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BURIAL FOR A GUNSLINGER



DUVARNEY WORKED SWIFTLY down through the topsoil for a good two feet. Then it became slower work, but he kept on. He had the grave less than half dug when the riders began to come. He slipped the thong from his six-shooter and continued to dig.

There were three of them. All the horses wore the Circle M brand of the Munsons. Within a few minutes there were four more, then others, some of those hanging back, obviously come to see the fun.

“You digging that grave for one, or two?”

The speaker was a wide-hipped, narrow-shouldered man with a narrow-brimmed hat.

“For one,” Duvarney said. “You’ll have to dig your own, if you want one.”

Somebody among the spectators snickered, and the man turned sharply around. The snickering stopped.

“When you get that grave deep enough, you’ll find out who it’s for. We aim to bury you right there.”



Chapter 1



MAJOR TAPPAN DUVARNEY rested his hands on the rail and stared toward the low sandy shore. It was not what he had expected of Texas, but whatever lay ahead represented his last chance. He had to make it here or nowhere.

He listened to the rhythmic pound and splash of the paddle wheels and looked bleakly into the future. Behind him lay the War Between the States and several years of Indian fighting with the frontier army; before him only the lonely years at some sun-baked, wind-swept frontier post, with nothing to look forward to but retirement.

When the war had broken out he was a young man with an assured future. Aside from the family plantation in Virginia, his father owned a shipping line trading to the West Indies and Gulf ports—four schooners and a barkentine, and good vessels all.

Tap Duvarney had made two trips before the mast on the barkentine, had taken examinations for his ticket, and had made two trips as third mate, one aboard a schooner, the other on the barkentine. His father wanted him to know the sea and its business from every aspect, and Tap liked the sea. He had taken to the rough and rowdy life in Caribbean ports as if born to it.

The war changed all that. His sympathies and those of his family were with the Union. He had gone north and joined up. Renegades had burned the plantation buildings and run off the stock; one schooner had been lost in a hurricane off this very coast, two others had been confiscated by the Confederacy and sunk by Union gunboats. The barkentine had disappeared into that mysterious triangle south of Bermuda and left nothing behind but the memory. The last schooner, beat and bedraggled, had burned alongside the dock when the war came to Charleston. Tap Duvarney returned from the war saddled with debts, his father dead, his home destroyed.

There seemed only one thing to do, and he did it. He went back to the army and a series of frontier posts. During the nine years following the war he fought Indians from the Dakotas to Arizona. He managed to keep his hair, but picked up three scars, one from a knife, two from bullet wounds.

Finally, his father’s estate had been settled and he emerged from the shambles with a bit more than seven thousand dollars.

It was then he heard from Tom Kittery.





CAPTAIN WILKES STOPPED beside him now on his way to the pilot house. Duvarney knew that Wilkes was worried about him, and genuinely wished to help. The captain was a good man who had served on one of his father’s ships.

“You’ll find Texas a fast country, Major. Do you have friends here?”

“One…so far as I know. I met him during the war.”

“You haven’t seen him since? That’s quite a while, Major. Is that the man you’ve gone into partnership with?”

Duvarney thought he detected a doubtful note in Wilkes’s voice, and he was not surprised. He was a bit doubtful himself from time to time.

“I know the man, Captain. Whatever else he may be, he’s honest…and he’s got guts. I go along with that.”

“The cattle business is good,” Wilkes said. “Indianola has been the biggest cattle-shipping port in Texas for a good long time, so I’ve had a good deal to do with it. I may know your partner.”

“Kittery…Tom Kittery. Old Texas family.”

“Kittery, is it? Yes, he has guts, all right. There isn’t a man in Texas would deny that. And he’s honest. But speaking as a friend, I’d never leave the ship, if I were you. Come on back to New Orleans. You’re a good man, and you know the sea. We’ll find something for you there.”

“What’s wrong with Kittery?”

“With him? Nothing…nothing at all.” Wilkes glanced at Duvarney. “I take it you haven’t heard about the feud?”

Wilkes paused, then went on. “You’re walking right into the middle of a shooting war…the Munson-Kittery feud. It has been going on since 1840 or thereabouts, and from the moment it is discovered that you are associated with Kittery you’ll be a prime target.”

“I know nothing about any feud.”

“You say you knew Kittery during the war? He may have thought the feud was a thing of the past because it seemed to be over. Until the Kittery boys left for the war there hadn’t been any shooting for several years.

“In the years before the war the Kittery faction numbered some of the toughest, ablest fighting men in Texas; so the Munsons laid low and played their music soft. And when the Kittery boys went off to war, the Munsons stayed home.

“Even so, they kept quiet until Ben was killed at Shiloh. That started them stirring around a bit, but it wasn’t until Tom was captured—reported dead, in fact—that they began to cut loose.

“They ran off a bunch of Kittery cattle, then burned a barn. Old Alec, Tom’s uncle, rode out after the Munsons and they ambushed him and killed him. After that they really cut loose. They killed two Negro hands who had worked for the Kitterys for years, and burned the old home—one of the oldest houses on the coast.

“Cattle were beginning to be worth money, and the Munsons thought they were rich on Kittery beef. Only somebody stampeded the biggest herd one night and ran them into the Big Thicket. Well, you don’t know the Thicket, but finding cattle in there is like hunting ghosts. The Munsons never were much on hard work, and rousting those steers from the Thicket would be the hardest kind of work. So the steers, and a lot of other cattle, are still in there.”

“Maybe those are the cattle I bought,” Duvarney commented ironically. “It’s my luck.”

“Are you wearing a gun?” Wilkes asked.

“I have one.” As a matter of fact, he had two guns. “From what you’ve said, I should be wearing one.”

“You should.” Wilkes straightened up. “I’m going up to take her in, but my advice to you is: stay on the ship.…If you do leave her, be ready for trouble. They laid for Johnny Lubec, and they laid for Tom. They were waiting for him when the boat docked…my boat.”

“Tom?”

Wilkes smiled grimly. “Tom was no fool. I told him what had happened to Johnny, so he left the ship as we were going past the island, entering the bay.

“The fog was thick that morning, and he lowered himself over the side on a raft we’d built for him, and paddled ashore. He slipped ashore on Matagorda Island, and nobody knows the island better than Tom. It’s long, but so narrow you wouldn’t think a man could hide there, but he managed it. Anyway, he was still alive the last time we were here, and I hope he still is.”

“You mentioned Johnny Something-or-other?”

“Lubec. Johnny wasn’t a Kittery, just an orphan kid they took in and treated like one of the family. Folks said that Johnny’s pa was one of the Jean Lafitte pirates…they had a hide-out on Matagorda themselves and used to careen their ships on the landward beaches.

“Anyway, Johnny grew up with the Kitterys, so when he came home the Munsons were laying for him. They shot him down and left him for dead, then went off to have a drink, and Johnny crawled away. He got to the house of an old Indian who lives on Black Jack Point, and the Indian cared for him.

“The Munsons were fit to be tied when Tom gave them the slip. If they’d known Tom was alive they would never have reopened the fight, not even with Jackson Huddy or the Harts around to help. At that, they almost got Tom.”

“What happened?”

“Tom rode over to his old home. Nobody had told him the place was burned out, and I guess he figured some of his people might be there. He rode home and the Munsons were laying for him. They heard him coming and shot him out of the saddle, put two bullets into him.

“Jim Hart and two renegade riders of the Munson crowd were there, and when Tom fell they just knew they had him. They ran in on him and he killed one of them and burned Hart a couple of times. Then he crawled to his horse, pulled himself into the saddle, and rode off.

“Tom must have figured he was dying, or he wouldn’t have done what he did. He rode to the Munson place and hollered up the folks. Well, they’d no idea Tom was even alive. Word hadn’t got back from Indianola yet, so old Taylor Munson, the bull of the woods, came to the door. Tom told him who he was, and shot him down. And then Tom dropped from sight.”

Tap Duvarney stared gloomily toward the nearing shore. He had bought a partnership in a herd of cattle to be driven to Kansas…not a feud. He wanted no part of it.

“Months went by,” Wilkes went on, “and nobody saw hide nor hair of Tom. The Munsons hunted him high and low, and finally they were ready to believe he was dead. Cattle had become big business, so the Munsons rounded up a herd and started for Kansas. When they were close to Doan’s Store, Dale Munson rode over to pick up the mail and some tobacco, and ran right into Tom Kittery.

“First any of the Munson crowd knew of it was when Dale’s horse came into camp with Dale tied over the saddle. There were two bullet holes in Dale’s chest you could cover with a silver dollar.”

“You mentioned a Jackson Huddy,” Duvarney said.

“He’s a killer. Some say he’s kin to the Munsons. Anyway, he runs with them, and after old Taylor Munson was killed Huddy sort of moved into command. And I mean it is a command.

“When it looked like the fight was going their way, Munsons began showing up from all over. I’d say there were forty or more gun-packing men in the clan. And they’ve played it smart. Two of their kin are elected to office, a sheriff and a judge. Another one is a deputy over to Victoria.”

When Wilkes had finished speaking he went to the pilot house, and Tappan Duvarney lingered by the rail.

He had no choice, he was thinking. Every cent he owned beyond what he carried in his money belt—and that was little enough—was invested with Tom Kittery, who was supposed to be buying cattle and hiring an outfit.

It was an odd friendship that had developed between the two men. Tap Duvarney, then a lowly lieutenant in the Union forces, had been sent south on a secret mission. His southern accent was perfect for it, as was his knowledge of the country. Trouble developed when he ran into Captain Tom Kittery. He captured Tom, but he was more than a hundred miles from the nearest Union outpost.

He had a choice of turning Tom loose, which would mean his own pursuit and capture, shooting him in cold blood, or trying to take him back. Tap Duvarney decided on the last.

On the way, although Tom was continually trying to outwit Tap and escape, the two developed a respect and a liking for each other. During the long hours en route, Tom talked a good deal of Texas and the cattle business, suggesting that if they came out of the war alive they should become partners. And that had been the beginning of it.

Walking back to his cabin now, Tap Duvarney dug down into his sea chest and got out a Russian .44 Smith & Wesson. The holster was worn from use, but he belted it on. He hesitated a bit over the second pistol, then thrust it into his waistband.

Pausing before the mirror, he straightened his cravat, and studied the hang on his coat to see if the pistol showed a bulge. It did not.

For a moment then, he looked at himself.

What he saw was a lean, spare-built man with a brown, quiet face and hazel eyes. His shoulders were broad, and the coat fitted admirably. He was, he thought wryly, what he had heard people say of him: “a handsome man,” or “a fine figure of a man.” He was also a man of thirty-three with a wealth of experience, and nothing to show for it but the scars. When most men of his age were well established in their life work, he had nothing, was nothing.

He had found it all too easy to slip into the routine of army life, but the peacetime army offered little chance for advancement, and he had been lucky to make major. He knew of many older men who had done just as much who were captains, and a few who were still lieutenants. But his early life had been geared to ambition, and he felt he must accomplish something, do something, make himself a better man, and his country a better place. This he had been taught as a child, this he still believed.

He turned from the mirror, gathered up his gear, and swung his sea chest to his shoulder with practiced ease. Then he picked up the carpetbag and walked out on deck, placing his things near the gangway.

Several passengers had come out on deck to watch the steamboat’s approach to Indianola. Most of them he knew by sight, and had measured and catalogued them. All except two fell into familiar categories. One of these was a tall, wiry man in a tailored black broadcloth suit, a hawk-faced man with a saturnine expression, as if he viewed the world with wry amusement. The other was a girl.

She was young, and beautiful in the way a ranch girl is beautiful who does not know the skills or artifices of the city. She was blond, with blue eyes and a clear, fresh complexion, but she looked somewhat sullen now, and seemed to be approaching the Texas coast with no anticipation of pleasure.

Several times Duvarney had caught her eyes upon him, showing curiosity but nothing more. He lifted his hat. “Ma’am, I presume you are acquainted in Indianola?”

“Yes, I am,” she answered. “My home is in Texas.”

“A fine state, I’ve heard. I was wondering if you could tell me where I could locate Tom Kittery.”

Her eyes were suddenly unfriendly. She looked at him, a hard, measuring glance. “If you are looking for Tom Kittery you will have to find him yourself. If there is anyone who knows where he is, I don’t know about it.”

“I see. Well, no harm done. I expect he will find me soon enough, when he knows I am here. He has enemies, I believe?”

“He has…too many of them.”

Then they stood silently together, watching the approaching shore, and Tap found himself wondering about her. She was dressed neatly but not expensively, in the style of a ranch girl going to the city, or coming back from a visit. From her attitude, she was not happy about coming home.

“You enjoyed New Orleans, ma’am?”

She turned quickly. “Oh, I did! It’s a wonderful place, so many people, beautiful clothes…so many nice places to go—if there was somebody to take you.”

“You have friends there?”

“I have an uncle and aunt there. I’m afraid they did not approve of a lot of the most exciting places.”

“Quite properly,” Duvarney commented dryly. “The most interesting places in New Orleans are no place for a young girl.

“As for me,” he added, “I look forward to Indianola, and to Texas.”

“You’re going to stay there?”

“I hope to. As a matter of fact, I have some investments there. An investment, I should say. In cattle.”

She looked at him. “You did not mention your name. Or where you were from.”

“Sorry, ma’am. The name is Tappan Duvarney, and I am from Virginia.”

“You’re Tap Duvarney?”

He was surprised. “You’ve heard of me, then?”

“I’m Mady Coppinger.” She glanced quickly around to be sure no one else was listening. “Tom Kittery is my…he is a friend of mine. He told me about you. As a matter of fact,” she added, somewhat irritably, “he has been talking of very little else since you decided to come down.”

She looked hard at him again. “Tom said you’d lived in Richmond and Charleston.”

“A long time ago. For years I’ve only visited there. I’ve been in the army…out west.”

“I envy you. Any place is better than Texas.” The sullen look was on her face once more. “I wish I had never come back. I hate it.”

“Do you go to New Orleans often?”

“I’ve never been there before, and it isn’t likely I’ll get to go again.” She looked suddenly defiant. “Unless somebody takes me.”

He avoided the opening, if that was what it was, and watched the shore. He could see the buildings now. The coast was low and flat, but there seemed to be hills beyond the town which were vague at that distance. The two long dark fingers of pier thrust into the bay waters.

“I’ve never been anywhere before,” the girl said. “Only to Indianola or Victoria…and once over to Beeville. My pa owns a ranch.”

“Does he live near Tom?”

She shook her head. “Mr. Duvarney, you must understand something. Tom Kittery is a hunted man. The Munsons are looking for him and when they find him they’ll kill him. If you want to stay alive, don’t you dare mention his name, or they’ll be gunning for you.”

“I will have to find Tom.”

“Don’t you go asking for him. I’d say you’d best hire yourself a rig…or a horse.” She looked up at him. “Do you ride?”

“I was in the cavalry.”

“Then get a horse and ride south. Take your time. Ride south toward Mission River. If nobody stops you keep on riding, but don’t be in a hurry. Tom will find you.”

“It doesn’t seem a very good time to gather a herd for a cattle drive,” Duvarney commented.

“Tom usually does what he starts out to do,” Mady said. “I’ll have to say that. Like the business with the hides.”

At his questioning look, she went on. “The Munsons have been branding Rafter K stock. The Rafter K is the Kittery brand, but the law is a Munson and there wasn’t much Tom could do, or so folks thought. Then one morning they woke up and found fresh hides tacked up where everybody could see them. They were nailed up with the hair side against the wall so any western man could see the Rafter K had been changed into a Munson Circle M.”

She smiled, and suddenly her face was changed. “Everybody in the country was laughing about that, and telling the story, until Jim Hart killed a man over to Beeville. Since then nobody feels much like talking, but the hides are still going up. Tom has nailed up hides in Beeville, Indianola, and Victoria, and even clean down to Brownsville. The Munsons are mad enough to eat nails.”

Tap chuckled. “No wonder they’re mad.” He straightened up. “How about you? Do they know you’re a friend of his?”

“They know it. But mister, nobody bothers a woman in Texas. They may not like me, but they won’t do anything or say anything. Even if they weren’t afraid of Texas people, they wouldn’t say anything because of Jackson Huddy.”

“But I thought he was one of them?”

“He is. Jackson Huddy is probably the quickest man alive with a gun…quicker than Tom, some think. But whatever else he is—and he has the name of being the coldest killer this country ever saw—he respects a woman. He respects women and the church, and very little else. You look out for him.”

Duvarney tipped his hat and moved away from her. It would never do to invite trouble for her by staying near her. The possibility that they knew about him was slight, yet somehow they had known that Johnny Lubec and Tom were coming home, and they had been waiting for them. Somehow they might also know about him.

He stood by the gangway and watched the lines go out, and then the gangway. Captain Wilkes came down from the pilot house to bid his passengers good-bye. One by one he saw them down the gangway and onto the pier.

Several rigs were waiting there, and in turn they drove away with passengers and their luggage. Only one remained behind.

Warily, Tap Duvarney studied the men on the dock. There was the usual collection of loafers who gathered to see any boat or train arrive. But there were three who drew more than his casual attention. He had lived too long on the frontier not to know trouble-hunters when he saw them, and two of these seemed to be in that category. The third man was a tall, high-shouldered man with a clean-shaven, hard-boned face and small eyes. Once, briefly, his eyes met Duvarney’s.

The others on the dock were familiar types. In most towns there are men or boys who want to try their strength, usually against somebody they feel confident they can whip. Often the man they choose is a stranger—if a well-dressed stranger, so much the better. Such men he did not mind, for they started their fights and they took their medicine, learning their lesson as all must do.

But there was another kind, the real bullies, those with a drive to meanness and sadism. These three, he felt sure, were of that sort. He had been the butt of the joke before, knew the dialogue, and was ready.

Only he had not wanted it to happen here, when he had just arrived in the town where Tom Kittery had enemies. A fight he would not mind, and might even welcome as a way to initiate himself into the local scene, but he did not want a bullet in the back because of it.

When the last of the passengers had gone, he lifted his sea chest to his left shoulder, then picked up his carpetbag with his right hand, following the last man by a few steps.

The buckboard with the two paint mustangs was still standing at the end of the pier. If the driver was around, he was not in sight.

Duvarney walked along to the end of the pier and put down his sea chest and carpetbag near the buckboard. He glanced around, hearing the boats of the two young men as they came up behind him. He turned slowly when they were still several feet off.

They had moved apart a little, so he waited, somewhat bored by the familiarity of the pattern. “You fixin’ to ask that man for a ride, mister?” one of them asked.

“I might at that. Is he around?”

“Name of Foster. Got a way of comin’ an’ goin’, Foster has. He might be around, and he might not. Thing is, have you got any right to be here? Seems to me a man comin’ to a strange town should have some money, and if he has money he should stand up for the drinks.”

“That’s fair enough. You boys carry my trunk up to the hotel and I’ll buy you each a drink.”

“Carry your—What do you think we are, mister? Beggars?”

“No,” he said, “only I figured you could earn money enough for a bath and a shave. Might seem nice to be clean again…after so long a time.”

They stared at him, then the taller one took a step nearer. “You tryin’ to be smart, mister? You sayin’ we’re dirty?”

Duvarney widened his eyes. “I wouldn’t think of such a thing. I’m not a man who stresses the obvious. I just offered you a chance to earn the drink you asked for.”

“We never asked for no drink,” the tall one argued. “We figured a gent like you, so dressed up an’ all, we just figured you might have money enough to treat the boys up yonder. Suppose you let us see how much you got.”

“Sorry. If you intend to rob me, you’ll have to try it the hard way.”

Duvarney stepped back, as the tall one started for him, but as he stepped back he kicked the carpetbag into the other’s path, tripping the young man so that he fell to hands and knees. As Duvarney kicked the carpetbag, he shifted his feet and met the lunge of the second man.

He was coming in low, and Tap jerked his knee up hard into the man’s face, smashing nose and lips. Catching him by the hair, he jerked him upright and swung a right into his belly. The man went down hard as Tap wheeled and caught a wild right on the shoulder from the first man, now on his feet. Tap looked at him and laughed, then he feinted and the man’s hands flailed wildly. Tap stabbed a left to the mouth, then three more as fast as he could jab. He feinted again, hitting him in the wind, and when he bent over gasping, a hammer blow on the kidney stretched him out.

Calmly, Duvarney straightened his coat. Captain Wilkes was standing by the rail of the steamboat, watching. The tall, lean man who had apparently been with the two he had just beaten, looked on without emotion, or evidence of more than casual interest.

“That there was mighty neat,” he said. “Looks to me like you’ve fought some with your fists.”

“A little.”

The man gestured toward the two on the dock, who were groaning now, and beginning to stir. “Don’t let that set you up none. They never was much account.” He started to turn away toward town, then paused. “If you’re huntin’ the man who owns that rig, you’ll find him yonder. You can tell any who ask that he just kept the wrong company.”

“How does a man choose his company around here?”

The tall man looked at Duvarney with cool, almost uninterested eyes. “He chooses any company he likes, just so it ain’t Kitterys. We don’t cotton to Kitterys.”

“Afraid of them?”

The man looked at him. “I am Jackson Huddy,” he said, and walked away up the street.


Chapter 2



DUVARNEY WATCHED JACKSON Huddy walk slowly away and his eyes went beyond him to the weather-beaten frame buildings, the signs hanging out over the streets, the hitching rails. It looked not at all like a port on the Gulf of Mexico, but rather like a cow town in the Plains country or the Rockies.

The two roughnecks were getting up. One, whose face had had a hard encounter with Tap’s knee, had a badly broken nose, by the look of it; the swelling had already almost closed his eyes, and his lips were a pulp.

Neither of them had known anything about fist-fighting. As for Duvarney, he had served a harsh apprenticeship when he made those two trips to the West Indies as a deck hand, to say nothing of two trips as a mate. In those days no man could hold down a job aft unless he could fight. He was expected to be ready and able to whip any man in the crew, and any three if necessary.

Duvarney stood watching the two, but as they got up they backed off. He was wary of a shot in the back, but neither man seemed to remember that he carried a gun.

When they had gone he glanced reluctantly at the stack of cotton bales toward which Jackson Huddy had gestured.

When another glance up the street, Duvarney walked over to the bales. A man lay behind the pile, sprawled on his face, and there was blood in the dust where he rested.

Duvarney turned him over. The man had been stabbed twice in the belly, the long blade striking upward. He was dead, the body not yet cold. On his holster was burned a Rafter K, the brand of the Kitterys.

Returning to the buckboard, Duvarney made a space in the back for the body, then brought it over and laid it out in the back, covering it with an old tarp that lay there.

In the buckboard was a nose bag for the horses and a sack of oats, as well as two sacks of groceries. He saw that the mustangs also carried the Rafter K brand.

He stepped up to the seat and turned the buckboard around. He drove up the street, aware of the eyes that followed him. He drove to a sign that said Hardware, got down, and went inside. A small group congregated around the buckboard, and more than one of them lifted the tarp to look at the dead man.

“Is there an undertaker in town?” Duvarney asked.

The gray-haired man behind the counter shook his head. “Nobody will lay out a Kittery man,” he said “and Foster was a Kittery man. And there ain’t nobody will dig a grave for him, either. Nor pray for him.”

“It’s that kind of town?”

The man shrugged. “We live here, mister. We live here all the time, and that Munson crowd are here. I’m sorry, right sorry.”

“Is there a Kittery lot in the cemetery?”

“Two…maybe three of them.”

“I’ll need a pick and a shovel.”

“You’ll need more than that, mister. You’ll need a rifle.”

“All right, hand me down one of those Winchesters, and I’ll want about five hundred rounds of ammunition.”

“Five hundred rounds? That would fight a small war.”

“You can pass the word for me that I have no part in this feud, and I want no part in it; but if they ask for any kind of trouble they can have it.

“You can also pass the word around that I am going to bury this man, and that I am asking for no help. I will read over him myself.”

The storekeeper was silent, putting the order together swiftly. When Duvarney paid him, he said, “Don’t think we’re unfeeling. This fight has been going on for nearly forty years now, and a lot of good men have been killed. Nobody wants to get involved anymore. It’s their fight, so let them have it.”

“All I want to do is bury a man.”

“You won’t do it. They won’t let you.”

The crowd moved back for him when he put the pick and shovel into the wagon beside the body. They stood back even further when he loaded the ammunition and a few items in the way of food. Then he got up on the buckboard and spoke to the team. They started with a rush.

At the cemetery he drove the buckboard through the gate and closed it after him. He scouted among the graves until he found the Kittery lot; then he peeled off his coat, which he put over a tombstone beside him, one of his guns hidden beneath it. The other he left in its holster. The Winchester he leaned out of sight near the buckboard. Then he went to work.

He worked swiftly down through the top soil for a good two feet. Then it became slower work, but he kept on. He was a strong man, in good condition, and used to hard work, but he realized that he would be lucky to finish before dark. He had the grave less than half dug when the riders began to come. He slipped the thong from his six-shooter and continued to dig.

There were three of them. All the horses wore the Circle M brand of the Munsons. Within a few minutes there were four more, then others, some of these hanging back, obviously come to see the fun.

“You diggin’ that grave for one or two?”

Duvarney ignored it, managed three more spadefuls of dirt before the question came again. He straightened up, leaned on his shovel, and looked at them. He was waist-deep in the hole with a parapet of dirt thrown up in front of him. Three large tombstones formed almost a wall along his route to the buckboard.

“I asked was you diggin’ that for one, or two?”

The speaker was a wide-hipped, narrow-shouldered man with a narrow-brimmed hat.

“For one,” Duvarney replied. “You’ll have to dig your own, if you want one.”

Somebody among the spectators snickered, and the man turned sharply around. The snickering stopped.

“When you get that grave deep enough, you’ll find out who it’s for. We aim to bury you right there.”

Jackson Huddy had ridden up, and he was watching and listening. Duvarney leaned on the shovel. “You boys aren’t very smart,” he said. “I’ve got a lot more cover than you. I figure to get three or four before you get me…if you ever do.”

For a moment that stopped them. He had only to drop to his knees to leave only head and shoulders in view. There was no cover for them outside the fence, and a man at that range should do pretty well. Nobody spoke, and Duvarney resumed his digging.

Suddenly the man with the narrow-brimmed hat started to crawl through the fence.

“Shab,” Huddy was saying, “you come back here. That man is buryin’ the dead. There’ll be no botherin’ him. Anyway, he ain’t a Kittery.”

“That’s a Kittery man he’s buryin’!”

“Leave him be. I like a man with nerve.”

There was no more talk, but nobody walked away.

Slowly, Duvarney completed his digging; then he wrapped the body in the tarpaulin and placed it in the bottom of the grave. He filled in the grave, while the men stood quietly. After that he went to the buckboard for his carpetbag and took out a Bible. He removed his hat, and began to read, and when he had finished the funeral text he had chosen, he sang Rock of Ages.

His voice was fairly good, and he managed to sing it well. Here and there a voice joined in. When he had finished the hymn he picked up his tools and went back to the buckboard, then returned for his coat. As he lifted it his right hand gripped the six-shooter. He brought it up, and walked back to the buckboard and placed the coat and the pistol on the seat. As he started to get up he lifted the rifle from where it had been hidden and with an easy motion swung to the seat.

He gathered the reins with his left hand, his right holding the Winchester. He drove to the gate, and when he reached it he pointed the Winchester at the nearest man, smiling as he did so. “Friend, I’d be pleased if you’d open the gate for me.”

The man hesitated for a moment, then he walked over and opened the gate, standing back with it until Tap Duvarney had driven through.

“Thank you,” Duvarney said. “Thank you very much.” He glanced at Huddy, still sitting his horse, and regarding Duvarney with an enigmatic expression. “And thank you, Mr. Huddy. It hurts no man to respect the dead.”

He spoke to the team and they moved forward down the road, but at the point where the road to the cemetery reached the main trail he turned sharply and took the trail south from town.

There was no sound behind him, but he did not turn his head to look back. He had a straight quarter of a mile before there was any cover, and despite the bouncing the buckboard was giving him, he could be hit by a good shot. He held the good pace at which they had started, wanting as much distance as he could get. He had no doubt he would be followed, and a buckboard leaves a definite trail.

When he had two miles behind him he drew up, and with a wry grin he loaded the rifle. “You damn fool,” he muttered. “Forgetting a thing like that can get you killed.”

The sun was down, the breeze cool off the Gulf, which lay some distance off on his left, beyond Powderhorn Lake, close by. He had a good memory for maps and charts, as a result of both his early training at sea and his years in the army. To go south he must first go inland, find the Green Lake road, and let it take him past the head of San Antonio Bay. Beyond that there stretched a wide piece of country, but between here and there he knew of no place to hide.

The twin tracks of the trail were plain enough, even at night, so he pushed on. The paint mustangs seemed to be glad to be moving and he held them to a good trot, which seemed to be the pace they liked. From time to time he drew up to listen for sounds of pursuit.

He was under no delusions about Jackson Huddy. Whatever else he might be, the man had a code of ethics of his own, and only that had prevented a bloody gun battle in the cemetery. He was sure that under other circumstances Huddy would never hesitate to kill him…if he could.

He had studied the charts in Wilkes’s wheelhouse and had a fair understanding of the country, so after a while he took a chance and left the trail, cutting across toward Green Lake. By day they would find his tracks, of course, but by then he hoped to be far away.

Several times he drew up to give the mustangs a brief rest, but they seemed tireless and impatient to keep going. Give them their heads, he thought, and likely they’ll take me right where I want to go.

It was well past midnight when he saw the shine of water on his right. That would be Green Lake. The mustangs were tired now, trotting only when they started down a slight grade…which was rare enough. But they had held the pace well.

The last miles before daylight were weary ones, but he kept the team moving until they reached the breaks of the Guadalupe.

The sky was gray with morning when he turned off into the trees and found a hollow screened from the trail. Here he unhitched the team and led them to water, and after that he picketed them on a patch of good grass not far from the buckboard. Then, a gun at hand, he drew a blanket over him and went to sleep.

It was high noon when the sun woke him, shining through the leaves of a cottonwood tree. For a minute or two he lay perfectly still, listening. Then he sat up.

The horses were not twenty yards off, heads up, ears pricked.

Duvarney came up off the ground like a cat, thrust his six-shooter into his belt, and reached for his gun belt and his other pistol. As he belted it on, he listened. The horses were looking back the way he had come.

He got the team and brought them back. Not wanting the jingle of trace chains to warn anyone of his presence, he tied them to the buckboard. Taking his rifle, he worked his way through the trees and brush to a place where he could watch the tracks he must have left.

He recognized the girl before he could make out any of her features. It was Mady Coppinger.

She was riding in a buckboard driven by a stalwart Negro. Two riders followed close behind. As they drew nearer he could see that the Negro’s features looked more like those of an Indian. He was a lean, intelligent-looking man with watchful eyes.

He drew up as he neared the place where Duvarney had turned off. “I’m thinkin’, ma’am, that he wouldn’t have gone no further than this. That team will be plumb wore out by now. You want I should find him?”

“No…” She hesitated, then turned to one of the riders following. “Harry, do you think Huddy will follow him?”

“Huddy? No. He won’t foller, but Shabbit will. Shabbit and those boys Duvarney whupped down to the dock. They’ll be after his scalp, an’ you can bet on it. Huddy won’t do anything until Duvarney declares himself.”

“We should find him and warn him.”

Tap Duvarney made no move to leave the shelter of the brush. He did not know these men, and although they seemed to be riders from the Coppinger outfit, he did not want to chance it. His attention was on the girl. Mady was lovely, no question about it, and the figure that filled out the dress she wore was something to think about…or for Tom Kittery to think about. She was his girl.

Besides, Tap had a girl. Or he had one when he left Virginia.

The Negro spoke. “Ma’am, I think it best we leave him alone. I’ve been watching his trail, and he’s a cautious man. The way I see it, going into the brush to hunt for him might prove a chancey thing.”

“Caddo’s right,” Harry agreed.

Caddo spoke to the horses and they moved out. Harry turned slightly in his saddle and glanced back at the pecan tree under which Duvarney was crouched. Had something given him away? Some bird, or perhaps a squirrel? Some movement he had not seen or felt?

When their dust had settled he harnessed the horses and emerged from the copse where he had been hiding. At the point where he went back on the trail he got down and wiped out the tracks as best he could, then drove on. An Apache would have read the sign without slowing his pace, but these men might not be as good at reading sign.

The air was fresh and clean, and the mustangs, rested after their morning grazing and rest, were prepared to go. They were tough, wild stock, bred to the plains, and only half-broken. Duvarney drove on with only an occasional backward glance, holding to the trail followed by Mady Coppinger.

Somewhere to the south he would find Tom Kittery and whatever was left of his seven thousand dollars. He had already made up his mind about that. He would take whatever money was left and ride out, writing off the rest of it as a bad investment.

He had no part in the Kittery-Munson feud, and he wanted none. No mention had been made of it when they had discussed the buying of cattle for a drive north.

Having no knowledge of exactly where Tom Kittery might be, Duvarney decided just to drift south, scouting the country as he went. He had supplies and ammunition enough, and the terrain was easy for buckboard travel, being generally level or somewhat rolling, with good grass and clumps of trees. Along the rivers there were oaks and pecans, as well as dogwood, willow, and redbud.

Taking a dim trail, Tap drove down toward Blackjack Point, following the shore of the peninsula whenever possible. On the third day after seeing Mady Coppinger, he was camped near some low brush within sight of the sea. He had made a small fire of driftwood and was brewing coffee when he heard a rustle behind him.

He reached for the coffeepot with his left hand, drew his six-shooter with his right. Moving the coffee a little nearer the coals, he straightened up, then took a quick step back to his left, which put him into the deep shadow of a pecan tree, gun ready.

There was a chuckle from the brush, and Tom Kittery stepped out, followed by two other men. “See? I told you,” Kittery said. “Ain’t no catchin’ him off-guard. I never knew such a skittish hombre.”

Tom Kittery looked good, but he was thin. He was honed down by hiding out, worn by constant watching, but humor glinted from his eyes as he stepped forward, hand thrust out in greeting.


Chapter 3



MAN, YOU ARE a sight to behold! Look at him, boys. This here’s the on’y man ever took me. Captured me alive an’ on the hoof, and I’d never believed it could be done! And then he smuggled me right by some renegades that would have strung me up like a horse thief for bein’ a Johnny Reb. And him a Yank!”

“Hello, Tom,” Tap said. “It’s been a while.”

Kittery grinned at him. There was genuine welcome in his eyes, and his handclasp was firm and strong. “I’ve thought of you a good bit, Tap. I surely have.”

“Have we got a herd?”

Some of the smile left Kittery’s face. “Sort of. I’ve got to talk to you about that.” He turned. “Tap Duvarney, this here’s Johnny Lubec. And that’s the Cajun…a good man, right out of the Louisiana swamps.”

Lubec was a small, wiry man, scarcely more than a boy, but a boy with old eyes, a boy who had seen trouble. The Cajun was tall, thin, angular, sallow of face, with dark, lank hair and a gold earring in each ear.

“What about the cattle?” Tap asked. “That was every cent I had in the world, Tom. I gambled on you.”

“And you won’t regret it, Tap. I’ve had troubles—I suppose you’ve heard about that?”

“I heard about it.”

“When we talked I thought the feud was a thing of the past. It was just a matter of rounding up some of Dad’s cattle. I didn’t have any money, so with your money, our cattle and know-how, we could drive to Kansas and make some money. That’s what I planned. The trouble was, the cattle had been stolen. Most of them, at least.”

“So the drive is off?”

“Not on your tintype! We’re rounding up cattle now. Fact is, we’ve got a good part of a herd stashed away. But that’s a small part of it. Somehow we’ve got to slip three thousand head of cattle out of the country without the Munsons gettin’ wind of it.”

They walked back and sat down around the fire, and the Cajun disappeared into the darkness. “He’ll keep watch, so don’t you worry none. He’s one of the very best.”

“I met Mady Coppinger on the boat.”

Tom Kittery shot him a quick glance. “Came back did she? I wouldn’t have bet on it.”

“I thought you two had an understanding.”

Tom shrugged. “We have, sort of Mady’s fed up with Texas, fed up with dust, cows, bronc riders, and cookin’ for ranch hands. She fell heir to a stack of Godey’s Lady’s Books, and since then all she does is pine. I keep tellin’ her I ain’t no city man, but she won’t listen.”

With another glance at Duvarney, he said, “How’d she look?”

“Great. She’s a very pretty young woman.”

Tom filled two cups with the hot coffee. “Did you see any Munsons? I mean, around Indianola.”

Tap ignored the question. “How did you know I’d arrived? Or did you know?”

“Cap’n Wilkes. He dipped the flag when he passed the point. We’d agreed on the signal.” He paused a moment. “You’re drivin’ the rig…where’s Foster?”

“They killed him. He was killed just about the time we were coming up to the wharf. I buried him in your family lot.”

“You what?”

“You didn’t want him buried there? Didn’t seem that I had much choice.”

“They let you bury him? Of course, we’d want him in our lot, or anywhere we could manage, and the best. But Indianola is mostly a Munson town. There’s two or three of the clan live there, and always some of them are circulatin’ about.”

Over coffee, Tap Duvarney told about the burial and the brief encounter with Shab, or Shabbit. Of the brief fight on the wharf he said nothing at all.

“Tom,” he said abruptly, “let’s get the herd together and get out. The feud is none of my business, and I don’t intend to make it mine. Every dime I’ve got in the world is tied up in that venture.”

Tom Kittery looked at him, his eyes suddenly hard. “That’s right. It isn’t none of your affair, and I’m not expecting you to take a hand in it. Nonetheless, you may have to before we get those cattle out of the state.”

Johnny Lubec got up angrily. “I thought you said he was a friend of yours? He sure don’t sound like it to me!”

Kittery said nothing, but stared into the fire. Tap Duvarney looked at Lubec. “I consider myself Tom’s friend, but that does not involve me in a shooting war that began God only knows how—and years ago, from all I’ve heard. If I were a member of his family, I might feel other-wise, but I am not. Furthermore, Tom and I made an agreement, and I expect him to live up to it.”

“Don’t count yourself any friend of mine!” Lubec responded, his tone harsh. “Far as I’m concerned, them as ain’t for us is against us.”

Tap turned to Kittery, “Tom, if you don’t like the sound of this, just give me back my money and we’ll forget it.”

Kittery looked up. “You know damn well I can’t give that money back. I spent it. I bought cattle.”

“Then we’ve got a deal.” Tap reached across the fire for the coffeepot. “I’ll be ready to go after those cattle in the morning.”

“You got to wait.” Lubec spoke with cool triumph. “We’re goin’ after them as killed Foster.”

Tap Duvarney sipped his coffee, and when Kittery did not speak he said quietly, “I’ll be ready at daybreak, Tom. If necessary, I’ll get the cattle out and make this drive on my own; but if I do, I’ll sell the cattle and keep every dollar of the money.”

“Like hell you will!” Kittery was suddenly angry. “Half those cattle are mine!”

Tap grinned at him. “Don’t be a damn fool, Tom. Our deal was my money and your savvy. If you aren’t in there working and telling us how, what part can you have? I’m here. My money is in the pot. I made an agreement, and so did you. I understood that in Texas men lived up to their agreements.”

“Are you sayin’ I don’t?”

“I’m saying nothing of the kind. I am only saying that the Munson feud is your personal affair, but I can’t let it interfere with my business.”

“You’re right,” Tom said glumly. “Damn it, I am sorry. I got no right to expect you to horn in on my fight.”

Johnny Lubec leaped to his feet. “Tom? You backin’ down for this—this—”

Tap Duvarney looked up. “Johnny, if you finish that sentence it better be polite or you’d better be reaching for a gun when you say it.”

Lubec backed off. “On your feet, damn you! I’ll—”

“Johnny!” Kittery’s voice rang with authority. “Stop it! Tap would kill you before you got a gun out. I’ve seen him work.”

Lubec hesitated, still angry but suddenly wary. Tom Kittery was as near to a God as he could recognize, and if Tom said this stranger was good, he must be good. Abruptly, he turned his back and walked away into the brush.

Tap finished his coffee and got to his feet. “I’m tired. I’m going to turn in.”

“Sorry, Tap. Losin’ Foster like that—. We’re on edge, all of us.”

“Forget it.”

Tap walked back into the brush and unrolled his bed. He folded his coat neatly, then pulled off his boots and placed them for a pillow. He put his Winchester beside him, and also his gun belt. His spare gun he placed under the blanket and near his hand.

The Cajun came in from watch, drank coffee and ate without talking, and disappeared again. Tom Kittery sat alone by the fire. After a while Lubec returned and crawled into his blankets.

The fire sank low, and Tap slept.

What made him awaken he did not know, but a dark figure loomed above him. The fire was only a few red coals, the columns of the trees against the stars were dark and mysterious. A faint light gleamed on the gun held in the man’s hand. The gun was not aimed, it was simply hanging at arm’s length against the man’s leg. The man was Tom.

Tap’s own hand held his gun, pointed up at Kittery through the blanket. “Go to sleep, Tom. You’ll feel different in the morning. Besides, this Colt I’m holding on you would rest mighty heavy on your stomach.”

Tom Kittery chuckled. “Damn it, Tap, I never knew anybody like you! Nowhere! All right, to hell with the feud! We work cattle.”





TAP DUVARNEY’S EYES opened on daylight. For a moment he lay still. The fire had been built up, and he could smell coffee. Lifting his head, he saw the Cajun was slicing bacon into a frying pan. Tap slid out of the blankets and into his boots. Standing up, he slung his gun belt around his lean hips and settled the holster into place against his leg.

He felt good. The air was fresh and cool off the Gulf, not many miles away to the east, and he was a man who had lived most of his life in the open.

The War Between the States had been a blood bath, a desperate, bitterly contested war in which he had been constantly in action, often on secret missions behind the enemy lines. He had been born in Virginia, and his southern accent was a distinct advantage on such jobs. But it was the frontier that honed him down, made keen the edges of his senses, his will to survive. For he had faced the American Indian—a wily, dangerous adversary, a fighting man of the first rank, and one familiar with every aspect of wilderness warfare and survival.

The Cajun glanced up as Duvarney approached the fire. Tap gathered a few sticks for additional fuel and placed them close at hand. It was evidence that he was expecting nobody to serve him. He was here to pull his own weight, no matter what the circumstances.

The future looked bleak enough to him. Every cent he’d owned was tied up in the cattle; a feud and the violent hatreds it generated hung over them. When such a fire burned no man within range was free from it, and the very fact that he was riding with the Kitterys would make him a target. The Kittery faction, too, was filled with hatred. The cattle drive, Tap was quite sure, had been put aside because of the feud; and had he not come along might never have been carried out. They could think of nothing now but striking back, striking hard.

When the coffee was ready, he filled his cup and squatted on his haunches by the fire. Tom Kittery was tugging on his boots. Lubec was nowhere to be seen.

“We got our work cut out for us,” Kittery said. “If we round up cattle now we’ll be likely to lose ’em. The Munsons will stampede them some night, scatter ’em from hell to breakfast.”

“Then we’ll find a place where they can be guarded, and hold them there until we’ve completed the gather.”

“You got any idea what you’re gettin’ into?” Kittery asked. “Most of those cattle are back in the brush. It won’t be easy to get them.”

“And you’re holding some on Matagorda Island? All right, we’ll just round the others up and push them out to the island. Or hold them on Black Jack Peninsula.”

Tom Kittery looked over his cup at him. “You said you’d never been in this country before.”

“I can read a map,” Duvarney answered dryly.

By the time the sun was over the horizon they had pulled out, Duvarney riding the buckboard with Tom Kittery, whose horse was tied behind. The others rode on ahead, or scouted off to one side or the other.

“They’re hunting us,” Tom said matter-of-factly, “and one day they’ll find us. All we’ve been hoping to do was thin them down a mite before the showdown.”

“How many can you muster?”

“Mighty few. Eight or ten at most. We’re outnumbered, four or five to one.”

“Tough.”

They rode on, and from time to time they saw cattle grazing, and several times saw the tracks of horses.

“Comanches raided clear to the Gulf coast some years back,” Tom commented, noticing some tracks. “We don’t see them anymore. At least, I haven’t. Back around 1840 they burned Linnville and attacked Victoria. My folks were at Linnville, and nobody expected any Indians. When they came, everybody who could climbed on a barge and pushed out on the water. Saved their lives, but lost everything they had but the land.”

“Was Indianola a port then?”

“No…not until sometime around 1844, I think. It was started by a German prince, and he called it Carlshafen, after himself, I guess. His name was Prince Carl ZuSolms-Braunfels. He brought a colony of immigrants into Texas.

“Back in those days they came from everywhere—Germans. French, Swiss…we still have a lot of them. Castroville, D-Hanis, Fredericksburg, all those places were settled by foreigners. Over by Fredericksburg half the talk a body hears is in German.

“Indianola picked up for a while, then about 1846 the cholera hit the town—nearly wiped it out. I’ve heard tell of it. I was too young to remember it.”

“Where’s Shanghai Pierce’s outfit?”

“You’ve heard of him? I guess ever’body has. He’s north of here, up on Tres Palacios Creek. He’s got the biggest outfit around here, unless it’s Cap’n King.” Tom Kittery glanced at Tap. “You two should get along, you going to sea, and all. He was a steamboat captain before he settled in this country. A mighty good man, too. I met him a couple of times.”

After this neither man spoke for several miles, and there was no sound but the clop-clop of the horses’ hoofs and the jangle of the harness. Johnny Lubec had pulled off and ridden away into the brush. When he returned an hour or so later, he was leading a saddled horse, a tough-looking buckskin with a black mane and tail.

“We’ll leave the rig,” Tom said to Duvarney. “You’ll ride the buckskin.”

Tap Duvarney looked doubtfully at the horse, which rolled an inquisitive eye at him as if it had already been informed who its rider was to be, but Tap pulled up and swung down.

“What about the team?”

“We’ll take off the harness and turn ’em loose. The buckboard can stay right here in the brush until we have reason to pick it up.”

Taking the reins, he drove the buckboard into the brush. Tap took his gear from the wagon, then gestured at the supplies. “I’ll need those,” he said.

Kittery noticed the ammunition boxes for the first time. “You figure on usin’ all that? What you goin’ to do? Fight all the Indians in the Nation?”

Tap shrugged. “They told me you were in a feud. It isn’t my fight, but if somebody starts shooting at me I want to be able to shoot back as long as I’m in the mood.”

Lubec merely looked at him, while the Cajun took the boxes from the wagon-bed and placed them on the ground. He went to the seat, and from under it he took the sack of oats and dumped what remained on the ground. Then he filled the canvas sack with the contents of the boxes.

With all the packages and sacks loaded behind their saddles and the mustangs turned loose to go home, they took off through the scattered brush and trees. Several times they passed through extensive stretches of prickly pear, and twice they followed stream courses, keeping under the cottonwoods and pecans for concealment.

It was sundown when they rode into a small clearing. For several miles they had been moving through thick brush and timber, and the clearing came as a surprise. There was a small fire going, and three men were standing nearby, all with rifles.

“Howdy, Tom!” A stocky, barrel-chested man with a black beard walked toward them. “Johnny? Howdy, Cajun.”

He smiled as he saw Duvarney. “How are you, Major? I never had the luck to run into you during the war, but we came nigh it a time or two. I am Joe Breck.”

“You’re Captain Joseph Breck? I remember your outfit, sir. I am just as glad we missed our meetings. You had some good men.”

Breck smiled. “I’ve still got a couple of them, and one of yours.”

“Mine? Who?”

“Me, Major.” A tall, ungainly man with a large Adam’s apple stepped from behind a horse he was grooming. “Corporal Welt Spicer.”

Duvarney grinned. “How are you, Spicer? I’m not likely to forget you.” He looked around at Kittery. “Did he tell you? He was in my outfit. We covered a lot of country together.”

Kittery threw a sharp look at Spicer, but made no comment.

The hide-out was a good, if temporary, one. It was on a small knoll in a dense growth of brush; tunnels through the brush showed their dark openings here and there. Obviously the thicket was a network of underbrush passageways and trails. A small spring was nearby, and although the water was brackish, it was potable.

“What’s on the program. Tom?” Breck asked.

“We hunt cattle,” Kittery replied shortly. “We start at daybreak. We’ll make up a herd and strike out for Kansas.”

They looked at him, but nobody offered a comment. A few minutes later, Duvarney caught Breck studying Kittery with care. Obviously, Tap thought grimly, he had altered their plans, and they didn’t like it.

Tired from the long riding, he rolled up in his blankets. The last he remembered was seeing the others huddled around the fire, drinking coffee and talking in low tones.

Well, he reflected, let them talk. Tomorrow they work cattle.


Chapter 4



FOR THREE DAYS they kept at it, daylight to dark, working the cattle out of the brush, branding them and bunching them at a clearing in the woods that consisted of several hundred acres of good grass, with a trickle of water running across one corner. A few of the cattle still wore the Kittery brand, but most were mavericks.

The work was hard, punishing, and hot, yet they made time. Tap Duvarney had never worked cattle before except on the few occasions when he had hazed a small herd into an Indian camp that was being fed by the government, or when it was cattle to be beefed for the army itself. However, he had watched a lot of cowhands work on the range, and had listened to them yarning over campfires. As he could match none of these men with a rope, he devoted his time to finding the cattle and driving them from the brush or the grassy hollows. By the end of the fourth day they were holding four hundred head of mixed stuff, and their horses were played out.

Most of the cattle had been found within a few miles, but they were wild, some of them being old mossy-horns that had lived back in the brush for years. These made most of the trouble. At first it was not much more than a matter of riding around the cattle and slowly bunching them; but the older stock would have none of that. Time and again some of the mossy-horns would break for the brush, and it was hard work, and hot work, rousting them out again.

There was no chuck wagon. Every rider carried a small bait of grub in a sack behind his saddle, and ate his noonday meal out on the range…if he had time.

On the evening of the fourth day, Kittery said, “We’ve got to ride for horses. We’ll need about forty head, and the nighest place is over to Coppinger’s.”

“Give you a chance to see Mady,” Johnny Lubec said, grinning. “Want I should go along to kind of cool you off after you leave there?”

“I wouldn’t trust you. Ever’ time we get near the C-Bar, you head for those Mex jackals down in the wash. I think you’ve got eyes for that little Cortinas girl.”

Lubec made no comment, and Kittery said, “All right. We’ll ride out at daybreak. Johnny, you can come, and I’ll take Pete and Roy.” Then he glanced over at Duvarney. “You want to come, Tap?”

“I’ll stay here.”

After they had gone, Duvarney worked over his guns and equipment, then saddled up to ride out. “I’m going to scout around,” he said to the others. “I may drive a few cattle if I see them, but I’m going for a reconaissance.”

Welt Spicer got to his feet. “Mind if I trail along?”

“All right with me.”

The Cajun watched them with eyes that told nothing, but Joe Breck looked at Duvarney and said, “You be careful. There’s Munsons around, and if they see you they’ll shoot first an’ ask questions afterward.”

When they’d been a few minutes on the trail, Welt Spicer commented, “We’re nigh Copano Creek. Empties into the bay yonder.”

“Mission Bay?”

“Copano. Mission’s smaller, and opens into Copano Bay.…You ever been in this country?”

“No, this is my first time east of the Brazos in Texas. But I’ve seen the maps.”

The trail was narrow. Only one rider could follow it at a time, the other trailing behind. Branches brushed them on either side. It was hot and still. The only sound except the muffled fall of their horses’ hoofs was the hum of insects or the occasional cry of a bird. Sweat trickled down Duvarney’s face and down his body under his shirt. Sometimes they saw the tracks of cattle. Cow trails branched off from time to time, but the riders held to the main trail.

They came on Copano Creek unexpectedly. It was a fair-sized stream, with many twists and turns. Both men dismounted and drank upstream from their horses. The water was clear, and not unpleasant.

“Low tide,” Spicer said. “At high tide you can’t drink it.” He squatted on his heels and took a small Spanish cigar from his pocket. “You got your work cut out for you, Major.”

“Call me Tap.”

“That Tom, now. He’s a mighty good man, but he’s mad. He’s Munson-killing mad, and so are the others. All of ’em want to fight, not run cattle.”

“How about you?”

“I’ll string along with you. I figure we’re a sight better off drivin’ cows to Kansas.” Spicer pushed his hat back so he could see Tap’s face without tilting his head. “You’re goin’ to need men—men you can depend on.”

It had been that way in the army. There had always been men he could depend on, the right sort of men in the right places when they were needed, and they made easier whatever needed to be done. His had been the responsibility of command, of decision. There had always been the sergeants, many of them veterans of the War Between the States as well as of Indian fighting. They were tough, dependable men. Now he was alone.

Somehow he had to hold the reluctant men to putting the herd together, somehow he had to get them started on the trail to Kansas. He had to ride rough-shod over their resentment of him, over their hatreds, their reluctance to leave a fight unfinished. It had been easy enough when he had tough non-coms to whom he could relay his orders, and enlisted men whose duty it was to obey. This was different.

He was going to have to get the herd together faster than they had planned, get it ready to move before they expected it. If he started the herd they must come along, like it or not.

“Spicer, you’re right. I will need some men. You’ve been around here a while…where can I find them?”

“Fort Brown…Brownsville. I happen to know they’re breakin’ up a cavalry outfit down there, and there’ll be some good men on the loose. As far as that goes, there are always a few hands around Brownsville or Matamoras, anyway.”

“All right, Spicer. You ride down there. Pick maybe ten good men, thirty a month and found. Tell ’em they may have to fight. But they are hiring out to me—and to me only. You know the kind of men I want. Men like we had in the old outfit.”

“It’ll take me a week at least. Ten days, more likely.”

“Take two weeks if need be, but get the men and get them back up here.”

After Welt Spicer had gone, Duvarney rode on along the trail, emerging finally on the lower Copano, and following it along to the bay. He saw cattle from time to time; most of them were unbranded, a few were wearing the Kittery brand, and there was a scattering of other brands unfamiliar to him.

The creek ended in a small inlet, and he cut across to the bay itself. Copano Bay was almost landlocked. From his saddlebag Duvarney took the chart Wilkes had given him and studied the bay, its opening into Aransas Bay, and the island beyond. All this country was low, probably less than twenty feet above sea level, and much of it was certainly less than half of that.

He made a camp on the shore of the bay, made coffee, and chewed on some jerked beef. He went to sleep listening to the sound of the salt water rippling on the sand, and smelling it. At daybreak he was up, drank coffee, and rode off toward the northeast along the coast.

Several times he saw cattle, and as on the previous day he started them drifting ahead of him, pointing them toward the roundup area. They might not go far, but he might be able to drift some into the country to be covered for the drive. He swam his horse across the inlet at the mouth of the creek and made a swing south to check for cattle tracks on the peninsula that separated Copano from St. Charles Bay. He found a good many, and worked his way back to camp.

Joe Breck was on his feet, rifle in hand, when Tap rode in. “I wondered what happened to you. Where’s Spicer?”

“Sent him down to Brownsville.”

“You sent him where?” Without waiting for an answer, Breck went on, “Tom won’t like that.”

“He’ll like it.” Duvarney spoke shortly. “There are a lot of cattle on the peninsula east of us. We’ll drift some of this lot in there.”

“Wait and see what Tom says,” Breck objected. “He’s got his own ideas.”

“And I have mine. We’ll start drifting them in the morning.”

Breck stared at him, his eyes level, but Tap ignored the stare and went about getting his bed ready for the night.

“I’ll wait and see what Kittery says,” Breck said. “He hired me.”

“You wait, and then tell him to pay you what you have coming. You won’t be working with us anymore.”

“For a new hand,” Breck said, “you swing a wide loop.”

“Breck,” Duvarney replied, “you’re a good man, too good a man to get your back up over nothing. You want to fight the Munsons; but if you do, do it on your own time. They’re no damned business of mine, and I’m going to drive cattle. I’ve got money tied up in this drive, and I can’t work up any interest in somebody else’s fight.”

“It may get to be your fight, too.”

“Not if it interferes with this cattle drive. Get one thing through your head. These cattle go to Kansas. If anybody gets in the way, and that means you or the Munsons, I’ll drive right over them.”

Breck gave him a hard look, but Duvarney paid no attention to it. He rolled up in his bed, and slept.

At daybreak the Cajun had a fire going and coffee on. Duvarney joined him. “Don’t you ever sleep?” he asked.

The Cajun grinned; it was the first time Tap had seen any expression on his face. “Time to time,” he said. He reached for the pot and filled Tap’s cup. “Where do you think we should start?”

Duvarney drew a rough line in the sand. “Ride southeast, start sweeping the cattle north, then turn them into the peninsula.”

Joe Breck came up to the fire wearing his chaps and spurs. Thirty minutes later they all rode south to begin working the brush.

It was a wide stretch of country. They rode back and forth, making enough noise to start the cattle moving out of the brush to get away from them, then pushing them toward the cattle trails that led to the peninsula. Some of them would move along those familiar trails easily enough, but a few would be balky. It was little enough the three men could do; but working in that way, there was the chance they could move quite a few head.

It was hot and sticky in the brush. Not a breath of air stirred. From time to time Duvarney found himself pulling up to give his horse a breather, and each time he did so he turned in the saddle to study the sky. It was clear and blue, with only a few scattered clouds.

They came together on the banks of a small creek flowing into St. Charles Bay, where they made coffee, ate, and napped a little. Through the afternoon they worked steadily, and drifted back into camp at sundown, dead tired.

“We covered some country,” Breck commented, “and we moved a lot of beef—more’n I expected.”

Tap nodded. He was no longer thinking of cattle. His thoughts had turned back to Virginia, and to the quiet night when he had said good-bye to Jessica Trescott.

Old Judge Trescott, who had known his father—had in fact been his father’s attorney—had offered him a job. There were half a dozen others, too, who came up with offers, partly because of his father, and partly because he was to marry Judge Trescott’s daughter. He would have none of it. He would take what cash he had, make it his own way.

Was it a desire for independence that brought him west? Or a love of the country itself? Everything he had grown up with was back there in the coast country of Virginia and the Carolinas. His father and his grandfather had operated ships there since before Revolutionary times. There had been Duvarneys trading to the Indies when George III denied them the right. In those days they had smuggled their goods. Duvarneys had been privateers during the Revolution and the War of 1812.

His was an old family on that coast. His service in the War Between the States had been distinguished; on the Indian frontier it had been exceptional in many respects. His position in Virginia was a respected one, and many doors were open to him. Yet he had left. He pulled his stakes and headed west again, to the country he had come to know.

Now here he was, struggling to get a herd together, and so deeply involved that he could not get out of it.

Jessica had rested her hands on his arms that night. “Tappan, if you don’t come back soon I’ll come after you. No Trescott ever lost a man to a sandy country, and I’m not going to be the first.”

“It’s no country for a woman,” he had objected. “You wait. After I’ve made the drive and have some cash money, we’ll talk.”

“You mind what I say, Tappan Duvarney. If you don’t come back, I’ll come after you!”

He had laughed, kissed her lightly, and left. Perhaps he had been a fool. A man would never find a girl like that in this country. Not even Mady Coppinger.

Tom Kittery would be seeing Mady about now. He was a lucky man, Tap was thinking, a very lucky man.

“Somebody coming,” the Cajun said, and vanished into the brush with no more sound than a trail of smoke from the campfire.

Tap listened, and after a moment he heard the faint sounds. One horse, with a rider—a horse that came on steadily at a fair pace and was surely ridden.

He got up and moved back from the flames, and the others did the same.

The rider came on, then drew up while still out in the darkness. “Halloo, the fire! I’m riding friendly, and I’m coming in with my hands empty.”

Nobody spoke, and the stranger’s horse started to walk: After a moment they could see the rider. He was a stocky, thick-shouldered man with a wide face. Both hands were in the air.

He rode into the firelight and stopped, his hands still held shoulder-high. “I’m hunting Major Duvarney,” he said. “Is he here?”

Tap stepped out. “I am Tappan Duvarney.”

“And I am Darkly Foster, brother to Lightly Foster, the man you buried at Indianola.”

“I know him,” Breck said to Duvarney. “He’s all right.”

“’Light, and move up to the fire,” Tap said. “There’s coffee on.”

He watched the man lower his hands, and then step down from the horse. It was a fine animal, and Darkly Foster himself moved with a quick ease that told of strong muscles beneath the homespun clothes. “I am sorry about your brother,” Tap said.

Darkly turned to him. “No need to be sorry. Lightly lived a full life, and a good one. Feel sorry for those who did him in.”

He took a tin cup from his saddle pack and moved to the fire. When he had filled his cup and squatted on his heels he said, “I have come to meet the man who buried my brother. It was a fine thing you did.”

Tap filled his own cup. “I never knew him,” he said, “but he had the look of a good man.”

“He was that. A solid man, a trusted man, and a man of courage. Not many would have dared to do what you did, burying him, with Shabbit and the Munsons looking on. Especially after what happened on the wharf.”

“What happened?” Joe Breck asked.

Foster gestured toward Duvarney. “He treated Wheeler and Eggen Munson to a whipping. They started it—picked him for a tenderfoot, and he whipped the two of them so fast he never even mussed his hair. The town’s talkin’ about it.”

“You never mentioned that,” Breck commented.

“No need. They were feeling their oats and decided to try me on. Neither one of them could fight.”

Joe Breck was silent, and in the silence the fire crackled, and off in the brush one of the horses stamped and blew. A nighthawk wheeled and turned in the sky above.

“Whatever you’re planning,” Darkly Foster said, “I’ll offer a hand. I can use a gun as good as average, and I can handle horses or cattle.”

“We’re driving to Kansas…nothing more.”

“You got yourself a hand,” Foster said. “I like the way you travel.”

It was long after midnight when Duvarney awakened suddenly. The fire had died to coals, with one thin tendril of flame winding itself around a dry branch. The only other man awake was Darkly Foster, who sat across the clearing, back from the fire.

Tap listened for a moment, then sat up and reached for his boots. Riders were coming.

Foster had disappeared from his seat, but could be vaguely seen, well back in the darkness. Duvarney stamped into his boots and skirted the clearing toward Foster.

“It could be Tom Kittery,” he said. “He’s due back.”

They waited. Several horses were coming, moving slowly. When they rounded into the clearing, Tap Duvarney swore bitterly.

Roy Kittery was swaying in his saddle, his face drawn and pale. Pete Remley lay across his saddle, tied on to keep him from slipping off. Tom Kittery had a bloody shirt; only Johnny Lubec seemed to have come off without a wound.

“They were laying for us,” Tom Kittery said as he slid from the saddle. “They’d been watching the Coppinger place, and when we left they let us have it. They killed Pete.”

Duvarney helped Roy from the saddle. “Get over by the fire, Tom,” he said, over his shoulder. “Let’s have a look at those wounds.”

He turned to suggest the Cajun keep a lookout, but he was gone.

“Did you get any of them?” Breck asked.

“I doubt it. We never even saw them. They were down in the brush off the road, waiting until they had us full in the moonlight. We’re lucky to have any of us alive.”

Neither Tom nor Roy was hit hard, but Roy had lost a lot of blood. Tap bathed and bandaged the wounds, treating them as well as he could under the circumstances. He’d had a good deal of rough experience in the handling of gunshot or knife wounds, picked up while in the Indian-fighting army.

He was beginning to have his doubts. Nothing was said about the horses they had supposedly gone to get. It began to look as though the group had actually ridden off hunting a fight, or at least hoping to run into some of the Munson party.

Tom Kittery got up and walked to the fire. “It was Huddy,” he said bitterly. “Nobody else could have figured it out. Of course, I figured they’d be watching Mady’s place, so we didn’t go there. We went to a spring up back of the place—at least I did. I left the others a quarter of a mile down the road by a deserted corral. From the spring a man can see Mady’s windows on the second floor, and she can see a fire at the spring…and there’s just no place else a fire like that can be seen. I lit the fire, and Mady came up the slope through the trees about half an hour later and told me it was safe to come on down to the ranch.

“The Coppingers have taken no part in the feud. Fact is, they won’t allow me to marry Mady until it is settled, somehow. The Munsons want no truck with them, because the old man has about thirty tough cowhands, and the Munsons don’t want to tangle with them.

“I spent the evening there, mostly talking to Mady, then I went back up the hill to the spring, and then back to the corral. The boys had seen nothing and heard nothing. We mounted up and started down the hill toward the Victoria trail. They were waiting for us.”

Duvarney stared at him in astonishment. “You blame it on Huddy? How could he know you were there?” He was thinking that Tom Kittery must be naive not to realize that somebody had sold him out; that he had been set up for a killing.

“He’s uncanny,” Kittery said. “Yes, there’s something uncanny about that man,” he insisted. “He ain’t natural.”

Nobody else was saying anything, but from their expressions Duvarney decided they must agree.

“Of course,” he said, “I don’t know the people on the Coppinger place, but can you trust them?”

Tom Kittery looked at Duvarney in surprise. “Them? Of course…Hell, I’m goin’ to marry Mady. That’s been understood. It’s been an agreed-on thing since before the war.”

Duvarney said nothing more. He was an outsider here, knowing nothing of what had gone before, but to him it seemed likely that someone on the Coppinger ranch was accountable for this. He had no faith in the uncanny cunning of Jackson Huddy.

Duvarney was feeling that the sooner he could start the herd out of this country the better. There was too much going on here that was no concern of his, too much that might wreck all his plans. And although he kept trying to force the thought from his mind, he was thinking more and more of Jessica.

Tom looked up at him. “Sorry, Tap. This will hold things up a mite. I mean our getting shot up like this. If you’ll just stand by—”

“Stand by, hell! We’re going right on with it,” Tap said. “When you boys can ride you can join us. I’m still working cattle.”

Tom looked sour. “Well, Breck can help, and Spicer.” He looked around, suddenly realizing that Spicer was not there. “Where is Spicer?” he asked.

Joe Breck answered. “Duvarney sent him to Brownsville.”

“He what?” Kittery was angry. “Damn it, Tap, what d’you mean, sending one of my men off?” He paused. “What did you send him for?”

“Men. I’m hiring more men.”

Kittery was silent, his face set in hard lines. “You figure to pay them yourself? I hope you’ve got the money.”

“You have, Tom. You’ve got the money I loaned you, or whatever of it was saved to finance the drive. You certainly didn’t spend it all for cattle.”

Joe Breck was staring at the ground, jabbing at it angrily with a stick. Johnny Lubec, hands on his hips, looked equally angry. Duvarney glanced around at the others. He was alone here, that was obvious.

“I figured that money was mine. You bought yourself a partnership,” Tom Kittery said.

“I bought half of a cattle drive, not a gun battle. And we’ll need some of that money to lay in supplies and pay our way north.”

“There’s money,” Tom protested. “I never used it all. I figured—”

“Whatever you planned, Tom, that money is partnership money, not a war chest.”

“All right, all right! Forget it! You want to drive cattle, we drive cattle.” Tom looked at Tap. “Damn it, man, I don’t want to fight you. If ever a man had a friend, you’ve been a friend to me. You saved my bacon a couple of times back yonder, and I ain’t likely to forget it.”





EACH MORNING AT daybreak, Tap Duvarney was in the saddle. He drifted cattle toward the peninsula, and several times at low tide he swam his horse across to the island to check the cattle there. Breck or the Cajun worked with him, and when Roy Kittery had regained some strength he worked as well. Lubec was usually off scouting for enemies, and working out a trail by which they might move the cattle without being seen.

It was ten days to the day when Welt Spicer rode into camp. With him were eight rough-looking ex-soldiers, three of them still wearing partial uniform. All of them were armed; all looked fit and ready for whatever came.

Gallagher, Shannon, and Lahey were New York-born Irishmen, Lawton Bean was a long-geared Kentuckian, Jule Simms was from Oregon, and wanted to go back. Doc Belden was a lean, sardonic Texan; and Judson Walker and Lon Porter were Kansans. All had served in the cavalry against Indians and Mexican bandits, and were veterans of the rough and ready life of the frontier.

Tom Kittery stood beside Tap Duvarney as the men rode in and unsaddled. “With an outfit like that,” he said, “we could run those Munsons clear out of the country.”

“Forget it. I hired them to run cattle.”

“You’ve made that plain enough,” Tom said dryly. “Come on, let’s have a cup of coffee and hear what Johnny has to say.”

Lubec squatted on his heels and, taking a twig from the fire’s edge, traced the route as he talked. “The way I see it, our best chance is to head northwest of Goliad, cross the San Antonio east of there, and strike due north. We’re going to have to camp away from streams and hold to sheltered country, but there’s a couple of places where we can bed down without being seen unless somebody rides across country.”

Lubec paused, and glanced from one to the other. “Unless”—he hesitated—“unless you decide to drive to Indianola and ship from there.”

“Indianola?” Tom Kittery shook his head. “It wouldn’t work. We’d never make it.”

“Look,” Lubec suggested. “Before we get that herd together the Munsons will know about it. In fact, they already know we’re planning a drive. So they’ll be expecting us to try for Kansas. They’d never dream we’d have the nerve to try for Indianola.”

“It’s a thought,” Breck said. “And it just might work.”

“Supposing,” Lubec went on, “we started our drive like I said, across country to the San Antonio. Then we drive northeast from there, as if we planned to pass Victoria on the south. There’s a chance we could pull every Munson out of Indianola and have the cattle in the loading pens there before they knew what had happened.”

No one spoke. Tap Duvarney stared into the fire, thinking about the suggestion. It might mean trouble, big trouble; on the other hand, it might mean a quick and adequate return on his money. The profit would not be as great, but neither would the risks be as great as those of the long drive to Kansas and the trail towns.

Indianola was only a few miles away. If the cattle could be driven there, sold there…

Then Tom said, “I like it. I think we can do it.” He turned to Duvarney. “What about it, partner?”

“Let’s wait. We can decide when the cattle start, but once we start nobody leaves the herd, not for any reason at all.”

“What’s the matter?” Lubec demanded. “Don’t you trust us?”

“Do you trust me?” he countered. “If nobody leaves the herd, nobody can talk. It is simple as that.”


Chapter 5



MATAGORDA WAS ALL of seventy miles long, and anywhere from one mile to five miles wide, depending on the state of the tide and the wind. On the Gulf side there were dunes, and a fairly even beach. The west, or landward side, was cut by many little coves or inlets, most of them shallow. There was also a good bit of swampland, with occasional patches of higher, wooded ground. Down the middle of the island was some good grassland, enough to feed a lot of cattle.

It was also a land of catclaw, mesquite, and prickly pear, with the usual allowance of rattlesnakes, jack rabbits, and deer.

Tap Duvarney rode out to the island with Welt Spicer, Jud Walker, and Doc Belden. There were a lot of cattle, most of them wearing the Rafter K, the Kittery brand. Among the others, they found a dozen old cows with calves, carrying no brand at all.

“Doc,” Tap suggested, “you’re carrying a running iron. You start a fire and heat it up.”

By noon they had roped and branded fifteen head—branded them with a Rocking TD.

“Your brand?” Belden asked. “If it ain’t registered, you’d best ride to the county seat and do it. Else somebody will beat you to it. Whoever registers that brand owns the cattle.”

“I’ll do just that, Doc, and thanks. We’ll ride in tomorrow.”

Spicer watched the last of the cows walk away, then looked around at Duvarney. “What’s that for? I thought the Kittery brand was Rafter K?”

“It is…until we’ve road-branded; and until we’ve a road brand for both of us, I’ve nothing to show for my investment, so I’m starting my own brand. I’ll have something to build on, something to use as a bargaining point.”

Spicer nodded doubtfully. “You got to be careful,” he warned. “Tom may not like it.”

“He’ll like it. Half the cattle in Texas wearing brands got them just that way. And remember? I bought a piece of this outfit.”

They rode on, and finally branded two more cows; then they crossed back to the mainland. Now there were not only a lot of cattle on the island, but also a lot of cattle on the peninsulas, and there was no reason why they should not start the drive.

Tom Kittery had thrown up a brush corral, and there were twenty new horses in it when they returned. They all wore the Coppinger brand. Tap Duvarney studied them thoughtfully, then looked at the tracks on the ground, the tracks of three horses that had carried riders. The men were at the fire when he came up.

Tap’s own men had drifted in and were gathered around a smaller fire.

Two of the Coppinger riders were Mexicans—tough, salty-looking vaqueros. The third was a lean, stoop-shouldered man with a perpetual smile that did not quite reach to his eyes. He wore a tied-down gun and bowie knife.

“Lin Stocker…Tap Duvarney, my partner.”

“Howdy,” Stocker said, sizing him up coolly as Duvarney acknowledged the greeting. He started to speak, but Duvarney squatted on his heels near the Mexicans.

“That grulla looks like a tough little horse,” he commented: then addressing the shorter Mexican, he asked, “How do you like him?”

“Bueno. That one is my own horse.”

“I figured so. I like him.” He turned to the other Mexican. “How do you like the paint?”

The Mexican shrugged. “He runs fast.” He grinned. “He pitches a leetle, too.”

Duvarney had already decided that Stocker was a trouble-maker, and he wanted to have as little to do with him as possible. The three had brought the horses over from the Coppinger outfit, which meant they knew where to find Tom Kittery, and also that a drive was in prospect. Tom Kittery did not seem to be as wary as Duvarney remembered him. Either he had changed or he was inviting attack…perhaps inviting attack because the Munsons could not know of the new men Duvarney had brought in.

Tap found himself growing more and more irritated and more anxious. He had bargained for no feud. What he had made was a simple business deal, and that was exactly what he wanted.

“How’d you know Pedro rode the grulla?” Stocker demanded. “Did you see us ride in?”

“He wears Mexican spurs, with big rowels. He left some sign where he tied his horse and where he dumped his saddle.”

Duvarney felt sure that Stocker was not to be trusted. The tall, stoop-shouldered cowboy did a lot of looking around. Duvarney drifted over to where Tom Kittery sat, and dropped to the ground beside him.

“I’m taking some of my boys and riding into Refugio,” he said, “and then we’ll swing around by Victoria. Any business I can do for you?”

Tom Kittery took the makings from his pocket and began to build a smoke. “If you aren’t in this fight,” he commented, “you’d better ride careful. There’s those who wouldn’t believe it.”

“Tom,” Duvarney said quietly, “I know you’d like to have me take up this fight of yours, but I say again that I joined up only for the cattle business. I think this feud is a foolish thing. You and the Munsons are fighting a fight that should have died out years ago. I know they burned you out, I know they killed some of your kin, but you killed some of theirs, too. All I want is to make my drive, and I’d like you to make it with me.

“If we get these cattle to Kansas or sell them in Indianola, whichever proves out, we’ll have some cash money, enough to start ranching up north…in Wyoming or Montana.”

“I’m a Texas man,” Kittery protested.

“Hell,” Duvarney said, “I’ve been up there. Half the cattlemen in Wyoming and Montana are from Texas…or England. There’s good grass up there, and I know the country. We could sell our steers, then drive the young stuff and the breeding stock to northern grass. You could leave this feud behind, own your own outfit, marry Mady Coppinger, and live happily ever after.”

“You make it sound good, Tap. You surely do.”

“Which sounds better? That, or to roust around the country hunting for Munsons all your life? Until they’re all dead, or somebody dry-gulches you?”

“When do you want to pull out?”

“A week from today, with whatever we have. We can try for Indianola if things work out: if they don’t, we can strike north for the Red River, fatten our stock on Indian grass, and push into Kansas when the market is right.”





REFUGIO WAS A sleepy-looking cowtown that belied its appearance. The four riders rode into the dusty street and tied to the hitching rail in front of the courthouse.

Boardwalks ran along both sides of the street, and back of the walks were adobe or frame buildings with a few galleries hanging over the walks. The courthouse was open, and Tap strolled across the street and went up the steps. Doc Belden stayed near the horses; Jud Walker and Welt Spicer had gone into the nearest saloon.

“Rocking TD?” The clerk opened the brand book. “I don’t recall that one, so you’re probably all right on it.” He registered the brand, studying the name he had written…Tappan Duvarney.

“I’ve heard of you,” the clerk commented. “Friend of Tom Kittery’s, aren’t you?”

“Met him during the war,” Duvarney replied.

“He come in with you? If he did, you might tell him Mady Coppinger’s in town.”

Despite himself, Tap felt excitement. Was it because he hadn’t seen any woman in so long? Or—

He shook himself to escape the thought, settled his hat in place, and went out. For a moment he paused in the doorway, his eyes studying the street. One of the ways to avoid trouble was to see it before it got to you.

Doc Belden was still standing near the horses, smoking a small cigar. He was looking down the street toward the saloon, which Tap could not see. Almost without thinking, Tap reached up and unbuttoned his coat. He carried two guns, one in its holster, the other in his waistband.

He walked directly to the horses and stood near Doc. “Everything all right?”

Doc gave him a quizzical glance. “Half a dozen riders just pulled in…lathered horses…like maybe they’d hurried to get here.”

“Mount up,” Tap said; “we’ll ride down and join the boys.”

They tied the horses at the rail in front of the saloon, listening for voices. There were six horses tied nearby; all had been ridden hard, all bore the Circle M brand.

“Sit loose in the saddle, Belden. This may be it, but let me open the ball.”

They pushed through the swinging doors into the shadowed coolness of the saloon. Spicer was at the end of the bar, facing the room, and Jud Walker stood close by.

Two of the Circle M riders stood well down the bar from Walker. Two others were seated at a table behind him but about fifteen feet away. The other two were down the room, but facing Walker and Spicer, boxing them neatly.

Tap stepped to one side of the door, his eyes taking in the scene at a glance. Doc Belden had moved easily to the other side of the door.

One of the men at the tables turned his head, squinting his eyes against the outside glare, to see who had come in. It was Shabbit.

“How are you, boys?” Tap said quietly. “Let’s all have a drink, shall we?”

The situation had suddenly reversed itself, and it was now the Munson party who were boxed. If they faced the two men at the bar they could not face the two at the door. And shooting against the sunlight was not too easy a thing.

Shabbit hesitated, and the moment passed him by. “To the bar, gentlemen,” Tap insisted. “I’m buying the drinks. Bartender, set them up…right there.”

He was pointing at the center of the bar, and he was pointing with a gun.

Nobody had seen him draw it…it was simply there.

One of the Munson men, whom Tap remembered from the graveyard, pushed back his chair and got up. “Don’t mind if I do,” he said coolly. “You ridin’ with the Kitterys now?”

“I’m in the cattle business with Tom Kittery,” Tap replied calmly. “I’m not mixed up in any feud, and don’t intend to be.”

As the first man started to the bar a second man got up. Shabbit was the last to move, muttering under his breath. When all had lined up along the bar and their drinks were poured, Duvarney motioned Walker and Spicer back to the door. Then he went to the bar and paid for the drinks.

“Oblige me, gentlemen,” he said, “and stay with your drinks. My finger is very touchy on the trigger, and I’ll need at least ten minutes to complete my business here. I would regret killing a man for merely putting his head out of the door.”

Retreating to their horses, they mounted and walked them slowly down the street. They left town on the road to Victoria, but soon turned off it and went toward the San Antonio River. It was after dark when they made camp in the breaks along the San Antonio, and before daylight they were moving again. By late morning they were riding into Victoria.

Spicer and Walker stayed with the horses, while Duvarney and Doc Belden walked down the street. Mady Coppinger was on the boardwalk on the other side. Tap crossed over, removed his hat, and bowed.

“Miss Coppinger?” he said. “It is good to see you again.”

His eyes went up and down the street, scanning the buildings, even the second-story windows.

“I don’t understand you, Major Duvarney. Why would a man like you want to come to Texas? Tom says you have connections in Virginia, that you’ve lived all over, know all sorts of people.”

“I like Texas.”

“You like it? I find that hard to believe.”

“It’s a man’s country, I will admit, but you would find the cities less attractive after you had been there a while.”

“Anything is better than this,” she replied. “I wish…I wish I could just move away and never see it again. You men may like the dust, the cattle, the sweating horses…I don’t. I want to be where there’s life…excitement.”

“You would find it just as dull there after a while,” Tap commented. His eyes swept the street again. “Have you time to eat with me? I see there’s a restaurant up the street, and I’d be pleased if you’d be my guest.”

“I’d like that very much,” she agreed, “after I get some things I need.” While she went on down the street to do her shopping, Tap Duvarney walked back to the horses.

“We’ll be in town for a bit,” he said. “I’m going to have dinner with Miss Coppinger.”

“You sure do pick ’em, Major,” Walker said, grinning. “That’s a mighty handsome figure of a woman.”

“She’s spoken for,” Duvarney replied shortly. “That is the girl Tom Kittery is going to marry.”

“You’d never know it, the way she was lookin’ at you,” Jud commented. “But that’s none of my affair.” He looked around uneasily. “You want us to stay close? I smell trouble.”

“There’s a grove of pecans on the edge of town. After you boys do whatever buying there’s to do, meet me there…in an hour.”

Welt Spicer hesitated. “You sure you don’t want us to stay by you? I’ve heard tell this here is a Munson town.”

“No…just be there when I come. I’ll be all right.”

The restaurant was a small place, with white curtains at the windows and white tablecloths and napkins. Mady came in a moment after he arrived, moving gracefully. Her eyes lighted up when she saw him. “You may not believe this,” she said, “but I’ve lived near Victoria all my life and this is only the second time I have eaten here.”

He glanced at her thoughtfully. She was uncommonly pretty, and especially so today. She was, he thought, one of those girls who love company, who like to be going and doing. There was little chance of that on a cattle range.

“But you’re in town often,” he protested. “Where do you eat?”

“We bring our lunch. But sometimes we eat at the home of friends.” She looked up, her blue eyes resentful. “You haven’t been here long enough to know, Major Duvarney, but cash money is hard to come by in Texas these days. My father has more cattle than most folks around Victoria, but he sees very little cash money. I had to skimp and save to make that trip to New Orleans. Not that pa isn’t well off,” she added. “It’s just the way things are in Texas.”

She looked unhappy, and it caused him to wonder about her relationship to Tom Kittery. Tom was the sort of man who would appeal to women. He was tall and well set-up, he carried himself with a manner, and had an easy, devil-may-care way about him. His family had standing in East Texas, and but for the feud might have been living in prosperity…on a par with her own family.

Obviously, that was not enough for Mady Coppinger. She wanted the life of the city and its real or fancied excitements. Her one brief visit had only served to whet her appetite for more, and had been brief enough to bring no disillusionment. Such a girl was the last person in the world for Tom Kittery, a man committed by birth and inclination to the wilder West.

“Cities aren’t the way you seem to think them,” he said, “and most of the people living there have no part of what is supposed to be the glamour and the excitement. You probably have a better life and a more interesting life right here.”

They talked on, and in spite of himself he was led to talk of New York and Washington, of Richmond and Charleston. The time went by too quickly, and more than an hour had passed before he broke away and joined his men, who were growing restive.

He had learned a little. Mady was in love with Tom, but was torn between her love for him and her desire to be rid of Texas and all it stood for. She loved him in her way, but she wanted him away from Texas, and she doubted his ability to win the feud. The fighting itself disturbed her less than he expected, yet somewhere, somehow, she had been offered some powerful and fairly consistent arguments to indicate that Tom had no chance of winning.

He had a feeling that when she talked of this she was not using her own words, but words she had heard. From her father, perhaps? Or from somebody else? Had Tom any inkling of her doubts? Or that there might be some who lacked faith, someone close to Mady or himself?

He had no doubt that somebody had informed the Munsons that he and his men had ridden to Refugio the day before. Those hard-ridden horses were hard to explain in any other way.

Somebody had informed the Munsons in time for them to get some fighting men to Refugio. That they had failed in their mission was largely due to the fact that they had failed to catch Duvarney and his men together in a single group.

Tap Duvarney had lived too long to trust anyone too much. It was his nature to like people, but also to understand that many men are weak, and some are strong. In the rough life of the frontier strengths and weaknesses crop out in most unexpected places, and there is less chance to conceal defects of character that in a less demanding world might never become known…even to their possessor.

Someone close to Tom Kittery, someone whom he trusted, was betraying him. It would pay to ride carefully and to study the trail sign before revealing too much to anyone.

Riding back to the hide-out in the brush, Tap Duvarney considered his moves with care, trying to foresee the moves the enemy would make, and to plan his own accordingly.

They must do the unexpected, always the unexpected.

Tom Kittery got up from the fire and approached as Tap swung down. “We’ll drive for Kansas,” Tap said, “and we’ll start day after tomorrow.”


Chapter 6



OVER THE SULLEN coals of a mesquite-root fire, Tap Duvarney told his men: “Roll out at first light, bunch on Matagorda, and sweep south. Start about here.” He drew a rough map of the island. “Push down and swim them over to here.”

He turned to Kittery. “Tom, how about you taking your boys and sweeping kind of east by north from Copano Creek? Scatter out and gather what you can, but waste no time chasing the tough old ones.

“Darkly Foster can take Shannon, Lahey, and Gallagher over to the tip of Black Jack Peninsula and drive north. We’ll work fast and we’ll miss a lot of stuff, but we should rendezvous on Horseshoe Lake with a good-sized herd.”

Kittery nodded. “Seems likely. How about you?”

“I’ll take Doc, Lawton Bean, Spicer, and Jule Simms over to the island. Walker and Porter can work with you.”

“You’ll never make it. Not in the time you’re givin’ us. That’s a whole lot of country.”

“I know it is, and we can’t make a clean sweep. Just start driving and keep moving. What we get we’ll take, and what’s left we can get the next time.”

“All right, Major,” Kittery said ironically, “you’re givin’ the orders.”

Breck and Dubec stared stubbornly at the ground, ignoring Tap. The Cajun showed no feeling one way or the other. Tap said mildly, “If we all do our part, this should be quite a drive. We’ll slip out of here without a fight.”

Lubec laughed contemptuously. “You don’t know them Munsons, Major.” Lubec emphasized the title. “They’ll wait until you bunch your stock and they’ll move. You’ll see.”

“I hope you’ll be there shooting when they do, Johnny,” Tap replied pleasantly. “Now I’m going to hit the hay. I’m tired.”

Slowly, they drifted away to their beds, all but Breck, Lubec, and Kittery.

“They don’t like it much, Major,” Spicer whispered, “you takin’ command like this.”

The night was still. The crickets’ chirping was the only sound. Tap clasped his hands behind his head and stared up at the stars, which winked occasionally through the black mantilla formed by the branches and leaves overhead. He liked the smell of the earth, the trees, the coolness of a soft wind from off the Gulf.

Despite his outward assurance, he was far from confident. There were too many things that could happen, too many things to go wrong, and there was too much that was doubtful about his own relationship with Tom Kittery.

The man was moody and solitary, and when not alone he kept close to those who had been with him from the beginning. The bitterness of the feud was upon him, the memory of good men dead, of his burned-out home, of the graves of his family. Nor could Tap blame him. In Tom’s place, he too would have fought. But he was not in Tom’s place.

His future lay in that herd of cattle they were to gather, his future and perhaps that of Jessica. He wanted to return to her without empty hands, and if he could not return that way, he made up his mind suddenly, he would not go back at all.

He was too proud to accept a position from her family, or from friends of either his family or hers. His father and grandfather had walked proudly, had made their own way, and so would he make his. He could return to the service, but he knew what it meant—fighting Indians or living out a dull existence on some small post on the frontier.

With the few men they had, they could not hope to make anything like a clean sweep. They could only do their best, then move the herd; with luck they would get out without a fight. He was not at all as hopeful of that as he had sounded at the campfire.

Finally he slept. In the night he stirred restlessly, the sea in his bones responding to something on the wind, some faint whisper from out over the wastes of the ocean. Something was happening out there, something he knew by his instincts. Several times he muttered in his sleep, and when he awakened he was not refreshed.

The Cajun was at the fire. Did the man never sleep at all? He looked up at Duvarney and, taking his cup from his hand, filled it from the coffeepot.

Brooding, the Cajun sipped at his coffee. Presently he glanced around at Duvarney. He nodded to indicate a huge log that lay over against the edge of the clearing. It was an old log measuring at least four feet through, and was perhaps sixty feet in length.

“He big tree…grow far off.”

Tap Duvarney looked at the log. It certainly was larger than anything he had seen along the Gulf Coast, although there might be something as big in the piney woods to the north.

“How did it get here?”

The Cajun jerked his head toward the Gulf. “Storm. Big storm bring him on the sea.”

Tap looked at the log again. They were at least five miles from the Gulf Coast. To come here by sea, that log would have to cross Matagorda Island and then be carried this far inland.

“Have you seen the sea come this far in?”

“One time I see. My papa see, also. One time there was a ship back there.” He turned and pointed still further inland. “Very old ship. It was there before my grandpa.”

The Cajun relapsed into silence over his coffee. There was no light in the sky, but a glance at his watch showed Duvarney that the hour was four in the morning. When he had finished his coffee he went out and caught up his horse, then bridled and saddled him.

Standing beside the horse, he thought over the plans he had made. There was much about them he did not like, but he could see no alternative that would improve the situation.

The night coolness had gone. The air was still, and it was growing warmer. He led his horse back and tied him to a tree not far from the fire.

He accepted a plate of beef and beans from the Cajun, and ate while the others crawled sleepily from their beds. It was going to be a long, hard day.

There is no creature on the face of the earth more contrary than the common cow. Not so difficult as a mule, not so mean or vicious as a camel, the cow beast can nevertheless exhaust the patience of a Job.

Duvarney and his men started on the island, and contrary to his announced intention, they did not drive south, but north.

It was not until they reached the island that Tap pulled up and hooked a leg around the saddle-horn. He pushed his hat back and got a small cigar from his pocket. “We’re going to do a little different from what I said.” He paused to strike a match. “We’re going to drive the cattle north, cross from the tip of the island over to the mainland, at low tide or close to it, and take our part of the herd right into Indianola.”

“Suits me,” Spicer commented.

“Me too,” Doc said. “We’ll get to town that much sooner.”

“Somebody,” Duvarney went on, “has talked too much, or else somebody has too much confidence in their friends. So if you should meet anybody, don’t let them get the idea we’re driving north.”

“That’s marshy country,” Jule Simms said doubtfully. “We’re liable to bog down the herd.”

Tap reached into his saddlebag and brought out a folded chart, now much crumpled. “Look here,” he pointed. “This is an old smugglers’ trail. It was an Indian trail before that. We’ll have to watch the herd, but if we keep them on that trail we can go right through.”

They scattered out and began to work back and forth across the island, pointing the cattle north. Here and there other brands were found, and those they cut out and turned back. It was slow, painstaking work. The cattle were loath to be driven, stubbornly resisting, and a few were allowed to go.

The weather was hot and sultry. Not a breath of air circulated among the low-growing brush, or moved in from the sullen sea. Tap mopped his face again and again, fighting the flies, but he kept driving the cattle out. By noon they had a good-sized herd moving up the island ahead of them.

Jule Simms had gone back for fresh horses, and they took a long nooning by a brackish waterhole near Panther Point. Kittery was to have started horses to them, and with luck Simms would meet them halfway.

Lawton Bean held his cup in his gnarled, workhardened fingers “You figure this’ll turn into a scrap?” he asked.

“Not if I can help it,” Duvarney said. And then he added, “But I’d say the odds were against us making it all the way without a fight.”

“You figure to drive the other herd thisaway?”

Duvarney shook his head. “No…and this isn’t to be talked about. We’ll drive this bunch in and sell them right in Indianola. If things work the way I figure, they already know we’ve a drive under way over on the Copano; and unless I’m mistaken, that will pull all the Munson crowd out of Indianola.”

The grass was good, and the cattle, fortunately, showed no inclination to go back. When Duvarney had put out the fire and they had saddled up again, they merely nudged the cattle along. On the landward side of the island there were inlets and coves, and small scattered lakes, and the cattle took shelter from the flies in some of the thick brush there. But Duvarney led the way, working the reluctant cattle out of the brush and starting them north.

Welt Spicer met him at the end of one of the narrow necks of land that lay between the ponds and lakes. He mopped his face and swore. “Hotter’n hell,” he said. “Cyclone weather, if I ever did see it.”

“Jule should be along,” Duvarney said. He stood in his stirrups, but it offered him no advantage. He could see nothing but the tops of willows. “My horse is played out,” he added.

“So’s mine. How far to the end of the island?” Spicer asked.

“Twenty miles.”

“We ain’t goin’ to make it today. Maybe not tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow. We should cross over to the mainland before noon. The brush thins out further along, and the island narrows down. I’m going to send you and one of the other boys ahead to keep the cattle to the Gulf side of the island.”

Their horses started reluctantly. A big red steer lifted his head and stared at them defiantly. His horns would spread an easy seven feet; he would weigh fifteen hundred pounds if an ounce, and all of it ready for trouble. Both men started for him and he lowered his head a little, then thought better of it and turned away.

Spicer started a cow and a calf from the brush, the cow wearing the Rafter K brand, as the steer had. “We’ll get that brindle calf in the roundup,” Spicer said.

They had moved no more than two miles from their nooning when Simms caught up with them, bringing ten head of horses.

Tap Duvarney stripped his saddle from his own weary horse and saddled one of the new ones—a strawberry roan with three white stockings. It was a mustang, but there had been some good blood in it somewhere, for the horse had fine lines. It looked strong and tough.

Jule Simms sat his horse, studying Duvarney. “I heard some talk,” he said at last.

“I’ll listen.”

“They’re goin’ to kill you—Breck an’ them.”

Tap rested his hands on the saddle and looked across the horse at Simms. “Do they know you heard this?”

“I was saddling a horse—they didn’t even know I was around. They want you out of the picture. With you gone, they figure to fight the Munsons.”

“Does Tom know this?”

“Not from the way they talked. Of course, I couldn’t say for sure. Breck hates you for bein’ a Yankee-lover, and Lubec thinks you rate yourself too high. Mostly they think you’re ridin’ roughshod over Tom and keepin’ them from killin’ Munsons.”

“Do you know just what they’re planning?”

“I didn’t hear that part, only it’s supposed to come soon. Maybe at Horseshoe Lake, maybe somewhere else.”

“Thanks, Jule,” Duvarney said. “Thanks.”

“The boys and me, we figure you’re our boss. We’re riding for you. If you want us to, you say the word and we’ll ride down there and talk it over some.”

“I appreciate that. I surely do.” Tap stepped into the saddle. “Let’s get on with the drive.”

Several times he came within sight of the Gulf. The sea looked sullen and heavy. The water scarcely rustled on the sandy beach. He drew up, smelling the air and looking seaward. There was a sort of swell to the sea, scarcely discernible.

The island had narrowed, and the cattle could be moved faster. He threw himself into the work.

Lawton Bean rode in, hazing a mixed lot of stuff, mostly young, with a couple of old mossy-horns. He had been working among the tide-water ponds and stringers of land that ran out among the maze of inlets and channels along the inland shore of Matagorda. His faded blue shirt was dark with sweat, and the dust on his face was streaked with it.

“I swear that Tom Kittery must’ve branded everything that wore hair!” he said. “A couple of times back in the brush I’m sure I seen a cougar wearin’ his brand.”

“There was a cowhand over on the Nueces one time roped and branded a razor-back hog,” Simms commented.

“Now, that ain’t a-tall likely,” Bean objected. “You ever try to dab a rope on a hog? He holds his head down too low. I’d say a man ropin’ one of them razor-backs had his work cut out for him.”

“There was a hand rode for King Fisher down around Uvalde would dab his rope on anything he could get his loop over. He roped a buzzard one time. It had got so full of meat off a dead crittur it couldn’t get off the ground.”

“How many head we got up there?” Simms asked. “We must have half the stock in East Texas.”

“There’s a few hundred head,” Duvarney said, cautiously.

“You countin’ deer?” Bean asked. “We got four, five head of deer in among them cows.”

Welt Spicer drifted in, pushing a few head, among them a huge red steer that stood all of seventeen hands high and carried a magnificent head of horns. He rolled his eyes and bobbed his head at them, but went on by.

“Any you boys want some exercise, you might try ropin’ Big Red there. He don’t take to it,” Spicer said.

“Knew a cowhand one time over in the brush country,” Lawton Bean said, starting to build a smoke. “He was a reliable man. You sent him out to do something, he done it, no matter what. Well, one time the boss told him to clean up all the stock south of the ridge, and when he came in that night he had a hundred and twenty-seven head of cattle, thirty sheep, three mountain goats, seven tom turkeys, a bobcat and two bears…and what was more, he’d branded ever’ last one of them.”

“I don’t believe that part about the sheep,” Jule Simm said mildly. “Seems unlikely a man would run sheep with cows.”

Tap Duvarney looked around, and found a sheltered spot near some dunes, with the Gulf waters within view. There was driftwood about, and some brush. “We’ll camp right here,” he said, “and make a small fire. We’ll take turns on guard tonight.”

“You goin’ on in tomorrow?” Spicer wanted to know.

“Uh-huh…right in. We’ll hold the herd a few miles out and I’ll go on in and make a deal.” He looked around at them as they stripped their gear from the horses. “From here on in, you boys act like you’re expecting Comanches. You’ll earn your wages before we leave Indianola, unless I’m mistaken.”

“How about the cattle? Will that water be shallow enough?”

“For them?” Welt Spicer grinned at the speaker. “Mister, those cattle don’t know whether they’d rather graze on the prairie or the ocean bottom. They swim like fish. Shanghai Pierce calls his sea lions. You’ll see why.”

Jule Simms took over the cooking. Earlier in the day he had shot a deer, and they ate venison and the remains of the tortillas they had brought along, and drank coffee. Doc Belden strolled down to the edge of the water and for some time they could see his dark figure against the steel gray of the Gulf. When he came back, he said, “Let me have first watch. I’m not tired.”

The fire died down, the men rolled up in their blankets, tired out with the day’s work. Tap walked to the brackish pond and washed his face and hands. When he went back to the fire all the men were asleep but Doc, who was up on the side of a dune with his Winchester.

“What’s the ‘Doc’ stand for?” Tap asked him.

“Courtesy title. I had a notion back when I was a youngster that I wanted to take up medicine. I read for it, worked four years with a doctor…a damned good one, too.”

“What happened?”

Doc Belden glanced at him. “I was a kid. The girl I thought I was in love with married somebody else, so I pulled my freight. Away down deep I think that was what I wanted anyway. I wasn’t cut out for a home guard. The army was recruiting, so I joined up. I did a year at Fort Brown, and then they transferred a few of us west. I was at Fort Phil Kearney when Carrington was in command.”

After that they sat silent for a time, staring out to sea. The night was cool, the sea calm except for that slight persistent swell.

Tap indicated the Gulf. “I don’t like the look of it…too quiet.”

“I know nothing about the sea.”

“That’s where I started.”

Tap continued to stare seaward. It was a lovely night, with a young moon high in the sky. “There’s something going on out where that swell comes from.”

He got to his feet. “If there’s trouble, I’ll be sleeping yonder, and I’m a light sleeper.”

He went down the dune, checked the coffeepot, and added a little water and a little coffee for the guards to come. The cattle had wandered off toward the north, and only a few were in sight. There was grass up where they had bedded down, and he doubted if any would start back before daybreak.

He checked his gun, then peeled off his coat and sat down, tugging at his boots. How many times had he slept out as he was sleeping now? And how many times would he do so in the future? Belden was one of those who did not fit…he was a square peg, and content to be so. Was he, Tap Duvarney, a square peg? If so, he was not content. He wanted a home…and he wanted Jessica.

How long he had been asleep he did not know, but when a hand touched his shoulder gently, he opened his eyes at once, his fingers already closing on the butt of his gun.

It was Lawton Bean, who was to stand the third watch. Tap’s mind put that together, and he noticed the position of the stars…it was within an hour of daybreak.

“Major,” Bean said in a low tone, just loud enough for Duvarney’s ears. “There’s somebody out there…somebody on a horse.”


Chapter 7



TAP DUVARNEY THREW back his blanket and got to his feet. For a moment he listened, hearing nothing. He glanced toward the fire, now a bed of red coals. The scattered sleepers were all hidden from sight in the deeper shadows. He sat down again and tugged on his boots, then thrust his gun down into his belt, and picked up his gun belt and holster.

“South?”

“Yes…close by.”

They walked away from camp, keeping to the brush shadows. To the south there was an open space of about three acres, all grass well eaten down. Farther to their right, which was the inland side, there were tall reeds along what was called Pringle Lake, which was actually an almost landlocked cove.

The approach from the south was difficult, which was one reason for Duvarney’s choice of the position. The night was clear and the stars were out, but the moon was now low in the sky and not of much help. However, the sea and the sand reflected enough light to make anyone hesitant about attempting an approach.

The two men stood there together, waiting. After a moment or two they heard a sound, the same sound Bean had heard before. It was the whisper of brush over coarse denim…and then the slightest jingle of a spur. A rider was coming up from the south, walking his horse.

Lawton Bean watched the shadow take shape. “It ain’t the same one, Major, I’ll take an oath.”

“I believe you.” He hesitated. He had a pretty good idea who it was now; he even believed he could see the horse. “You go back on watch, Bean,” he said. “Keep a good lookout.”

Tap waited, standing there alone, watching the rider come nearer. When the horse was still a little distance off he spoke. “Come on in, Tom, with your hands empty.”

Tom Kittery rode on up, reining his horse in as he neared Duvarney. “Hey, you mean it!”

“Yes, I mean it, Tom. Some of your boys are after my scalp.”

“My boys? You’re crazy!”

“They want to fight, Tom. They want to push that feud. They also want me out of the way, because they think I’m blocking them.”

Tom Kittery chuckled. “Well, ain’t you?” He pushed his hat back, curled a leg around the saddle-horn, and started to build a smoke. “You can’t blame them, Tap. They’ve lost people to the Munsons, same as I have. They figure you’re an outsider.”

“You tell them to lay off. Tell that to Lubec and Breck, and whoever. I haven’t got time to fight, but if they push me, they can get it.”

“You surely ain’t changed,” Kittery said. “You always was a right smart fightin’ man, Tap. They got that to learn.”

He glanced around. “You’re pushing north?”

“Uh-huh…I’m going to sell cattle in Indianola while they’re watching you at Horseshoe Lake, or about there.”

“Canny…you always was a canny one. How many head you got?”

“Eight, nine hundred. Mixed stuff.”

Tom drew on his cigarette, and the end glowed in the darkness. “Sorry to say this, boy, but you got to go back. There’s no trail across the swamps.”

“There’s a trail. Just don’t you say anything about this when you get back to camp.”

At Tom’s odd look, Duvarney added, “You’ve got a spy in camp. Or somebody who comes to camp now and again. They almost had us in Refugio, and they knew we were coming.”

“One of my boys?” Kittery shook his head. “I won’t take stock in that, Tap. I know my outfit. They’ve been with me for years.”

“They haven’t been with me, and I don’t know them. No matter…Those riders had to run their horses half to death to get to Refugio in time to meet us.”

Tom Kittery said nothing, but Tap knew he was irritated. Tom trusted his friends, and he wanted to hear nothing against them.

Tap changed the subject. “How does it happen you ride in here at night? Is something wrong over yonder?”

“Mady’s lit out. Her pa came into camp just a-foamin’ and a-frettin’. Figured she’d come to me, but she sure enough hadn’t, so I came over here.”

“Here?”

Tom rested his left hand, holding the cigarette on his knee, which was still around the saddle-horn.

“Heard you was with her in Victoria,” he said mildly. “I figured maybe you two had somethin’ goin’.”

“Don’t be a damn fool, Tom, and don’t try snapping that cigarette in my eyes when you go for your gun, because it won’t work.”

Tom gave another chuckle. “Canny…that’s what I said. She ain’t here, then?”

“She wouldn’t come here, Tom. We talked a little, that was all. I’m an engaged man, Tom, and I take it seriously. I wouldn’t start anything with the girl of a friend, anyway.”

“All right. You say that, but what about Mady? She’s forever talkin’ of city folks and their ways…and you especially, ever since you came.”

“Well, she’s not here, Tom. Forget it, and let’s go have some coffee.”

They went into camp together and took their cups to the fire. The coffee was black and strong.

Hunching down by the fire, Duvarney studied Tom Kittery carefully. The man looked thinner, harder. He looked like a man with an edge to him, a man ready to strike out suddenly, violently. And Tom Kittery, at any time, was a dangerous man.

“Let’s get some sleep.” Tap drained his cup and threw the dregs into the fire. “You can use Bean’s bed.”

“I got one.” Tom got up slowly. “If you ain’t seen her I just don’t know where to look.”

Tap sat down and started to tug off his boots. Then suddenly he went cold and clammy. That other sound—the one Lawton Bean said he had heard before…

Tom Kittery would never believe Tap had told the truth if Mady Coppinger rode into camp. Or if he awakened to find her there in the morning.

Tap sat there, feeling the damp chill, holding a boot in his hand. Across the camp he could see Tom Kittery unrolling his blanket and tarp.

Behind him, Tap heard something stir in the sand.

Inwardly he cursed, suddenly, bitterly. Leave it to a woman to get a man killed. What had she run away for, anyway? Some fool notion about going to the city, as if that was the answer for everything. In a city, without family or connections or money, there was only one way for a girl to go.

He was tired, dead tired, but he’d be damned if…Behind him he heard a faint whisper. Or had he imagined it?

Deliberately, he got up and crossed to the fire, filling his cup at the pot. The coffee was strong enough to stiffen the hair on a man’s neck, and hot enough to scald. He tasted it, then put the cup down.

He had no intention of being killed or of killing anyone over Mady Coppinger. If that had been her back there…but suppose it was somebody else? Some wounded man, trying to reach him? He shook off the idea, and picked up the coffee cup. He needed sleep. He was desperate for it.

He sat quietly and now sipped the coffee. At last he put the cup down and, after rinsing it, he walked back to his blankets and crawled into them, boots and all. Almost instantly, he was asleep.

When he awoke it was broad daylight and the camp was still. He sat up, blinking and looking around. His horse was saddled and tied nearby, the coals were smoldering, and the coffeepot was still on the fire. Everyone was gone.

He got up, shook out his blanket, and rolled it in his tarp. Under a stone beside the fire there was a note, hurriedly written.

Figgered to let you sleep. Else you ketch up, we will hold this side of Bayucos. K still around.

Spicer

Getting some jerked beef and hardtack from the saddlebag, he squatted on his heels and chewed the beef, ate the hardtack, and swallowed the coffee which was bitter as lye. But it was hot, and he enjoyed it.

Finally he took the pot off the coals and covered the fire with sand. While the pot cooled off, Duvarney looked about the place where his bed had been. He could not be sure, but it looked suspiciously as if somebody had come up behind him in the soft sand.

He packed the coffeepot, then swung into the saddle and started north. The sand was so chewed up by cattle tracks that there was no possibility of reading sign.

He took his time. The occasional glimpses he had of the sea worried him. The swell had grown larger rather than diminishing, and the water still had that same glassy appearance. The sky was vague, the horizon indistinct.

The western side of the island grew more and more boggy, and the line of cattle slimmed down until at places it was moving almost in single file. Twice he saw places where animals had been dragged from the swamp. Where they had held closer to the Gulf side of the island, they had moved steadily along.

They were nooning and had a fire going when he rode up to them. “By Jimminy,” Simms said, “there’s our coffeepot!”

“Thanks, boys. I enjoyed the coffee.”

“I crossed up yonder,” Lawton Bean said. “It ain’t bad a-tall. There’s a few young uns we may have to pack over on our saddles, but otherwise it’s a cinch.”

“You boys go ahead. I’m going to scout trail.”

He rode on, leaving them around the fire, and pushed through the cattle and crossed to the mainland. At this hour there was only one place where his horse had to swim, and the water was lower than his chart had told him. He was riding up on the shingle when he saw the tracks.

A horse had come this way not long after daybreak, to judge by the tracks—a freshly shod horse with a smaller, neater hoof than Bean’s horse.

There were some wind-blown trees back from the crossing place, and he headed for them, wanting to take a sight over the route that lay ahead. After all, his chart was not new, and swampland could change. He had gambled on that trail.

Suddenly he glimpsed a horse and rider among the trees ahead. He turned his mount to weave around some small brush, and when his gun hand was on the side away from the trees he slipped the thong. He planned to use the gun he carried behind his belt, but a man never knew.

His horse scrambled up the sandy slope and into the trees, and he saw that the rider was Mady Coppinger.

“Tap,” she said at once, “you’ve got to help me.”

He pulled up six or seven feet away, his eyes scanning the brush behind and all around her. “What can I do,” he asked, “that Tom Kittery can’t do?”

“You can help me get out of here. I want to go to New Orleans.”

“It’s no place for a girl without family or friends,” he said. “How could you make a living?”

“Oh…oh, I’ll find a way!” She was impatient. “Tap, I just can’t stand it any longer! I can’t stand everybody going to bed when the sun’s scarcely out of the sky. I want to go somewhere where there are lights and music, and something is happening. I’ll just die here!”

“Have you talked to Tom about it? He’s figuring on getting married. He wants to live in this country; and besides, it’s the only life he knows.”

“I don’t care about Tom.” Her chin went up. “I’m finished, Tap. Do you hear? Finished!” She swung her horse nearer. “Tap, if you’ll take me to New Orleans I can go. I’ll…I’ll do anything you want.”

“You’ve got a good man,” he said roughly, “and no town is like you seem to think it is. They’re all the same unless you have money; and going the way you are talking of, you simply wouldn’t have any.

“Anyway, what makes you think you’d see any of the life you’re thinking about if some man took you to New Orleans; or anywhere else? He might rent a house and just leave you there to visit when he pleased. He might not take you anywhere.”

“I’d leave him!”

“For somebody else like him? Mady, you’re too smart a girl to do anything so foolish. You’ve got something here—a good man who wants you, a recognized position, with family and friends around. You’d be throwing it all over…for what? To live in a city where all the doors that mattered would be closed to you. Stop being a damn fool and go home.”

She stared at him, her face white with anger. Her lips curled. “I thought you were really something! I thought you were the man I wanted, you with your city ways and your style! You talk like a preacher!” Her tone was thick with contempt. “I’ve had too much of that at home. I wouldn’t go with you now if you begged me!”

He reined his horse around. “I haven’t begged you, Mady. I haven’t even asked you.”

Ten minutes later, he came to the spot marked on the chart for the trail’s beginning. It was overgrown with grass, but it showed evidences of recent use, more than likely by Indians going to the shore for the fishing, for there had surely been little other travel this way.

He tied his handkerchief to a bush to mark the opening, then rode out along the trail, scouting the way. At this time of year the swamp did not look bad, and it was possible there might be several routes that would take them through. Nonetheless, he held to the trail, emerging from it several miles further along, near the head of Powderhorn Lake.

He found a place among the willows near the lake and made a concealed camp there, starting a small fire. This spot could be no more than five miles from Indianola, and it would be easy travel from here into the port. Yet he felt worried and restless. So far all had gone well, and his ruse might have taken the Munson men out of the port city, but there was no certainty of that.

Tap Duvarney knew what remained. He must ride into town with at least one man who would know the Munsons when he saw them. That man would be Spicer. He might take one other. He would try to make a quick deal, then when they got their cash the lot of them would move out to join Tom Kittery and the main herd.

The cattle started to come, and he rode out to intercept the leaders and turn them. The grass was good at the head of Powderhorn, so the cattle settled down to grazing. Lawton Bean was the first man to appear. Together they held the cattle while the rest of the herd streamed in from the narrow trail. There had been no trouble. It was all too easy; and to Tap Duvarney, to whom few things had come easy, it only served to worry him still more. Something had to be wrong, or to go wrong. Things simply didn’t happen this way.

“I was glad to get off that island,” Doc Belden commented as he drew abreast. “You should see the way the sea is breaking out there. Smooth as glass, but great big swells…biggest I ever saw.”

“Doc,” Tap said, “I’m going to leave you in charge of the herd. They’ll be uneasy, with the weather changing, so you’ll have to hold them close. I’ll take Welt Spicer and Lawton Bean.”

Doc Belden tamped his pipe thoughtfully. “Spicer should know the Munsons. He’s been around long enough, but you be careful.”

“I’m going to turn a fast deal if I can. It may not be the best one, but it will be fast and it will give us some more working capital.

“Doc,” he added, “Mady Coppinger is around. She’s Tom’s girl, but she’s got some fool notion about running off to New Orleans. Tom’s hunting her, and she’s ready to jump at any chance to get away from here. Be careful…it’s a killing matter if she’s found with anybody.

“I told him I hadn’t seen her, and I hadn’t then, but now she’s been close to camp and I’ve talked with her. She’s mad enough to bite nails.”

 “Leave it to a woman to cause trouble,” Doc Belden said. “All right, Tap, you go on in when the boys get here. We’ll watch things here. Only don’t be gone too long. I don’t like the looks of the weather out there.”

It was a short ride to Indianola.
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