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Chapter 1

 


Slouched wearily over the weatherworn saddle,
the rider looked around in the gathering gloom of an early dusk.
Earlier, as he had approached the massive range, the mountains had
stood out so clearly that he had felt that he could have touched
the snow covered peaks. Then slowly the white, fluffy, cumulus
clouds began to build skyward, becoming dark and heavy as the day
wore on. Now, half way to the pass the rain had come.

It arrived suddenly, as so often happens in the
higher elevations, where the mountain itself hides the storm from
view until it is upon you. The clouds opened and it rained, or
rather, it poured. The rider, an experienced man, rode steadily,
his slicker pulled tightly around his body in the faint hope that
it would keep him dry. He rode clear of gullies and washes for he
knew the suddenness of flash floods, so sudden that they could
catch a man and horse in mid-stream carrying both of them to
eternity. Nightfall found him still on the exposed part of the
trail, with no good cover to protect him from the storm.

He reflected back upon the day. He had risen
early and broke camp with sufficient time to reach the ranch before
nightfall. Two days ago, after a three-day ride across a waterless
waste, he reached the Pink Sands waterhole and found it dry. The
water hole no longer existed. Someone had cleverly placed
explosives so they would bring down the face of crumbly shale from
the cliff, at whose base the clear spring had seeped. The desperate
need for water had forced him miles out of his way and now he was
riding late.

His name was Brian Cole. He was a large
muscular man standing around six foot tall. His face was tanned
darkly, yet alive with intense blue eyes that had little wrinkles
in the corners. His nose was well formed highlighting a mouth that
spoke of smiles and good humour. Already at twenty-eight, his short
hair showed traces of grey along the temples. He wore a slicker
over a faded coat that covered a clean red shirt whose repairs
lacked the woman’s touch. On his hip was a well cared for Colt
revolver, positioned for fast use, yet his hands did not bespeak
the well cared for hands of the professional gunman. They were
rough and callused, hands of a man who worked on the range tending
cattle, and fixing fences when they needed it.

Brian’s thoughts returned to the present as
thunder reverberated from the peaks while the lightning streaked
more frequently in the sky around him. They were now climbing
steeply into mountains and he could feel the electricity in the air
and knew that he had to find cover immediately. For some reason he
unexpectedly recalled a time in his youth when he was ten years
old. Indians had surprised him and his Uncle Nick Fanshaw. During
the attack the horses had become frightened, dashing off the trail
through a small gully. At the end of the gully there was a cave
large enough to hide themselves and their horses. After a few hours
the Indians had given up the attack. He remembered that his Uncle
had said it was because the Indians were frightened of being on
this mountain after sunset because it was a mountain of ‘bad
medicine’.

He recalled that there was a flat imposing wall
of rock at the turn into the gully, hiding it from the trail. A
lightning flash had just lit such a rockface, probably the cause of
the flood of memories. Speaking softly to his nervous dun, he
searched the brush for an entrance. He was certain that this was
the place, but it had been many years ago, and in this darkness he
could be mistaken. Then, in the light from the lightning he saw a
small game trail. Pushing aside the brush he saw that it led
further up. Leading the horse around a blind corner he saw the dark
opening of a cave looming before him.

“Well, Blaze, let’s hope that if
there is anything in there that it is friendly,” he said noisily in
the hopeful expectation that if any creature lived there, it would
retreat and let him be. He watched the horse closely as he moved
closer to the cave but saw nothing in his actions to show that it
was alarmed. Ducking, he led the horse into the dry shelter of the
cave. Leaning down and turning his body to block the draft from the
opening he lit a match and held it over his head. The match flared,
briefly flickered, and went out, but in that moment he had seen
what he was looking for.

On one side were some rocks, and sticking out
from the cracks he saw bits of grass and leaves no doubt brought in
by some small animal for a nest. Ground hitching the horse he moved
toward the rock and lit another match. Pulling out some of the
grass and laying a few small sticks upon it, he lit the pile and
soon had a small, cheery fire going. Picking up the reins of the
horse he led him further into the recesses of the cave where he
removed his saddle.

From his saddlebag he removed a quantity of
oats and placed them in front of the horse that began to nibble
eagerly at them. Brian returned to the foul weather outside to
scout up some dry wood. This was generously provided when he found
a long dead pine stump that lay on its side. He dragged it into the
cave, and broke off pieces to build up the fire. Having provided
for heat and light, he now opened his own pack and quickly took out
his pans and food. Soon the smell of his camp supper filled the
cave.

Outside, the fierce storm continued unabated
but within the cave only a few gusts penetrated, protected as it
was by the trees outside. At times lightning illuminated the cave
so that Brian could see clearly all around. After finishing his
meal he spread out his bedroll and was soon into an exhausted
slumber.

He awoke to a different world. The storm had
passed and it was very quiet. Everything lay in darkness inside the
cave, but from outside he heard the sound of an early morning bird.
He threw back the blanket, reaching for his boots. First he knocked
each on the ground and turned them upside down. It was not unusual
for some unpleasant nocturnal creature to take up residence inside
such places. When he was sure they were clear of pests he placed
them on his feet and arose.

He led the horse outside to a small basin
filled by the storm and allowed him to drink. Then, he led him to a
grassy area to graze. This done, he returned to the cave, and
finding that the fire had a spark of life he placed some dry wood
upon it and proceeded to make breakfast.

Gathering up his gear he carried it outside. It
was now light enough for him to walk about safely. He sensed that
the weather had cleared, and it would soon give rise to a bright
sunny day.

Off to the right he noticed a small animal
trail that appeared to climb to the top of the rock above the cave.
Checking to see that the horse had some graze and was properly
secured, he set about seeing where the trail might lead. He climbed
slowly. Near the top the trail led around an outcropping of rock.
He was amazed at the view that opened up before him.

Stretching out before him rolled the desert. It
was painted with indescribable purples and violets that faded into
the vast distance. The sun suddenly broke over the edge of the
horizon bathing the desert with, a pink hue that rapidly spread and
changed to rose and lavender. The rock flamed with reds and yellows
that changed rapidly from moment to moment as the sun continued to
climb.

He was breathless. It seemed that the moment
touched him to his very soul. He was a western man who knew and
enjoyed to the fullest the beauty of that land. At times it was a
land of sudden death, a land that would kill the unwary without any
consideration for him as a human being. Human or animal, it made no
difference. It was also, at times, a land that could be more
beautiful than the most fertile land of the east.

Brian watched as the colours changed and slowly
began to fade as the sun rose higher into the sky. He reflected
back to the events that had returned him to this mountain. When he
had been a boy of six, his parents had left their home in Virginia
to head west to make their home and their fortunes. Fortunes they
had not found. Indians they had. They wiped out their
small-undefended wagon train. Fortunately, he and his Uncle Nick
had ridden away earlier to forage for rabbits. This had saved their
lives. Also spared, was the wagon scout, Sandy Hopkins who had been
ahead, looking for a safe place to camp for the night.

They had buried the dead, and salvaging what
they could from any wagons, which were not burned, but ravaged and
plundered, continued towards the westward mountains just barely
visible on the horizon. After many difficult days they crossed the
mountains and came upon a large valley almost completely surrounded
by high peaks. And here they stayed. His Uncle and Sandy skidded
logs from the slopes above, and began to erect a
shelter.

The location was high on a shelf on the side of
the mountain offering a view overlooking the valley below. It was
given protection on the sides and the rear by the cliffs that rose
rapidly to great heights.

From this simple beginning the ranch grew to be
the largest for many miles around. When Brian was about twenty he
had left the ranch to travel. He had been footloose, staying
nowhere for very long. Letters from home did catch up to him
occasionally, and it was good to see that all was well back home.
It was old news but he was glad to read it and it awakened old
thoughts of home. He thought that he didn’t miss the ranch and all
the hard work, but in truth he was homesick.

The summons had reached him in Tucson. It had
been chasing him for eight months. It was a letter from Uncle Nick.
The freighters often carried mail across the plains and handed it
to others who might see the recipient or knew someone who knew
where he had last been.

“It will be good to see what has
been going on back home,” mused Brian as he pulled the letter from
his saddlebag, and began to read:

 


Dere Brian

Cum home soon. Things ain’t goin well
here.

Stock is ben rustled and Shorty was
shot

but will live. We all knows who is
duin

it but we cain’t do nuthin about it.

I don’t want to force you but yer
the

only one kin help. The wether here
is

cold and next week is Febrary. Try
to

get here before the grass groes.

Yer lovin Uncle Nick

 


As Brian read this he broke out in a sweat of
alarm. “My God, this was written in January and here it is now
September. I sure hope things are not as bad as it sounds,” thought
the worried cowboy.

Brian had been working for a large rancher in
Arizona for almost a year and knew him to be a stern but kindly
man. Mounting his horse, he rode swiftly up to the ranch house and
asked to speak with the owner. The big, red-headed man met Brian at
the door and read the letter that was thrust at him.

“I guess that you will be leaving me then,” he
said thoughtfully.

“As soon as you can replace me,” returned the
distraught cowboy.

“You can leave as soon as you are ready,” said
the owner, “Yu’re going to be hard to replace, but I think you
should get started at once.”




Chapter 2

 


Brian had packed hurriedly, setting out from
the ranch toward the home of his Uncle. Now, nearing his
destination, this new day found him here, enjoying the morning, in
fact seeming somewhat reluctant to start upon the last step of his
journey. It was as if some ill omen worked upon his mind, so that
he dreaded to return to an unknown destiny.

Eventually he rose and made his way down the
path from the desert overlook. He saddled the horse, and with his
packs fastened securely, left the shelter of the cave to begin to
work his way up the main trail to the pass. When they reached the
pass, Brian paused to let the horse rest while he looked toward the
valley below.

It was easy to see why his Uncle and Sandy had
taken to this valley when they had come over this pass after their
escape from the Indians. It was an immense bowl several miles long
and about five miles wide. Far below a sparkling river meandered
toward a broken notch in the wall of the eastern mountain ridge. In
the distance he could see some scattered cattle and a few buildings
marking the headquarters of the Bar W Lazy S.

He knew that it was more than twenty miles to
the ranch from this pass, and that most of the day would be gone by
the time he reached it. Mounting the horse, he began to pick his
way down the somewhat steep and twisting trail to the
ranch.

Blue shadows had already fallen across the
trail when he reached the ranch house. He was riding across the
open bench in front of the main house when a sudden spurt of sand
thrown up in front of the horse caused it to rear upwards almost
unseating him. This was immediately followed by the crack of a
heavy rifle. Brian threw himself from the horse pulling his rifle
from the scabbard as he fell. Even as he did so two more gouts of
sand spurted up in front of him covering him with dirt.

“Don’t try to move, you dirty
varmit,” called a voice from behind the corral. “Throw down your
guns and stand up. There’s no use letting an innocent horse get
hurt on account of a dirty skunk from the Cross C,” called a
grizzled voice from the direction of the water trough.

“Sandy, that you?” Brian called out loudly,
“What’n hell are you doing? Hold your fire.”

“Just hold a minute, boys,” called
someone from the house. “Sing out stranger, who aire
you?”

“Sandy! It’s me, Brian. What in
tarnation has gotten into you fellows? Does every visitor rate the
same reception, or have you gone mad?”

“Stand up stranger, and step clear
of your horse and guns,” shouted another of the ranch cowboys. Very
slowly Brian moved up to be examined. As he did so a stooped wiry
old man came from the door of the ranch house and stepped up to
where he could see Brian clearly.

“By Gawd, it’s Brian,” he said with
deep emotion in his voice. “But you are supposed to be dead,” he
said slowly still not believing his eyes.

“Far from it,” expressed Brian, now
both baffled and angry. “Now suppose you start explaining what this
is all about.”

Slowly the men gathered closer relaxing their
vigilance. A grizzled cowboy with a broken nose edged to the front
and with a wide smile grabbed at Brian and pumped his
hand.

“Well, by gosh, if yore not dead,
yore shore starved half to death, now come into the house and
Cookie will fry you up a steak that’l shore make you smile,” he
said as he continued to shake Brian’s hand.

At that moment Sandy appeared at his side and
said,” That’s right, we’ll eat, then talk”. “You men return to your
watch positions and stay alert, and this time make sure its a Cross
C hombre before you try to kill him,” he growled.

As they moved toward the ranchhouse Brian could
see the cowboys taking up their former positions and saw that they
were well prepared to defend the buildings from all
intruders.

Sandy opened the heavy door of the log
ranchhouse and they entered a large living room with its stone
fireplace rising to the ceiling. Sandy had built it since Brian had
left and he saw that it had transformed this large, drafty room
into a comfortable, warm place in which one could relax after the
long hours on the range. The fire blazed cheerily and made him feel
better than he had for the last several hours.

A Chinese servant entered, offering to take him
to his room where he could clean up with a hot bath. Tired, and
dirty from his several days on the trail, he thought this seemed to
be a great idea, and followed the servant into his room. Another
hired hand was pouring pails of hot water into a great tin tub. As
Brian soaked off the long dusty days, he felt that nothing had ever
seemed so welcome. Slowly the tension eased out of him. There was
something wrong, that much was certain, and yet it didn’t seem as
if it was going to be too much of a problem.

After he had bathed and dried, he pulled some
clean clothes from his saddlebag and dressed. Quickly he returned
to the cosy room with the large fireplace where he met the man with
the broken nose, Hank was his name.

“I’ll tell you, that bath made me
feel like a new man and now maybe my horse won’t mind so much about
being around me,” Brian said, smiling at his joke.

As they moved to the table he noticed that his
Uncle had still not arrived. When he had not seen him before supper
he had assumed him out on other duties around the ranch and so he
now asked when he would be in.

There was a sudden silence in the big room and
Brian experienced a chill moving up his back and he knew even
before he was answered that his sense of earlier alarm had been
correct.

“We thought you knew, Brian. Nick’s
dead!”

“Dead...! No, I’ve been on the trail
more than a month or so,” Brian uttered hollowly. “What happened,
Sandy?”

“He was drygulched, that’s what
happened,” broke in Hank fiercely with his strange high-pitched
nasal drawl. “We knew that something like this might happen,” he
continued. “We should never have let him go up that trail
alone.”

“Now hold on thar, Hank, it twasn’t
our fault. How wur we to know they would stoop so low as to kill
Nick?” broke in Sandy.

“Start at the beginning,” said
Brian.” Why should anybody kill anybody?”

Sandy began slowly. “Nick was losing a lot of
cattle so he sent the men out to gather some of the best steers on
the ranch and place them in the old pasture near Bald
Knob”.

Brian said, “but I don’t see how...” Hank
interrupted.

“His plan was to tell the ranchers
around about the move in order to bait the rustlers into coming to
the Bald Knob pasture where he would be waiting.” explained Hank.
It was his opinion that one or more of the men in the district were
passing on information to the rustlers, or maybe even were part of
the gang.

“Yer Uncle Nick was going to camp on
the top of Bald Knob and planned on lighting fire telling the rest
of us to come as soon as they rode into view,” spoke
Sandy.

“He spent three nights there and was always
back here for breakfast. On the last morning, when he didn’t arrive
on time, one of the boys went out to see if they could locate him,”
Sandy explained.

Hank slowly breathed, “They found him just two
miles from here, dead by the trail. He had been shot from the
saddle but had stayed alive long enough to put up a terrific scrap.
He had used up all of his ammunition and his empty gun lay in the
dirt beside his body.”

At this Sandy cut in. “We found his horse dead
too, with only one wound. He had been deliberately shot in the head
from close up. Probably to keep him from returning to the barn and
alerting us,” he added.

“Didn’t you follow to see who did it?” asked
Brian. “There should have been tracks.”

“Well, the tracks were easy to
follow as far as the trail that leads to the Big Valley, but they
had been washed out beyond there by a rainfall. We had a bunch of
thunderstorms that went over the valley that night,” spoke Hank.
“Anyhow, we knowed who done it, but what good does it do? We don’t
have the men to go up against the Cross C outfit on their own
ground.”

Brian returned, “If you know who they are, why
doesn’t the sheriff get a posse and round them up?”

Sandy responded hotly. “A fine chance that
would be when the sheriff is their man, put into office by them,
and never does anything without their permission.”

Brian reached for his tin cup of coffee and
leaned back on his chair. The shock of the news was wearing off a
little, and he was starting to think more clearly. “Sandy, I
remember a little about the Cross C and it seems to me that it was
a fine bunch of riders who rode for that retired Colonel Rogers. He
was a kind and happy man as I recall.”

“It’s not like it was when you left
here,” said the old man. “About three years ago the Colonel died
when his horse fell on him in the roughlands above his ranch house.
He had just taken on a new foreman called Slim Murdock. Since the
old man had no kin, the ranch was going to be put up at public
auction. Then, from out of nowhere, Murdock produced a letter of
sale from the Colonel to him.”

“Yes,” said Hank, “and nobody had ever heerd of
this fellor before he cum here. Ther’s a lot o folks think that he
killed the pore Colonel.”

Sandy spoke in. “As soon as the ranch was in
his name he fired all of the good riders, only to hire on some of
the meanest snakes this side of Texas. Most of them are cheap
outlaws and old gunnies.”

“Right about then strange things
began to happen around the range. First off, Murdock tried to buy
out some of the ranchers at ridiculous prices. When they wouldn’t
sell, some found that their cattle were run off. Others found
winter haystacks burned and waterholes poisoned,” interjected
Hank.

“After that some of them were only
too happy to sell, only to find out that now Murdock would only pay
them less than half of the original offer,” followed Sandy.
“Murdock and his crew presently run more than two thirds of the
valley, and now they are trying to run us out.”

Brian said aloud. “I reckon I’m too late to
help my Uncle but I’ll shore do what I can to help you
fellows.”

Dryly, Sandy said, “You’ve got a bigger stake
in it than that. Yore Uncle set a big store by you, he shor did. He
left you the Bar W Lazy S, lock, stock, and barrel!”




Chapter 3

 


Brian sat there dumbfounded. At one moment he
was a poor cowpuncher who found work where he could. Now he was a
landowner. No, not just another landowner, he was the owner of one
of the largest ranges in the west. For a moment it was beyond his
comprehension. It’s noteworthy that the young man had not given one
iota of a thought to the ownership of the ranch. All he had thought
of was the disaster of his uncle’s death, and then how to avenge
it.

At last the immensity of it all came upon him.
A dream had come true at last. For many years he had hoped to
repeat the deeds of his family, to start a ranch of his own. But
even now, the unclaimed lands of the West were becoming scarcer,
and only the more inaccessible lands were still open to the
ordinary men who had dreams of becoming great ranchers. In his
travels, he had yet to find a comparable place for a ranch as the
one he had left behind.

Sandy said to him. “Brian, I think that you
should go into town and see Lawyer Daggit. He handled your Uncle’s
affairs. He sent out a lot of letters to find you.”

“I think that I will do that right away. First
thing tomorrow morning, I’m riding into Broken Arrow.”

Hank interjected. “Brian, you’ll have to be
careful. Perhaps you should get these affairs settled before anyone
knows you are here or they won’t let you get to town without trying
to kill you.”

“I’ll take the old trail over the mountain and
come in from the west. That might fool them.”

The next morning Nick took him out to the small
graveyard and showed him the grave of his Uncle, and left him
there. The earth was dry and no grass had begun to grow back.
However, on the top, sat some fresh flowers and the site was well
cared for. Brian stared at the patch of dry earth. This was all
that was left to show that his Uncle had ever existed. His Uncle
Nick had been both father and mother to the young boy ever since
the loss of his parents.

“Why was I so selfish?” he asked himself. “I
had it all here, and if I’d stayed here, maybe this would not have
happened.” Brian was saddened by what he felt was his fault for
abandoning his Uncle at a time when the man was growing
older.

He walked to the edge of the hill. Perhaps his
Uncle would be content here on a raised part of the bench upon
which the ranch buildings were situated. Being a little above them,
it commanded an open view of the rangeland over which he had
wielded a firm hand for so many years. Brian looked over the valley
of the ranch, and vowed not to rest until the killer, or killers,
had met the same fate from his own hands.

After they ate, Brian called to one of the
vaqueros to have his horse readied and brought around. Mounting
eagerly, he struck out down off the bench to the valley floor. He
crossed the river using the bridge instead of the more convenient
ford so as to remain dry. The valley floor was about five miles
wide at this point and he soon reached the bottom of the ascent to
the mountain pass. He climbed rapidly for an hour before stopping
to rest in a shaded part of the trail.

“What am I in for?” he mused, as he sat upon
some soft grass at the side of the trail where Blaze munched
noisily. He watched the cattle grazing far below, saw an eagle drop
from the heights toward some small creature, and he felt the cool
breeze moving down from the mountain heights. As he inhaled the
sweet tang of the juniper he thought about how beautiful this
country was. It was his if he could hold it from those who would
take it away.

An ironbound determination settled upon his
shoulders. His features became hardened. Unconsciously his hand
loosened the six-gun at his side and withdrew it. He examined it,
removed the shells and dry fired it several times. He examined each
shell wiping it free of dirt or dust that could cause a malfunction
when he could afford it the least.

He had taken these precautions daily now for
several years, and even though friends had often jokingly laughed
at him for his concern he still continued. At least once it had
saved his life, when dryfiring had shown a faulty firing pin. Only
a few days later he had been required to shoot an outlaw who had
waylaid him.

After his careful inspection of the weapon he
moved into a shallow gully where he set up some small targets. He
began to draw rapidly and fire, until he was satisfied with his own
performance. He then withdrew a cleaning kit from his saddlebag and
carefully cleaned and oiled the gun.

The die was cast. The killing of his uncle had
been an act so callous and rotten that the perpetrators of the act
had to be brought to justice. Grimly he decided it was better if it
was the justice dealt out by old Judge Colt. He would meet the foe
and if he needed to, he would carry the fight into their own arena.
There could be no quarter or pity. It was a fight to the finish,
and God willing, the evil ones would be the losers.

He now mounted and began climbing again up the
trail to the pass. He reached the zone of the great ponderosa pine
and enjoyed the relief from the heat as they walked under their
shady branches. All too soon, he thought, the pass came in sight
and with it the open Alpine meadows often found at this elevation
in these mountains. At the top of the pass he paused and looked
into the large valley that lay before him. He had forgotten just
how beautiful it was with its verdant pasture and the great range
of mountains on the opposite side walling it off from the rest of
the world. Afar he could make out the town of Broken Arrow, which
was the only town in the valley, and thus was the centre of
commerce. It also was the haven for the dry throats of the
cowboys.

Along the base of the far off mountain he could
see dark indentations that were the side canyons in which were
found the ranch houses of the many small ranchers within the
valley. North of Broken Arrow the valley narrowed and it was within
this narrower part of the valley that the Colonel had built an
empire. There he created the great Cross C ranch. Now it was the
home of an enemy, who like a cancer, was engulfing ranchers to the
south, and who for some unexplained reason was also trying to grab
the valley of the Bar W Lazy S.

Lifting the reins he started down the trail
toward the far away town. He had been enjoying the serenity of the
trail, but now a gnawing eagerness was upon him. There was a job to
be done, one that he could do without, but one that had to be done.
Not being one for procrastinating, he was now firmly set in his
resolve to see the thing finished.

The afternoon was well along when he reached
the sloping shoulders of the mountain and inhaled the strong smell
of the sage. He enjoyed the smell of this country. The scents
changed with the weather and with the elevation. The shadows were
lengthening, the dry heat retreating even as he made a dusty trail
across the plains. He rode through thick stands of bunch grass that
would provide good winter graze for the cattle. “Whose cattle?” he
mused as he rode. “Those of the men who broke this range, or those
of the Cross C ranch north of Broken Arrow which was slowly
devouring the ranches as it oozed outward and enlarged itself like
some mythological creature?”

It was suppertime when he rode slowly up the
main street from the west looking about at the town, the same way
as hundreds of other wandering cowboys on the grubline had come
into Broken Arrow before. He recognized the old store, and the
newer building across the street should be the office of Lawyer
Daggins if his directions were correct.

He rode up to the livery delivering his horse
to an old man who rose as he approached. “Rub him down and feed him
some oats,” he said quietly to the old ostier.

“That’l be one dollar and an extra twenty five
cents for the oats, in advance,” responded the old man. “Stay’n
long?” he ventured, as he reached for the reins.

“Just long enough,” Brian responded
non-committally. “Where is a good place to eat and
stay?”

“The hotel is clean, but for decent food you
might try Molly’s place just across from the General store. She
doesn’t charge a lot and serves good grub.”

Brian flipped the coins to the man and turned
out onto the street heading toward the hotel. It was an imposing
three-storey structure built on the corner and, according to the
sign, offered ‘the most outstanding views on the street’ for only
two bucks. He entered the lobby, nodding pleasantly to the guests
who were strolling about apparently just getting ready to go to
supper. He went to the desk and rang for the clerk

“Sign here, mister,” the clerk gestured as he
handed Brian the pen. “How long are you planning to
stay?”

“I want a clean room, with a bath. I imagine
that I will leave when my business is done,” said Brian
sharply.

“That’l be two fifty, in advance,” growled the
clerk.

Brian handed over the money and was handed an
ancient key, which said room 215.

“That’s the room straight on at the
head of the stairs,” smiled the clerk, in what was apparently an
effort at reconciliation, and a tip.

Brian went through the lobby and climbed the
stairs to what had been described to him as the room with the view.
He unlocked the door, standing to one side as he entered in order
to check out the room. This was a long-standing habit with him from
the few years he had worked as a deputy lawman. He then entered and
closed and locked the door firmly.

Dumping his trappings on the floor he stood at
the side of the window and looked out upon the view. He was
somewhat amazed to see that there was a view. Truth was, it was an
inspiring view, for the slanting sun now touched the upper parts of
the mountains placing upon them a rosy, reddish hue, a marked
contrast to the lower foothills which were now a darker violet. He
wondered, “How could such a peaceful scene surround such a violent
valley?” He started suddenly as a sharp knock came at the door and
someone informed him that the water was ready for the
tub.

He opened the door, watching while the tub was
filled, and when they were gone he relocked the door. Undressing he
moved to the hot tub to scrub the dirt of the trail from himself.
Later he dressed and shaved, and putting on his hat and gun
prepared to visit the lawyer.

Out on the street the heat of the day was
noticeably less and he walked swiftly across the street to the
office of his old friend. A little sign in the window told him that
the office was now closed so he walked along the street and asked
an old lady where Lawyer Daggit lived. The instructions sent him
down the leafy side street to a large, white house complete with
picket fence and a flagstone walk. He moved to the door and lifted
the knocker. A coloured servant opened the door and invited him
into the living room where the genial old lawyer was
seated.

Lawyer Daggit slowly arose, and as recognition
came upon him he expounded, “Brian, my gosh, but it’s good to see
you. Come in and sit down. Sam, get this lad a drink.” And saying
this he dragged Brian to the comfortable settee facing the big
master chair and pushed him down.

“This is great, absolutely great. I
have been seeking you everywhere and here you are right here in
town.” Sudden alarm spread over his face.

“Look, Brian, did anyone see you
come here? You will be in terrible danger if they know that you are
here.”

“Well, I don’t know who saw me in
town, but I don’t think that anybody saw me come here.”

“That’s good, but you must be
extremely careful, they will do anything to stop you. They know
that I have sent for you and have killed at least two strangers who
have come to town in the last month”.

“Who are you speaking about, and why
am I so unpopular with them?” Brian asked.

The lawyer sipped at his drink. Then he looked
at Brian and began to speak.

“When your Uncle realized that things had
changed on the range, and that the owner of the Cross C intended to
steal the range, he came to me. He didn’t think that they would
bother him on his ranch so far away from this big valley. But, he
was worried.

So, one night he came to town and came around
to visit me. That night he explained to me what he thought was
happening and asked me what I thought should be done. I had to
agree that strange things were happening. It also seemed to me that
it was no coincidence that the man who ran for sheriff was an
outsider and was also a friend of the Cross C. Most of us thought
that he was a mean ornery skunk. No one thought that he had a
chance in hell of winning the election. But when the votes were
counted he had won, albeit by a slim margin.”

The lawyer sipped his drink before continuing.
The next day there were new rules in town telling the home folk
that taxes had to be increased to pay for the new and better law
that was coming. People were fined for committing the smallest
indiscretion, but it seemed that the Cross C riders could get away
with anything short of murder.

Or so we thought. Later on we saw that they
could even get away with murder. They always had witnesses who said
the murderer had only drawn to protect himself, and only after the
dead man had pulled his iron.

It has gone on this way from that time until
now. Nearly all the saloon business is owned by out-of-towners who
moved in after the election. We think that they are really owned by
the Cross C owner.

Anyway, one night, as I said, your Uncle came
in and after discussing this topic, decided to make his will just
in case something happened to him. He wanted you to have the ranch
upon which he had worked so hard to make a success. He hoped you
would return to settle upon the ranch. He dreamt that you would
fight off the interlopers along side of him. And then stay on to
make it an even bigger ranch.”

Those words saddened Brian, reinforcing his
belief that it was his fault that his Uncle was dead.

Lawyer Daggit continued. “It seems to me, now
that I think about it, that someone saw him leaving here. Shortly
after he was here someone broke in and stole some documents. One of
the things they stole was a copy of the will. It could have been
all the records available of the will, except that I learned a long
time ago to make several copies and hide them in different places
and never keep them together. That night it paid off. I had left
one copy in the safe and one in a secret wall
compartment.

They know from copies of letters, that I had
sent for you. They do not think that you will know about the will,
so they will try to make sure that you do not return to stir up
trouble. If they know that you have arrived, they will try to kill
you immediately.”

At these words an eerie thought came to Brian
of a hot, dry desert, and a waterhole that was buried under tons
and tons of rock and sand.




Chapter 4

 


Brian leaned back, finished his drink, and
smiled grimly. He rose slowly and said in a thoughtful voice, “They
may not find me so trusting and so easy to kill.”

“Thanks for your information, Daggit. I hope
that you will not mention this visit to anyone else.”

“You need not worry about that. However I am
sure that they are watching this place at all times. You must be
very careful when you leave,” said the kindly lawyer.

“Is there a door to the backyard that would be
in the dark?” queried Brian.

“Here, I’ll show you one, and you can look
through the kitchen window to see if it’s clear.” The lawyer rose
and put out the light in the kitchen before leading Brian through
the hall to the window.

“If you slip out here you can find a path
through the back yard and out along the leather shop. It will bring
you out onto the lane that leads to the main street. The hotel will
be just across from the end of it. Good Luck.”

He slowly opened the back door. When it looked
clear, Brian slipped into the darkness with barely a sound to mark
his passing. It was very dark, and he slowly made his way to where
the gate would be. As he reached the open gate he smelled a few
wisps of tobacco smoke. He stopped immediately.

“So someone is waiting, and he couldn’t resist
a smoke,” he thought to himself. Ever so quietly he made toward the
source of the smoke. Then alongside a darker object that he took to
be a tree, he saw the tip of the glowing cigarette. Inching
sideways, he circled behind the watcher, and lifting his gun from
his holster he pressed it into the back of the man by the tree
growling, “Don’t move an inch or there will be a hole in you big
enough to throw a stone through.”

The man tensed but did not move, but when Brian
said nothing more he seemed to regain some courage. “Who are you?
What do you want?” he rasped, and started to turn
around.

As he did, Brian lifted his arm and rapped him
over his ear with his colt. The man gave out a muffled sigh and
sank slowly to the ground. Working quickly Brian pulled off the
man’s boots and removed the man’s belt, fastening it around the
outlaw’s hands and securing them at his back. He then put the man’s
legs upward behind him and fastened them to the belt. Thus trussed
up the man was now harmless. Brian took the man’s sock and jammed
it into his mouth, securing it using the fellow’s bandanna. Now he
dared light a match and looked at his face, and then removing a
piece of paper from his pocket he wrote a note that he pinned to
the man’s vest. He then removed the gun from the man’s holster and
shoved it under his belt.

Brian moved quietly down the alley and into
another alley that he thought would bring him out near the lawyer’s
front gate. Watching carefully, he at last made out the partly
hidden form of another watcher. He too was removed from action as
easily as the first, gagged and tied to a tree just out of sight of
the road. Turning, Brian sauntered down the street and turned onto
Main Street.

Upon reaching his hotel, he climbed to his
room. After listening at the door for several moments and hearing
no movement inside, he went in, leaving the door open until he
pulled the blind and lit his light. He shut the door and propped it
shut with a chair under the knob. It struck him then that he hadn’t
realized just how weary he was, and going over to the washstand he
rinsed off some of the grime, and turning toward the bed, he placed
the gun under his pillow and got into bed.

The next morning he awoke to the sound of
horses in the street. Looking out of his window he could see a stir
of activity below and saw some men. A burly man on one of the
horses was wearing the sheriff’s badge. After a few excited words,
they left hurriedly. Brian dressed, and went downstairs to eat.
After he had eaten he went over to the livery to check on his
horse. The old man was there still and seemed to be in a little
better spirits than the day before. He was also more
talkative.

Chuckling, he said, “Did you hear about them
two hombres from the Cross C being found all trussed up? Why, they
were spitting some fire, I’ll tell you. On top of that their boss
was laying into them some good.”

Brian looked interested and said, “No, I just
ate breakfast, but I did see some commotion out on the street in
front of the hotel. Do you mean that they were robbed?”

“No, no, they were over there near the lawyer’s
house keeping an eye on the place. Everybody knew they were there
and are killing themselves laughing at them being
caught.”

Brian laughed with the man, and went in to
check out the horse before resuming his walk along the street. He
wanted to get the will filed at the courthouse as soon as it
opened. He was walking toward the grocery store when his attention
was drawn to a group of men standing in front of the
store.

One of the men had grabbed a young woman who
was now struggling in his grasp. One hand came free, and she landed
a swat on her persecutor that could be heard even to where Brian
was standing. The man then struck her violently sending her back
into the dust. He then ran over to her and grabbed her again and
was just pulling her roughly to her feet when Brian turned him half
around and with one fist knocked him to the ground. Turning to the
young woman who had again fallen, he helped her to her
feet.

“Are you badly hurt?” he asked worriedly of the
pale, young woman in front of him.

“No… I don’t think so,” she replied holding her
hand to her cheek. Suddenly, she screamed. Brian turned quickly,
and was just in time to see the man on the ground pulling his gun.
In a blur of movement his gun leapt into his hand and bucked once,
twice, and again with a speed that made the three shots blend into
a roll of thunder. The man gasped once and fell back
limply.

“My gosh,” said someone, “Did you ever see such
shooting? I was sure that that ugly bastard was about to kill
another stranger.”

Pushing into their midst, came the sheriff. He
was a heavily built man with a pinched nose that was not at all
centred upon his long, mean-looking face.

“What’s going on here?... Why, that looks like
Lem Norfolk!” uttered the sheriff. Then noting Brian who was still
holding his smoking gun the sheriff shouted.

“Give me that gun mister, you can’t go round
shooting innocent men in this town.”

At that a roar of laughter went up from the
onlookers. Someone shouted. “Where in hell did you find an innocent
town’s man among that crowd, sheriff? They
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