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UNSEEN ATTACKERS

Just before he got to the trees, Fielding felt a tug on the rope and heard the blast of a rifle. The roan horse went down and jerked the bay sideways, and a second shot crashed.

Fielding jerked the dally loose and threw the rope aside, then kicked the bay into a pounding run until he made it to the trees. He pulled the horse to a quick halt and yanked his rifle from the scabbard. He placed the second shot as coming from across the opening, where pine trees grew in a slope of jumbled rocks.

He searched the hillside, which lay in shade, and when he saw movement he got the object in his sights and fired. It moved again, a man crouched and running uphill. He picked up the target, got a bead on it again, and squeezed the trigger.

The gunshot split the evening, and then the wallop of a bullet hitting a body came echoing back. A man’s cry lifted in the air.

Fielding waited. He thought he heard a second voice, the rattle of rocks, a scuffling sound . . .
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Chapter One

As he came around a curve in the trail, swaying with the motion of his horse, Tom Fielding caught a view of the valley below the rim. Up here on top, the earth was ocher-colored, dotted with sparse vegetation and small rocks. Past the edge, the valley stretched out in dark hues of waving green. Across the sea of grass, the hills to the west rose in lighter tones, still green, while beyond them in the distance, the Laramie Mountains stood in shades of bluish gray and light purple, with patches of darkest green. Another turn in the trail closed off most of the view as the edge of the rim slanted upward. A minute later, the trail turned to the left again and began its descent, a gentle slope that led into an opening in the wall. Thirty yards ahead, the trail fell away in sharper decline, down through a gash in the bluffs. Fielding drew his horse to a stop and paused on the verge before going down.

He turned in the saddle and looked back as the first four packhorses came to a stop. The kid Mahoney had come to a halt as well, and the three pack animals he was leading bunched up behind him. Fielding motioned with his head toward the trail through the gap, and Mahoney nodded.

After a moment’s breather, Fielding nudged his saddle horse and started forward. The trail itself was wide enough for wagon travel, but late spring rains had washed trenches in the road, and the horses had to pick their feet up and set them down with care as they shifted and sidestepped. By habit, Fielding held the lead rope at his hip.

Though the ruts called for careful navigation, Fielding didn’t mind them. Until someone could get a team and a scraper up here, the only way to get by was on horseback, so a bit of business had come his way, packing supplies to a couple of ranches and farms up on the flats. It had been an easy trip, with not a single tree or rock for a horse to rub a pack against, and the kid Mahoney had gotten an introduction into this line of work.

Fielding glanced down at the ravine on his left, a deep cut in the yellowish earth where dark green cedars grew in the bottom and back up in a couple of clefts. Then the trail straightened out and the valley came into full view.

Straight ahead lay an expanse of grassland that sloped down toward darker grass. Beyond the meadowlike area, Chugwater Creek marked its course with a procession of trees, left to right, as the creek flowed northward to the Laramie River. Past the creek a half mile or so lay the town of Umber, which at this distance looked like three and a half rows of packing crates set along the railroad. The tracks themselves caught a shine from the afternoon sun as they ran parallel to the creek, through the center of the valley.

Fielding’s gaze traveled from the middle distance out to the edge and around. Off to the south, two tree lines showed where Hunter Creek flowed into Chugwater Creek. Between those two protecting groves of cottonwoods would lie the headquarters of the Buchanan Ranch. Straight ahead across the valley, where the hills began to lift, he could pick out Bill Selby’s place marked by a pale clump of trees. Farther back in the hills and up a ways, Andrew Roe’s buildings squatted in a corner made by two hills. Even farther and to the left, in a place he could not see from here, would be Richard Lodge’s hardscrabble claim that he called the Magpie. Then swinging his view around to the right and following the treetop course of Chugwater Creek about five miles north, Fielding picked out the site of J. P. Cronin’s ranch, the Argyle.

These were his reference points as he took in the valley as a whole—the creek, the town, the railroad, and the ranches big and little in the country that spread out all around. Less distinct for him was a spot on Antelope Creek, tucked away on the other side of the far line of hills. It wasn’t much as he pictured it, just a set of pole corrals, a large spreading cottonwood, a level area where he pitched his camp, and a grassy creek bottom where he turned out his horses. He couldn’t rightly call it his because it was on the public domain, with no fences or boundaries to separate it from the rest of the open range; but it was his base, the place he left and returned to when he went on pack trips.

Fielding brought his attention back to the trail as his weight shifted with the horse. He had come almost to the bottom of the steep part, and the ravine on his left opened up like the mouth of a small canyon. On the far edge stood a thicket of chokecherry bushes, leafed out and grazed across the bottom like so many trees in cow country. The earth all around the thicket, except on the uphill side, was worn bare where cattle took to the shade.

Behind him he could hear the horses coming down the last part of the grade, thirty-some hooves swishing in the soft earth, nicking on stones, as the horses heaved and snorted. Fielding looked back and appreciated the procession, rocking and jostling, sometimes lurching as a hoof slipped, but orderly all the same.

The kid Mahoney rode easy, the reins in his left hand and the lead rope in his right. The young man had reddish brown hair and a light, freckled complexion, and the upturned brim of his hat did not keep the sun off his face as he turned in the saddle and gazed off to the northwest.

At the bottom where the trail leveled out, Fielding stopped the animals to let them rest for a couple of minutes. All the packs were riding even, which was to be expected, as they carried nothing but ropes, empty cloth and burlap sacks, folded canvas, and the camp items. Out of habit, Fielding counted the packhorses.

Mahoney rode up alongside and stopped. He pulled on the tag and string that hung out of the pocket of his black vest, and out came the bag of makin’s. After giving the lead rope a couple of dallies around his saddle horn, he kept the reins in his left hand as he went about rolling a cigarette. He narrowed his blue-green eyes, which never seemed to be open all the way, and paid close attention to his work. He rolled a tight one, licked the free edge, and tapped the seam. Then he popped a match, held it to the end of the quirly, and drew a deep lungful of smoke. Ten seconds later he exhaled, with his head tipped again toward the northwest.

“Horses are all takin’ this trip real good,” he said, wrinkling his round nose and turning halfway around to look backward on his left.

“Uh-huh.” Fielding thought the kid had become pretty knowledgeable in a short while. Give him a couple more days, and he’d be telling the boss how to throw his hitches and pull the slack.

Mahoney turned to his normal position without looking at Fielding. He took another drag on his cigarette and fixed a hard glance at the valley, as if it were going to yield to his scrutiny.

Fielding took a deep breath to keep himself from getting impatient. He told himself Mahoney was just a green kid trying to prove himself. From the looks of him, he had just gotten his new outfit a short while back in Cheyenne. His round-crowned hat, striped shirt, denim trousers, and brown boots were all close to brand-new. So were his nickel-plated spurs with one-inch rowels, and so was his .44 with the clean wooden grips and the new bluing. Just a kid with a fuzzy mustache.

Fielding waited until Mahoney finished his cigarette. Then he put his horse into motion and looked back. The other horses no doubt knew they were on the way home, as they picked up their feet and jogged along. Mahoney fell in behind with his three horses, and the little pack train moved in order as before.

The group stopped in town long enough for Fielding to leave off the mail he had brought down from the flats and for Mahoney to water the horses. When Fielding came out of the little wooden building that housed the post office, he saw the kid slouched by the water trough, a cigarette drooping from his lips and his right thumb on his gun belt. His left hand held the ropes for the two strings of pack animals, and the saddle horses were hitched to the rack. Fielding gave an upward toss of the head as he moved to untie his horse, and when he had the reins, the kid handed him a lead rope. Fielding led his horse out, checked the cinch, and swung aboard. The afternoon sun had still not dipped below the tip of his hat brim when he crossed the tracks and headed westward.

Traveling light as he was, he figured he could cover the four miles to his campsite in less than an hour. If he were pressed for time and riding alone, he might save from a quarter to a half hour by straightening out the route rather than follow the trail as it wound through the low hills. But he had no reason to hurry today. He was on the tail end of an easy trip, with plenty of daylight left.

After the first curve in the trail and going into the second, which set the course westward again, Fielding saw the light green shades of box elder and young cottonwoods that marked Bill Selby’s place. Fielding had seen it from across the valley and up a ways, but from the valley floor to here, swells in the rising land closed off all but the fringe of the treetops. Now the ranch site came into view, a quarter of a mile to the left.

It looked as if Selby had company. He was facing three men who stood by their horses. The men had their backs to the lane that came in from the main trail.

Fielding gave the scene a close study as his horse clip-clopped along. A feeling of displeasure rose within him as he noted the layout. Selby stood hatless in the middle of his ranch yard, face-to-face with a larger man in a dark shirt. From this distance, the man looked like George Pence, one of J. P. Cronin’s riders and not the most likeable. The other two men were standing back holding the horses, with not much more than their hats visible.

A voice rose on the air as the man in the dark shirt made a flicker of movement. Fielding tensed, then reined his horse to the left and nudged him to follow the lane into the yard. Fielding glanced back to see that Mahoney was following, caught a curious look from the kid, and turned forward to keep things on course. As he approached the ranch yard, the men and horses stood ahead on his right.

Another voice came up, followed by the loud one. Fielding rode closer, wondering when the men in the yard would hear the footfalls of the nine horses.

As the voices died away, one of the two men holding the visitors’ horses came around the front of the nearest one and stared at the oncoming party. He was a clean-shaven man, a little taller than average. He wore a brown hat, brown vest, and white shirt. Fielding strained to try to recognize the man, but he saw nothing familiar about him.

The horses moved on, thirty-six hooves clopping and scuffing. The man in the brown vest raised his head in an expression of authority, then spoke over his shoulder to the large man facing Selby.

The scene ahead shifted, and the large man came to stand next to his associate. Fielding recognized the tall-crowned hat, dark blue wool shirt, beefy face, and brown side whiskers. It was George Pence, just as he had thought at first glance.

As Fielding brought his horse to a stop, the man in the brown vest spoke. His words had an even tone, neither friendly nor menacing.

“Afternoon, stranger. What’s your business?”

Fielding dismounted. He didn’t like to ride into someone’s camp or ranch and look down on him, just as he didn’t like another man to act that way toward him. “Not a stranger,” he said, passing the reins to his right hand. “Don’t need to be on business to drop in and see a friend.” He motioned with his head in the direction of Selby, who had come forward but stood a few paces away from the other two.

The brown hat nodded. “We’re all friends,” said the man. “That’s what we stopped in for. A friendly visit.”

Fielding noted the smooth voice, the polite accent he had heard in others who affected a gentleman’s image. “That’s good,” he said, “for everyone to be friends.” He flicked a glance at the blocky form of George Pence, met his dull brown eyes, and came back to the clean-shaven man with the clean vest and white shirtsleeves. “My name’s Tom Fielding, and I’m a packer.”

The other man smiled without showing his teeth. “I like a man who says what he is.” The dark eyes traveled down the file of horses and came back. “And I like a man who is what he says.” Another smile. “My name’s Al Adler. I’m the foreman at J. P. Cronin’s Argyle Ranch.” The man pulled a brown leather glove off his right hand and offered to shake.

Fielding obliged, noticing that the firm hand was pale and the fingernails were clean. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“All mine.” Adler tossed his head sideways and said, “I would guess you already know George Pence.”

Fielding nodded in the direction of the big man, whose eyelids halfway closed as he nodded back.

“And here’s Henry in back. Do you know him, too?”

Fielding looked across the saddles of the first two horses and caught a smile and a wave from Henry Steelyard. “How do, Henry?”

“Howdy, Tom.”

Adler’s smooth voice came out again. “So, as I was saying, we were all just having a friendly visit.”

“Sure.” Fielding turned toward Selby. “And how are you today, Bill?”

Selby’s ruddy face was redder than usual, but he said, “Good enough, I suppose.”

Adler’s voice cut in. “Did you have any business with Mr. Selby? Any goods to deliver?”

“No more business than I already stated.” Fielding tipped his head toward his packhorses. “I’m travelin’ empty, back to my camp.”

“Well, don’t let us keep you, then” said Adler. After half a pause he added, “Who’s your man?”

Fielding followed the glance of the dark eyes. “That’s Fred Mahoney. This is his first job with me.”

Mahoney, who had not gotten down from his horse, raised his hand from the saddle horn in a small wave.

Adler’s eyes rested on Fielding again. “Like I said, don’t let us keep you.”

“Oh, we’re not in a hurry.”

“Maybe you ought to be,” said Pence.

The surly tone was nothing new to Fielding, who felt a spark of resentment. “I said I wasn’t.”

Pence stepped forward and squared his shoulders. His right hand hung over his smooth-worn gun belt. “Maybe we think you should. You interrupted a conversation, you know.”

Fielding cast a glance at Selby. “Is that right, Bill?”

Selby’s voice seemed to have a quaver in it as he answered. “I suppose so, in a way. Pence here was trying to tell me where to run my cattle, or where not to. I said it was open range, and his boss didn’t have any more right to it than I do.”

Pence cut in. “That’s a mealymouthed way of puttin’ it. What I said was, he’d better keep his rib-racked cattle off the Argyle meadows.”

Selby came right back, his voice steadier now. “And I told him that if any of that land was private, it was up to the owner to fence it off. That’s Wyoming law, and everyone knows it.”

The big man made a sound like “Pah.”

Selby’s jaw muscles tightened, and his eyes blazed. “They just came here to bully me. They ride in here, the three of them, and they put this one on me like a bulldog.”

Pence made a quick turn and, with spurs jingling, moved toward Selby, who backed up. “Stand still,” barked Pence, “and take what you’ve got comin’.”

Selby’s blue eyes flickered from one side to the other as he took another step backward. He was short and sturdy, but no match for the larger man. “Just a bully,” he said. “All the courage in the world when you’ve got someone three to one.”

Pence doubled his fists, and his voice came out gravelly as he said, “I’ll take you one on one.” He moved forward.

Fielding dropped his reins, took about five quick steps, and came between the two men with his shoulder almost touching Pence’s chest. “I think that’s enough,” he said. “There’s no need for any more.”

Pence laid his left hand on Fielding’s shoulder and gave him a shove. “This pissy little nester called me a bully.”

Fielding squared around. “Maybe you are. Look at you. And you’re callin’ names just as much as he is.”

The big man surged forward and shoved Fielding with both hands, throwing him off balance but not knocking him down. Fielding went back a couple of steps, regained his footing, and got ready for the other man as he came hulking toward him. As long as it was just a shoving match, Fielding did not want to throw a punch. He hovered with his weight forward, and then he pushed off.

He went between Pence’s two hands, which were poised above waist level and were not yet tensed for another shove. The thumbs gave way. Grabbing the big man by the shirt and putting the toe of his boot on Pence’s right spur, Fielding pushed hard and sent the man backward, arms flailing for balance. Pence landed with his butt on the ground, and his high-crowned hat went rolling away. His pale forehead showed where his dark brown curly hair was receding. As he turned in a smooth motion and came up with his .45 Colt, the beginning of a bald spot showed in back.

Adler stepped in to block Pence’s view, though the barrel of the six-gun was still raised in Fielding’s direction.

“This has gone far enough,” said the foreman. “Put it away, George.”

Fielding, having stepped out of the line of fire, saw the gun barrel lower and withdraw.

Adler turned to Fielding. “Maybe I’ll say it a third time, my friend. Don’t let us keep you from going on your way.”

Fielding gave him a cross look. “So you can pick on Bill some more?”

Adler jutted his chin and shook his head. “No one’s pickin’ on anybody. We’re about to leave, too. That’s the secret of a friendly visit, know when to leave so you don’t stay too long.”

Fielding turned to Selby, who was standing off by himself with his hands at his sides. “Are you all right, Bill?”

“Oh, I’ll be fine.” Selby had a subdued tone, but he did not seem afraid. His eyes followed Pence, who had gotten up and found his hat and was now walking back to the horses.

Fielding shrugged. “I guess we’ll go, then.”

Adler raised his eyebrows. “All the best.” Then after giving a closemouthed smile, he added, “Good to meet you, Fielding.”

“The same here.” Fielding returned to his horse, a calm sorrel that stood hipshot with its head forward. Fielding gathered the reins, turned the sorrel, and found the lead rope for the first packhorse where it lay in the dirt. Positioning the sorrel to avoid throwing his leg over the lead rope when he swung aboard, Fielding held the reins and the rope at the saddle horn as he mounted up. He transferred the reins to his right hand, and with his left he waved to Bill Selby and Henry Steelyard.

Adler was turning out his stirrup and had his back to Fielding, as did Pence in his dark hat. That was just as well, thought Fielding. As he turned the packhorses and led the way out of the yard, he looked across at Mahoney, who had not gotten down from his horse the whole time and who gave no expression in response. That was just as well, too.

The campsite on the west side of Antelope Creek was a welcome sight as Fielding brought the pack train in off the trail. He and Mahoney worked together to untie the packs, lift the panniers off the sawbucks, strip the gear, and water the horses. They picketed two, a dun and a gray, then belled the rest of the packhorses and turned them loose. They tied the two saddle horses to the corral for the time being.

Next they set up two tents, using the poles that Fielding had left stacked. They set up one tent for living quarters and one to stow the gear, including the tepee tent they had used on their recent trip. When they had the gear put away, Fielding stood back and looked over the whole layout.

“I think that’s pretty good,” he said, turning to Mahoney. “If you want, we can call it a day.” He brought out a ten-dollar gold piece and handed it to the young man. “Here’s this. We can call it square for the six days.”

Mahoney’s eyebrows went up. “Thanks,” he said.

Fielding waved toward the corral. “Go ahead and take the horse you’ve been riding. You can leave him at the livery stable in town, and I’ll pick him up when I go in. Probably tomorrow.”

Mahoney nodded, turned to walk toward the brown horse, and stopped. Someone was riding into the camp from the main trail.

As the horse came to a stop about twenty-five yards out, Fielding recognized the features of the young range rider. “Come on in, Henry,” he called.

Steelyard rode his horse another fifteen yards and then dismounted. Leading the animal by the reins, he walked forward with his usual easy air about him. His round hat with the ranger’s peak was set back on his head, and his trimmed, wavy brown hair combined with his clean-shaven face to give him a look of innocence.

“Evenin’, Henry. What brings you to this side of the valley?”

“Oh, I just thought I’d drop by to see if everything was all right.”

“I hope so.”

“That’s good. You know, I felt kinda awkward, bein’ in the middle of that scrape earlier in the afternoon.”

Fielding waved his hand. “Ah, don’t worry about it. I didn’t think you had anything to do with it.”

Steelyard shrugged. “Well, I was there, and I wouldn’t want to have any hard feelin’s.”

“None on this side, not towards you. As for Pence—well, I’ll just have to wait and see if he wants to start somethin’ again. You know as well as I do that some of these things go away on their own, and some don’t.”

Steelyard pushed out his lower lip. “I don’t blame you for steppin’ in,” he said. His words hung on the air until he added, “But I don’t know how good an idea it would be to take sides.”

Fielding’s eyebrows pulled together. “What do you mean, take sides?”

“I didn’t say you did.” Steelyard laid his hand out, palm up. “I meant something you might or might not do later on.”

“Such as . . .”

“Better not to burn bridges.” Steelyard gave a tip of the head.

“Ah, as far as that goes, I figure I already lost any work I thought I might have with Cronin.”

“Well, that, or anything else. Just thought I’d mention it.” The young man’s brown eyes were steady.

“I’m glad you did. Good of you to drop by.”

Steelyard gave a backward wave. “Think nothin’ of it.” He glanced at the sun, which was about to set. “Huh,” he said, “looks like I’d better be headin’ back.”

“Are you goin’ by way of town?”

“I could. Do you need somethin’ done?”

Fielding motioned toward Mahoney, who had been standing by and taking things in. “I don’t, but Mahoney here was about to leave. He could ride along if it was no bother to you.”

Steelyard looked at Mahoney and smiled. “Not at all. Glad for the company. Was your name Pat?”

“Fred.”

“Good enough. Well, I’m ready to go when you are.”

Mahoney untied the brown horse, led it out a few yards, tightened the cinch, and mounted up. Steelyard swung aboard also, and the two young men waved good-bye and rode away.

As the hoofbeats faded on the trail, Fielding unsaddled the sorrel and put him in the corral. He gave the animal a bait of grain and went to look for a canvas bucket. When he came out of the gear tent holding the bucket by its rope handle, he paused to appreciate the sunset over the skyline. Shades of orange and scarlet shot through a layer of lowlying clouds, and the rangeland was falling into shadow.

The bells of the grazing horses tinkled in the still air, and the creek made a light, rippling sound as Fielding walked toward it. He washed his hands and face in the stream, then dipped the bucket and brought it up swelled and dripping.

Night was falling as he walked to his camp. It was a good feeling to have the day’s work done, a night horse close at hand, a bucket of water to hang in camp, and no one to mar the pleasure of being alone on the plain.


Chapter Two

The buzzing of a fly woke him. As he opened his eyes, he realized the sun was up and warming the tent. The light music of the horse bells floated on the air, and he thought of the old saying. Bell your horses and sleep good.

He rolled out of bed, got dressed, and went out in the morning. The sorrel snuffled in the corral. Fielding put a lead rope on him, led him out, and went to untie the two picket horses. The sun was warm on his face as he led the three horses to water. The young cottonwoods on the opposite bank cast the stream in shadow, and the cool smell of morning lingered. The horses touched their muzzles to the surface and made their small sucking sounds as they drank their water upward. A magpie chattered from the big cottonwood near camp.

Fielding turned the sorrel loose and moved the pickets for the dun and the gray. By habit he counted the loose horses, as he had done earlier, and went back to camp.

He had dipped fresh water for coffee and had the fire going when he heard the footfalls of a horse on dry ground. Looking north toward the trail, he saw Richard Lodge riding in on one of the two matched sorrels that the man kept. Fielding waved him in. Lodge came closer, then swung down and walked the last few yards.

“You can tie him to the corral or turn him in. Coffee should be ready in a few minutes.”

“You’re a good boy.” Lodge tipped back his hat and smiled. The sunlight fell on his dark hair and graying beard. He wore a clean work shirt, drab but not wrinkled or sweat-stained, and his charcoal-colored vest was closed by one button. After a pause in his step, he walked on to the corral.

A minute later, he took a seat on one of the two lengths of old tree trunk that did for camp furniture. Fielding sat on the other, holding the rod of green willow that he used for a poker.

After a few seconds, Lodge raised his eyes from gazing at the campfire. “How’s business?” he asked.

“Oh, all right. I packed some grub and a few other things up to the flats. Got back yesterday.”

“That’s what I heard.”

“Things don’t really pick up until later on, you know. Then I’ll have more work than I can handle, packin’ supplies to cow and sheep camps.”

“Who’s your helper?”

“Kid named Mahoney. Says he’s from Cheyenne. I’m just tryin’ him out. Maybe he’s doin’ the same.” Fielding thought for a second. “Have you talked to Selby?”

In the shade of the camp, Lodge’s deep brown eyes were darker than usual. “He said you dropped by. Raised a little dust.”

“Not much.”

Lodge sniffed. “Don’t know if they’d’ve done much, but it was just as well that you showed up. Maybe saved some trouble.” He tipped his head back and forth. “Then again, maybe it caused some.”

“Either way, I didn’t like it. Someone’s better off than the rest, and he thinks he can ride roughshod over the ones that don’t have much. I just don’t like it.”

“I don’t, either, of course, bein’ one of those that has less.”

Fielding gave a light shake of the head. “Then their young puncher named Steelyard, nice enough fellow, comes by and tells me I ought not to take sides.”

“He told you that?”

“I think he meant it well. He’s the type that just by nature stays out of trouble. But if I did what he said, looked the other way, I’d be doing what he is, which is more or less goin’ along with what Cronin does.”

“I’m surprised he took the trouble to tell you.”

“I am, too. He had to go out of his way to do it. I’d guess he heard something from Pence or Adler after I left, and it didn’t sound good.”

Lodge frowned. “That Cronin’s a high-handed son of a bitch, and he hires men to do things his way.”

“This is the first time I’d seen Adler. I’d heard there was a new foreman, but I didn’t know what he looked like.”

Lodge held his eyes on Fielding. “And what does he look like to you?”

“Oh, I don’t know. He doesn’t seem to be from around here.”

“I think you’ve got that right.”

“After a man’s been here awhile, he takes on the look of the country,” said Fielding. “His clothes weather to this climate, and he does, too.”

“That’s right,” said Lodge. “And I don’t think Cronin brought this fellow in because of his knowledge about runnin’ cattle on the northern range.”

Fielding smiled. “You mean he doesn’t look like a foreman to you.”

“Not as much as some.”

Fielding reflected. “You know, I didn’t even notice if he was wearing a gun.”

“If you see much of him, you will. And he carries a saddle gun, too. I’ve seen that.”

“Then you think he’s some kind of a—”

“The nice term is stock detective. If he hadn’t hired on as foreman, he might go by that.” Lodge raised his chin. “Can you get that coffeepot any closer to the coals? It’s takin’ a while to boil.”

“I can try.” Fielding took a stick of firewood, moved two rocks closer to the center of the fire, and set the coffeepot in place.

“I can tell you’re not in any hurry today. You’re not like these others that live on the trail—boil their coffee in a little can, and kick dirt on the ashes before the sun comes up.”

Fielding smiled. “I don’t have someone trailin’ after me.”

“That’s good.”

“I do need to go into town a little later on.”

Lodge gazed at the fire. “Yeah, I need to go in there one of these days, too. Boy, those bells have a pretty sound, don’t they? Meadowlarks sing right along with ’em.”

The talk ran on, touching on light topics. Lodge asked about the places where Fielding had been—what the grass was like, how the wheat farmers seemed to be doing, whether the snakes were out yet. When the visitor finished his cup of coffee, he stood up.

“Well, I think I’d better move on,” he said. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“Glad you got some. I usually boil it in a little can.”

“I know.” Lodge untied his horse and turned toward Fielding before mounting up. “Thanks for the help you gave Bill,” he said.

“It wasn’t much.”

“Maybe not, but he appreciates it. Others of us do, too.”

“Thanks. That’s good to know.”

Lodge’s deep brown eyes looked away and came back. “Selby and Roe are plannin’ their own roundup. I’ll throw in what little I have. They could use another hand or two, if you’re still in the country.”

“I might be.”

Lodge took the sorrel out into the sunlight, where he checked the cinch and climbed on. “Come and see me in your life of leisure,” he said.

“I’ll do that.” Fielding watched as the horse and rider trotted off to the south, through the grassy valley where the belled horses were grazing.

On his way to town, Fielding took a detour to the southeast. He rode a buckskin that covered the ground at a fast walk and a smooth lope, so he crossed Hunter Creek before the sun was straight up overhead. He followed a cow trail for a ways and then cut across a meadow to a grove of cottonwoods. Coming out on the other side, he picked up the lane that led into the headquarters of the Buchanan Ranch.

A short-haired terrier came off the front porch of the ranch house, barking, and did not let up until the front door opened and a young blonde woman stepped out.

Fielding’s pulse quickened for a second. As the young woman called the dog to her, Fielding dismounted and led his horse forward.

Her voice had a pleasant tone to it as she said, “Good morning, Tom. I believe it’s still morning, isn’t it?”

“I think so. How are you, Susan?”

“Very well, thanks.” As she stood in the open yard, the sunlight shone on her straw-colored hair, which was tied up in a neat coil. Her high-necked white blouse and long, sky blue skirt also caught the light and added to her radiance.

“I hope I didn’t come at a bad moment.”

She frowned. “Oh, no. Why?”

“I wouldn’t want to interrupt your dinner hour.”

She smiled, and her blue eyes sparkled. “Not at all. We won’t even start until Father gets back.”

“Oh, I see. Then he’s not around?”

“No, he’s in town. Or that’s where he went. Did you wish to see him?”

Fielding gave a jaunty toss of the head. “Well, that was my main reason for stopping by. But I wouldn’t want to be so blunt as to not give my best to you.”

She smiled again, this time showing her pretty teeth. “It’s nice of you to be so gallant, Tom.”

“Thank you. I couldn’t do it without inspiration.” He felt himself blush and he thought she colored as well, but he couldn’t be sure in the warm sunlight.

She gave a light laugh, then in her easy way moved to another topic. “I heard you went off on a delivery trip. I’m glad to see you made it back without any trouble.”

“It was all pretty easy, there and back.”

Silence hung between them for a few seconds. He let his eyes rove over her facial features, which were friendly but not revealing. It occurred to him that if she had heard one thing, she might have heard another.

They both went to speak at the same time, and then she laughed and said, “Go ahead.”

“You first.”

“No, you. I insist.” She gave him a mock-severe look.

“Well,” he began, “there was another little thing. You may have heard of it, and I wouldn’t want you to think that I didn’t want—or was trying to—”

“I think I know what you’re referring to. An incident with the men from the Argyle.”

“That’s it. I was hoping you wouldn’t—”

“Oh, don’t worry for my sake, Tom. I know you wouldn’t start something like that.” Her words lifted and hung.

“But—” he said.

“But it’s a dreadful thing to be drawn into, don’t you think?”

“I suppose so,” he answered, with some sense of how she might see it. “I’m just hoping I haven’t put some uncomfortable distance between me and your father.”

She tipped her head ever so slightly to one side. “Do you mean, for business interests?”

“For any reason. I don’t want to be on bad terms with someone because of other people’s squabbles.”

The tension seemed to relax as she gave an assuring smile. “Tom, you know my father is a fair man.”

“I know. That’s why I dropped in. I felt I could.”

“Of course.” Now her blue eyes were both soft and direct. “But I’m sorry you got drawn into that incident.”

“I just didn’t like to see the bullying.”

She looked down and then up at him again. “I don’t blame you. I felt bad for you, and I don’t want to presume to be telling you anything about it.”

“Please do.”

“You mean, what I think?”

“Exactly. Yes.”

She hesitated, and her mouth was small and pretty. Then she said, “I do not mean for this to reflect on you at all, but it just seems to me that it’s not worth it to stick up for people who probably wouldn’t do the same for you.”

Fielding opened his eyes wide. “Do you think your father sees it that way?”

Her face looked innocent now. “I don’t know how he has considered it, but I do know that he tries to avoid entanglements.”

“That’s good,” said Fielding, even as he wondered whether Joseph Buchanan would side with his own kind or stay aloof if things came to the point of trouble. Fielding was trying to think of the next thing to say when he heard a horse trotting into the yard behind him. Thinking it might be Mr. Buchanan himself, Fielding turned halfway and looked over his shoulder.

What he saw surprised him. A man in a light tan suit was jolting along on a cream-colored horse. He wore no hat, and his full head of hair, yellowish white like corn silk, blazed in the noonday sun. He had the reins crossed in front and held apart with both hands. As he came closer he stood in the stirrups, then sat again, still bouncing. He did not slow the horse but rode right on by, turning his flushed, perspiring face toward Susan and then glaring with pale green eyes at Fielding. Thirty yards off, he stopped the horse and dismounted in the shade of a cottonwood tree.

“Looks as if you have company,” said Fielding.

Susan gave a half shrug and a nod.

“Well,” he went on, pulling the reins through his right hand, “give my best to your father, if I don’t see him before you do.”

She smiled. “Even if you do, I’ll be sure to tell him how courteous you’ve been.”

Fielding returned the smile. “Much obliged.” Nodding toward the cottonwood, he said, “That fellow looks as if he needs a drink of water.”

“I’ll see to it.” After a second’s pause she added, “Thanks for stopping in.”

“My pleasure. Hope to see you again before long.” He turned the buckskin around, swung aboard, and set off. After a few paces he touched his spur to the horse, and they left the Buchanan place on a lope.

In town, Fielding went to the livery stable, paid for the day’s keep, and saddled the brown horse. He put the bridle and reins in his saddlebag and led the horse by a neck rope. He had not ridden two blocks when he met Joseph Buchanan, who had just walked out of the grain dealer’s office. He was putting on his tall dark brown hat with four dents in the peak, and he had his leather gloves in his left hand. Fielding reined his horse over and swung down.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Buchanan. How do you do?”

“Oh, I’m fine. And yourself?” Buchanan’s dark blue eyes went from Fielding to the two horses and back.

“Fine as well.” After a second’s pause, he added, “I just came by your place, but I missed you.”

Buchanan’s eyebrows went up and down. “I was on my way home now. Anything urgent?”

“Oh, no. I was just passing by, so I stopped there. I know it might be early in the season for you, but I’ve already started packing, so I thought I’d let you know I’m ready whenever you might need me.”

Buchanan looked at the brown horse again, stroked the underside of his jaw with his thumb and first two fingers, and cleared his throat. He was clean-shaven and had a trim mustache, but his weather-tanned face was starting to go heavy and the lines were setting in. He looked tired, as if he had to work himself up to what he had to say. He took a breath and said, “I’ll tell you, Fielding, I need to take things into consideration.”

“Of course.”

Buchanan seemed to hesitate and then said, “I heard you had a little trouble with the Argyle men.”

“Not much, but there was a small incident.”

“Sure. And we don’t need to go through it. You’re your own man.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The blue eyes wandered and then came back to Fielding. “But after considering it, I’ve had to decide that it would be better if I didn’t have you transport goods for me if there was any possibility of mishaps.”

“Oh, I don’t think there would be, sir.”

“You can’t tell, but at any rate, that’s what I’ve decided.”

“I see.” Fielding felt a sinking of the spirits.

Buchanan’s voice, in contrast, picked up. “That doesn’t mean I don’t value your work. I’d be happy to put in a good word for you, any time.”

“Why, thank you, sir. I appreciate that.”

“Just fine, and good luck to you, boy.”

“All the same to you, sir.”

Buchanan turned and walked away, his heavy brown boots thumping on the board sidewalk.

Fielding led the buckskin out into the street and swung aboard again. The conversation with Buchanan had left him almost in a daze, as he had been hit by the main point when he thought he was still working up to it. Fielding thought it was polite of Buchanan to make it seem as if Cronin’s men were the problem, but he could see that it was a nice piece of condescension as Buchanan cut off business with him.

Then came the second part. Fielding was left to interpret that he probably didn’t have much welcome at the Buchanan ranch house anymore. Now that he thought of it, Susan had not said to come back again. Fielding frowned and then shrugged. So much the better for the hatless, red-faced young gentleman.

Out on the trail, the brown horse stepped right along as the buckskin kept up a fast walk. Fielding rode past Selby’s, where no activity stirred in the ranch yard. He thought that was just as well, as he didn’t care to see Selby again quite so soon. A couple of miles farther, as the road curved through the rolling country, he came to Andrew Roe’s place, also on his left. Thinking that it wouldn’t hurt to have a word with Roe, Fielding turned in.

As he rode along the lane, he realized it was the first time he had come in from the road and had seen the layout up close. Roe had a good location for his homestead. The house and other buildings lay in a corner formed by two hills, which gave protection from the strong winds that came from the southwest, west, and northwest from November to May.

Although the place was well situated, Fielding thought a man could make better use of it. At some point, Roe had planted a windbreak of trees on the north side, but now it consisted of three rows of dead stumps. At the far end of the windbreak and a little to the left, a roofed shelter on poles had fallen in on one end and was leaning on the other. Farther to the left, the stable and then the house looked east, which made for good sunshine on winter mornings and shade on summer afternoons, but the whole front yard was littered with heaps of salvage.

Roe’s accumulations had some order, as the fence posts lay in a pile next to the warped planks, the rusty barbed wire had its own mound with weeds growing up through it, the wagon parts leaned against or lay on top of a couple of crippled old spring wagons, and the scraps of curled and perforated tin roofing were held down by a rusted iron bedstead tipped on its side.

To give the man his due, Fielding reflected that Roe had not had it easy. His wife had died a few years back, and he had finished raising his daughter by himself. If the wife had been healthier or the girl had been big enough, someone might have watered the trees. The last time Fielding had seen her, a year or so back, the girl was big enough to do the cooking and cleaning. She probably did the chores as well, as Roe had a reputation for dropping in on other homesteaders or idling about town, picking up scraps of gossip along with items of perceived value. He was not very open about having people come to his place, perhaps because of the girl, but perhaps because he would rather have a bite to eat or take a nip at someone else’s place and not have to return the favor. So the talk ran, at least.

Two large gray geese came around the side of the house, lifting their wings and honking. From somewhere in back a calf bawled, and the cackle of chickens rose and fell.

As Fielding stopped his horse, the front door opened. He expected to see Andrew Roe appear, rubbing his face or running his fingers through his hair, but the person who stepped outside was the girl.

Her name came to him. Isabel.

The house had no porch, but the front step lay in the first of the afternoon shadow. The girl’s dark, shoulder-length hair and her dusky complexion reminded him of the little he had heard about her mother—that she had come from New Mexico and had Spanish in her background. He had not connected that information with the name Isabel until now.

“Good afternoon,” he said. “I stopped in to see if your father was at home. My name’s Tom Fielding, and I’ve got a camp a couple of miles farther out. He knows me.”

The girl’s dark eyes took in the rider and the two horses. Then her voice came floating from the shadow, musical as the lark’s song. “He’s not at home right now. You’re welcome to wait for him if you’d like.”

“Well, I wouldn’t want to—”

“There’s a trough over there, if you’d like to water your horses. It shouldn’t be long.”

He turned to where she pointed. A wooden trough with a hand pump stood in front of the stable. “I suppose so,” he said. Holding the lead rope out of the way, he drew back his right leg and dismounted. When he came around in front of the buckskin, the girl was gone.

He led the two horses to drink, then took them back to loiter in front of the house.

The door opened again, and the girl Isabel came out carrying a three-legged stool. “Here,” she said. “You can sit in the shade if you’d like.”

The paint was yellowed and chipped, but the stool looked sturdy enough. “I guess I could,” he said.

She took a short step down and set the stool next to the house. “I’ll be back,” she said.

As she stood up, Fielding appreciated her figure in the dark gray dress. Then she was gone again, and he took his seat on the stool, resting his back against the house as he held the lead rope in his left hand and the reins in his right. Both horses were relaxed, and the barnyard animals had quieted down. Though the immediate surroundings were homely, the spot had a peaceful quality to it.

The door opened, and the girl set a chair on the step. A few seconds later she returned with a cutting board, a knife, and a chunk of meat that looked like a venison haunch.

“There’s not many flies yet,” she said. “I thought I could work outside here.”

“That’s good. You can keep those geese from doin’ me any harm.”

She smiled and showed her clean, even teeth. “Oh, they’re something, aren’t they? But that’s geese.” With the board in her lap, she positioned the chunk of meat and sliced off a thin strip lengthwise.

“Makin’ jerky?”

“That’s right. It’s antelope meat. Papa says they’re good this time of the year, when the grass comes green.” She glanced up from her work. “So, you live over this way, do you?”

“I have a camp is all. I’m a packer, so I’m on the trail a good part of the time, when the weather allows.”

Her dark eyes looked at him again. “I think we’ve met. Or seen each other. I’m Isabel, you know.”

He took off his hat, but she didn’t seem to notice the courtesy, so he dragged his cuff across his forehead. “And I’m Tom, as I already mentioned.”

“Sure.” She pulled the knife through the haunch and cut off a long, thin piece. “I think Bill Selby mentioned you just yesterday when he came by.”

Fielding shifted on his stool. “It was a little thing that happened, but everyone seems to have heard of it.”

“I think Bill came over here to tell Papa just as soon as he could. He made you out to seem like the rescuer.”

“Like I say, it wasn’t much.”

She paused in her work and let her eyes meet his. “Do you think those other men mean trouble? Bill seemed shaken by it.”

Fielding rotated his hat in his hands. “I don’t know what all they said before or after I was there. I just saw them pushin’ him around, and I didn’t think it was fair. If there’s something bigger behind it, I’m yet to know.”

“But you stuck your neck out. That’s what Bill said. I know he appreciated it.”

“I’m glad he did. I don’t think the other side did, though.”

“But you stood up for him, see? That’s good.”

He felt relaxed with her, and his words came easy. “Oh, I don’t know. I think I’m just innocent enough to believe that there are still things like right and wrong and that decency can come out on top. It’s just that it’s hard to do without causing some kind of friction.”

She cut another long slice, then flipped it to the side with her knife. “You’ve got to do what you think is right. You’ve got to be your own man.” She looked across at him and smiled.

“Well, you’re right, of course. What I want is to be left alone, free to live the way I want, but like I say, I tend to make it rough on myself.”

“Maybe you do, a little bit. But I’d rather do that and be able to be myself, not have a lot of people hanging all over me.” Her voice changed tone as she said, “Don’t worry about her.”

“Huh?”

Isabel pointed with her knife, and Fielding turned to see a young brown goat, about a yearling, with bulging yellow eyes.

“She likes tobacco.”

“Well, I don’t have any.”

The young nanny looked at Fielding’s shirt, then at the two horses.

“Go away, Missy,” said Isabel. “No treats today.”

The goat stood still.

Isabel spoke again as she returned to her work. “So, do you always travel with two horses?”

“Um, no.”

“I don’t mean to be inquisitive. Just something to talk about.” She looked up, and her dun complexion had a blush. “Really, I talk too much. But just at first. Hardly anyone ever comes here, and if they do, it’s like Bill Selby. They come to talk to Papa.”

“And give tobacco to the goat?”

Isabel laughed.

Fielding realized the girl might be a little nervous or giddy about having a visitor like him, but he felt an easy familiarity with her. He said, “Anyway, to answer your question, the reason I look like Ranger Two Ponies is that I picked up this one horse where my helper left it in town.”

“Oh, I see. And you’re taking it back to your place.” Her voice was calmer now.

“Unless something comes up.”

She looked at him without raising her head all the way. “Oh, are you a horse trader, too?”

“No, but the world is full of genies and spirits, and one of them might bewitch me.”

Her eyes sparkled as she smiled at him. “Like sailors and mermaids.”

He smiled back. “Maybe so. I’ve heard it said that a cowpuncher is a sailor on horseback.”

“So, you’re a cowpuncher?”

“I’ve done that kind of work.”

She tipped her head in a matter-of-fact way. “I like to ride,” she said. Then, as if emending, she added, “But that’s nothing like cow-punching, I know that. You have to ride long and hard, know how to rope and trip steers, keep from breaking your neck.”

“That, and live on cold biscuits. Boil your coffee in a little can.”

She pursed her lips. “And jerky.”

“Oh, I know,” he conceded. “A fella carries raisins, dried apples, canned tomatoes. I was just makin’ myself to be a lone sufferer for the moment.”

“I’m sure it’s not easy.” Her voice changed again. “Well, what did I tell you? Here’s Papa now.”

Fielding followed the motion of her head toward the east, where Andrew Roe on horseback came down a grassy hill. Fielding recognized the horse, an older chestnut that did not move very fast. Fielding stood up and put on his hat.

Isabel resumed her work, and neither she nor Fielding spoke as her father made his way to the ranch yard.

Andrew Roe stopped his horse. “Been here long?” he asked as he eased down from the saddle.

“Not long,” said Fielding. “Ten, fifteen minutes.”

Isabel rose from her chair and carried the cutting board with the knife and meat into the house.

“What news?” asked Roe. He stood by the horse as it drooped its head. The man was of medium height and slender build, and he wore loose clothes. His hat had nicks in the brim and a hole worn in the ridge of the crown, and it cast a shadow on his eyes, which in turn had permanent shadows below them. As usual, the man had a couple of days’ stubble on his face, set off by a knotted kerchief that could use a wash.

“Not much news from me,” said Fielding. “Least, nothin’ you haven’t heard.”

Roe said something like “Yuh” and moistened his lips. His pale brown eyes, which had a tendency to drift, came back to Fielding. “I was just over to Selby’s now,” he went on. “Talkin’ about work.”

“ ’Bout that time.”

Roe moved his mouth and then spoke. “Him and me, we’re thinkin’ of havin’ our own roundup.”

“I believe Lodge mentioned something like that when I saw him.”

Isabel came out the front door. She walked forward, took the reins from her father, and led the horse away.

Roe dug into the pocket of his cloth vest and brought out a sack of tobacco. He looked down at his work as he spoke. “The Association doesn’t control that anymore, so no one can tell us otherwise. A couple of others might throw in with us—you mentioned Lodge—and we’d like to have another hand or two.” Roe twisted his mouth as he rolled the cigarette tight with his fingers. Then he licked the edge and folded it down.

When the man seemed to have his attention free, Fielding answered, “Lodge mentioned that, too. I think I might be able to help out.”

Roe looked up with the cigarette hanging in his lips. “Just you? Selby said you had a kid workin’ for you, looked like he might be a hand.”

“I can’t speak for him. He just did this one job for me, and now he’s on his own.”

Roe lit his cigarette. “Oh. I thought he was workin’ for you.”

“He was.”

“Hmm.” Roe flicked the match on the ground.

“Anyway, that was the main reason I dropped in. If I’d known you were at Selby’s, I’d have stopped there.”

“All the same.” The pale brown eyes wandered across Fielding’s two horses. Then Roe walked to the chair Isabel left out, and he sat down with a sigh. “Sit here in the shade,” he said. He glanced at the stool. “You in a hurry?”

“Not really,” said Fielding. “I picked up this horse in town, and I was takin’ him back to my camp. And I’ve got things to do there.”

“I imagine.” Roe lifted the cigarette to his lips as he gazed off to the east.

Fielding waited for the man to say more, but he didn’t. After a long moment, Fielding said, “Well, I guess I might be movin’ along before it warms up any more.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Roe. “Thanks for stoppin’. I’ll tell Bill I talked to you.”

“That’ll be fine. What do you think, in about a week?”

“Somethin’ like that. We’ll let you know ahead of time. And if you can get that kid to go, we could use him, too.”

Fielding saw a bit of humor in Roe acting like a roundup boss, but he just said, “I’ll mention it if I talk to him.”

“Do that.” Roe gave a backhand swipe at the goat, which had drawn near.

“Well, so long, then,” said Fielding.

“Sure. We’ll see you later.”

Fielding turned the two horses and led them away. When he stopped to get them into position, he looked toward the stable. He expected to see Isabel, and there she was. She had unsaddled her papa’s horse and was leading him out into the sunlight. Fielding waved, and Isabel waved back. Then he stepped up into the saddle, nudged the buckskin, and set out with the brown horse at his side.
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