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They were mean, all
three of them. They had been travelling hard for four days and
there hadn’t been much food or rest or water. The bay mare had a
kick like a Colt .45, the big Kentucky mule had bitten man and
horses from Missouri to the far west, and the man … the man was the
meanest of the lot. Sam Spur – his name meant death!
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The man on
the bay mare topped the rise and halted. The pack mule following
behind collided with the animal in front as was its habit and the
mare took a kick at it. The big Kentucky bared the massive yellow
teeth that had frightened the daylights out of more than one
cowhand and took a nip at the mare. She turned with the light of
fight in her eye and the mule backed off. He was no
fool.

They were feeling
mean, all three of them. And they had good reason. They had been on
the move for four days and there hadn’t been too much time during
that period for food and rest.

The mare was Jenny,
smallish, alert, fast and with the stamina of a bunch of mustangs.
The mule was Albert, big, bad-tempered, possessing the staying
power of a railroad engine and a record of having bitten humans and
horses from Missouri to a great many points west. The man was Sam
Spur.

Sam was twenty-six
years old, which made him not too old and not too young for a great
many things, notably fighting, riding and chasing the girls. But he
wasn’t within a hundred yards of chasing the girls now. He was
being chased. By the law.

The law said it
would pay five hundred dollars for him dead or alive. A statement
that put a death sentence on him. No bounty hunter was going to
bother with herding a live prisoner instead of using a bullet that
came cheap.

And the law had been
after him now for four days. The only thing that had saved Sam was
that the law had been afraid of his gun and didn’t have the
horseflesh that Sam had.

The law wanted him
for killing a man. The law didn’t seem aware of the fact that the
man needed killing and that the world was a better place for a
bullet having been placed neatly between his eyes. Or maybe the law
knew and didn’t care.

The man’s name?
Henry Shaw. Sam’s brother-in-law. A no-good chaser of
impressionable females; a man who drank too much, fought too much
and gambled too much. He had been married to Sam’s sister down in
the Nueces country and she would have been better married to a
cross-eyed maverick for all the good he had done her. Sam didn’t
dwell much on the man he had killed, for the man wasn’t pleasant to
dwell on and Sam didn’t regret killing him. He wished he’d done it
sooner. That way he would have saved Mary a lot of grief. Shaw had
been no good from way back and the whole family had known it. But
it took Mary two weeks after the honeymoon to see what they had all
seen. She caught Shaw with her best friend.

To cut a long story
short, Shaw had run with a bad crowd and before long he showed
himself to be the worst of them. He and Sam had never liked each
other. Sam had caught Shaw stealing – they were Sam’s cows he had
been lifting. And Sam had overlooked it for Mary’s sake. Then in a
drunken fit of anger, he had tried to shoot Sam one night after Sam
had caught him beating Mary. Sam had disarmed him and told him to
clear out. He did clear out. For a week. Then he was back sponging
on Mary again.

Then Shaw had gotten
himself a job. How he did it Sam would never know. The family
reckoned he got in with the stage-line so that he and some of his
crowd could rob it. Be that as it may, Shaw had been riding shotgun
on the stage when he had braced Sam. He must have been drunk to
risk it, for there wasn’t a man in the country who could clear a
gun from leather as fast as Sam. He was not only fast, he could
shoot the eye out of a squirrel at a range most men would need a
rifle for.

So when Shaw braced
him, Sam had simply drawn and fired. Just one shot and Shaw was
dead. Which made Sam a federal case, because Shaw’s friends made it
look like Sam was robbing the mail. The friends may have been
crooked, but they were also powerful. Sam was wanted by every
federal man in the country and every lawman or honest citizen who
was brave enough or foolish enough to try and collect the five
hundred dollars.

Sam ran.

There wasn’t much
else he could do except stay and fight it out and that wouldn’t
have gotten him anywhere worth going. It would only mean that he
would kill another man and that would do nothing except increase
the reward. It would also mean that a man who didn’t particularly
like violence would have another death on his hands.

He saddled and rode
and kept on riding. He covered his tracks, twisted and turned
across the country, stayed in the saddle night and day till his
mare and his mule were showing nearly as many signs of wear and
tear as he was.

And now here he was
within sight of Fort Griffin.

If a wanted man
couldn’t lose himself in Fort Griffin, he couldn’t lose himself
anywhere. There were more badmen here than anywhere else in the
West. Honest men stood out like sore thumbs. Gamblers, muggers,
killers and whores rubbed shoulders with cut-throats, con men and
men on the run. Here the scum of the frontier collected, warm in
each other’s company and a congenial environment. Here it wasn’t
safe for a man with a dollar in his pocket to step a yard from his
hotel after dark; murder went not only unavenged but unnoticed.
Lawmen minded their own business and, if they knew what was good
for them, played along with the bad element. The place, he knew,
was crowded with unemployed buffalo-skinners from the hunting
grounds, desperate and ready to earn a dollar with their bloody
knives, always eager to lift a horse or steal a gun, many ready to
do murder for enough money to keep them in drink for a day.

So Sam Spur,
murderer, would be able to sink from sight here. He asked only for
enough time for a good night’s sleep. Then he would move on.

He cursed the mule
gently and kneed the mare into motion. Slowly, they went ahead
towards the town.

Anything went in
Griffin and that was plain to anybody who went twenty paces down
the street. Dusk was still an hour off, yet there were drunks on
the sidewalks. Some were asleep under a blanket of flies. Painted
women called from windows to Spur as he rode wooden-faced through
the din of it all. It was a joke, coming here for a quiet night’s
sleep. He wondered what it would be like when the place really came
to life at night. A cowboy rode his horse into a saloon and his
entry was greeted by several pistol shots. A man with a bloody face
lay in the dust within a foot of Spur’s passage, moaning. Nobody
paid him any attention. There were a few riders and some wheeled
traffic, but mostly men were afoot. His sharp eye picked out the
buffalo men still with the stink and filth of their trade on them.
Once a man had skinned buffalo, there was no getting the stench off
him.

Spur found a hotel.
He tied his two animals where he could see them from the lobby
door. The clerk said the place was full. Spur offered him a bribe
and suddenly there was a room vacant. Spur untied his roll from the
cantle and carried it in. He told the clerk it had better be there
when he came back. The clerk sneered a little. He put Spur down as
a harmless hick.

Spur rode to the
livery stable down the street and left mare and mule in the care of
an old man and a Negro helper. He said he wanted to find them there
when he came back. The old man and the Negro looked at him with
cynical eyes. They had seen too many men come and go to care about
what was said to them anymore.

Then Spur found a
barber’s shop. He went in and found it was run by an Italian. Or
maybe it was a Greek. It made no difference – he had a first-class
soak in a hot tub out back, then was shaved. That made him feel one
hundred per cent better.

Next he found a
store and bought shells for his converted Colt 1860 model .44. His
uncle Ned had converted it and given it to him as his first gun. It
was a beautiful weapon, but big. Only a master could have got it
out of leather fast. Spur was a master. When that gun stopped a
man, he stayed stopped. That was what a gun was for. With the
shells in his pocket he tramped back to the hotel, was sneered at
by the clerk and carried his roll up to his room.

It was a rotten
room. But he didn’t expect anything different. He jammed the back
of the one chair under the door handle, pulled the rickety table
over to the window near the bed, sat on the edge of the bed and
dismantled his gun. When he had cleaned it well and reassembled it,
he cleaned his rifle. This was a Spencer carbine, a handy little
weapon for a horseman. It was the 1860 model, was .52 caliber and
took a tube of seven shots through the loading gate in the
butt-end. This had been given to him by his father as his first
rifle.

While he was at it,
he thought he might have his whole arsenal in good working order,
so he brought a curious and ugly hand-gun from his roll and
dismantled it. This was a Le Mat. It had two barrels – the upper
one fed by nine chambers; the lower one was a shotgun with a .66
caliber barrel. It was hell at close range. It was a single-action
gun. Spur liked a single action – the pull was easier and it made a
man take his time. The idea of missing with a first shot through
haste would have upset Spur.

His guns cleaned and
ready for use, he thought he was ready for bed. He took off his
boots and gunbelt. The only concession he made to comfort. He
rested the Colt on the bed beside his right hand, lay on his back
with one blanket over him and fell almost instantly asleep.
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When he
awoke and struck a lucifer, his grandfather’s old hunter told him
it was two o’clock. In the morning. He sat up and listened to the
noise of the town. As he had expected, the place was noisier than
ever. It sounded as if several hundred men were shouting at the
tops of their voices and one woman was screaming with all the power
of her lungs.

He didn’t know what
it was, but some-thing told him he ought to get moving. Maybe it
was instinct. Whatever it was, he paid it heed. He strapped on his
gun, stamped his feet into his boots and rolled the Le Mat up in
his bedroll. With that and the Spencer under his arm, he strolled
out of his room.

The clerk sneered at
him over the top of his desk; Spur gave him a benign smile.

The street seemed
full of men – there was a drunken glee club gathered on the
sidewalk. Spur stepped down into the dusk and went around it. A
cowhand rode his pony full-tilt down the street, rocking drunkenly
in the saddle and firing his gun in the air. Spur dodged the horse.
Two men were fighting mid-street; Spur went wide of them. He
tramped on for the livery stable. Coming to town hadn’t been a good
idea. But he’d gotten himself sleep and he felt better for it. He
came to the mouth of an alleyway. Maybe there was a lull in the
din, maybe some movement caught his eye. He turned his head and saw
the flash of steel in the moonlight. A man cried out hoarsely,
another cursed foully.

Keep
walking, a voice in Spur’s head
said. Just a fellow being mugged. None of
your business.

But sometimes the
body has conscience when the mind doesn’t. Before he knew what he
was doing, he was legging it into the alley, dropping his bedroll
and lifting the Colt from leather.

He couldn’t see much
in there, but he was pretty sure that there were three or more men
around a lone man. Booted feet stamped in the dust, blows fell,
somewhere the deadly knife did its business.

Spur saw a hat,
swung the massive Colt and slammed the barrel down on the crown of
the head. The man staggered and turned, face distorted in the
moonlight. The knife-blade glittered; Spur sidestepped and raked
the gun sideways, striking the man across the face. He went down,
screaming now.

A gun roared in the
confined space, the noise nearly splitting Spur’s eardrums. The
muzzle-flame was so close to him that he thought he felt its
burn.

He didn’t hesitate,
but cocked and fired.

A man was hurled
backward, seemed to trip on his own feet and slammed against the
wall behind him.

“Jesus, I’m killed—”

Spur turned on the
flat of his fleet, leveling his gun on the next man. The fellow
made a frightened ducking movement, whirled away and ran off down
the alleyway into the darkness.

There was a man
standing there holding his side. Spur couldn’t see much of him, but
he looked like a cattleman.

“You hurt?” Spur asked

The man stared at
him for a moment.

“A
scratch,” he said.

The man on the
ground groaned and tried to sit up. Spur kicked the knife that lay
near out of his reach. Then he kicked the man and said: “Git.” The
man staggered to his feet and got. He ran after the other fleeing
man.

The man holding his
side said: “I’m grateful to you. They’d of killed me.”

“Just happened along,” said Spur. “You want a
doctor?”

“Naw,” the man said with a note of disgust. “Cook’ll patch me
up. I’m with a cow outfit outside town.”

“You goin’ there now?”

“Reckon.”

“Where’s your horse?”

“Livery.”

“I’m on my way there now. Let’s go.”

The man looked
around.

“You shot one of these fellers he could maybe die.”

“That’s a fact,” said Spur. “Come on, man, let’s
go.”

The man hesitated
and then started up the alleyway. Spur saw that he was tall and
thin. He couldn’t see him too clearly, but he reckoned he was hurt
more than he admitted. The fellow hadn’t taken six paces before he
showed Spur was right. He staggered against the wall and stayed
there, gripping his side. Spur put his gun away, took hold of the
man’s right wrist and draped his arm around his shoulder. The
cowman was a good four inches taller than he was and Spur’s
shoulder fitted under his armpit nicely. He half-carried him out
onto the street and turned left toward the livery.

The man muttered.
“There ain’t no call—”

Spur said: “The hell
there isn’t.”

They reached the
barn of the livery and the old man and the Negro came out to stare
at them. Spur got himself out from under the tall man and the tall
man fell down.

The old livery man
said in a quavering voice: “You get’m away from here. I ain’t
havin’ no Goddam dyin’ man in my place.” The Negro rolled his eyes
and muttered.

Spur got down on one
knee by the fallen man and told them over his shoulder: “Git my
horse and mule. Git his horse.”

“I
ain’t havin’ nobody dyin’ on me here,” the old man protested. “A
man’s got rights.”

Spur let the steel
get into his voice when he said: “You saddle up them horses, now,
friend. Move.”

The Negro stepped
back a pace and said: “Do lak the man say, Miz Rosser.”

The old man thought
about it, then ordered the Negro into the barn. Spur fetched a lamp
from a hook and put it on the ground near the wounded man. When he
opened the coat, he found the whole chest and one side covered with
blood. He ripped open the shirt and the long johns underneath and
found that the knife-blade had been warded off from the innards by
the rib cage. The fellow had been lucky. He ripped the tail of the
shirt off, made a pad of it and pressed it hard against the long
vicious wound. Then he tied the pad in place with the man’s own
bandanna. That would have to do until they reached his camp.

The man’s eyelids
fluttered. He opened his eyes and stared at Spur in puzzlement.

“What the hell?” he said.

“You fainted,” Spur said.

The man said through
his clenched teeth: “I never fainted in my life. Must of dozed
off.”

“Sure,” said Sam, “can you stand?”

“’Course I kin stand.” To prove it, he got to his feet. His
face was ashen and he shook like an aspen. He tottered over to the
barn and leaned against the wall. “Names Lou Carder,” he
said.

Spur hesitated. It
could be suicide to give a man his real name, but it seemed like
treachery to himself to give any other.

“I’m Sam Spur,” he said. The names slipped out before he could
stop himself. Carder held out a hand and they shook.

“Owe you my life,” he said.

“Shucks,” Spur said.

“Got a snort on you all? Got a kind of a thirst.”

“Sorry.”

“No
never mind. Ben’ll have one when we gits to camp. Keeps it for
medicine.”

Spur took it that
Carder expected him to ride with him. He might as well, one place
was as good as any other. In that one second his fate was decided;
in that one second Spur was committed, his whole future was mapped
out and he never knew it.

The old man and the
Negro brought the horses and the mule. Carder’s horse was a chunky
dun gelding and the big Kentucky had already declared war on it.
The little mare was pleased to see Spur. She was family and she
knew it. She came up to him and made a fuss. He battered her head
away and stepped into the saddle, sensing that Carder wouldn’t
invite any help.

The old man said:
“That’ll be three dollars. Three dollars. Hell, I can’t help it
if’n you’re takin’ ’em away afore your time’s up.”

Spur paid him.
Carder fought his way into the saddle after lying across it for a
moment or two for a rest while the dun circled excitedly. Then he
couldn’t find his right stirrup iron and started swearing.

They swung left out
on the street and kept going. Spur remembered that he hadn’t bought
any supplies. Maybe Carder would sell him some; a cow-outfit always
carried plenty. In spite of his wound, Carder lifted his horse to a
trot and kept it at a brisk pace. There wasn’t any doubt that he
was in pain. He rode hunched forward awkwardly over the saddlehorn
and every now and then would expel his breath gustily.

A mile from town,
they left the road and turned a little south. Within an hour, Spur
spotted a fire and heard the sound of cattle on a bedding ground.
It was a sound that stretched his memory back into his childhood.
In a short while they were challenged and Carder answered. They
rode slowly into the camp and dismounted beside the fire.

Men lay around in
their blankets. One sat up and greeted Carder, but the rest were in
exhausted sleep. A small very black Negro came from behind the
chuck-wagon and looked first at Spur then at Carder.

“Hell, boss,” he said, “what happened to you?”

So Carder was the
boss. Spur might have known it. There was something about the
man.

Carder said: “Some
bastard knifed me. Spur here saved my life. This is Ben, Spur. Best
cook west of Missouri.”

The two men shook.
Ben fussed around. Within a minute flat he had Carder sitting on a
box with his upper body bared and he got to work on the wound. It
was plain that this wasn’t the first time he had patched a man up.
The man who had sat up got out of his blankets and came over. He
was as bald as an egg and was introduced simply as Curly. Spur
shook with him.

A boy came from
under the wagon. He didn’t look old enough to leave his mother.
Spur knew this must be the remudero.

Pretty soon, Ben had
Carder strapped up tight. Then he got out the whiskey and they all
sampled the medicine. A little color came into Carder’s cheeks. It
was plain that though Ben was a Negro in an old slave state the man
was in good standing in the outfit. All crews such as this usually
have a man beside the boss whom they lean on. Ben was that man in
this case. As time passed, Spur came to lean on him as much as
anybody. There was a sort of capability about the cook that made a
man trust him. Maybe he was too simple to be crooked. It didn’t
matter. He was straight and that was the important thing.

In a little while,
Ben had hot coffee for them and they squatted around drinking it.
Spur learned that there were some ten men in the outfit and they
were driving around two thousand cows north to the Cimarron where
they were establishing a ranch for a man named Colonel Masterson.
Spur had heard of him. He was a big man down in the Nueces country.
Spur was surprised. He thought the Cimarron was the home of Indians
and buffalo.

Carder told him: “If
you wait till the Indians and buffalo go some other feller’ll be in
one jump ahead of you.” They were headed for a place called Great
Bosky which was a canyon that would be a natural range for cattle.
Only trouble was, Indians from Oklahoma liked to come in there for
the hunting. After the Masterson outfit moved in, the damned
Indians would be hunting cows instead of buffalo. These would be
augmented by the many white cow-thieves who were hiding out in
Indian territory. It was a chance that had to be taken.

“I’m a man short,” Carder told him, “like to come
along?”

Spur thought about
it. Maybe he could do himself a lot worse than earn a wage while
hiding out in the Cimarron Strip. Outfits were often loyal to the
wanted men in their ranks and there wasn’t a trail crew in the
country that didn’t have one wanted man in it.

“Sure,” Spur said, “I’ll come along.”

“Good. You can bunk with Curly, here. You have the midnight
watch.”

Spur unrolled his
bed roll and got down alongside Curly. There was maybe time to
snatch an hour’s sleep before he went on duty. He handed the mare
and the mule over to the young wrangler and put his saddle in
position for his pillow. He lay on his tarp with a blanket wrapped
around him and listened to the soft sounds of a contented herd on
the bedding ground. The two men out there were crooning tunelessly
to the animals. A horse in the remuda stamped a foot. Ben put some
wood on the fire. Reassuring familiar sounds. Suddenly Spur was
content. The contentment might not last long, but for the moment it
was a nice thing to have.

Curly woke him near
midnight with a light touch on the shoulder and he came out of his
blanket refreshed. He was a man who could come awake to full
consciousness in a second in a cheerful humor. Curly picked out a
little bay gelding for him that had a ewe neck and a wild eye.

Spur thought he’d
have trouble from it and he was right. It took a few minutes hard
riding and enough pitches for a man to digest his beans before the
animal settled down. Having shown its independence and got the
cricks out of its back it went for the herd meekly. Curly
introduced Spur to the two men on watch and he learned their names
were Bill Smith and simply Card. Bill was a gangling East Texas
farm boy turned cowhand and Card looked a hard case. Spur and Curly
started circling the herd. All was quiet. It was pleasant with the
pony pacing steadily under the stars. Spur sang a little, using the
songs he had learned from his father and uncles, traditional
cow-songs that told legends of the prairie and brasada.

The watch was
uneventful, nothing disturbed the calm of the night. After it, Spur
and Curly returned to their blankets for a snatched sleep before
dawn. Ben, the Negro, was up before light preparing breakfast.
Every man in this outfit went to work with a full belly under his
belt. Spur stepped into the saddle a satisfied man. He was now on a
roan that wanted to run. He was disgusted when, as a new man, he
was assigned to the drag. They got the herd moving. An old brindle
steer that Carder said had led many a drive for the colonel led the
way. The herd drifted slowly north-west grazing as it went and Spur
looked it over as best he could from the dust of the drag. The
critturs were all longhorns, as he expected, but they were good
stock and in prime condition. Nobody had run their beef off and
they were tail-broke. There were some awkward ones among them who
tried every now and then to make a break for open country, but they
didn’t give too much trouble. Just the same, an hour after dawn
Spur and his mount were sweating and caked in dust. Curly didn’t
talk. He got his bandanna up around his mouth against the dust and
kept the laggards moving with his swinging rope. He handled himself
and his horse well. Early Ben drove his wagon forward, headed for a
camp-site picked out by Carder. It was plain to Spur that this was
an orderly, well-run outfit. This wasn’t the first time Carder had
trailed a herd.

They moved slowly
north and to his joy, Spur found that Carder, knowing that he had
good men who could work any position, moved the men from one
station to another. On the second day, Spur found himself a
swingman. The boy, Jimmy Caldwell, guarding a cavvy of something
like a hundred horses, drifted his charges off to the right away
from the herd. The youngster was excited at being on the trail.
Spur reckoned he had run away from home to be a cowhand. He had
done the same thing a long time ago and gone with a herd up the old
Chisholm trail to Kansas as a wrangler. On that trip he had had his
first drink and his first woman. Just to be a man. And he hadn’t
liked either. It made him smile to think of it now.

In camp, he met the
rest of the crew and pretty well liked what he saw. There were some
rough ones among them, but there always were in every crew of this
size. If any of them recognized his name and knew he was a wanted
man, they were too polite to say so. For the moment, it seemed, he
was safe.

They crossed the
Brazos with the water low and didn’t lose an animal. Carder took it
easy, not hurrying his animals. Days passed, lengthened into weeks.
They crossed the Prairie Dog Fork of the Red River and had a little
trouble. Here they lost a she-cow and nearly lost a man when the
river, which had risen with the recent rains, proved too strong for
a swimming horse and carried it downstream. They pushed on, had a
stampede just south of the Canadian when the herd was upset by
lightning. They ran for about ten miles and Carder showed himself a
master of his trade by letting them run and keeping them together
instead of trying to turn them. Not a single animal was lost. Jimmy
Caldwell lost his remuda and it took a couple of days and some hard
riding before it was recovered. They crossed the Canadian without
too much trouble and rested up a day on the north bank. Carder
seemed pleased the way things were going.

Spur was pleased
that soon he would be out of Texas.

Just south of the
strip, Carder approached Spur and told him that once they were
settled on the new range, he would be paying off some of the men.
He would need maybe six to ride line. Would Spur like to stay on.
Spur took this as a compliment. He thought about the proposition
for a while and then agreed. There wouldn’t be many men up on the
strip and the chances of being spotted would be slight. Any lawman
coming into the country after him would stand out like a sore
thumb. By the time they came up with him he would be saddled and
riding.
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It didn’t
take Spur more than a good look to see that the strip was good
cattle country. The short coarse grass was sun-cured on the root.
The canyon Carder had picked out was a massive natural pen for
animals that would only have to be guarded at either end. There
were several hundred buffalo in there when the advanced guard rode
in and these were driven out. They would drift back to their
natural grazing ground and would have to be driven out again. This
didn’t worry Carder much. Pretty soon there wouldn’t be any buffalo
left, not with the rate of hunting as it was. There were fewer and
fewer every year.

What worried Carder
was the Indians. If there weren’t any buffalo to live on, they’d be
after the cattle. It was natural. He didn’t blame them. At the same
time, he didn’t intend them to live off the colonel’s cows. That
being the case, Spur didn’t think it was wise to pay off any of the
men. But it was a matter of economics. The colonel was in the
cattle business for profit.

There was nothing
there but rock walls, grass and a fair creek. Carder gave orders
for the cattle to be scattered, then he picked a central point and
said they’d build a house right there. There was a little timber on
the canyon sides and some of the boys were sent with axes









cover.jpg
NATT,CHISHOLM wnmwﬁ@&v JAMESE






tmp_0fb1e133b831d70cc779450e4951d8d4_cvqE8T_html_37f0f129.jpg
CY JAMES

SPUR 4&:

I.ONGHORN






