
        
            
                
            
        

    




	Rawhide Breed

	Fate brought wounded gunfighter Logan Keogh to the Rancho Estrella. He certainly would have died had the beautiful Margarita Chavez not nursed him back to health. That put Logan in the debt of the girl and her father, and to repay them, he offered to go after Tonto Ramirez, the bloodthirsty bandit who was routinely stealing Estrella cattle.

	But there were sinister forces at work on the Rancho Estrella, men who, for their own murderous reasons, didn’t want Ramirez stopped.

	So they decided to kill Logan before he could reach the outlaw’s stronghold.

	That wasn’t just a bad mistake … it was a fatal one.


	

	Luck of the Drifter

	Drifter Ben Gannon was out of work and a long way from Texas. The best he could manage was tending a high country line camp for Hank Pettus’ Broken Spur ranch. It meant being snowed in for the winter, living off poor rations and constantly battling the Montana cold, but Ben reckoned he could manage it.

	But as soon as he hit the mountains, a man he’d never seen before tried to kill him. Fortunately Ben Gannon knew how to handle himself in a tight spot … but those tight spots, they just kept on coming. The high country held more than its share of desperadoes … and it seemed that each and every one of them wanted the man from Texas dead.
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Chapter One – The Open Grave

	

	THEY CIRCLED EACH other warily in the rutted, deserted street, grotesque shadows thrown across the hard-packed ground, boots scraping lightly as they cautiously felt for ruts and potholes before moving further.

	Their arms were bent, hands clawed above gun butts, Stetson brims tugged low to shade the cold, granite-hard eyes. Each waited for the other to make the first move.

	Logan Keogh, tall, slab-shouldered and blond-haired, pinched down his grey eyes, further wrinkling his sun-blackened, weather-scoured face, as he moved slowly to the left, watching the youngster, Lex Weaver, bent on hell or glory, follow his every movement. That kid stalking him was a mean one. Keogh had heard tales about him. Not yet twenty summers behind him and he had half as many notches on his gun butts. He was a glory-hunter and he operated from a jerkwater cowtown where his elder brother, Earl, was the law in this corner of Texas.

	He was a sassy, arrogant, gun-happy kid, swaggering through the streets, ego boosted by seeing the respect and fear he commanded over the townsfolk. He had been sassy enough to ride over to Federal, where Keogh was employed as a shotgun-guard, and had issued the challenge.

	“Come to his town and die.” Then he’d laughed his bitter, arrogant laugh and swaggered out to his horse. That same day, Keogh quit his job. A man with his reputation for gun-speed just didn’t ignore a challenge as straight as that, even if it had been delivered by a kid. Ignore one challenge, just one, and the word would go out that he was losing his nerve. Then he’d have more guns pointing at him; they’d form a line to call him down and maybe some would grow impatient and not wait their turn …

	So Logan Keogh had ridden into Weaver’s town, found the kid sitting whittling on the saloon steps, waiting. The town had cleared miraculously when Keogh had appeared in the street, forking his palomino, dark clothes blackened by sweat, riding with the reins held left-handed, right hand not far from the walnut butt of his Peacemaker.

	The streets had cleared and Keogh had stepped down from the saddle to face him. The kid had risen indolently, set his knife down carefully on the steps, hitched at his slanting cartridge belt, and walked out to start circling Keogh.

	“I got a plot of ground on Boothill already picked out for you, Keogh,” Weaver had told the gunfighter, seeing the awesome tallness and ranginess of the man clearly for the first time. Weaver allowed he never had seen eyes as full of death as Keogh’s. Only in a rattler, maybe. “I got a couple of men digging there right now. Soon’s you showed, they was to start diggin’ that grave. Ain’t quite figured what I’m gonna carve on your headboard, but it’ll be something fittin’—like, Here lies a skunk who drew too slow!”

	Logan Keogh didn’t bother answering the kid’s prodding. He watched every movement of Weaver’s, matching it, waiting for the first show of breaking, the frantic dragging at iron …

	It was getting to the kid now. Logan Keogh hadn’t spoken a word or uttered one sound since riding into Main and he’d ignored all of Weaver’s jibes and insults without a flicker of emotion. He’d merely stalked coldly after Weaver, patient as an Indian, deadly as a sawn-off Greener. Weaver started to curse him loudly, prodding him to draw first.

	Keogh stopped suddenly and Weaver tensed, breath coming a mite faster, stooping, nerve-ends screaming, right arm trembling in its tensed hovering over the gun butt. This was it!

	But Keogh merely stared Weaver full in the face, the echoes of the obscenities still hanging in the dry air, and said between his teeth in a quiet, level voice:

	“Quit wearin’ out my shoe-leather, kid.”

	That was all Weaver needed, the suggestion that he had been stalling by all this circling. It was close enough to the truth to sting him to action. His right hand blurred down, there was a dull sound as his palm slapped the butt and his gun started to lift.

	Logan Keogh drew fast and smoothly, his hand rock steady with long years of practice, and shot Lex Weaver twice through the heart, Peacemaker bucking, powder smoke momentarily blinding him, nostrils twitching with its bite, ears filling with the familiar thunder and the choking sob of yet another man dying under his gun.

	Keogh had his Colt reloaded before Weaver had stopped twitching in the dust, and he turned and walked with long, lithe strides across to the weather-beaten saloon. He used his left hand to palm open the batwings and went to the bar along the wall, silent, staring townsfolk hastily moving aside. Already he could hear voices out there in the street as folk gathered around Weaver’s body.

	The barman brought up a full, sealed bottle of bourbon from under the bar and set it on the zinc-topped counter with a shot glass. When Keogh put a foot on the brass rail and tilted back his Stetson he looked quizzically at the barkeep, a fat man, drenched with sweat.

	“Lex Weaver said if he didn’t make it, to give that bottle of real Kentucky bourbon to you, Mr. Keogh,” wheezed the barkeep, scrubbing a pudgy, nervous hand over his flabby lips and nose. He sniffed loudly. “Kind of a last gesture from Lex, I figure.”

	Keogh picked up the bottle by the neck, studied the label a moment, then smashed the bottle against the edge of the counter. He dropped the shattered neck with the rest of the broken glass, moved his boot a little so the trickling whisky would pass by, and said to the startled, wide-eyed apron:

	“I buy my own drinks. Gimme some house likker.”

	In the heavy silence of the barroom, a bottle rattled loudly against a glass rim as the fat barman poured Keogh’s drink. The gunfighter thumbed out a coin and drank left-handed, eyes holding to the mirror back of the worried-looking barman. The other drinkers were all staring at Keogh’s broad back, the right hand thumb-hooked into the cartridge belt with the fingers lightly brushing the walnut butt of the gun that had just killed the town’s fastest and most arrogant gunfighter.

	Keogh set down the glass and turned to walk back to the batwings. A gun roared from a side window and lead burned across his ribs in slamming pain, staggering him as men scattered and dived for the floor. His right hand was suddenly full of blasting Peacemaker and glass in that side window shattered and spilled into the room and a man’s hoarse cry of pain ripped from out of the alley beyond.

	Left hand, red-streaked, holding to his wounded side, Keogh leapt across the room, jerked open the side door and flattened himself along the wall, cautiously looking out into the alley. There was a man out there, down on his hands and knees, both hands clawed across his face. Keogh was on him in a second, boots skidding the smoking, fallen gun down the alley as he yanked the wounded man to his feet. He jerked the hands away from the bloodied face, seeing the red line streaking across the scalp through the thick black hair.

	Seeing, too, the battered sheriff’s star pinned to the ragged, frayed vest, and the glazed look in the man’s eyes. Keogh heaved Sheriff Earl Weaver into the saloon and the lawman stumbled and fell to his knees on the floor. Keogh, Colt still filling his fist, wincing a little at the pain in his left side, jerked at the fat barkeep.

	“Toss some water over the sheriff,” the gunfighter ordered. “Him and me’ve got some jawin’ to do.”

	The barman, nervous and fumbling, brought up a stone jug of murky wash-water from under the bar, wheezed around the long counter, and poured the jug’s contents onto Earl Weaver’s face. The sheriff coughed, shook his head, wiped his hand across his eyes and slowly lifted his head. His eyes gradually focused as he swept the room and they jolted with shock when they rested on the lethal tallness of the dark-garbed gunfighter towering over him. Folk pressed back against the walls, watching silently, expectantly, others from the streets, attracted by the gunfire, crowding through the batwings and propping, seeing the deadliness in the stance of Logan Keogh as he stood over the lawman, smoking Colt at his side.

	“I should’ve used a sawn-off Greener!” growled Weaver, tenderly fingering the bullet-burn across his scalp, cold eyes going to the thin lines of red trickling across Keogh’s left knuckles where they pressed into his side. “I should’ve made a good job of you, you skunk!”

	“Seems to be a word you Weavers take kindly to,” Keogh allowed quietly, eyes as cold and colorless as a mountain pool. “Your brother called me a skunk, too. He’s dead.”

	Sheriff Weaver lurched, reaching for the bar-edge, levering himself awkwardly to his feet, swaying in against the zinc, legs obviously rubbery with shock. He lifted a clumsy hand towards the barkeep.

	“Gimme some rye, Lewt,” he slurred.

	The fat barkeep looked swiftly at Keogh. The gunman nodded. “Make it two. Doubles.”

	When the drinks were set up, Weaver gulped at his, throwing back his head and immediately clutching at the bar-edge to steady himself. Keogh used his bloody left hand, put down half the drink, exploded a sigh, and set the glass on the bar again.

	“You always shoot men from cover, Sheriff?” Keogh asked suddenly.

	Weaver’s eyes slitted as he swayed on his feet.

	“Only them that cuts down my kin,” he spat. “If I’d been back from my chores five minutes early, it’s you they’d be buryin’ up on Boothill, Keogh, not young Lex. Fact is, they might still be buryin’ you alongside Lex. You ain’t out of town yet.”

	“You won’t stop me goin’. Nor the rest of this town. Way I figure things, Sheriff, Lex was only popular with you, not the townsfolk. There ain’t a one of ’em tried to do anythin’ about me gunnin’ down your brother, or even looked sorry about it. So I don’t figure this town’ll gimme any trouble about pullin’ out.”

	Weaver’s face was grey and drawn, nostrils pinched, thin lips like a knife-cut in coonskin. He was tall and lanky, bony shoulders knobbling his homespun shirt. His face held brutality and arrogance, reminiscent of young Lex’s manner. But there was determination in Earl’s eyes, not mere glory-hunting. He would stalk his prey with a patience matching Keogh’s own and a ruthlessness similar to the gunman’s. In short, Sheriff Earl Weaver was a deadly man to have as an enemy and that was the way Keogh had him.

	The lawman curled his lips at the gunman, swiveled his reddened eyes to the fat barkeep.

	“Lewt—tell Mr. Polecat Keogh just what this town thought of my kid brother, Lex.”

	Lewt looked uncomfortable and wiped a sleeve swiftly across his damp nostrils. He squeezed out a bar rag with more effort than usual, big knuckles showing white through the skin of his hands. He swept his eyes around the walls, lined with folk, a mute appeal in his glance, but only a few men coughed, others shifted weight from one leg to the other and Lewt still had to carry the burden.

	Suddenly he pulled down a deep, determined breath and looked Weaver full in the face.

	“You want to know what this town thought of Lex, Earl?”

	“Yeah, damn it! I already said I did. Tell this here gunfighter how Lex was looked up to in this town …”

	“Okay, Earl, I’ll tell him. Mr. Keogh, what this town thought of young Lex Weaver is this: He was the meanest, orneriest, arrogant side-windin’ sonuver that ever trod Main Street. He had us all buffaloed, I admit that, ’cause he was almighty fast with his guns and not particular who he used ’em on or why. He swaggered through this town like he owned it and in a way he did, I guess. Him and Earl here, bein’ the sheriff. Lex could get away with damn near anythin’ with his big brother as sheriff and he’s put plenty of men to sleep right there where you faced him down a spell back. And there weren’t no fuss made about them hombres like Earl’s making over you ’cause you put Lex away. Lex was the hombre had us scared, all right, and why we tolerated a crooked sheriff. We don’t have to tolerate him no more and we don’t have to lie and say what a fine feller Lex was. Lex is dead and he was a miserable swine … That’s what this town thought of Lex, Earl. Mr. Keogh done us all a favor today. He’d have saved us a lot of grief if he’d rid in here couple of years back and gunned down Lex.”

	Weaver was trembling from head to foot, eyes burning blackly deep in his head. He snatched up the remainder of Keogh’s whisky and dashed it into Lewt’s face. The fat barkeep reeled back, sobbing, clawing at his face. Keogh used his gun barrel to pin Weaver against the bar. The sheriff looked at the gunman bitterly, breathing heavily, eyes wild as smoke in the wind.

	Keogh raised his voice just a little so that it carried to every corner of that big room.

	“Lewt spoke his piece like a man. Anyone goin’ to back him up or they goin’ to leave him setting out there alone? He spoke for all the town, I figure; it’s time for the town to back him up or to run for cover with its tail between its legs.”

	There was a brief silence and then a man coughed noisily and stepped off the wall. A short, pot-bellied man wearing black cuff protectors and a green eyeshade. He raked his eyes over the crowd and then set his gaze on Earl Weaver.

	“I’m backin’ Lewt with every word he said—except in all fairness I got to admit that Earl ain’t really been a crooked sheriff, but he’s sure turned his head t’other way whenever Lex stepped out of line. Aside from that, I figure he’s maybe been a fair sort of lawman. But what Lewt said about Lex, I’m agreein’ with. So will the rest of you if you got any kind of guts at all.”

	There were murmurings and several men cleared throats noisily and added their words of agreement to Lewt’s and the pot-bellied man’s. Lewt, blinking tears from his eyes, licked his blubbery lips and said when the noise had quietened a mite:

	“Maybe I was out of line callin’ Earl crooked,” he allowed slowly. “But the way I see it, he wasn’t doin’ his job when he let Lex get away with what he did. Still, Lex was his kid brother and maybe that’s reason enough. I’ll allow he ain’t been a bad lawman aside from that.”

	“That’s white of you!” gritted the sheriff, glaring at the barkeep. “Damn white of all of you! But Lex was my brother, like you said, and I ain’t standin’ still and lettin’ his killer ride out of here free as the wind!”

	“Well, now, Earl, I don’t reckon you got much say in it,” Lewt spoke up, confident and courageous now that he was sure he had the town behind him: “It was a fair fight and Lex was just too slow to match Mr. Keogh, for which mercy this town’s mighty glad. Now our young women can walk the streets at night without worryin’ about Lex steppin’ out of the shadows and molestin’ ’em. Folks can come into my barroom here for a drink without worryin’ about Lex comin’ in and gettin’ likkered-up and pickin’ fights. So we owe plenty to Mr. Keogh here and I figure this town’ll see he rides out of here without no trouble if that’s the way he wants it.”

	Lewt looked swiftly around the room and men nodded agreement, gathering courage from their number, seeing their sheriff still under Logan Keogh’s gun.

	“Looks mighty like you’re out-numbered, Weaver,” Keogh said softly, wincing a little at a stab of pain in his side. “I wouldn’t stay in this town if you paid me. I’d kill you if you tried to stop me leavin’. You should thank this town for what they’re doin’, Sheriff. They’re savin’ your life for you.”

	Weaver’s eyes slitted and his mouth went tight. He swayed a little and put a hand to his head. Then the wave of dizziness passed and he was the angry man again, his face mean.

	“You ride out of here if you want, Keogh,” Weaver told the gunman between his yellowed teeth. “It don’t really matter much. I’ll catch up with you one day and we’ll have our reckonin’ then. I got a lot of patience … There’ll be an open grave on Boothill right alongside Lex waitin’ for you. You’ll fill it one day, you can bet your spurs on that! I’m still sheriff here and I’m puttin’ out a ‘wanted’ dodger on you clear along the border. Wanted for murder!”

	“You’ll never make that stick, Weaver. Too many folk saw it was a fair fight.”

	Weaver considered a moment as men in the room agreed with Keogh.

	“All right,” he said heavily. “But I can make this one stick and don’t think I won’t: Resistin’ and woundin’ a peace officer in the execution of his duty.”

	“Peace officers are supposed to call on lawbreakers to throw down their guns, not shoot ’em, from ambush.”

	Weaver grinned sardonically. “I got a bullet burn across the scalp to show you wounded me. No one in this room can deny you’ve got me under a loaded gun. That’s all I’d need in court, mister. Just a straight ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to whether you held a gun on me or not. It’ll be enough to get you in Yuma for ten years. And when you come out, I’ll be waitin’ for you. You won’t be so damn fancy at throwin’ a shootin’ iron after ten years on a rockpile.”

	The vindictiveness and bitter hatred was a tangible thing in that big room and there wasn’t a man there who didn’t believe that Earl Weaver was capable of carrying out his threats. They knew his capacity for hatred, his infinite patience and his meanness. They knew how he had worshipped the ground his young brother had walked on, how he would do anything to even the score.

	They knew he had Logan Keogh over a barrel and Keogh himself was astute enough to realize it, too. He set his cold grey eyes on the sheriff and his tone was as deadly as a rattler’s hiss when he told Earl Weaver, “I’ll kill you if you come after me, Weaver. I’m crossin’ the Rio into Mexico. That’s way out of your jurisdiction. You got no official capacity down there. U.S. law don’t hold good in Mexico. You remember that if you come after me.

	“You can bet on that, Keogh,” snarled Weaver. “I’ll be along your backtrail somewheres. You’ll never be able to ride any place without lookin’ back, knowin’ that I’m there somewhere, just waitin’ my chance … And that open grave’ll be right here on Boothill waitin’ for you!”

	“You’re crazy, Weaver!” flared Keogh suddenly. “I don’t want to have to kill you, but I swear I will if you come after me. When you’re trailin’ me, you think of that! You keep wonderin’ about every bend in the trail; wonderin’ if I’m waitin’ just around it holdin’ a rifle with a bullet in the chamber carryin’ your name.”

	Weaver paled at the gunman’s cold words and then he spread a slow, crooked grin across his mean face.

	“That ain’t your way, by all accounts, Keogh,” he said confidently. “Every man livin’ along the Rio’s heard of you. Six-feet of rawhide, tough as a firin’-pin, but a square-shooter. Never did hear any tales about you drygulchin’ a man.”

	“A man, no,” admitted Keogh in a deadly voice. “But sidewinders I kill any way I know how. I stomp ’em, shoot ’em or crush ’em with a rock. From the front, side or in the back. I kill ’em before they get me.”

	Earl Weaver swallowed, licked at his thinned-down lips and dropped his gaze worriedly under the gunman’s steady eyes. If ever he’d seen death in a man’s eyes, he saw it now in Keogh’s and he knew here was a man who did not make idle threats. It unnerved the wounded lawman and, combined with the shock of the bullet across his scalp, sent a surge of vertigo sweeping his lanky frame. He made a grab at the bar edge, missed and fell to his hands and knees in the sawdust at Keogh’s feet.

	The gunman watched dispassionately as Earl Weaver stretched out on his face, moaning, fresh blood showing through his hair. Slowly, Keogh reloaded his Colt and rammed it back into leather. He turned his gaze to the fat barman who was leaning across the zinc, stretching his fat neck to look down at the lawman on the floor.

	“Obliged for you speakin’ up, Lewt,” Keogh told him.

	Lewt shrugged his massive shoulders. “Town’s obliged for your gunnin’ Lex down, Mr. Keogh. You done us all a favor. Best we can do in return is keep the sheriff here till you’re clear of town. Doc Farraday’s house is the first white one with sycamore trees in the yard, right on down Main apiece.”

	Keogh pulled out his shirt, looked at the shallow burn in the flesh covering his ribs and nodded.

	“Guess I better get some kinda dressin’ on this,” he muttered. “Adios. And muchas gracias.”

	Men moved aside and made room for Logan Keogh as he walked down the long room to the batwings and palmed them open. He took the reins of the palomino from the hitchrail, moved wearily down the hot, dusty length of Main towards Doc Farraday’s house, seeing that Lex Weaver’s body had been removed from the street and the stained ground raked over.

	Keogh had had a hankering to return to Mexico for years now. He’d spent time there five years back, trapping mustangs for the big Texas trail herd remudas, and he’d liked the country and its people. Since then, he’d been trying to save enough money to go back and buy himself a horse ranch but somehow whatever he had cached away hadn’t been enough and he’d never crossed the yellow waters of the Rio again.

	He had fifty-three dollars and twenty-nine cents in his pockets. It was nowheres near the amount he’d need for a horse ranch but he’d finally realized that he’d never save enough while he stayed in Texas. His reputation was too well known and men rode hundreds of miles to challenge his gun speed. So far he’d been lucky and always drawn faster, and his big body carried numerous scars of superficial wounds. But time lost in recovery had cost him hundreds of dollars and being moved on after each gunfight had always made a hole in his savings while traveling and looking for another job.

	Well, if he stayed on in Texas now, all it would buy him would be a heap of trouble and maybe he’d have to kill Weaver. And once a man killed a lawman, he was marked by the Rangers, on principle, no matter what kind of lawman the victim had been. And once the Rangers got on a man’s trail, there was nowhere safe, nowhere he could rest easy without jumping at his own shadow.

	So, it looked like Mexico on a shoestring, maybe carving his horse ranch out of the wilderness, fighting off bandidos and bad seasons, but maybe it was the only way after all that he’d realize his dream …

	



	
Chapter Two – Long Trail South

	
	DOC FARRADAY WAS a reed-thin lanky man with knobbled limbs and a face like a tombstone on a wet Sunday. He was washing up in a tin bowl of hot water when Logan Keogh stepped into the office. The medico looked up, ran his rheumy eyes over the gunman’s tall frame, seeing the bullet-ripped shirt with the reddened edges, grunted and went back to his ablutions.

	Keogh limped across the room and hitched a leg over the end of a padded examination bench. He pulled out his shirt tails and waited as Farraday dried his hands on a grey, worn towel. Without looking at the gunman, the doctor said in a cracked voice that told Keogh he was as old as his white, lank hair and wrinkled face proclaimed.

	“Just seen some of your handiwork. You shoot straight. Got young Lex Weaver plumb through the ticker with both slugs. Makes it kind of easy for me, bein’ coroner as well as medico in this town. Instantaneous death from lead-poisonin’. Killed fair-and-square by Logan Keogh, border gunman and, if I ain’t mistaken, as from right now on the dodge.”

	“Could be you’re right, Doc,” Keogh allowed. “Like you to take a look at my side. You talk much more and there’ll be another body carryin’ the Weaver handle for you to bury. That sheriff passed out in the saloon but I ain’t guaranteein’ how long he’ll stay passed out.”

	Farraday grunted again, probed at Keogh’s wound with careless fingers that brought a sharp sucking breath from the gunman and moved to a bench where there were bowls, instruments and bandages. He commenced to cleanse the wound in the same careless manner he had examined it and Keogh’s teeth sank into his bottom lip.

	“Take it easy!” he gasped. “It ain’t a hoss you’re doctorin’!”

	“If you was, I’d be more careful,” muttered Farraday. “Good broncs is worth more’n good men in this part of Texas right now.”

	“Just go a mite easy,” Keogh repeated. “I got me a long trail south to ride.”

	“Mexico?” asked the medic without looking up.

	“Yeah. Mexico and a hoss ranch … if Weaver don’t catch up with me.”

	“He will, son,” said Farraday cheerfully, starting to bandage the wound. “This ain’t much of a wound. But it might give you a mite of trouble if you do a lot of hard ridin’. Should rest up for a day or so and give it a chance to heal over.”

	“Weaver ain’t givin’ me a day or so.”

	Farraday stared up into Keogh’s eyes, his own mischievous.

	“Scared of our sheriff, Keogh?”

	“Nope. But I don’t want to kill him. He’s a lawman. I kill him and my name’ll go down in the Rangers’ book. I don’t want that.”

	The doctor nodded slowly. “That’s hoss-sense. But I’m tellin’ you this, Keogh. Earl Weaver won’t give up. Until he’s dead, you’ll never be able to sleep with both eyes closed.”

	“Haven’t for years. But maybe he’ll cool down after a spell. He’s riled now ’cause he thought a lot of that kid brother of his.”

	“A helluva lot, and he won’t cool down none till he gets you. Guess there’s only one feller in this world that Earl Weaver hates worse’n you right now. hombre named Marv Barron. Barron and another jasper robbed the bank here three years back. They killed Earl’s fiancée in the shootin’ durin’ the getaway. They made it across the Rio and Earl never showed in this town for two months. He’d been trailin’ ’em clear down into Mexico. But he lost ’em. And he still ain’t given up. He’s still lookin’ for Marv Barron. Fact, he was off checkin’ a rumor that Barron had been seen in Laredo couple of days ago. He’s just got back, right after you took Lex… That’s three whole years, Keogh, and Earl ain’t cooled down one little degree. He’ll get that Barron one day, or die tryin’. Same as he’ll keep after you. Only way you’ll shake Earl is to kill him.”

	“Well, I already told you I ain’t doin’ that unless I have to. If he’s fool enough to trail me into Mexico, then one of us’ll be buried there… How much do I owe you, Farraday?”

	Keogh was standing now, ribs feeling firmer with the new tight bandages around them, stuffing in his shirt tails. Farraday pinched his nostrils and slowly shook his head.

	“Like the rest of this town,” he said slowly. “I figure you done us a favor by killin’ Lex Weaver. No charge, Keogh… Wish you’d go out and kill Earl before you leave, though. ’Cause you ain’t never goin’ to be safe while he’s still walkin’ around.”

	Keogh hitched at his gunbelt and gave the medic a hard, granite look. “Figure this town’s seen enough excitement for one day without you stirrin’ up more, Doc,” he told Farraday harshly. “You’re goin’ to have to get someone else to give you your kicks. I ain’t your man.”

	Farraday looked momentarily belligerent, as if he would deny Keogh’s words, and then he sighed heavily, started to clear away his utensils.

	“Man gets to be as old as I am he has to try and make his own excitement, Keogh,” the doctor muttered.

	“He don’t have to haunt Boothill lookin’ for it,” Keogh said bluntly. “You ought to try a game of stud poker once in a while, Farraday. Get the smell of blood and death out of your nostrils. It ain’t a healthy smell.”

	“Well, you ought to know, Logan Keogh,” said the old medic vindictively.

	Keogh nodded slowly. “That’s why I’m goin’ to Mexico.”

	As Keogh went out of the office and back down the path to the patient palomino, he heard Farraday slamming bowls around violently, muttering to himself in his cracked, old-man’s voice.

	It was a long trail south down into Mexico for Logan Keogh. He rode for a week, stopping overnight at lonely sheepherders’ jacals in the barren hills, trading a day’s work sometimes for grub and a bunk and attention to the wound in his side. Farraday had been right in his prediction that it might burst open again with long hours in the saddle.

	On the second day south of the Rio Grande, Keogh had felt the tearing pain slicing into his side and the warm wetness of fresh blood seeping through his trail-stained clothes. He had readjusted the old medic’s bandages, wadded a clean kerchief into a pad to cover the wound but it had never healed over again, the constant motion of saddle and horse keeping the blood seeping slowly. He’d spent a restless night and the wound appeared to become inflamed.

	After that night, the ride was sheer hell. The wound was worse than before and the inflammation had spread, forming a lump under his left arm, swelling the armpit so that he had difficulty moving that limb at all. As the days passed he moved deeper into the dune country of El Infierno Gris, at times lapsing into unconsciousness.

	Fever came with the long waterless stretches of alkali and dust worked under the now ragged bandages and abraded the already raw flesh. He slumped lower and lower in the saddle and had strange visions of rushing mountain rivers and the cool whiteness of endless deep snows. They were so real he could feel the wetness against his flesh and it wasn’t until he had traveled another mile that he realized the wetness was his own sweat.

	The wound festered and swelled, tearing moans involuntarily from his cracked, flaking lips, filling his body with fire and his head with loco notions and thoughts.

	Once he thought he was in a coffin being lowered into a freshly-dug grave and he’d kicked and beat frantically until the lid had smashed loose, glorious fresh, crisp air filling his lungs. Then he had tried to sit upright but Earl Weaver had thrust his hands against him, forcing him back into the pine box. Keogh had fought frantically, smashing at Weaver’s face, and he’d heard a cracked laugh, looked up and found Doc Farraday, clothes stained with clay and leaning on a gravedigger’s shovel, urging the fight on, his old eyes bright with excitement. It had given Keogh the strength of the panic-stricken and he’d fought Weaver back and climbed over the edge of the box. He’d fallen then and a cry tore from him as the hard earth at the grave bottom jarred the breath from his body…

	He’d opened his eyes lying beside the trail, flat on his back, the desert sun burning down onto him, the palomino nudging gently at his shoulder.

	It had taken him an hour and a half to get back into the saddle and he was reeling with fatigue and fever by then. But he had just enough strength left to rope himself to the horse and urge the mount on.

	His chin sagged down onto his chest, eyes burning in their sockets, head lolling limply on his shoulders.

	And that way, the palomino had brought him into the ranch yard of the immense Rancho Estrella, deep into Mexico and straddling the floor of a lost valley set among green, timbered hills with a lone peak rising at the southern end to kiss the clouds and be forever capped with a freezing crown of snow.

	Unknown to Logan Keogh he had been riding across Estrella land since high noon of the day before yesterday. The holdings were that vast, the line-shacks that scattered, and the herds so immense that not one of the hundred-odd vaqueros riding under the brand of the Star had had time enough to ponder about that lone dust devil lifting against the brassy sky from out of the dune country.

	And so Logan Keogh came unannounced to the ranch dirty and beard-stubbled, smelling of sweat, wild trails and blood, slumped on the palomino against the ropes which held his dead weight in the saddle.

	Unannounced but not unseen. A tall, yellow-haired Americano stepped around a corner of the sprawling, white adobe hacienda, a pistol in his gloved right hand, pale blue eyes slitting as they recognized a Texas man’s saddle on the palomino and a Texas man’s raw-boned hardness in the slumped unconscious form sagging in the hot sun.

	The yellow-haired man’s lips curled in a soft curse which he swiftly smothered when a black-haired, flashing-eyed girl in Spanish riding garb stepped up beside him and asked huskily, “Who is it, Milt? Why, the man’s hurt! Quickly, we must take him inside!”

	Milt Benbow put up the long-barreled Colt slowly, his washed-blue eyes holding to Keogh’s sagging form on the trail-stained palomino. He scrubbed a big hand over his lantern jaw, fingered the thin line of mustache, golden in the sunlight, edging his upper lip. He glanced at the girl, walked towards the horse and rider with the lithe, easy grace of a puma, muscles rippling under his store-bought shirt of dark green, Levi’s tight at the hips with the gun rig tied down against his right thigh. His face was sunburned dark as any Mexican’s and it was set in a kind of tough handsomeness that leant a swagger to his broad shoulders. It was the kind of face that women would like and Benbow’s bearing told all who could see that he knew it and realized its potentialities to the full.

	He stopped now beside the palomino, nostrils wrinkling in distaste at the smell of horse and rider. He set arms akimbo, turned his face towards the beautiful Spanish girl who was still standing at the corner of the hacienda, idly slapping a quirt against her half-boots, so highly polished as to reflect Benbow and the unconscious man and horse in distorted shapes.

	“He stinks, Margarita,” Benbow told her in a deep voice, throbbing with arrogance and virility. “Best take him down to the barn or the stables. No sense in smellin’ up the hacienda.”

	Margarita Chavez walked forward slowly, thrust her fine, youth-taut body between Benbow and the horse and reached up a gloved hand to jerk Keogh’s hat from his blond, sweat-matted hair. She saw the grey lines of agony and long suffering there, ignoring the sour smell of the man’s clothes; saw also the stiffened shirt, brown with dried, flaking blood and the stain on his Levi’s where it had seeped down his leg. Keogh moaned softly, chin sinking lower onto his chest.

	“He is badly hurt, Milt,” the girl said quietly. “We will take him into the house. Perhaps this is some of Tonto Ramirez’ work.”

	Benbow scowled but swiftly hid the expression as the girl turned to face him. He shrugged and started to unknot one of the ropes holding Keogh in the saddle.

	“Way this bronc’s pointin’, he come in from the north,” muttered Benbow as he worked. “So it couldn’t be Ramirez’ work. He’s to the south of here. More likely the Texas Rangers or some lawman put that lead into this hombre … He don’t look no great shakes. He looks tough enough to have been born on the Cherokee Strip. Or he could be an undercover lawman lookin’ for some of the outlaws who’ve holed-up down this way.”

	“Whoever he is,” Margarita Chavez said slowly, “he needs medical attention. I will go into the house and prepare hot water.”

	“A helluva lot of luxury for a saddlebum like this,” murmured Benbow. “But whatever you say, querida—have Mingo come out and give me a hand, huh? I think he’s still workin’ them tally-books in the office.” The girl smiled, teeth white and flashing between her red lips and turned back to the big patio, vine-covered and shaded, leading to the huge double doors of the hacienda.

	Benbow snapped open a clasp-knife and sawed at the ropes, taking Keogh’s weight one-handed as the wounded gunman slid slowly out of leather. Benbow dropped the knife, grunted with the effort as he used both hands to ease Keogh down to the ground, ignoring the sick moan coming from the blistered lips. He let the man lie there momentarily while he loosened the cinch-strap on the palomino’s saddle and then hailed a vaquero, fat and stocky, forking hay down by the long stables. The man came waddling up, panting and wheezing.

	“Sí, Señor Segundo?” puffed the fat Mexican, eyes popping when he saw the dried blood on Keogh’s sprawled body.

	Milt Benbow jerked a thumb at the palomino. “Take care of it. Looks mighty fine hoss-flesh so curry-comb it, rub it down and feed it the best grain … And not too much damn water,” he added in a louder voice as the fat Mexican led the palomino down to the stables.

	He knelt beside Keogh, grasped the gunfighter’s jaw between thumb and fingers and turned the bearded, grimy face up to the bright sunlight. He looked up as a shadow crawled across the man’s face. Mingo Tory, sun-blackened, rangy and hard-eyed, put his long-fingered soft hands on his hips, fingertips brushing against the twin gun butts and stared down at Benbow and Keogh. Tory chewed a stub of pencil in the left-hand corner of his thin mouth and sniffed loudly through his long nose, afterwards hawking and spitting. He sucked at his bottom lip, showing tobacco-yellowed teeth, squinted down at Keogh with narrowed black eyes. His face was long and as thin as a wedge, close-cropped black hair crawling low over his forehead to within a couple of inches of his bushy eyebrows.

	“Know him?” Benbow asked, turning Keogh’s unresisting head towards Mingo Tory.

	“Waal, that’s a Texas rig on that palomino I seen Jose leadin’ to the stables,” drawled Tory slowly, studying Keogh’s face. “And this hombre’s sure got that raw-boned look that we Texans have, so I figure it’s safe to say he’s from Texas … But that ain’t the only reason I’m sayin’ he is. Figure I’ve seen him before up round Laredo way, quite a spell before we come down here, Milt. Somethin’ familiar about his face. Built like a blacksmith’s anvil and just as tough. Can’t give him a handle though—”

	“Lawman?” asked Benbow tightly.

	“Could be,” said Tory thoughtfully, holding his jaw. “Lawman or gunfighter, I ain’t sure which. In any case, recollect he stood out from the mob in Laredo for some reason … Could be he was packin’ a star at the time, but that’s a gunman’s way of packin’ a Colt he’s got there, leather cutaway round the trigger-guard, base thonged down low, milled walnut butt so’s his grip won’t slip. ’Course, I’ve known lawmen pack their irons that way, too.”

	“Margarita wants him in the house,” Benbow said suddenly. “Grab his legs. We’ll find out soon enough. Looks like he’s from the Cherokee Strip to me.”

	“Be—healthier for—him if—he is,” grunted Tory, lifting Keogh’s legs as Benbow took the broad shoulders. They moved towards the hacienda, Keogh sagging between them. “He carryin’ lead in him?”

	“Looks like it—in the side. Maybe the Rangers chased him across the Rio.”

	The girl met them impatiently at the door and led the way down a high-beamed hall, through some red velvet drapes, across a carpeted parlor with rich, mellow furniture around the picture-adorned walls and down another short passage to a room with a thick, iron-hinged door.

	They laid him on a bed with white silk sheets and the girl moved to a polished table where there were bowls of steaming water, bandages, nickel probes and antiseptics.

	“Take off his shirt, Milt, querida, please—and his boots,” she ordered in her husky voice, rolling up the sleeves of her embroidered blouse.

	Mingo Tory pressed his bony shoulders back against the adobe wall and slowly lit a cheroot, watching as Benbow ripped Keogh’s filthy shirt from the big torso. His face screwed up in distaste as he unwound the stained bandages covering the wound. He stepped back swiftly, blowing out a sharp breath, as he laid the ugly, septic wound bare.

	“Man!” he breathed, “this hombre can do with a bath! No lead in him, anyways. That’s only a crease but it’s turned septic. Look at his armpit, how it’s swollen … He must have the constitution of a buffalo to fork a bronc carryin’ that load of poison in him.”

	“Please, Milt,” said the girl, moving to the edge of the bed carrying a bowl of hot water and rags. She set the bowl on the bed and leaned across Keogh, mouth tightening when she saw the ugliness of the wound. She probed the purple flesh with gentle fingers and Keogh rolled his head soundlessly on the pillow. “Will you sterilize the lancet, please, Milt? This poison will have to be let out.”

	Benbow grunted, lifting the flowered-china shade
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