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One of the men said: “I’ll
give you a chance to reach the trees.” George
sweated. He knew he didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell. But he
did clap spurs to his horse and jump it towards the trees. He heard
the vicious whirr of the rope and ducked. It was too late. He was
torn from the saddle. He fought the rope, but it did no good. He
was being dragged. A man laughed - a high-pitched giggle. They were
dragging him to death.
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Chapter One

When Clay and Jody Storm
crossed the valley from their place over by White Water and
reported that they had lost calves on their part of the range and
that they had found sign left by strange riders, pa took it all
pretty calmly. Like he took most things. He sucked his pipe and
stared off into the distance. This meant the pastel blue of the
mountains, marching away into the west, range after range of
them.

This was a big country and
it seemed to breed big men, but pa was the exception. He wasn’t
exactly short, neither was he tall and there never seemed to be
much of him. Yet he carried weight.

He was thinking that life
had been too quiet around here. They’d come through a quiet winter
and the only excitement was that they’d heard a man had been hanged
over by Denver for horse-stealing. But that had been in another
country and it didn’t affect them. The Indians had been quiet and
they had seen nothing of them except a family or two of Cheyenne
who had come begging at the door. Will, as was his habit, had
talked with them, fed them, saw they had some supplies to see them
through and sent them on their way. He believed in staying friendly
with Indians. Start trouble with them and you lost cows. Start too
much trouble and you could lose men. They might look and act like
beggars sometimes, but there were still fighting men in the tribes
with some sand in them.

It was a good time for
stealing calves, just before the spring round-up and branding. Now
before him was the task of finding the men who had cows with two or
even three young ‘uns. That was the trouble. The country was
starting to fill up. There were shirt-tail outfits all over. It
would take time. Maybe this was an isolated incident, maybe it was
the start of a rash of calf-stealing. They would be forced to start
branding earlier than he had anticipated.

He was about to say
something to this effect, when he saw a rider approaching from the
north. He could make out no details, but he could see the
conformation of the horse. He knew every man’s horses. This was his
brother, Mart. He was traveling hard and that wasn’t Mart’s habit
unless there was call for it.

Mart pulled his horse up
in a lather and jumped down from the saddle. He was a big man
without any tallow on him, as different as chalk from cheese to his
brother. His touch of recklessness contrasted with his brother’s
gentle mildness. Until a few years back he had carried around with
him a reputation of being skilled with a gun and of using that
skill more frequently than was necessary.

We got thieves,” he said.
“Found a mess of tracks over by Brack’s ridge.”

Clay and Jody met their
father’s eyes.

Pa said: “Clay an’ Jody
here just come in that we lost calves over by White
Water.”

“A hell
of a note,” Mart said.

They stood around, chewing
it over in their minds.

“You
et?” pa asked. They shook their heads. “Come on in an’ eat.” They
trooped into the house. Will’s wife Martha was at the stove. Will
said: “Three more for breakfast, Martha.”

She turned and smiled at
them, welcoming her sons and her brother-in-law, a still handsome
and slim-waisted woman in her early forties. She’d raised three
sons and two daughters, gone from Texas to Kansas with the
trail-herds, driven a wagon west into this country. She and her
kind were the backbone of the West.

When she brought them
their breakfast, she said: Like old times.” They nodded and smiled.
Jody lived with Clay and his wife, Sarah, over on White Water. Here
they rode line for the Lazy S and Clay raised a few cows of his
own.

Martha Storm went to the
door of the house and called: “Kate, Melissa.”

Will said: “You heard any
talk of thieves among the other cowmen?”

They shook their
heads.

Mart said: “Only thing I
can think of is some hard cases wintered in the hills to keep out
of the way of the law. Maybe they’ve been livin’ off our beef all
winter. It’s one move from stealing to eat to stealing to
sell.”

“What do
we do?” Will said. He asked not because he wasn’t capable of coming
up with a decision himself, but because he thought every man
deserved a fair crack of the whip. His sons would never learn to
make decisions if they didn’t have a chance to help make them
now.

They all expected Jody to
speak first and he did.

“Track
’em down,” he said. “An’ hang ’em.”

Will sighed. Would the boy
never learn?

“Clay?”

“Find
out if any of the other folks have been robbed an’ get
together.”

“Mart?”

“Do like
Clay says, then ask Joe to track ’em. Might even have Joe hunt ’em
down on his lonesome. He works best that way.”

Will nodded. Would there
ever come a time when they wouldn’t need the help of their father’s
ex-slave, Joe Widbee? He was a perfect man of the wild
places—mustanger, hunter, tracker. Men said he could follow a
cougar over rock and home a hundred miles in the dark. They hadn’t
seen Joe all winter. He had a cabin in a little rincon over west
there in the hills. He hunted, caught a few wild horses when the
fancy took him, came in to the valleys to work a while now and then
at horse-breaking or branding. An independent man.

The girls came in. Kate,
twenty-one, unmarried and lovely. Ripe for plucking as men said
when they were out of earshot of the family. A golden girl with a
figure that drove the women-hungry men of the hills frantic, eyes
that looked for something and never found it, a mouth with promise.
Will turned and looked at her. The two hired men, Pete Hanno and
Riley Brack, were crazy for her and fought over her intermittently.
Pete and Riley were in the valley to the south of Three Creeks
helping Prescott Harrison with his first roundup. Will’s middle
son, George, was with them.

Melissa, around fifteen,
Will could never remember his children’s ages. Small, dark, full of
fun, talkative like her brother Jody. Dark like him. The spoiled
kitten of the family. She would never be a beauty like her sister,
but she had that indefinable quality that attracted folk to her.
Even at that young age, she seemed to burn with a fire that might
one day consume her. Her intensity troubled Will.

They clattered to the
breakfast table. Martha put piled plates in front of them. They
fell to with healthy hunger. Will gazed at them
approvingly.

Will said: “Mart, how
about you ridin’ to Andy Grebb’s place at Spring Creek and
listenin’ to the talk. See if there’s any stranger’s around. I
don’t like to talk against a man, but I wouldn’t ezackly fall over
in surprise if Grebb had a hand in this. It won’t be the first
crooked work he’s been tied in with.”

“Sure,”
Will said. “I’ll go now. But it could be Ed Brack up to his old
tricks.”

Will nodded. That was too
true. Ed Brack had worked against the Storms ever since they had
come into the country a few years before. He owned or claimed more
range than he knew of. He ran cows in more states than he could
count on the fingers of one hand. And he had wanted Three Creeks
for winter graze. Only the Storms had stood stubbornly in his way.
And he didn’t like anybody standing in his way. Two years running
in the face of armed raids and hired killers, the Storms had stood
their ground against him. Their final blow against him had been
when his own son, Riley, had walked out on him in disgust at his
bullying ways and signed on with the Storms as a hired man. Yes, it
could be Brack.

Mart downed his coffee and
rose.

“Fine
breakfast, Martha,” he said. “See you, folks.”

He walked out with that
slow measured tread of his, a man sure of himself and his ability
to look out for himself. A formidable fighting man, a man who made
friends and enemies easily.

“Jode,”
Will said, “ride down to Harrison’s place and see if he lost any of
his calf crop the way we done.”

“Did,”
corrected Martha.

“Did,”
Will repeated automatically. This had gone on since their courting
days.

“Sure,”
Jody said. He was pleased. He hadn’t seen Prescott Harrison all
winter and the man was a particular friend of his. The year before
he and Harrison had a hand in some trouble with the Utes and the
buying of breeding bulls from a powerful rancher up north, one
Charles Rolf. Jody had nearly gotten away with Rolf’s daughter,
while Harrison had ridden off with the man’s mistress—the lovely
Manuela Salazar. That was a secret between Jody and Harrison. None
of the family knew of it. Harrison was now married to Manuela and
boasting that she would present him with five strong sons. Harrison
never did anything by half.

Jody rose and went out
after telling his mother goodbye. He caught up his horse, Blue, and
rode south.

Will was about to tell
Clay to ride into the hills and see if Joe Widbee was around when
he thought of Clay’s young wife, Sara, over on White Water alone.
If there were hard cases around …

“Clay,”
he said, “go on home. Stick around there and keep your eyes open
till I send you word.”

Clay knew what his father
was thinking. Sarah had started their first child. The first
grandchild in the family. Sarah was something special. He thought
to protest, but held back the words. He thanked his mother for
breakfast, had a joke with the girls and went out.

“Martha,” Will said, “I’m goin’ to look for Joe. I could be
gone a day or two.”

“You’ll
want supplies.”

“Some.
Don’t none of you go too far from the house.”

“You
think there’s danger?” She had heard the men’s talk, but she hadn’t
taken part in it. That was her way.

“Mebbe.
Mebbe not. I can’t tell. So let’s be safe, huh?”

“What
happened?” Melissa demanded.

“We been
stole from,” Will told her. “We don’t know who an’ we aim to find
out.”

The girls plied him with
questions. He said he didn’t know any more than he’d told them and
walked out of the house. He roped a chunky zebra dun in the corral.
It was a gelding and called Stripes. It would run all day on
nothing but a bait of grass. Joe Widbee had gentled it for Will and
there wasn’t anything it wouldn’t do at a soft word. It had a mouth
of velvet and endless bottom. Will reckoned Joe had taught it
everything but how to talk. Which just went to show.

He saddled Stripes and
Martha and the girls came out of the house. Martha carried his old
Henry carbine, Kate his supplies and Melissa his ancient Colt. He
felt like a knight of old being kitted out for battle. When he’d
tied the wallet of supplies behind his saddle, booted the Henry and
strapped on the Colt, he was ready to go. As it was only the girls
there, he kissed Martha. Then he kissed the girls and told them to
look out for themselves.

“Any
strangers come around here,” he told Martha, “drop the bar on the
door and talk to them with a shotgun in your hands. No chances
now.”

“All
right,” Martha said. “Anybody’d think me a city woman the way you
talk.”

Will grinned and stepped
into the saddle. He lifted a hand and trotted Stripes down to the
first creek. He crossed the shallow water of the ford, went on to
the second creek and crossed that. Then he was climbing the first
ridge. From the top of the ridge he turned in the saddle and waved
to them. They were three small dots in the yard. His home looked
good from up there. A feeling of enormous satisfaction came over
him. Who would have thought that they’d have all this? A few years
back, immediately after the War Between the States, there had been
no hope. He was finished, cow-rich and money-poor. Then the
cow-towns of Kansas had been opened to cattle for the shipping by
railroad to the East and he’d been one of the first up the trail.
They’d all gone with the cows, Martha, the two girls and even Mart
on the run from Yankee law. And they’d made it. The profit from
their first big sale had capitalized this place; they had sold the
old place back in the brasada country of Texas and driven the
remaining cows here to start a new herd. Last year Jody had brought
in a prize breeding bull and Will had started to upgrade his cows.
He was selling regularly to Denver and the mining camps. This year
he was negotiating to send a herd up north to a man who wanted to
fill virgin range. If they could keep their heads above water this
year, the future looked hopeful. If they were thieved blind, they
wouldn’t have a chance.

He headed on west. He
looked forward to seeing Joe again.


Chapter Two

George Storm, loaned to
Prescott Harrison and his Box H brand, was working the range under
the lea of the western hills when he came on the sign. He knew at
once that it was sign that shouldn’t have been there. For one thing
it had been made by four riders and their animals and a number of
cows going in a westerly direction. Now the sign was fairly fresh,
but not fresh enough to have been made by Harrison’s hands, for
they had been working the southern part of the range for the past
few days. The sign, therefore, had been made by strangers. Another
thing, those four men had been driving cows in westerly direction
and if they had been Harrison’s men they would have been driving
them east.

Had George been his normal
self, he would have turned around, gotten some speed out of his
horse and reported what he had found to Harrison. Ordinarily,
George, the middle brother and sufferer of the emotional pressures
said always to be on middle brothers, was a steady and sober young
man. But a change had come over him during the long and hard
Colorado winter. And the family had noticed it. The usually
cheerful worker, the usually self-effacing, patient George who was
inclined to ape his elder brother, Clay, but who occasionally broke
out wild like his younger brother, Jody, suddenly became morose and
dour, uncommunicative and at times quarrelsome.

Jody, speaking of it to
Clay, summed up with his usual confidence, with: “He jest wants a
woman, is all. Why don’t he go along to Grebb’s an’ git it of’n his
chest.”

Clay then said something
that puzzled his younger brother—

“You
don’t savvy George an’ you never will. He’s the deep one of the
family, but nobody pays him any heed.”

Jody looked at Clay in
astonishment and dropped the subject.

So George, for some reason
possible unknown even to himself, trailed the cows and the four
riders west. He didn’t doubt that the cows had been stolen and was
surprised that thieves could be so brazen about the theft. They
were either fools and amateurs or they just plain didn’t give a
damn.

He didn’t particularly
know what he would do if he caught up with the men and somehow it
didn’t really dawn on him that he would. He just saw the tracks and
followed them. He certainly wasn’t afraid of the possible odds
against him. He had been through the latter years of the War with a
Texas infantry regiment and had seen some hard fighting. Burned
powder and death were no strangers to him. Since coming into this
country he had been in several hard running fights over
range.

He was still following the
tracks during the afternoon. He had some sandwiches with him made
up by Harrison’s cuzie and there was water in the hills whenever he
wanted it. He was vaguely surprised that the thieves had still made
no attempt to hide their tracks.

He was ruminating on this
when he heard himself hailed.

Stopping his horse, he
looked around and saw a man above him among the rocks. The fellow
had a rifle in the crook of his arm. It was a long shot even for a
rifle.

The fellow called: “Shuck
your guns an’ git down.”

Nobody liked the idea of
shucking a gun. Particularly when the other man held one in his
hands. George demurred. The man above lifted the carbine and fired
a shot. The bullet kicked up the dust in front of George’s horse.
The animal shied.

George found that he was
more mad than afraid. That had been good shooting at that distance.
Just the same, his instinct was to shoot back at the man and, if
possible, kill him. Where the sudden savagery came from in so mild
a man as George there’s no knowing. Maybe it was an extension in
the queer mood he’d been in lately.

It didn’t matter. All that
mattered was that he jumped his horse to the right which took him
nearer but made him less accessible to the man above. As he
wrenched his rifle from the saddleboot and piled from the saddle,
he found himself in the lea of some large boulders and completely
out of sight of the man above. His horse skittered away back into
the open again.

George levered a round
into the breech of his Spencer and crouched there. He hoped that
the man did not have any friends around.

Then came an incident
which shook him to the core of his being and showed him something
of what was to come.

Another shot rang out.
George heard a scream, turned his head and saw his horse sink to
its knees. Another shot took the animal in the head and it fell
over sideways.

For a moment, George was
rooted to the spot in disbelief and horror. That a man could kill a
horse in cold blood was almost beyond his comprehension. Sure, it
was no more than one of his string, just a working cow-pony and a
not very good one at that. But it was a horse and horses meant
something to the Storms.

George watched the animal
kick out its life and then there was born in him the firm
resolution to kill the man who had done this thing. To this
purpose, he started to work his way through the rocks, determined
to outflank the man above him. He was no slouch at this kind of
work, for Joe Widbee had trained him and there wasn’t any better
teacher than Joe. As he crawled, as silently as he knew how, he
reckoned that the other man was also likely on the move, or he
would be if he knew his business.

He worked his way some
thirty feet above the flat and then played possum, obeying the
golden rule that as often as not the still man caught the moving
man if the moving man was looking for the still one.

George may have been
killing mad, but that didn’t mean that he was ready to lose
patience. He had learned the value of patience on the hunt. He
could have stayed there till nightfall if need be. He shut off
every other thought than that was needed to catch the other man in
his sights. All his senses were acutely keyed to faint movement and
faint sound.

When the loose stone
rattled lightly, his sharp ears caught the sound. When the man
moved quickly from boulder to brush, George did not miss the
movement. He stayed still until he could get clear sight of his
target. He aimed at one final shot.

Time passed. George did
not stir. The man’s sounds gradually became clearer as he moved
along the side of the hill. Slowly, slowly, he moved until he was
almost directly above George.

Then there was silence as
the man waited, searching for movement from below. After a while a
loose stone started down the steep gradient, hit rock and bounced
so close to George that he could have reached out a hand and caught
it.

Now the man was starting
down.

George controlled his
breathing so that he could hear more clearly, letting it go
gently.

Finally, the man either
lost his patience or his nerve.

“I can
see you,” he said. “Come on out with your hands up or I blast
you.”

George felt an enormous
satisfaction surge through him. He had the man almost exactly
located.

He filled his lungs with
air and rose quickly to one knee, pulling the brass-bound butt of
the Spencer into his right shoulder. His eyes located the man above
him and slightly to his left. The man saw him and it seemed that
for one brief moment their eyes met.

George moved the muzzle of
the carbine slightly left as the man heaved up his own
weapon.

He never triggered a
shot.

George shot him through
the body.

The fellow jerked as the
heavy slug thudded into him. The expression on his face froze and
died even before his body did. But even so he planted his feet
squarely on the rock on which he stood and he made a last supreme
effort to lift his rifle. It wavered in his dying hands.
Automatically, George levered and fired again, this time with a
particular aim. The bullet took the man in the head. Now, suddenly,
he was limp, his body seemed to collapse loosely. He turned on
tiptoe in a fantastic pirouette of death and slowly pitched
forward. His rifle clattered on stone. The body hurtled down,
struck near George, hit a smooth slope and rolled.

George turned, transfixed
by the sight.

The body came to rest,
loose rocks shifted in his wake, rained down on the still
form.

George climbed down and
stood looking at him, knowingly feeling nothing. The man’s mouth
and eyes were open, sweat still glistened on his brutish face among
the stubble of his jowls. Thirty years old, George thought. His
eyes took in the details of the ragged jacket, worn corduroy pants,
scuffed boots. Silver spurs, silver on the conchas on his belt.

The shaking started then,
the killing sickness. He wanted to retch. Maybe he would have given
way a little then, but the need for self-preservation overtook him.
Others may have heard the shots. He had to get away, fast. The man
must have had a horse and it couldn’t be too far off. On trembling
legs George started searching for the animal. He walked past his
own dead animal and picked up the tracks of the man further on.
These led him up the hillside among the rocks. Here he lost the
tracks, but picked them up on soft grassy ground higher up. There
was timber here and he found the animal grazing peacefully among
the trees.

He was surprised at the
animal’s fine lines. The man may not have looked much himself, but
he certainly mounted himself well. It was a red roan and its
saddlery was good, of Mexican make, the leather tooled extensively.
George untied and mounted. The animal obeyed him without demur and
George sent it forward at brisk trot through the trees, aiming to
stay on high ground for safety’s sake.

He covered some twenty
paces, then the rope took him.

He heard the whir of it,
but there was no time to duck. The roper was behind him and the
forward movement of the roan saw to it that George was torn out of
the saddle.

He hit dirt on his back
and most of the wind was knocked out of him. He lay there for a
moment, unable to move and he heard the laugh, the laugh that was
to haunt him for days to come, the laugh that was
to instill in him a hatred that bordered on insanity. It was
high-pitched, almost falsetto.

He heard boot falls, the
clinking of spurs. Turning his head, he saw a man walking toward
him. He held no rope, so that meant there were two of
them.

There was no sense to it,
but George made a try for his gun.

Two things happened. The
rope around the upper parts of his arms was jerked violently by the
man who held it out of George’s sight. The other man jumped forward
and stamped down on his wrist. The pain of it flew through George
like a searing flame. He twisted hard to sweep the man off his feet with his
legs and the fellow hit him in the face with something hard. It
knocked him silly.

When he finally managed to
focus his eyes, he saw that he had been hit with the loaded butt of
a quirt. He saw also that the man who held the rope was now in the
saddle and was dallying the end around the saddle horn. The
high-pitched laugh came again.

He walked his horse toward
George, coiling the rope. He had a long lean face, shaped something
like a hatchet. A shade or two darker and would have made a good
drugstore Indian. The mouth was a lipless slit. The eyes were
narrow and close together as if the structure of the face was too
thin to allow them to be anything more.

The dismounted man bent
and took George’s gun from him.

George looked into his
face. It was pale and fleshy, but the flesh hung loosely. He looked
like a man who had not been in the sun and wind for a long time.
His breathing was bad and he hadn’t shaved in a week. His hair was
very short.

The mounted man said: “You
done me a favor. You done all of us a favor. You know that?” George
shook his head to clear it.

The fleshy man said: “You
killed Charlie Sturt for us. It was comin’ to him an’ you done
it.”

“So,”
the man with the rope said, “we’re goin’ to show our appreciation,
ain’t we, Link.”

The other man looked
grave.

“Sure,”
he said, “we’re goin’ to show it. You ain’t never goin’ to forget
it, not as long as you live, boy.”

Cold clay settled heavily
in George’s belly.

“On your
feet,” said the man with the rope.

Link kicked George in the
ribs and said: “You heard the man, sonny.”

George rose slowly to his
feet. He faced the fact that most likely he wouldn’t get out of
this alive. Such a thought is bracing to say the least of it.
Suddenly, in spite of the fall and the blow on his head, his brains
were working. Suddenly, his reactions and powers of attention were
heightened.

He looked around. He was
in scattered timber. Further up the slope, the trees were
thicker.

The man edged his horse
forward, loosened the noose and flicked it free of his prisoner.
George picked up his hat and crammed it down tight on his head.
Link had his head down as he watched George from under his thick
gingerish brows.

“Goin’
to give you a chance,” said the man with the
rope.

Link jerked his head up,
surprised.

“What
you aim to do, Win?”

“Have me
a little fun.” The laugh came again, playing on George’s nerves
like the shrill notes of a discordant fiddle. “Think you can reach
them trees, boy?”

George looked at the trees
again. Did the man Win mean to come after him with a rope or a gun?
The rope might give him a chance. Not much of one, but a chance
just the same.

“Rope?”
he asked.

The man nodded, laughing,
delighted.

“Best
lil ole roper in the cow-stealin’ trade,” he
said.

George looked at Link. The
man had his hand on the butt of his belt-gun. So, if the rope
failed, the gun took over.

“I’m
on,” George said.

Win built the noose he
wanted.

“Jest
when you are good an’ ready,” he said politely. The little eyes
were bright with excitement.

Link said: “You could git
yourself all tied up in them trees with a hoss.”

“He
ain’t goin’ to reach the trees,” Win said.

George launched
himself.

He feinted for the trees,
changed direction and charged the man on the horse. The animal
reared, squealing in alarm. George knew that in that second his
back was squarely to Link. The man could kill him. He ducked under
the horse’s head as the animal came down onto its forefeet and came
around the other side.

For a brief moment, rope
in one hand, the lines in the other, Win was helpless. George
clutched desperately at his jacket and heaved backward. The man
yelled and lashed across his body with the rope. The braided
rawhide ripped across George’s face, but his weight was telling.
The man came out of the saddle. George swung him as he came,
hurling him to the ground. He hit hard and rolled. The horse was
between George and Link. For a fraction of a second he was torn
between making a try for the horse and heading for the
trees.

He glanced across the back
of the scared horse and saw Link with his gun in his hand. That
decided him. He turned and darted for the trees.

Behind him, he heard Win
yelling words that were incomprehensible. The trees seemed an
eternity away. He started zigzagging to dodge the shots that must
come. Every pace he took he expected a bullet in his
back.

Ten, twenty yards and no
shot came.

He was nearing the trees
when he heard the horse running. Looking back he saw Win mounted
and coming after him, mouth wide in a wild yell. He tried to
quicken his pace, going straight for the trees now. He could hear
the whoosh of the whirling
rope.

He reached the first of
the closely growing trees and plunged into the half-light beneath
them. The thunder of hoofs came closer. He could hear the pant of
.the horse, the creak of leather as the rider guided him between
the trunks.

Then he heard the rope
coming and dove for the nearest tree.

As he hit dirt, the horse
pounded past.

He scrambled to his feet,
thinking to run at an angle. He hadn’t covered a couple of yards
when his right leg was whisked from under him.

He hit the ground hard on
his chest and face. Stunned, he felt himself being torn over the
surface of the earth. Terror engulfed him. He tried to protect his
face with his arms. He felt as if his guts and his chest were being
smashed and ripped from his body.
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