a moment. He won’t be home right now, but Dave Cherry will be, and he’s nearly as bad. You cross them and you won’t last a minute.”

The man who called himself Jonas considered that. “I am somehow not worried,” he said after a moment. “I have searched myself and found no fear, but one thing I can tell you. I remember nothing, though, as I told you, I heard Ben Janish’s name mentioned.”

“So?”

“He was the man who shot me. He was hunting me.”

Rimes stared at him. “You mean Ben Janish shot at you and missed?”

“He didn’t miss. He just didn’t hit me dead center. Rimes, you’d better leave me here. I don’t know why Ben Janish wants me. I have no idea except that somebody must have paid him to kill me. Now I’d be a copper-riveted fool to ride right into his bailiwick, wouldn’t I?”

The buckboard clattered up over the rock-strewn desert and came to a halt opposite them. The dust drifted back and started to settle, and J. B. Rimes walked down, greeting Arch Billing. Jonas was not looking at Arch, but past him, at Fan Davidge.

“There’s little time,” Billing said. “Mount up, boys.”

“There’ll be just one of us, I—” Rimes began.

“There will be two, Rimes. I am going along.”

Rimes glanced at him, and then at Fan. “Your funeral,” he said, and gestured toward the pile of blankets in the back of the buckboard. “Climb in, then. But you’d better be good with that gun.”

The buckboard started off, and they went at a fast trot. Obviously Billing did not wish to linger in the area. Their presence in such a lonely place would be difficult to explain, as far off a reasonable trail as they were.

After a few minutes, Rimes asked, “Arch, is Ben in the valley?”

“No. He hasn’t been around for a couple of weeks. El Paso, I reckon.”

El Paso…Dean Cullane’s town.

The man who called himself Jonas, and who might be Dean Cullane, drew a blanket around his shoulders, for the wind was chill. He did not know who he was, nor where he was going, but now he knew why. He was going to the ranch because a girl lived there.

A girl named Fan…who had merely glanced at him.

He was a fool.


Chapter 3



HIS HAND TOUCHED his face. He was unshaved, of course, but there was a strong jaw, high cheekbones. There was quite a lot of money in his pockets, from what source he had no idea, and there were the letters and the legal document which he had not had the privacy to examine.

The buckboard had started off across the valley, but when it reached a sandy wash it descended into it, and turned at right angles. The going was slower in the wash, but Jonas thought they could not be seen because of the high banks.

There was no talking. Each of the occupants of the buckboard seemed busy with his or her own thoughts, and it provided time for Jonas to assay his position.

He knew he was a hunted man, hunted either by the law or by some individual with power. The fact that Ben Janish, whom he assumed to be an outlaw and a gunman, had been hired to kill him made it seem doubtful that it was the law that was seeking him. That such a man as Ben Janish seemed to be had been hired to do it made him assume that he was known as a dangerous man.

He now had three days’ growth of beard on his face and letting it grow might be a good idea. It might help to conceal his features from people who knew him, at least until he knew them.

Several times they stopped to rest the horses, then went on. It was late afternoon when they drew up at a small seep and got down stiffly, stretching and brushing away some of the accumulated dust.

Arch Billing helped Fan Davidge down, and she went to a rock at the water’s edge and dipped up water in a small tin cup and drank.

Rimes began putting together a small fire, and then, taking the gear from the buckboard, he made coffee.

Jonas sat on a rock apart from the others. The air was cool, and shadows began to gather in the hollows along the face of the hills. He heard a quail call…a quail, or an Indian? There was no echo, no aftersound, and he knew it was no Indian.

How did he know that? Apparently it was only his name, his history, the actualities of his life that were missing. The habits, the instincts, the ingrained reactions remained with him.

Fan Davidge glanced at him, faintly curious. Men usually wanted to talk to her, but this one held himself aloof. He had a sort of innate dignity, and he did not seem like the others.

He was lean, but broad-shouldered, and altogether puzzling, resembling perhaps a scholar more than a western man; when he moved it was with the grace of a cat.

She watched J. B. Nobody knew more of what was going on than Rimes did. He had offered no explanation except to say the man’s name was Jonas. Now he was crossing over to where Jonas was sitting.

Rimes spoke in a low tone, but the night was clear, and in the desert sound carries easily. She could just barely distinguish the words.

“If you want to light a shuck I can get you a horse.”

“I’ll come along.”

“Look, if Janish is there—”

“Then I’ll have some answers, won’t I?”

“Mister, I don’t know you, but I cotton to you. I don’t like to see you get your tail in a crack.”

There was no reply, and after a little while Rimes said, “Don’t you think I don’t know why you’re taking this chance, but you’ll waste your time.”

“I had a feeling she was in trouble.”

Rimes was silent for a moment. “Leave it lay. You’d just get yourself in a corner.”

“I just got out of one.”

“You’re not out of it yet. Not by a long shot. If I only knew—”

“But you don’t, and neither do I.”

“Well,” Rimes said after another pause, “there’s two or three you’d better fight shy of. Dave Cherry…he’s trouble. So’s John Lang. And there will be others, so watch your step.”

His head ached and he was tired, and he continued to hold himself aloof. He thought of the coming night, and was conscious of the faintest sounds, of the smells of coffee, of bacon frying, of burning cedar, and of sagebrush. He got up and walked off a few feet, feeling sick and empty, surrounded by unknown dangers.

A light step sounded behind him. It was Fan Davidge. “Please…you have been hurt,” she said. “You had better drink this.” She handed him a cup of coffee.

“Thank you.” He looked straight into her eyes and liked what he saw there. He took the cup, and when she remained with him he said, “Don’t let me keep you from your supper.”

“You should eat, too.”

But neither moved, and finally he said, “I like the twilight, but there is little of it in the desert.”

“Who are you, Jonas? What are you?” she asked.

“I do not know.” He looked at her over his cup. “I am afraid that what I am is not something to be proud of, but I do not know.”

“What does that mean?”

He touched his wound. “That…since that I can not remember. All I know is that somebody tried to kill me.”

“You don’t know who it was?”

“It was Ben Janish, but I don’t know why.”

“Ben Janish! But then you mustn’t come to the ranch! He might be there even now.”

He shrugged. “A man will do what he must.”

“But that’s crazy! I mean…”

“There are two reasons, I guess. I had nowhere to go, and Rimes suggested the ranch. And then there was you.”

“Me?”

“You looked to be in trouble.”

She glanced at him. “You have troubles enough of your own.”

Then she added, “I own the Rafter D.”

Rafter D! Suddenly it was as if a shaft of light had stabbed into the darkness of his brain. He knew that brand…from where? How?

A thought formed in his consciousness. Four to be killed…four men and a woman.

Killed? By whom? And for what reason?

“You didn’t know you were going to the Rafter D?” she asked.

“I didn’t ask.”

They walked back to the fire, and he refilled his cup and accepted a plate of food. The ache in his head had dulled, and the stiffness seemed to be leaving his muscles, but he still felt tired and on edge. The others sat about talking in a desultory fashion. They seemed to be waiting for somebody, or something.

He knew what was bothering him. He was afraid. Not of any man or men, but of discovering who and what he was. He would have liked just to walk off into the night and leave it all behind…all but Fan Davidge.

He did not want to leave her, and for that he felt that he was a fool, a double-dyed fool to be falling in love—if that was what it was—with a girl he scarcely knew and who was spoken for by the most dangerous man around. Why did that not worry him?

He went to the seep and rinsed his dishes, and replaced them in the buckboard. Arch Billing was standing near the horses, smoking his pipe. Rimes was dozing.

Jonas heard the faintest whisper of sound…listened…heard it again.

“Somebody is coming,” he said.

Rimes opened his eyes, listened, then said, “I hear them.”

There were two mounted men and they came up to the edge of the firelight. He could see little of their faces, but the firelight played on the horses’ legs and shoulders, and he saw that one of the men wore Mexican spurs.

“Who’s he?” the man asked, glancing at Jonas.

“On the dodge,” Billing replied. “He came in with J. B.”

Rimes stepped into the light. “Law was after him back yonder.”

“I don’t like it. I don’t like him.” The speaker was a big, rawboned man with a sandy walrus mustache.

“I don’t give a damn what you like.” The words came from Rimes. “I haven’t asked you for anything, and there isn’t anything you can give me.”

The man on the horse seemed shocked, and his features stiffened. “The rest of you get into the buckboard and get started,” he said. “We’ll leave this gent right here.”

“Now, see here, Lang,” Rimes said. “I—”

“Thanks, J. B.,” Jonas interrupted. He felt suddenly cold inside, and welling up within him was an ugly feeling. “Nobody needs to speak for me. If Lang wants to make an issue of it he can die here as easy as later.”

John Lang was suddenly wary. For the first time he looked straight at the stranger. For a city dude, this one was pushing too hard. There had been rumors of hired killers being sent among the outlaws simply to kill.

“Nobody said anything about dying but you, mister,” Lang said. “I just said we were going to leave you here. We don’t know you.”

“I don’t know you, either, but I am willing to come along.”

“Nevertheless, we leave you.”

“No.”

It was Fan who spoke, quietly but sternly. “This man has been injured. He needs rest and care. He is coming to the ranch with us.”

Lang hesitated. He was a crafty man as well as a dangerous one, and he quickly saw this as an easy way out of a bad situation. After all, if need be they could always be rid of him.

“Certainly, ma’am. Whatever you say goes.” He turned his horse and, followed by the other rider, disappeared into the darkness.

Fan started to get into the buckboard, and Jonas took her elbow, helping her in. She glanced at him, surprised, and said, “Thank you.”

Billing took up the reins. Rimes tossed the last of their gear under the seat and got in. “You sure about this?” he asked.

The man who called himself Jonas shrugged. “I’m sure.”

“You could have got yourself shot back there.”

“I suppose.”

“You sure don’t seem worried.”

“Why should I be? I’m wearing a gun, too.”

Rimes had nothing more to say, and the buckboard was rolling, teetering over rocks, dipping down through a wash, emerging to wind a precarious way among gigantic boulders. The stars were out, the night was colder. Jonas hunched a blanket around his shoulders, eased his gun into a more favorable position, and dozed.

Twice they passed through small bunches of cattle. The only brand he glimpsed was a Rafter D. Once they went through a tiny stream, no more than a trickle of water.

Ahead of them, after they had traveled for some time, he heard John Lang call out: “It’s all right, Charlie. It’s the buckboard. We’re bringin’ in Rimes and a stranger. Says his name is Jonas.”

“Just so’s it ain’t Jonah. But he better be advised. It’s a whole lot easier to get in than to get out.”

When Jonas helped Fan Davidge down she whispered to him, “Thank you…and be careful.”

Rimes came up to him. “We’ll go to the bunkhouse.”

“Not yet,” Jonas said.

Rimes paused, waiting for him to say more.

“What kind of place is this? Miss Davidge doesn’t seem the kind who’d run an outlaw hangout.”

“She doesn’t run it. She just owns the ranch. Her pa built this ranch and turned it into a money-making outfit, but he was investing in other things, got rich, and went back east.

“He was an easterner, anyway, and he got to dealing with those railroaders and bankers back there. For a time he was a mighty well-off man, and used to come out every so often, then he came up short financially and died of a heart attack. Fan, she came back here to all that was left.

“Arch Billing ran the place for her pa when he was east, and Arch had rustler trouble. Friend of mine named Montana rode for him. Monty was a good hand, but not above holding up a stage or two if things looked right. He knew all the boys on the outlaw trail.

“Montana went to Arch and suggested he had some friends who could handle his rustler problem. Well, Arch knew they were outlaws, but they were also good cow-hands when they wanted to work at it. They needed a place where they could lay low for a while, and Arch needed help with his rustler problem, so he took them on.

“Well,” Rimes went on, “I was one of them. We just rode back to that rustler hide-out and laid down the law. We told them the Rafter D was friendly to us and we’d take it most unthoughtful if any more cattle showed up missing.

“Well, those rustlers were small potatoes, and they wanted no truck with the kind of shooting we would do, so they laid off. That day to this there’s been no rustling of Rafter D stock.

“The thing was,” he continued, “the first of us were mostly cowhands who’d got into trouble through brainless skyhootin’ around. My first holdup was when I was seventeen—a bunch of us figured it would be smart to stop a train and pick up some drinking money.

“Well, we did it. We made the conductor give us twenty dollars and we were going to ride off and leave it at that. Then some wise jasper sticks his head out of a car and let go with a pistol. He hit Jim Slade, a friend of mine, gut-shot him. And I shot back, mad and not thinking, and I drilled that man through the skull.

“Nobody had figured on that. Nobody had thought it was anything but a lark; then all of a sudden it wasn’t fun any more. Jim was dying, and that man I’d shot was a Wells Fargo agent.…I’ve been riding the outlaw trail ever since.”

He lit his pipe. “The others were much the same sort, there at first, and we did far more punching of cows than riding the outlaw trail. This was home to us. No law came around, and we kept a good lookout. Arch knew what we were, but he ignored it, and then this other bunch came riding in.”

“Ben Janish?”

“Him, Dave Cherry, John Lang, and some others. They’d held up a Denver & Rio Grande train and needed a hide-out. We didn’t want their kind around, but we figured they’d pull out, and they did. Trouble was, they came back.

“Arch had this tough hand I was speaking about, the one we called Montana, and he braced Ben—told him they’d have to high-tail it out of there. Ben laughed at him, taunted him, and Monty went for his gun. Well, he never cleared leather before he had two holes right in the heart. Then Ben told us he figured to stay, and there wasn’t a thing we could do about it.

“Fan’s pa was alive then, and I know Arch wrote him about it, but Davidge died soon after, and that was an end to it.”

“And then Miss Davidge came home?”

“That’s right. Arch didn’t like it, her being here with them, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it. Whenever they ride off on a job they leave somebody here, and then Ben Janish let everybody know he figured to marry Fan so’s he could tie up the ranch for good. And Ben let Fan know that if she tried to get away he’d kill Arch.”

“Doesn’t Fan Davidge have any family?”

“I’ve heard she has an uncle or a cousin, or maybe both. One of them lives down El Paso way, but they never cottoned to the old man, nor he to them, and they’ve never showed up. The uncle worked for Davidge in his office back east for a while, I hear. I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

Rimes seemed to have talked all he intended to, and he went with Jonas into the bunkhouse. There were bunks for at least twenty men, about seven of which seemed to be occupied. When Jonas followed Rimes into the room John Lang was standing before the fireplace, facing them.

There were two other men in the room with him, a sour-looking older man with thin white hair and olive skin. His eyes were black and shrewd. The other man, big, heavy-shouldered, and lantern-jawed, had a shock of blond hair.

It was this man who looked at Jonas. “I’ve seen you before,” he said.

Jonas merely glanced at him, then picked up a worn magazine, and began to leaf through it.

“You!” The blond man pointed a stiff finger. “I’m talkin’ to you.”

Jonas looked up, let seconds go by while their eyes held, and then he said, “I heard you make some sort of a comment. I was not aware that it required an answer.”

“I said I’ve seen you before.”

Jonas knew trouble when he saw it coming, and he knew there were times when it was better to face it than avoid it.

“I don’t recall seeing you, but I am sure that if I had I would remember the smell.”

For an instant there was silence. Jonas had spoken so casually, in such an ordinary tone, that for a moment his words failed to register.

“What was that you said?”

“You seem to want trouble, so I decided to make it easy for you. I said you smelled—like a skunk.”

Jonas was still half reclining on the bunk, and the blond man bent over, reaching for him. Jonas’ left hand caught the sleeve on the reaching arm and jerked the man forward and off balance. The magazine, suddenly rolled tight, smashed upward, catching the attacker on the Adam’s apple.

With a shove, Jonas threw the man off to the floor, where he rolled over, gasping and retching.

Jonas glanced at him, then opened the magazine, and began to read.


Chapter 4



THE SOUR-FACED OLD man, called Henneker, was forking hay into a manger when Jonas walked into the barn. He worked swiftly, silently, ignoring his approach. As Jonas turned to leave, the old man said, “He’ll kill you. Kissling will kill you.”

“Is that his name?”

“Yes. He’s killed four men in gun battles. Maybe two, three others in holdups. You won’t have a chance.”

“Miss Davidge—does she like Ben Janish?”

“Her?” The old man straightened up angrily. “She wouldn’t look at such as him. Only ever’body’s afraid of him. Even Kissling an’ Cherry.”

“She’s quite a woman.”

“You bother around her an’ I’ll stab you with a hayfork. I’ll come on you asleep. That’s a fine girl.”

“I believe you. She’s the only reason I am here. When I saw her I had to come.”

“She ain’t for your kind.”

“What kind am I?”

The old man strained up and looked at him with shrewd eyes. “Look, boy, I’m not as soft in the head as them in yonder. I know what you are, an’ by comparison them inside ain’t out of diapers yet. If I cared a plugged nickel for ’em I’d give warning, but they ought to see they’re nothing but a bunch of mangy coyotes with a lobo wolf among ’em.”

The old man turned his back and started off, and the man who called himself Jonas stared after him.

Was the old man right? Was he worse than these men? Was he evil? If so, what was evil?

He shrugged and strolled to the corral to lean on the rail, watching the horses. They stirred warily, and his eyes were drawn to a line-back dun with black ears, black mane and tail.

The horse had stopped suddenly, ears pricked, and was looking at him. “Come here, boy,” he said softly, and to his surprise, the dun came…halted…rolled his eyes, showing the whites, then sidled away. “It’s all right, boy,” he whispered, and held out his hand.

The dun’s nose extended, sniffing the fingers.

“You have a way with horses, Mr. Jonas.”

He turned to find Fan Davidge at his elbow. “That horse is an outlaw. Nobody has ever gotten so close to him before.”

“He’s your horse?”

“We brought him in with our stock off the winter range. He’s a stray. I understand that’s a Texas brand.”

“Cherokee Nation,” he said, and wondered how he knew.

She glanced at him curiously, but said only, “Ride him if you like…if you can.”

“Is he in anybody’s string?”

“No.”

He turned to look at her. “You are a very beautiful girl, Miss Davidge.”

She flushed slightly. “Thank you.”

Abruptly she turned and went back to the house. Whatever she had come to say, she had changed her mind. He watched her go, admiring her easy walk and the swirl of her riding skirt.

He had no right to think of this girl. He would be inviting trouble he could not afford. And he had no idea who he was or what he had been.

Rimes came out of the bunkhouse. “Did you eat yet?”

“No.”

“Come on.”

Together they walked to the ranch house. The long room where the table stood opened off the kitchen. There were flowered curtains at the windows, and plants arranged in clay pots. Everything was bright, clean, attractive.

The cook, who was Chinese, brought dishes to the table, then returned to the kitchen. There was no sign of Kissling. Glancing to his left, Jonas saw a door opening to a room with shelves of books.

“Don’t worry about Kissling here,” Rimes said, speaking softly. “There’ll be no shooting on the ranch. Her orders, and his—Ben Janish, I mean.”

Presently Jonas said, “I think I will take a ride after I eat.”

“Then go toward the mountains,” Rimes said. “If you know anything about punching cows, ask Henneker what to do. Arch rode out this morning. We all help with the ranch work,” he added.

“Suppose I just kept on riding?”

“You’d get nowhere. That’s a wall of mountains yonder. There’s fifty box canyons, all of them dead ends. You could climb out afoot, but there’s nowhere to go. There’d be fifty or more miles of the roughest country in the world ahead of you…and no grub.”

“I’ve got to find out who I am.”

Rimes was silent a moment. “Leave it lay. Why don’t you just start off as if you’d just been born? ‘Let the dead past bury its dead,’ as somebody said one time.”

“The dead might not want to be buried, nor the past want to have them buried. I have an uneasy feeling about that.”

Rimes talked of the ranch, the cattle. There had been no beef shipped from here since Davidge died, but the range was good. The mountains and the ridges formed almost natural corrals, and the outlaw hands had kept others away. There were thousands of acres between the ranch and the mountains, a restricted range, well-watered and in some cases sub-irrigated by the flow off the mountains.

Rimes left, and Jonas lingered over his coffee, worrying about his problem. Did Henneker know anything? Or was the old man just guessing?

There were clues…one was the recognition of the dun’s brand as from the Cherokee Nation, which was an outlaws’ hangout. The one thing he was sure of was that Ben Janish must know who he was and why he was to be killed.

And there were the letters and the legal document in his pocket, which so far he had not had a chance to examine.

Was he Dean Cullane? The letters he had found in his pocket, addressed to that name, would make it seem so, but somehow he was uneasy over the name. Might he have stolen them? Or offered to carry them for Cullane? None of the reasons he could think of made much sense.

He was feeling restless. His headache had dulled to a persistent throb that kept him on edge, and he was in no mood to be with people. He needed to get off by himself, to think, to plan, to try to find a way out.

Ben Janish would soon be coming to the ranch, and Ben would no doubt try to finish what he had begun. But what would be his reaction when he found the man he had tried to kill waiting for him?

Fan came into the room. “If you want to ride and you think you can handle that dun, you might check out my beef for me. I’d like to get an idea what there is that’s ready to ship.”

“I don’t know,” he said, rising. “I don’t know what I know about cattle. Or even if I can ride.”

“If you can ride that dun you’re a better man than Kissling or Cherry. He threw both of them.”

Several spare ropes hung in the blacksmith shop which occupied a corner of the barn. He chose one and went to the corral. Could he use a rope? It felt natural in his hands, and he supposed he could.

Rimes was close by when he let himself into the corral and faced the horses. They circled warily, keeping away from him.

He looked at the dun and held out his hand. “Come here, boy,” he said, and the dun came.

“Well, I’ll be damned!” Rimes muttered. “I never saw the like.”

Kissling had come out of the bunkhouse, and he stood watching. Henneker, who had come riding up on a sorrel pony, stopped near Fan. “Now there’s a funny thing,” he said to her. “That horse knows him.”

“But how could it? He just got here, and that horse was a stray we picked up on the winter range.”

“Sure, I brought him in,” Henneker said dryly, “but I still say that horse knows him. Ma’am, something’s wrong here, almighty wrong.”

The old man looked down at her suddenly. “Don’t you go gettin’ any case on that man, ma’am. He’s a bad one.”

“The dun doesn’t think so,” she replied.

Henneker snorted, and rode toward the corral.

The man who called himself Jonas walked the horse out of the corral holding its mane, then saddled up. As he moved he tried just to be guided by those automatic movements that seemed not to have been affected by his accident.

When he had finished saddling the horse Fan Davidge had come up close behind him. “Jonas, who are you? Why are you here?” she asked.

She had spoken in a low tone, and he responded in the same way. “You know as much as I do. As far as I know, my life began half an hour or so before I got on the train where Rimes found me. That’s all I know.”

When he had mounted the horse he rode off without the dun so much as humping its back. She watched him go, sitting erect in the saddle, a handsome figure of a man. Then she walked back to the house, where Arch Billing was waiting.

“Arch, you don’t suppose he’s a government man?”

“How could that be?”

“Wells Fargo might have trailed some of them. He might be a United States marshal. He told me the dun’s brand was from the Cherokee Nation.”

“You mean you think he’s one of those Judge Parker gunslingin’ marshals workin’ out of Fort Smith? That’s a long way off.”

“He could be from Denver or El Paso.”

“Don’t you believe it. Ma’am, he’s a bad one, and I’d stake my life on it. Did Hen tell you what he did to Kissling?”

“Kissling had it coming.”

“It was the way he did it. Like a man slapping a boy around. Kissling didn’t worry him, not for one minute. He never even got to his feet, and he nearly killed the man. And you know something else? He didn’t care. He just didn’t care one way or t’other.”

For several minutes neither spoke, and then it was Arch who said, “We’ve been used by Ben Janish and his outlaws, so maybe we can use this stranger. Maybe this man is the one to rid us of Janish.”

“How?”

“He’s a loner. You can see that. He came out here for something, we don’t know what, but he don’t care whether school keeps or not. The way he sizes up to me, he’s the kind would charge hell with a bucket of water.”

“Ben Janish would kill him.”

“And he might kill Janish. They might even kill each other.”

“Is that what you’re hoping?”

“Ma’am, I never had no family. None but you and your pa. All I want is to see you with this here ranch and free of them. I’d like to see you with a man…the right kind of man.”

“Thanks, Arch.” After a pause she said, “I don’t want him killed.”

He looked at her. “Ma’am…don’t. He’s a bad one. I can tell.”

“Just the same, I don’t want him killed.”

The man who called himself Jonas rode toward the mountains. He reached for the gun in its holster and it slid easily into his hand…too easily.

He reholstered the gun and thought about his problem. There had to be a record. When a man turned up missing inquiries were made—unless he was one of those footloose ones with nobody to care. But somebody, somewhere, would know.

He was feeling better. To wait here for Ben Janish was foolish. What he must do now was to get away, to find out something about himself, to discover who he was and why he had been where he was, and why Ben Janish had tried to kill him.

He rode across the flat valley floor, where the pasture was good. The stock he saw was in good shape, much of it ready for shipping, but it was high time some of the older stuff was moved out.

There was plenty of water in the several streams running down from the mountains, and he could foresee only two problems for the ranch. The first was the necessity for shipping. Unless the older steers were moved out and sold soon, the range would be overstocked and soon overgrazed. The second problem was the question of winter feed. Unless a lot of hay was cut they were going to have a time getting through the winter.

On thin snow most of the stock would do all right. They would be able to get at the grass for limited grazing, but if there was any kind of a fall of snow the canyons would be snowed in and much of the range would be covered too deep. The outlaws were good hands up to a point, but they had no interest in the cattle, and they did not relish the idea of cutting and stacking hay—hard work at best.

Nevertheless, with a few hands and some supervision the ranch would be a good operation. Because of the natural fencing offered by the mountains the stock could be controlled with no difficulty. Only at roundup time would they need outside help.

The dun was a fast walker, and they were making good time. Looking ahead he could see no way out for a man on horseback, and only a possibility for a man afoot. The mountain before him rose in a rugged, tree- and brush-clad slope so steep a man would have to cling to the brush to climb up its side.

When he came close to the mountain he turned the dun and rode along its base, studying the ground. If there was a way out, some of the stock would have found it, or at least wild animals would have done so. He had seen a few deer tracks…where had they come from?

Deer, unless driven by fire or by drought, will rarely get more than a mile or two from the area where they are born. Usually they sleep in an open place somewhere up on a slope, and shortly before daybreak they feed down toward water, drink, idle about a bit, and gradually feed back up the slope. This valley might be home to them, but they might have found a trail to somewhere high up on the mountain.

Riding a horse alone, as Jonas was doing now, was a time for thinking, and again his thoughts returned to his problem. The questions remained. Who was he? What was he? Where was he from?

Although he had no memory, he realized that he did have his habit responses, and this could offer a clue. Suppose he began to test himself little by little, trying different things to find out the range of his skills?

He had already discovered that if he let himself go without trying to direct his actions he functioned fairly well. When he had saddled the dun he deliberately allowed his muscles free rein and he had worked with practiced ease. And now he thought about the dun.

Why had the horse come to him so easily? Had he known the horse before? Had it, perhaps, belonged to him at some time? He remembered that the old man, Henneker, had said he was a bad one. Was he? Searching himself, he could find no such motivations. He felt no animosity toward anyone, nor any desire to do evil.

Yet, did evil men ever think of themselves as evil? Did they not find excuses for the wrong they did?

He noticed the deer tracks without paying much attention, his thoughts busy elsewhere. Only when a second set of tracks joined the first did his mind really focus on the matter. Deer were creatures of habit, he knew, more so than men. The tracks of the first deer were several days old; the tracks of the second had been made that morning.

They disappeared suddenly, near the mouth of a can-yon, but search as he might he could not find them entering the canyon. Knowing, from some bygone store of knowledge, that quite often a human or game trail will skirt the edge of a canyon, he rode back and studied the approaches to the canyon.

At first he found nothing, but he persisted, and after nearly an hour of searching he found where a vague trail went between two close-set clumps of cedar, rounded a boulder that appeared to block any progress in that direction, and went upward under the pines.

It was at that moment he thought of the letters.


Chapter 5



HE DREW UP in the shade of some pines near the trail and took the letters from his pocket. Both were addressed to Dean Cullane, El Paso, Texas. The first was short and to the point.



The man I am sending is the best. He knows what to do and how to do it. Do not interfere or try to communicate with him.

Matherbee

The second letter, posted a few weeks later, was from the Pinkerton Detective Agency.



Our investigation has, I regret to say, been inconclusive. The man of whom you require information first appeared in Missouri, where he was reported to have arrived on a freight train. He worked there for a tie-cutting camp, where he became involved in a brawl with two men, who were beaten severely. The first shooting of which we have record took place a few weeks later in a saloon when a trouble-hunting outlaw from down in the Nation started a fight.

Both men went for their guns, and the outlaw, who had quite a reputation, came out a poor second. It is reported that a cattleman was in the saloon, saw the action, and later had a talk with the man you are interested in, whose name is reported to be Ruble Noon.

The next day Noon bought a complete outfit, including a horse and several hundred rounds of ammunition, and then he drifted.

Stories get around. The report is that this cattleman had been having rustler trouble, he had lost stock, and one of his hands had been murdered after apparently coming upon some brand blotters. That was in western Nebraska.

Ruble Noon was not seen around, but a few days later one of the rustlers was found dead in his cabin, a gun in his hand that had been fired once.

A few days later two of the others were found dead on the plains covered by the hide of a steer with a brand half blotted. Both men were shot from in front, both were armed.

A few days later the last of the rustlers, three in number, were seated at their fire. They were in possession of thirty head of stolen cattle.

A man stepped from the trees about sixty feet away. He said, “I am Ruble Noon, and I killed Maxwell.”

They’d been saying what they would do if they caught him, and he had come to them. They went for their guns. Two died before they could get off a shot, but the third, one Mitt Ford, got into the brush, tried a shot from there. The answering shots burned his shoulder and wounded him in the side, and he got away, fast.

Mitt Ford told the story. He had not got a good look at Noon, for he was standing against a wall of tall trees, his hat pulled low. All Mitt could say was that he was tall, slim, and hell on wheels with a gun.

There was an express company up Montana way. Too many holdups. They hired Noon. When the next holdup took place somebody shot from the brush and there were three dead outlaws. No more holdups on that line.

There was more. He scanned the report with care. Ruble Noon had apparently only one contact, the cattleman who first hired him. This man acted as go-between in every case, and there had been a dozen more cases, from Canada to Mexico. There was no description beyond that given by Mitt Ford, and the tie-cutting outfit had scattered. The cattleman claimed to know nothing about him.

There was one final note. The cattleman in question had at one time made a cattle drive with Tom Davidge. They had been friends.

Ruble Noon folded the letters and returned them to his inside pocket. The legal document was a deed to three hundred and twenty acres of land and a cabin; it was made out to Ruble Noon and signed by Tom Davidge. Appended to the document was a small hand-drawn map showing how to get to the property.

The dun was growing restive, and he started on, knowing no more about himself than before.

The letters and the document had been in the possession of one Dean Cullane, of El Paso, whoever he was. Why did Cullane have a deed destined for Ruble Noon? Were Cullane and Noon the same man? It seemed doubtful.

Was he Cullane? Or was he Noon? Or was he neither one?

Slipping off the coat he was wearing, he checked it with care. The sleeves were too short, and the shoulders too narrow, though not by much. The coat was tailored, not a ready-made.

“Tailored,” he said aloud, “but not for me.” He knew he would never have accepted a coat that fitted so badly.

If the coat was not his, it must be Dean Cullane’s, for the letters were addressed to him.…Or could the coat belong to Ruble Noon? For the deed had been there, too.

Was there any way in which he could discover who Ruble Noon was? Or Dean Cullane? Or Matherbee? He looked again at the map. Only a few lines on a bit of paper, but that X might be this very ranch, and the dotted line could be that faint trail he had discovered.

Why had Ruble Noon a ranch in the area? What was his connection with Tom Davidge? He had no answers—nothing but questions.

He was hungry, and he had not thought to bring food with him. But he did not want to go back now. There was too much to think about, too much to decide. And he did not know what awaited him back at the ranch…Ben Janish might have returned, and it was Ben Janish who had tried to kill him.

He swung his horse around, returned to the trail, and turned the dun up the mountain. After a dozen quick, tight turns they began to wind through the forest, climbing steadily. The mountain was steep, but the deer had found a way to the meadows below. There were no horse tracks on the trail, only those of deer.

He kept on, studying the country as he rode. The growth was so thick that only occasionally could he see the ranch or the valley below him. He followed the dim, narrow trail back and forth up the steep scarp until suddenly a notch in the mountain, invisible from below, opened before him.

The dun went forward slowly, ears pricked with curiosity. The notch opened after some hundred yards into a long trough down which a stream ran. It was high grassland, the slopes covered with pines, and about a quarter of a mile away he could see a small cabin, perched on a shelf among the trees.

There was no sound, nor any sign of life there. Above on the mountain a rock cropped out, bare and cold against the sky; below it only a few straggling pines, wind-torn and twisted, stretched black, thin arms against the sky.

It was a lonely place where the shadows came early and where cold winds blew off the ridges. Who had found this spot? Above all, who had thought to build here, under the bleak sky? On any cloudy day the place must be filled with damp, clinging gray clouds, and thunder must roll down this narrow valley, leaving the air charged and smelling of brimstone. It was a place of bitter solitude…yet somehow it appealed to him, somehow he knew this was his place, where he belonged.

The only sound was that of the dun’s hoofs in the tall grass, and occasionally the click of a hoof against stone.

He went up the trail to the shelf and stopped before the cabin.

It was built against a wall of rock, sheltered half beneath the overhang, and was of native stone, the cold gray rocks gathered from the foot of the cliff. It had been built a long time ago.

No mortar had been used, only stone wedded to stone, but cunningly, skillfully done by the hands of a master. The stones had taken on the patina of years, and the heavy wooden bench made of a split log was polished as if from much use. A stable backed against the wall where the fireplace stood so heat from the fire would help to warm the stable. A passage led from the house into the stable, and a stack of wood stood high against the stable walls.

Dismounting, he tied the dun to a post and went up to the door. It opened under his hand, and he stepped in.

He had expected nothing like this. The floor was carpeted with skins, the skins of bear and mountain lion. There was a wall of books, a writing table, and a gunrack holding a dozen rifles and shotguns.

In another smaller room there was a store of canned goods and other supplies. These things had never arrived over the trail by which he had come; therefore there must be another and better route.

Somebody had lived here, perhaps lived here still, and that somebody was probably Ruble Noon, for this must be the cabin deeded to Noon by the document he carried.

He walked to the windows. The view from them covered all the valley below. The only blind spot lay on the steep mountainside above the cabin, a place from which one might come to the cabin unseen. Otherwise the only access to it was by coming up from the front.

After studying the view he sat down in the chair at the desk. It was a comfortable chair and felt right to him, and the cabin felt right, too. In the winter this valley would be snowed in, closed off to the world, but in the summer it was a haven, a secure place.

He got up suddenly. He must be getting back. In actual distance he was not far from the Rafter D, but at the pace he would have to travel it would probably take almost two hours to return.

But first he must discover the other way into the high valley. A careful search proved only one thing: there was no easy way out of the valley, and in fact no way at all that he could find. Yet there had to be such a route. Nothing that was in the cabin could have been brought up the way he had come.

For the first time he stood back and studied the rock-built cabin itself. Immediately he was aware that a part of it was much older than the rest. The stable and part of the cabin had been added at a later date, but that part of the stable that adjoined the house was older.

But he realized that he could spend no more time here at present. Mounting his horse, he went back the way he had come, pondering the problem of the access route. When he had once more come to the bottom of the steep mountainside he remained under cover for some time, studying the surrounding area to be sure that nobody saw him emerge from the trees. Then he swung down and carefully removed as many traces of his passage as possible.

The moon was up and supper was long past when he rode into the ranch yard. As he dismounted he saw a man stand up and go into the bunkhouse. Was it Kissling, watching for him?

He stripped the gear from his horse and turned the dun into the corral, then went up to the ranch house. The Chinese cook had finished washing up and showed no pleasure at seeing him.

“Supper all finish,” the cook said. “What you want?”

“Coffee will do—just coffee.”

Fan appeared in the door from the study. “You go ahead, Wing. I’ll find something for him.”

Grumbling, Wing went off to his quarters, and Fan brought some bread, cold beef, and cheese from the cupboard. “There’s some frijoles, too,” she said. “Do you want them?”

“Please.”

“Have a nice ride?”

His way of answering was to say, “You’ve got some cattle that must be shipped. I’d say four or five hundred head, but there might be twice that many.”

“We haven’t shipped any cattle since pa died. Even since before he died.”

“You’re overstocked. The range is in good shape because you had plenty of rain and snow. But it won’t be good next year until you get rid of some older stock.”

“I don’t know whether Ben Janish will let us.”

He glanced at her. “The hell with him.”

“That is easy to say. We would have to have extra hands…most of these boys don’t dare appear where the law can see them. Word would get out, and this place would be ruined for them.”

“Did you ever hear of a man named Matherbee?” he asked.

“No.”

“How about Ruble Noon?”

“Everybody knows about him.”

For a few moments then they sat in silence while he ate. She refilled his cup.

“Apparently I have forgotten much,” he said. “Or perhaps there was much I never knew. Put yourself in my place. I do not know what kind of man I have been, nor how I should react. I know that men were wanting to kill me, but I do not know if they were a mob or the law. I sometimes think that I should go away from here, lose myself in the mountains, and stay there until my memory comes back and I know who and what I am.”

“I would miss you,” she said suddenly, without thinking.

“Those are the first kind words anyone has said to me, but don’t think them. Neither of us knows what I was, nor what I will be if my memory returns. I am a haunted man—haunted by the ghosts of what I may have been.”

“Then make a decision to start over,” she said. “No matter what you have been, you can always become something else.”

“Is it that simple? Is a man ruled by his own free will, or is he a composite of all his experiences, his education and heredity? I may not know what I am, but my flesh and blood do know, and they react the way they have been conditioned to react. My conscious mind was born only a few days ago, but the habit patterns built into my muscles have forgotten nothing.”

“I cannot believe you were bad.”

“Don’t gamble it. When Kissling attacked me I did not think. Whatever I did, it was in me to do.”

“What will you do now?”

He shrugged, and finished his coffee. “Ben Janish will be coming back, and if he is gunning for me I must kill him or be killed. They say he is an expert, and I do not know whether I can even shoot straight.”

He got up. “I think I will go away for a while. I will try to find out something about myself—who and what I am. If it is something worthwhile, I will come back.”

“I would like that.”

For a few minutes they talked quietly, and then he excused himself and went outside. The night was cool and quiet, and he stood very still, listening to the night sounds and breathing deep of the fresh air. But there was no quiet in him, there was only torment. Still the same questions: Who was he? What was he?

There was something within him that responded easily and naturally to Fan Davidge. He was at ease with her, he felt right with her; but at any moment his whole life could blow up in his face.

What if he was an escaped criminal? What if he was wanted by the police for some crime?

And who was Matherbee? Who was “the man who was best for the job”? Who was Ruble Noon? Or Dean Cullane?

He knew he must go to El Paso. But first he must return to the cabin in the mountains, search it for some clue to Ruble Noon, and then find the other way out. Then it would be time to go to El Paso.

If he lived that long…


Chapter 6



THE LAST STARS of night clung to the sky, and there was a growing light in the east when he rolled silently from his bunk and dressed. He was outside when he heard a faint step. It was Henneker.

The old man stared at him sourly. “Pullin’ your freight?”

“Yes.”

“What about her?”

“You told me she wasn’t for my kind. Maybe you’re right.”

“I don’t mean that. I mean Ben Janish. He was your job, wasn’t he?”

The man who called himself Jonas tightened a strap. There was something here he did not understand.

Henneker spoke impatiently, keeping his voice low. “Arch doesn’t know a thing, but the old man talked to me. I told him you were the only man for the job. He already knew of you, though, and I think he’d been studying on it. I think he knew when he left that he’d never come back, so he had to decide.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The morning was cold, and he wanted to be away before any of the others were around.

“All right,” the old man said testily, “you don’t know anything, and if anybody asks me, neither do I, but if that girl’s to have any decent kind of life you’ll have to do what you was paid for.”

“And what was I paid for?”

Henneker snorted. “I told you Davidge talked to me. Four men—that’s what you was paid for, four men who needed their hair lifted. You was paid for Dave Cherry, John Lang, Cristobal, and Ben Janish.”

“Why didn’t he include Kissling?”

“He wasn’t here at the time. Anyway, he’s small stuff. I could handle him myself.”

“You?”

Henneker stared at him. “I never taken up your kind of work as a business,” he said. “I done it for a hobby. Although,” he added, “I don’t figure I was up to Ben Janish even when I was a kid. Maybe Wes Hardin could do it.”

“You think I can?”

Henneker shrugged. “You taken the money. You got the job. You do it in your own way an’ your own time…only time is runnin’ out.”

Jonas swung into the saddle and reined the dun around. “I’ll be back,” he said, and walked his horse away into the night.

Behind him he heard a door close and John Lang’s hard voice. “Who was that?”

“The stranger,” Henneker answered. “He’s goin’ out to tally cattle.”

Jonas drew rein, listening. After a moment Lang said, “Well, he won’t do no harm. He can’t get past Kissling, anyway. He’s at the gate.”

Once away from the ranch, he put the dun into a gallop. This time the trip to the cabin took less time, even with the extra precautions he took. At the cabin he stabled the dun, and taking a scythe from the wall, cut enough grass for the horse to keep busy.

The builders of this cabin seemingly had prepared for anything, and he felt sure they had planned a way out of this high valley as well. The larger part of the structure was old, and it was that part built under the overhang that was oldest. He wanted to find what lay behind the cabin, beyond the rock knoll against which it was built.

He scrambled to the top of the rock, and walked over it toward the far side. He stopped so suddenly that he almost fell. Before him the rock dropped sheer away for several hundred feet. Far below him he glimpsed a dim trail that seemed to point toward the rock on which he stood.

Suppose that trail dead-ended against the cliff? Suppose there was some way up from within the rock? The rock dropped so steeply that to go further was to risk a fall, although a man in his socks might work his way down to the lip of the overhang, the chance was too great.

He went back down to the cabin, keeping the distances in mind. Obviously, the back of the house must be within a few feet of the face of the cliff. Had there been a wind-hollowed opening there before the cabin was built? There were many such “windows,” as they were called in this country, in Utah, New Mexico, and Arizona, as well as in Colorado.

Inside the cabin he looked around slowly and carefully. In his earlier examination of the place he had given only a few glances around. He had sat in the chair, but he had not taken time to look at the books or to examine the guns—to open the door of the closet…doors, he should say.

He opened them, and there, in neat rows, hung half a dozen suits, several pairs of jeans, several kinds of boots, and half a dozen hats of different styles. Whoever had used this place had evidently wanted to alter his appearance from time to time. Suddenly his eye was drawn to something on the floor of the closet…sand.

From the boots?

Shoving the clothing aside, he saw there a small door, which was not over five feet high and four feet wide.

His hand felt for the almost concealed latch and swung the door outward. A cool breath of air fanned his cheeks. He peered through into a cavern and saw, some thirty feet away, an oval of blue sky.

He stepped through the opening, and saw at one side of the cave a winch and ropes that hung into a hole. He bent over and looked down.

It was a chimney in the rock face, varying from about four feet wide at the top to ten at the bottom. Suspended in it was a crude platform about three feet square that could be raised and lowered by the windlass.

This, then, was the way in which supplies were brought to this place and the way in which access could be gained from the outside. Once up here, and the platform pulled up, there would be no way to reach the cabin, even if anyone knew it was there. No more perfect hideaway could be found anywhere.

What about a horse?

It was likely that the man who used this hideaway kept horses at both places, in the valley below and up here. Yet there was no evidence that whoever had stayed here had ever used the trail to the Rafter D, and it was sheer chance that he himself had found it.

Once more he sat down to think things over. Slowly his mind went back over his conversation with Henneker.

The old man had obviously mistaken him for somebody else…or had he? Suppose he was a hired killer, hired by Tom Davidge to rid himself and his daughter of the men who had moved in without invitation, and had remained?

Suppose…just suppose that he himself was Ruble Noon? Suppose his finding his way here was no accident? That he had been guided by some latent memory?

He got up suddenly, and slipping out of the ill-fitting jacket, he opened the closet and took down one of the coats, a city man’s black broadcloth coat, excellently tailored. He slipped it on…a perfect fit!

The clothes were his, the house was his. He had the deed in his pocket. But obviously the cabin had been occupied by Ruble Noon before the deed was made out…no doubt it came to him as part payment for what he was to do, or as an outright gift.

Suppose then that Tom Davidge had been the “Nebraska” cattleman who originally hired him? No…the Pinkerton report said that cattleman had been a friend to Tom Davidge.

Davidge had permitted outlaws to stop on his land before, so why not Ruble Noon?

Four men…he had taken money to kill four men.

He got up and walked to the window and looked outside. Sunlight fell through the pines and the rawboned ridges were starkly beautiful. In this place there was only the wind, and sometimes the rain, the snow, and the cold. Here change came slowly; a rock crumbled, a tree grew, a root pushed deeper into a crevice, forcing wide the jaws of rock. Here there was only one problem, the problem of existence alone. Down there in the valleys where men walked there were many problems.

He went over to the bookshelves and looked at the titles: Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Mills’s On Liberty, Blackstone’s Commentaries on the law, and dozens of others. Could the man who read such books kill for hire? If so, what had happened to him?

The Pinkerton report had accounted in general outline for six years of his life, but what of the time before that? What of the time before he arrived in that Missouri town and went to work for a tie-cutting camp? If he was a mystery to others, he was even more of a mystery to himself.

Ben Janish, now…Ben had tried to kill him, and he had apparently taken payment to kill Ben, but he felt no desire to kill him, or anyone else.

Was that why Ben Janish had tried to kill him—because he knew he was a hunted man? Or had he himself tried to kill Janish and failed, and been shot in return?

He knew what he had to do. He must go back, search out his past; he must find out who and what he was. He would go to El Paso. He had the address of Dean Cullane.

He went to the closet again and carefully went through the pockets of every garment. There were no letters, no papers, no addresses…nothing.

The desk next. Again failure. There was a quantity of writing paper, there was ink, and there were pens, and there was an account book with a list of figures in it, apparently sums of money running into several thousands, but there was no clue unless it was the initials after several of the sums.

Suddenly he thought of the mirror…he had not looked in a mirror since he had become “Jonas,” and he had no idea what he looked like.

The face he saw was strange. It was a rather triangular face, with strong cheekbones and a strong jaw. It was a handsome face, in a rugged way. He studied it critically, but saw nothing there that reminded him of anyone or anything.

His eyes went to the patch of bandage on his skull, which needed changing. He removed it, and then, after getting a fire started, he heated water and bathed the wound with care.

He went back to the mirror. There was an older scar there, evidently from a severe blow on the skull. The present cut had glanced across a corner of it, ripping his scalp.

He searched about, found a small drawer of medical supplies, and bandaged the wound again. It was healing fast, and a bandage would soon not be needed. A bandage attracts attention, and he hoped he could do without it before he reached El Paso.

Finding a carpetbag in the closet, he packed a suit, several shirts, and a few other necessary items; then he went out to the stable, stripped the gear from the dun, and turned it loose.

At the mirror he trimmed the several days’ growth of beard, and sat down and shined the boots he was wearing. From some storehouse of memory he remembered something: “If you want the law to leave you alone, keep your hair trimmed and your boots shined.” There was something to it.

After this he entered the closet, closed the door behind him, and went to the shaft. The arrangement of block and tackle had been done by an expert, and would have handled several times his weight. Taking the bag, he lowered himself down the shaft, taking it easy.

Once men had climbed part way up here…he could see where steps, now almost obliterated, had been carved into the sandstone. They stopped at a shelf that showed a black cave beyond. Sometime he would take the time to examine that cave.

At the bottom of the shaft he took time to listen, then stepped out. He was in a large, roomy cave. At the front was part of a ruined wall, and he had to walk around fallen rock to reach the outer cave, which was formed merely by an overhang hollowed by wind and rain.

Beyond this a steep path led diagonally down to a sheer cliff that dropped some twenty feet. He looked around and saw a notched pole tucked into a crevice. He took it out, descended by this means, and hid the pole in the brush. From below he could see nothing of the path, only the roof of the overhang.

He looked all around carefully. He saw a trail, an ancient one by the look of it, that led away along the face of the rock and angled down the slope. There were no tracks on the trail.

He went slowly, stepping on rocks where he could, avoiding making any sign of passage. Suddenly he paused. Around a corner of rock he saw a cabin built of native stone, with a pole corral, some chickens, and a few guinea hens. In the corral were several horses and three cows.

He went up to the cabin, walking warily. An old Mexican came out and went to the corral. Taking down a rope, he caught a horse and led it outside.

He spoke to the Mexican, who merely lifted a hand, and then went to the cabin and returned with a saddle and the rest of the rigging.

In his own mind he was now quite sure that he was Ruble Noon. He said, “Has anyone been around?”

The Mexican shook his head. His eyes went to the bandage, just visible under Noon’s hat, but he said nothing. He was an old man, square and solid, a muscular man with a seamed and scarred face.

Noon touched the bandage. “Dry-gulch,” he said, “I was lucky.”

The Mexican shrugged, then gestured toward the house and made a motion of eating. When his mouth opened, Ruble Noon saw the man had no tongue.

Noon shook his head, and believing the saddled horse was for him, he went to it and gathered the reins. The horse nickered softly, seeming to know him.

“I’ll be back in about a week,” he said, and the old Mexican nodded.

The trail dipped down, went through a notch in the cliffs, and headed southeast. At first, he saw no tracks on the trail, then a few, obviously many days old. After an hour’s ride he saw something gleaming in the sun, still some distance off…it was the railroad.

He continued on the trail and suddenly found it was parallel to the railroad and perhaps a mile away from it. There were rocks and brush at that point, but a space behind them was beaten by the hoofs of horses, or of one horse tethered there many times. It was a perfect observation point, where a man could wait unseen, watching the railroad and the station.

The station was simply a freight car without wheels, with a chimney made of stovepipe, and a signal for stopping trains.

After watching for several minutes he decided that the place was deserted, and he rode on again along the trail. It wound among a maze of huge boulders, with several other trails coming in to join it, and then it pointed toward the tracks and the station.

The door of the station was on the latch. He opened it, and stepped inside. There was a pot-bellied stove, a woodbox, a bench, and a few faded magazines. He went back outside and raised the stop signal, and settled down to wait.

The fly-speckled schedule told him the train would be along in two hours—a freight train.

All was quiet. Somewhere out on the flat he heard a bird call, but there was no other sound. He looked off across the flat country toward the farthest mountains.

Soon he might know. Somewhere there would be a clue. If he was Ruble Noon now, he might always have been Ruble Noon—but what if he had been somebody else before that? What was he? Who was he?

In the distance he heard the train. He could hear the rails humming.


Chapter 7



THE TRAIN CAME in sight, whistled, and rolled down the track, the drivers pounding. It consisted of a locomotive, two freight cars, three stock cars, and a caboose.

The brakeman swung down. “Climb aboard,” he said. “We’re runnin’ behind time.”

“How about my horse?”

He gave a look at the roan, then indicated an empty stock car. “Load ’im up, but get a move on.”

An improvised ramp, three planks nailed together, lay against the building. Noon took one end, the brakeman the other, and they placed it in position. The horse went into the stock car, and in a matter of minutes they were rolling.

Back in the caboose the brakeman went to the stove and took up the coffeepot. “How about it?” he said.

“Sure,” Noon said.

The railroader handed him a cup. The coffee was hot, black as midnight, and strong.

“Can’t figure you out,” the brakeman said. “I’ve made this run fifty times, maybe, an’ nobody ever gets on at that stop but you.”

“It’s a lonely country.”

“Yeah…it is that. But there’s a lot of lonely country, and you’re the on’y one I know with your own railroad station.”

Noon shrugged. “I’m not complaining. Saves time.”

The brakeman finished his coffee and went out to check the train. Ruble Noon put down his cup and stretched out on the settee.

Some hours later he was awakened by the brakeman. “You hungry? We’re makin’ a stop up ahead. The grub’s pretty good.”

“Thanks.”

It was night. He heard the train’s long whistle, looked ahead, and saw the finger of light from the locomotive pushing its way through the darkness. Behind it was the red glow from the firebox. The long whistle sounded again, calling into the night.

He sat for some time in the window, looking into the darkness. Then he saw the lights of a town ahead, a fairsized town. He took out his watch—it was just past eleven o’clock.

The train ground to a halt. “We’ll be here about twenty minutes,” the brakeman said. “Don’t get too far away.”

Noon swung down, following the brakeman, and walked to the station. There was a lunchroom there, and several men were already eating at the long table. Two men who appeared to be cowhands were standing at the bar nursing their beers.

As the brakeman entered they turned, glancing from the brakeman to Noon. One of the cowhands said something in a low tone to the man beside him, who gave a sharper look.

Ruble Noon sat down, helped himself to a piece of overdone steak and some mashed potatoes, and started to eat. He was, he discovered, very hungry.

The brakeman spoke out of the side of his mouth. “I don’t know you, mister, but it looks like you’ve got trouble.”

Noon was listening, but he did not look up. “All right,” he said, and then added, “keep out of it. Let me handle it.”

“There’s two of ’em,” the brakeman protested, “and I ain’t had a good fight in months.”

“Well,” Noon said, “if they use their fists. But if it’s guns, leave it to me.”

He could hear the low talk at the bar. One man was protesting to the other, but the first was having none of it. Suddenly, he spoke aloud. “You over there! You with the blue coat! Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

“You might.” Ruble Noon spoke easily. “I’ve been there.”

The man was just drunk enough not to understand. “You been where?” he demanded.

“There,” Ruble Noon said gently.

For a moment there was silence, and in the silence somebody chuckled. The man at the bar grew irritated. “I know you from somewhere,” he insisted.

“I don’t think you know me,” Ruble Noon said. He finished his coffee and got to his feet. “If you did you’d keep your mouth shut.”

He stepped outside and the brakeman followed, glancing over his shoulder. “I think they’re comin out,” he said. “They ain’t goin’ to leave it lay.”

“Let’s get aboard.”

“You scared?”

Ruble Noon turned his head sharply to look at the brakeman. “No, I’m not scared, but I have too much sense to get into a shooting match with a couple of half-drunken cowhands over nothing.”

At that moment the train whistled.

Ruble Noon walked along, caught the handrail, and swung up to the step. The two cowhands had emerged from the restaurant and were staring after him. The brakeman hesitated, then swung aboard, completing a hasty signal with his lantern.

One of the cowhands started after them. “Hey, you! You can’t get away with that! You—”

Ruble Noon went inside, followed by the brakeman, who gave him a surly look. “What did you mean back there? I mean when you said if he knew who you were he’d keep his mouth shut?”

“I was just talking.”

“I thought so,” the brakeman said. But he seemed unsure, and kept staring at Noon. “I don’t get this,” he said at last. “There’s somethin’ here I just don’t get.”

“Forget it,” Ruble Noon stretched out on the settee. “Call me before we get to El Paso.”

“It’ll be daylight.” The brakeman hesitated. “You gettin’ off at the same place? This side of town?”

“Naturally,” Noon said, and closed his eyes. He heard the brakeman leave to go about his business, and after a while he fell asleep.

The siding where they let him off was in a thick growth of brush and trees near a deserted ranch on the outskirts of town.

When he had unloaded his horse at the chute, he watched the train pull away. The brakeman was staring after him, obviously puzzled.

Ruble Noon himself was puzzled. Apparently he had made this trip before and was known to the trainmen, but they did not know his business nor why he should be accorded such privilege. Undoubtedly there was some official connection. Perhaps some of his “work” had been for the railroad. It would take somebody with considerable authority to arrange such a situation.

There was nobody around the small adobe. He saw a well, lowered a bucket, and got water for himself and his horse.

The door of the adobe was closed, but it opened under his hand. The place was dusty, but otherwise it was clean and in good shape. There was a bed, and a cupboard devoid of supplies. It was cool and quiet, and was hidden by mesquite thickets and a few cottonwoods.

He went outside again, and noticed a couple of stacks of hay near the corral. He put some down for the roan, and squatted on his heels in the shade, considering the situation. It would be better, he decided, to wait until dark before entering the town.

As he sat there he found himself thinking back to the two cowhands at the restaurant near the station where they had stopped. For the first time he thought about the one who had tried to avoid trouble. That one, he decided, had not been drinking. Moreover, there had been something peculiar in his attitude, some particular caution. Was he imagining it, or had that cowhand been overeager to avoid trouble?

Was it mere chance that they were there? Suppose one of them was there for a purpose, and the other had just joined him by accident? Suppose one was a spy, an outpost, as it were, to notify somebody of Noon’s approach to El Paso?

He was imagining things. Knowing nothing for sure, he was finding suspicious items everywhere.

But the one man’s attitude, the way he had looked at Ruble Noon, would not leave him. That man had known who he was looking at, but he had not wanted to attract attention.

All right…take it from there. Suppose that somebody in El Paso had discovered that Ruble Noon used that approach. Suppose that somebody had a man posted to watch for him at the logical place—the restaurant and bar where all train crews stopped.

The one who wanted such information might be one of two types. He might be somebody who wanted to hire him for a job, or somebody who wanted him killed…who, for one reason or another, feared him.

If they knew about this route into the town, they might also know about this place. He might, even now, be right in the middle of a trap.

He sat very still, his hatbrim pulled low. Under it his eyes were busy, searching out places of possible concealment.

The pile of wood yonder…possible, but unlikely—too hard to get at or get away from. Under the mesquite? His eyes searched that spot, and suddenly all his senses were alert. Was some sixth sense, or perhaps all his other senses together, trying to warn him of something? Or was it only his imagination that made him suspect he might be under observation?

Were they waiting for him to move? If so, why? If they wanted to kill him, why hadn’t they tried it already?

He went over his every move. He had approached under cover of the brush and trees; he had been only momentarily in the open when he fed the horse and when he went into the house.

If somebody was waiting here, that somebody was waiting for him to do some expected thing he had not yet done. He evidently had not put himself in the line of fire yet; but why didn’t the man move into a different position? If he had not done so, it must be because he could not without attracting attention. Which indicated that the unseen man, if there was one, was in a position where he would draw attention to himself if he moved. It would, no doubt, be a position with an easy escape route, in case his shot was a miss.

Suppose he himself had arrived at this place with a memory that was not confused? What would he have done? As there were no supplies in the adobe, and no sign of occupancy, it was likely he would have ridden away. No doubt that was exactly what he had done in the past. If the marksman believed that to be the case, where would he be? Obviously, somewhere along the road that led away from the ranch, in some place that did not allow him to cover the ranch yard itself.

Was he imagining all this? Or was there actually someone hidden nearby, someone primed and ready to kill?

If there was a man waiting, he must be growing nervous and restless by now. It might be that he could be provoked into a move. But on the other hand, he might have the patience of an Indian and lie quiet, knowing that Noon must sooner or later leave the place.

He got up and went into the adobe, and crossed to the back room. He did not want to kill anyone, but neither did he want to be killed. He looked out the back window.

A dozen yards away there was a ditch masked by undergrowth. He studied it for a long moment. It looked inviting, too inviting. Glancing around, he saw a large olla such as the Mexicans use to cool water. On the bed lay an old blanket. He took it up, wrapped it around the olla, put his hat over the top, and thrust it up to the window. It looked like a man about to climb through. A rifleman, tense with waiting, might—

The olla had not been in position an instant when there was the crash of a volley…more than two rifles…three, at least. The olla shattered under his hand.

He raced for the front of the adobe and was in time to see a man running from behind the stable toward Noon’s horse. If they got his horse he was trapped…to be killed at leisure.

He never knew when he drew. The sight of the running man, the realization of what this meant, and his own draw must have been simultaneous. He heard the bellow of his gun in the close confines of the room as he shot through the open door.

The runner took two steps, then stumbled and hit the ground. And then silence…

The bare, hard-packed earth of the yard was empty, except for the dead man and the horse. Nervously, the roan had moved nearer.

Keeping his voice low, Ruble Noon called to the horse, which looked toward him uncertainly.

A boot grated on gravel behind the adobe. They were coming for him. The roan was nearer now, no more than fifteen or twenty feet off. The long stable was a wall between the yard and the thickets beyond. There were at least three men out behind, and they were hunting him now. He could try for the horse.…

Suddenly he knew he was not going to run. Not yet. They had planned for that, were ready for it. He backed into a corner where he could watch the door and the windows at the same time.

He thumbed back the loading gate of his Colt and thrust out the empty shell, then added a fresh cartridge. Moving the cylinder, he added another. The six-shooter was now fully loaded.

He could see a shadow at the window. Somebody was looking into the room, but the corner where Noon stood could not be seen.

Someone else was at the door. Would they be so foolish as to try a rush?

“Now!”

The word came sharply, and three men leaped into the room, two through windows, one from the door. It was their first mistake.

They came out of the bright sunlight into the dim light of the room, and one man stumbled as he landed from the window. All held guns, but only one got off a shot. He fired as he was falling, the gun blasting its bullet into the floor.

Ruble Noon shot as they came, and held the gun in his hand and waited a slow minute while he watched the windows and the door. One of the men on the floor stirred and moaned. Noon squatted on his heels and stayed quiet.

Outside nothing stirred, and then he heard a magpie. Following that he heard the pound of hoofs racing away…one rider.

They had thought to surprise him, not thinking of the dimness inside, and he was in the darkest corner, the last place on which their eyes could focus.

Now the wounded man was staring at him through wide, pain-filled eyes. “You goin’ to shoot me?” he asked.

“No.”

“They said you was a killer.” 

“Who said so? Who hired you?”

“I ain’t goin’ to tell you that. They said you was a back-shootin’ killer.”

“I don’t need to shoot men in the back.”

“No,” the wounded man admitted, “I guess you don’t.…But there’s one still out there.”

“No. He rode away—I heard him.” Ruble Noon was thinking hard. He said, “What will he do? Will he bring others?”

“Him?” The wounded man spoke bitterly. “That there louse? He’ll run his hoss’s legs off gittin’ away. Never was no fight in him!”

Ruble Noon holstered his gun and moved over to the wounded man. He had hit twice, once through the shoulder, the second time through the leg. Working as swiftly as he could, Noon plugged the wounds and wrapped them with bandages torn from a dead man’s shirt.

“Where’d you leave your horse?” he asked.

The man stared at him. “You goin’ to run me out of here?”

“I’m going to get you out of here. Or do you want to explain those?” He gestured to the dead men. “You came here to murder me…remember?”

“We sure didn’t cut the mustard,” the man said. “You outfoxed us.”

Noon collected the guns from the dead men, and packed them outside. He collected their horses and tied the dead men on them. He pinned on each one a paper which read:

He tried to dry-gulch
Ruble Noon

Then he turned the horses loose.

The wounded man raised up on an elbow. “What was them papers you pinned on them?”

“It makes no difference,” Noon answered, and sat down. “Now you and I are going to have a little talk.”

The gunman looked at him warily. He was a grizzled, hard-faced man with a broken nose. “About what?”

“About who hired you.”

“An’ supposin’ I ain’t of a mind to?”

Ruble Noon shrugged. “I’ll just pull out those plugs I put in you and I won’t tell anybody where you are. You might manage to walk a mile, but I doubt it. You’d start bleeding again and before dark you’d be buzzard meat.”

The gunman lay back and closed his eyes. “Mister, I don’t know who it was. These boys an’ me was in a joint…the Acme Saloon, it was. There was a gent come in we knew as Peterson. It wasn’t his real name, but that’s of no matter. Anyway, he said we could pick up fifty dollars apiece and he wanted five of us, for a little shooting.

“He said this was a known man, and there’d be no worry about the law if we done it. This here Peterson had been in the Rangers at one time, and he knowed a lot of folks around about town. We taken his word for it. We’d seen him talkin’ with some high-powered men around El Paso, like A. J. Fountain, the Mannings, Magoffin, and the like of that.

“He laid it out for us, but all the time we knowed he was talkin’ for somebody else and not for himself. You see, this Peterson knowed a lot of folks on both sides of the fence, and he’d been a sort of go-between before this. If a man wanted to sell stolen cattle, Peterson could always put him in the way of it.

“Fifty dollars now, that’s near two months’ wages for a cowhand, so we taken him up on it. Who paid the money to him, I don’t know.”

Ruble Noon considered. The man seemed to be telling the truth, and the story sounded right.

“All right,” he said. “I’ve got your horse outside. I’m going to load you up and take you out a ways. When I get you within easy distance of El Paso I’ll turn you loose.”

He stood for a moment thinking about Peterson. It was unlikely that he could make Peterson talk, for the man sounded like a tough one. He had served in the Rangers, and had probably gone bad after leaving them…or been kicked out, as was often the case if they found they had a bad egg in the basket.

When those dead men came into town tied on their horses, Peterson would be among the first to hear of it, and he would surely carry the news to the man who had hired him. By watching Peterson, Ruble Noon might locate his man.

Now he loaded the wounded man on his horse and led the animal away from the deserted ranch. When they were well on the road to El Paso, he let the horse and rider go.

He swung off the trail into the mesquite and circled for low ground, riding toward El Paso by the best hidden route he could find.

Had he been here before? It seemed likely that he had. Should he let himself go, hoping that hidden memory would take him to the right places?

But those places might now be the worst ones for him, and any man he saw might be an enemy. Or he might be wanted by the law.

He rode on cautiously, but with foreboding. His head was aching again, and he was very tired. The sun was hot, and he wanted to lie down in the shade to rest, but there was no time.

He was riding toward something, he did not know what. The only thing he was sure of now was that he was Ruble Noon, a man feared, a man who hired his gun to kill, a man he did not want to be.

Whatever had made him what he was he did not know; he knew only that he wanted to be that no longer. The trouble was, he had to be. To cease to be what he was now would be to die…and to leave that girl back there alone, and without defenses.

He rode on in the hot afternoon, and the streets of the town opened before him.


Chapter 8



AS HE ENTERED the town a street on his right branched away from the main street, and he turned into it. When he had ridden only a few hundred yards he saw a large wooden stable with doors opened wide. An old Mexican sat in front of it. There were a water trough and a pump close by.

He drew up. “You got room for another horse?” he asked.

The Mexican looked at him. “This is not a livery stable, señor,” he said, “but if you wish—”

Ruble Noon swung to the ground. “It’s the first one I saw,” he said, “and I’m dead beat. How much for the horse and a place to clean up?”

“Fifty cents?”

“That’ll do.” He followed the Mexican into the stable and was shown a stall. He led the roan in, then went up to the loft and forked hay down the chute into the manger.

When he came down he gave the Mexican fifty cents, and followed him to the water trough. The Mexican handed him a tin basin, and he pumped water into it and washed his face and hands, and then combed his hair. Using his hat, he whipped the dust from his pants and his boots.

When he turned to go the old man said, “You wish to sleep here, señor? There is a cot in there.” He gestured toward a room in the corner of the barn. “And no bugs.”

“How much?”

The Mexican smiled. “Fifty cents.”

“All right.”

He turned to walk away and the man spoke again. “Be careful, señor.”

He stopped, his eyes searching the old man’s face.

“Why do you say that?”

The man shrugged. “It is a wild town. The railroads have brought many strangers. There have been shootings.”

“Thanks,” Noon said.

The sun had slipped from sight, and with its passing a desert coolness came. He walked to the next street, and saw the sign of the Coliseum, a saloon and variety theater. He avoided it…from somewhere he seemed to have the impression that the Coliseum and Jack Doyle’s were the most popular places in town.

In a small restaurant further along the street he ordered frijoles, tortillas, and roast beef, and drank a glass of beer. Over his coffee he sat watching the lights come on. Men came and went as he waited there. Having eaten, he felt better, and the ache dulled, but he was strangely on edge, not at all as he wanted to feel.

He got up to pay, and a small man eating at a table near him turned suddenly to look at him…and stared.

Ruble Noon paid his bill and went outside, but he felt uneasy. When he had walked a few yards he glanced back, and saw that the man was standing in the restaurant door, staring after him.

He turned the corner, walked a block, and crossed the street. Glancing back he saw no one, but he felt worried. That man was interested in him, and recognized him perhaps. The sooner he did what he had come to do and left town, the better.

He saw the Acme Saloon ahead of him…and then he saw the sign of Dean Cullane’s office. It was on the second floor, reached by an outside stairway. The windows were dark and the place was empty-looking. 

He paused and made a show of wiping his face while he glanced up and down the street. No one was in sight, and he went up the steps swiftly. At the landing he knocked, and when there was no response he tried the door. It was locked.

He looked down, but there was no one on the street. He drew his knife, slipped the point into the lock, and worked the bolt back, then he pushed with his shoulder. The door was ill-fitting, and it opened easily. He stepped inside and pushed it to behind him.

He stood still…listening.

Outside there was only the distant tin-panny sound of a piano. He waited, letting his eyes grow accustomed to the dim light that came in through the windows.

He saw that the room contained a rolltop desk, a swivel chair, another chair, and a leather settee. Under a shelf filled with books there was also a table covered with papers. A brass spittoon was on the floor.

A door stood open just a crack, and in that crack he saw a gun muzzle. Even as he saw it, he realized that the something that had disturbed him since entering the room was the faint smell of perfume mingled with the smell of stale tobacco.

“There’s no use of your shooting me,” he said. “There would be nothing gained. And besides”—he played a hunch—“you’d have to explain what you were doing here.”

The door opened wider, and he could see a girl standing there, the gun still held level. “Who are you?” she asked.

He smiled into the darkness, and some of the smile was in his tone when he said, “I didn’t ask you that.”

“All right then—what do you want?”

“To put some pieces together.”

“What was Dean Cullane to you?” she asked. 

“A name—no more than that. Only somebody shot at me, and a thing like that makes a man curious.”

“Dean Cullane would not shoot anyone—at least, I don’t think he would.”

“We never know, do we? Sometimes the most unexpected people will shoot. You even have a gun yourself.”

“But I would shoot, mister. I have shot before this.”

“And killed?”

“I didn’t have time to look. Anyway, Dean Cullane did not shoot you, so who did? And why are you here?”

“The man who shot at me was paid to do it. He is a man who does such things for money.”

“Ruble Noon!” she exclaimed.

“Is he the only one? I have heard there are a dozen here in El Paso, or over in Juarez, who would kill for hire.”

By now he realized that she was young and appeared to be attractive, and she was well gotten up, but not for the street…at least not for El Paso streets at this hour. And not for the vicinity of the Acme Saloon at any hour.

“Whatever you are here for,” the girl said, “you have no business to be in this office. You forced the door.”

“And you had a key? Perhaps Dean Cullane had a reason to give you a key.”

“He did not give it to me, and it does not mean what you think. Dean Cullane was my brother.”

“Was?”

“He is dead…he was killed…murdered.”

“I am sorry. I didn’t know that. If you are his sister you have a right to be here.” He reached toward the kerosene lamp. “Shall we have some light?”

“No! Please don’t! He would kill me, too.”

“Who?”

“Ruble Noon…the man who killed Dean.”

He held himself very still, listening for something within him, but nothing spoke to him.…Had he actually killed Dean Cullane?

“I doubt if he would kill a woman,” he said. “It isn’t done, you know.”

He removed the lamp chimney, struck a match, and held it to the wick. As he did so, she lowered the gun, and when he replaced the chimney, they looked across the room at each other.

He saw a slender girl, with auburn hair and dark eyes; at least, in this light they seemed to be dark. She was dressed for a party, but had a dark cloak over her arm. She was lovely…a real beauty.

Her eyes fell to his sleeve. “Where did you get that coat?” Her voice was suddenly cold. “That is my brother’s coat, Dean’s coat. I was with him when he chose the material.”

“It is? All I knew was that it was not mine. I must have taken it by mistake.”

“You don’t know?”

“No.” He touched his head. “I was struck on the head. I believe I tried to escape from somewhere after I was struck, and I must have caught up a coat from where mine was hanging.”

“Where was this?”

“Northwest of here…quite a way off.…You spoke of Ruble Noon. Did your brother know him?”

“No, but he was trying to discover who he was, what he was. I do not know why, but I believe Dean had some information that related to Ruble Noon in some way. He told me he had to see him, to talk to him, and he seemed to think he knew where to find him.”

“You are dressed for a party?” he said inquiringly.

“Yes. I came from one at the home of friends, and I must get back.” But she made no move to go. She was giving him all her attention. “What are you going to do?” she asked.

“Stay here and look.”

“For what?” 

“Ma’am, somebody shot at me. Before they try it again I want to know why they’re shooting. I picked up Dean Cullane’s coat in the room where I got shot at, or somewhere close by. Dean Cullane is my only clue…except one other.”

“What is that?”

“I know who shot at me.” He paused. “Miss Cullane, what do you know about the Rafter D—Tom Davidge’s outfit?”

She hesitated before replying. That she knew something was obvious, and apparently she was wondering whether to tell him of it or not. “I know nothing about the ranch,” she said finally. “I did know Fan, Tom Davidge’s daughter. We went to school together.”

He was getting nowhere. And he did not have much time, for without doubt the people who had sent men gunning for him knew he was in El Paso. They would also have an idea of where to look for him.

As he talked his eyes had been taking in the room, locating possible hiding places for whatever it was that he wanted.

“We must go,” she said suddenly. “They will be wondering where I am.”

“I’ll stay,” he said.

She smiled at him. “Of course, I cannot demand that you accompany me, but would a gentleman allow a lady to walk the streets of El Paso alone at this hour?”

He shrugged. “I hope I am a gentleman, ma’am, but I have a distinct impression that you got here by yourself…and you are armed.”

Her eyes narrowed a little as the skin tightened around them. This young lady had a temper—and she was used to having her own way.

“If you stay here,” she said, “I shall have you arrested. You broke in here, like a thief. I suspect you are a thief.”

He had an idea she meant what she said, and he responded, “All right. I will walk you back to the party.” 

He took her key to lock the door, but she held out her hand for it and he had to return it. They went down the steps and along the street, then around a corner and down another street. He could hear the music and laughter before they saw the house.

It was a white frame house with a lot of gingerbread decorations around the eaves. He went to the steps with her and stopped, about to turn away.

“Peg? Peg Cullane! Who’s that with you?”

A girl came down the steps. She was shorter than Peg Cullane, and was blonde and pretty and plump. She looked up at him and laughed.

“Leave it to Peg! She’s the only girl in town who could step out for a breath of fresh air and come back with the handsomest man in town!…Well? Are you coming in?”

“Sorry,” Ruble Noon said. “I have to be going. I was just walking Miss Cullane back to the dance.”

“Oh, no, you don’t! Not without at least one dance with me. Peg, aren’t you going to introduce me?”

“My name is Mandrin,” he said, “Jonas Mandrin.”

“And I am Stella Mackay…just Stella to you! Let’s all go in.”

A gray-haired man was standing outside on the lawn smoking a cigar. Ruble Noon saw him look up quickly when he said he was Jonas Mandrin…and then look again sharply.

Mandrin? It was another of those names that had come from nowhere, involuntarily. Jonas Mandrin…it was not a usual name—like Tom Jones or John Smith, not the sort of name a man might be expected to come up with suddenly. He might, without meaning to at all, be giving a clue to his identity.

The music was playing, and he found himself inside dancing with Stella, but he watched Peg Cullane. She was not dancing. He saw her go across the room to a tall young man and speak to him. At once the man’s eyes sought him out, and then the man went to two others in the room, and all stood together, watching him.

Trouble…he would be a fool not to see it coming. Stella was talking gaily, and he was replying.…What was he doing here, she was asking. He heard himself saying he was looking for ranch property, wanting to raise horses.

He finished the dance with Stella, danced with another girl, and had stopped briefly at one side of the room. The man he had seen smoking on the lawn came up and spoke to him quietly. He was a fine-looking elderly man, with clean-cut features and a scholarly face. 

“Young man,” he said, “if you want to live out the evening you had better slip away.” He paused for a moment. “The gate at the end of the garden is open. Go through it to the house next door. The side door. On the other side of the house the side door is open. Go in and sit down in that room, but do not make a light.”

“Is that a trap?”

The old man smiled. “No, Jonas Mandrin, it is not. It is my home, and I am Judge Niland. You will be safe in my house.” All this had been in a low tone.

The music started again, and he danced around the room through the crowd. When near the door to the kitchen, and opposite the three young men, he whispered a quick good-bye to the girl with whom he was dancing and slipped out through the kitchen. Then he was running.

It was dark outside. He did not open the gate, but touched a hand lightly on the top and vaulted. He landed and, skirting a huge cottonwood, found himself in the Judge’s yard. He went to the door on the other side and it opened under his hand and he stepped into the darkness of the room.

The air was close; the room was still except for the ticking of the clock. Only faintly could he hear music from the house he had left. He touched a chair, and sat down.

A moment later he heard running feet, and the sound of somebody swearing. Standing up, he leaned over and flipped the lock on the door.

He heard the steps come close, and a hand trying the door. Then someone said, low-voiced, “Not there, you fool! That’s the Judge’s house!” And then they were gone.

He eased back into the chair, slowly relaxing. His forehead was damp with perspiration, and he felt tired. He was still weak from that blow on the head and from the loss of blood. 

Gradually his tenseness slackened, and presently he fell asleep.
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