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One by one Martin shot down the men who had killed his wife—till there was

but one, a mere boy, left to kill

The storyline of this novel, all situations in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.
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WHEN the posse stopped at Martin Mallet’s place on the way back from hunting the three outlaws, they found Mary Mallet dead in the yard. They thought Martin would go crazy. Uttering a terrible cry he leaped from his horse. His hands shook when he touched the cold body of his wife, but his face was like stone. And in his eyes shone a light so wild and bright that men who were his closest friends and neighbors, shocked at the sight of his raw grief, looked away from him. 

The Mallets had been married a little over a year, and now had a four-months’-old son. Martin, a cowpuncher turned farmer, was a much respected member of the community. At twenty-four, he was a long, loose man with big hands and feet, reddish hair, and a cheerful grin. A man slow to anger. But when his anger did take over, it was a dreadful thing to behold. Mary Mallet had been shot twice, through the body. In the dirt nearby, within touch of her outstretched hand, lay Martin’s shot-gun.

Sheriff Blount put a comforting hand on Martin’s shoulder. “Come away, Martin,” he said awkwardly. “We’ll take care of things.”

“Let me be!” Martin said fiercely, and knocked Blount’s arm aside. He picked up his wife and carried her cold body into the log house. The baby wailed in the crib as Martin lowered the mother to her bed and covered her with the spread. He straightened then, and glanced at the crib as though something alien to his flesh lay there, then stalked out into the bright afternoon sunlight again.

“Martin, I want to say—” Sheriff Blount murmured, his tone, his manner, every move he made apologetic.

“Don’t say it!” Martin shouted. Glancing at the other men in the yard he glared at them as he ordered accusingly, “Keep to the edge of the yard! Don’t be trampling on what sign may be left!”

His five neighbors backed placatingly away without so much as glancing at each other.

“Martin Mallet, you listen to me!” Blount said in a sharper tone of voice. “There are three horses in your corral I’ve never seen before. Let’s take a look at em.”
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MARTIN’S cold blue eyes touched the sheriff briefly. He started to stride toward the corral, but broke into a run before he reached it and swung the big gate open. Three horses stood dispiritedly at the water trough. Their coats were gray with dust and dried lather. Plainly they were done for. 

“They took Mary’s mare and my other two saddle horses,” Martin said. He felt as if a cold wind had blown out the lamp that lighted his inner consciousness, and

that now he was walking all alone through a dark world in which there was only himself and three horses.

He touched the horses, looked for brands; he rubbed dried lather between the tips of his fingers. 

“Happened about four hours ago,” he said. “Must’ve been the three fellers we were after. They swung wide where we lost their trail, remember, and they stopped here because they needed fresh horses.”

He turned out of the corral, his eyes searching the ground. Suddenly he stooped and picked up brass cartridge cases out of the dust.

“Winchester,” he said tonelessly. He pointed out hoof marks, and boot tracks. “One of ’em stood here while the other two went inside after the horses. Mary came outside and wanted to know what they thought they were doing. She got the shotgun to threaten them, because she had plenty of spunk, and the one who was standing here shot her.”

He looked north, then west, where ridge upon ridge of wooded hills buckled toward the mountains. South, and south-westerly, the land rolled away unbroken as far as the eye could sée in the summer haze. Somewhere yonder rode three killers.

Maybe. Martin tightened his hand and felt the sharp edges of the cartridge cases dig into his palms.

The sheriff said gently, “You’d best get to town. I’ll look for sign until dark and see what I can find.”

Martin did not answer; it seemed he had not heard. He harnessed his work mules to his wagon, and he padded the bed with all the blankets and quilts he could find, before carrying Mary’s body outside.

Will Jameson, his nearest neighbor, came up to him and said hesitantly, “Jane and I'll take the baby for a day or two if you’d like, Martin.” When Martin did not answer, Jameson gave Blount a questioning look, and shrugged.

Blount took Jameson aside. “See that the baby’s all right, Will. You’ve got kids, so you know what to do. Find whatever stuff you need and put it with the crib in the wagon. Ride into town with Martin and take the baby to Helen Crawford. That little dressmaker and Mary were good friends all their lives.”

Martin saw that plan being carried out as if a spectator from a distance. He watched as Jameson gently placed the crib next to the mother’s blanket-wrapped body, and said nothing. Set and terrible was his patience as he considered the time and distance that separated him from the three outlaws. Four hours. Or figure five. The stolen horses had been fresh. But time meant nothing at all. He had all the years of his life in which to find them. First, and most important, he must learn all he could about them.

He drove out of the yard, with Jameson on the seat beside him, and Jameson’s horse tied to the tailgate. The other men murmured condolences, but Martin only shook his head at them and refused to answer.

It was twilight when they drove into town. Martin stopped in front of Helen Crawford’s dress shop. He said quietly, “I’ll be grateful, Will, if you’ll take the boy inside and tell Helen I will see her later.”

Jameson nodded, for he did not know what to say. Martin had not said one word all the way to town—had only stared straight ahead.

After Jameson had tied his horse at the hitch-rack and lifted the crib out of the wagon, Martin drove on down to the funeral parlor and carried his wife’s body inside.

Martin said to Higby, the undertaker, “The funeral will be at eleven tomorrow. Notify the preacher, and make all the arrangements necessary.”

He walked out before Higby could gather his senses to answer.

Martin stopped then at the home of a middle-aged couple named Tanner, who promised to move out to the farm and look after things for free rent and what they could use and sell in the way of chickens and eggs and garden truck.

“I'm going away,” Martin told them. “I don’t know how long I'll be gone. Maybe a week, or fifty weeks, but I’ll keep in touch with you.”
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The stars were out when Martin again stopped his wagon in front of the dress- maker shop. The shop was in darkness, but he could see lamplight in the rear, where Helen had living quarters. He rapped on the door.

An inner door opened and he saw Helen’s slender figure silhouetted against the light. When she came through the dark shop and saw his hard-edged face she moaned:

“I don’t know what to say, Martin.”

“I know how you feel, so there’s no need. Is the boy all right?”

“He’s fine, Martin. Do you want to see him?” She took his arm, a tall woman who bore her grief with mature composure. “Come inside, Martin.”

He followed her into her small sitting room and looked at the big china lamp on the round table.

“I want you to take care of him while I’m gone, Helen.” 

“You’re going away?” 

“Didn’t Jameson tell you what happened?”

She nodded, face pale, eyes searching his eyes.

“They are the same three who held up a stage-coach on the Rincon road,” Martin said. “I’m sure of it. Sheriff got word early this morning that they were heading this way. I was in town to pick up a-roll of wire and joined the posse. We tracked ’em as far as Horse Creek and lost ’em. They must’ve doubled back, knowing we were on their trail, and they needed fresh horses. I'll be going after them tomorrow.”

“Martin, please—”

“Will you take care of Bobby?”

“Of course. If that’s what you want. But, Martin, do you need to go?”

“I need to very much, Helen.”

She took a shaky breath and turned away. “What sadness! What a thing to have happen.” She swung back to him and said fiercely, “Don’t go! The law will—”

Her words irritated, rather than angered him. 

He said, “Stop it!” And then, “I’ll see you in the morning, Helen. Good night.”

He stopped by the sheriff’s office, but Blount had not yet returned. Martin met him on the way back to his farm. He heard trotting hooves on the packed road, then saw the rider coming in the bright starlight, and stopped his team.

“Blount?”

Ed Blount reigned over to the wagon.

“Martin,” he said. And then, “Well, it wasn’t much. Tracks leading south, and that can mean nothing and everything. Nearest town in that direction is Bilcox, forty miles away. A few ranches and stage stops in between. After that you get desert, and plenty of it. The way it figures, they’re plenty scared because of what they did. So they headed south because there’s no telegraph station in Bilcox, no way to head ’em off.”

“Do you know any more about ’em than you did this morning?”

“No. They were masked, of course. One fellow was tall and had blond hair. The other two were medium sized. I'll send out a couple of telegrams tonight. Maybe we'll know more by morning.” 

Blount hesitated. “You're fixing to go after them? Right?”

“Yes.”

“You want me to deputize you? Make it legal?”

“When I find them I’ll kill them, Ed. Now do you still want to deputize me?”

“Forget it for tonight,” Blount said gruffly. “Better get some sleep.”

Martin drove on to the farm in the bright starlight...
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