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			One

			At first, there was only the steadily piling-up coldness. Then came the first light dustings of snow that lay white and clean until near high noon. Then they vanished, and the brown, moldy old earth shone through once more with its scattering of dry leaves and tawny, dead grasses.

			Finally, though, there was a bitter sky overhead and a scudding wind that rushed down from the north. The cold became sharper, the earth took on a steely hue, and no one could doubt that winter had arrived.

			In the line camps far out—where a cowboy or two were set to spend winter breaking trail each morning to the wood pile, to the soddy stable, or the haystack—men braided bridles, some of horsehair, some of rawhide, and beat moths out of their bearskin gauntlets and their buffalo coats.

			Winter on the northern ranges could be a terror, or it could be a blessing. The problem was that no one ever knew in December what January, February, and March would bring. Even the line-camp and home-ranch conversations, while they normally contained some comments about weather, were usually very careful about long-range prognostications.

			But there were always a few, like old Peter Partridge of the Yellowstone Outfit—called Puma for some reason no one seemed to know—who had a special way of getting around prognostications. Whenever old Puma Partridge was asked about the weather, he’d answer by recalling, with innumerable tart and profane embellishments, that terrible winter in ’76, or that open winter of ’83. Old Puma was one of those eternal procrastinators who, when asked a direct question, never gave a direct reply. It was something Puma resisted stubbornly out of principle, like admitting he might be ill, or agreeing that he was in the neighborhood of sixty years of age.

			He was a bean-pole of a man and, in fact, did not look sixty. Puma thought like a man of fifteen, and he oftentimes acted like a man of twenty. But those who knew—those who had seen Puma talk wibulta with his fingers and arms to the few scruffy Indians who sometimes came to the Yellowstone Outfit to try their luck at begging a free meal—swore up and down that Puma had been an Army scout in the Indian wars, and before that, had been one of those old-time Mountain Men. If any of this were so, then the sixty years most folks attributed to Puma Partridge simply had to be ten, maybe even fifteen years younger than he really was.

			Wild horses couldn’t have dragged his age out of Puma Partridge, but the Yellowstone riders, with precious little to do in wintertime, made a game out of trying to get him to divulge that well-guarded secret, and sometimes their methods weren’t much gentler than the wild horses would have been.

			Old Puma had been working for the Yellowstone Outfit for seven years. He could double as camp cook, as bone-setter, as hostler, and tally-man, and he was undeniably a good hand with a horse or a rope. He was long and thin and as tough as catgut. He had a thatch of wild hair that didn’t lie down even when he greased it for one of the dances and hoe-downs over at Lincoln, and his faded old eyes were eager and shrewd. He didn’t miss much, and he had a memory like an Indian. In fact, old Puma was such a fixture at the Yellowstone home-ranch that when he came jogging in that leaden day with a wintry, bitter sky at his back and his old buffalo coat turned up, one of the other riders, spying him through a bunkhouse window, commented that things must be all right out with the cattle because Puma was in before dark, which ordinarily he never was.

			This day, there was that peculiar rank taste to the air which presaged a snowfall. The overhead heavens were steely and shifting, first north and south, then east to west. There was a lot of static electricity in the air, too, so when Puma removed his hat in the barn to give his head a scratch, his hair sprang out every which way. 

			He put up his horse, removed his ragged gloves, and frowned at that forbidding sky. Then he went stumping over to the bunkhouse where a little chuck stove was merrily popping while four lounging riders played cards and drank endless gallons of coffee strong enough to float a horseshoe.

			Those four scarcely heeded Puma’s entrance. Only one man looked up: John Landon, who wore the only ivory-butted six-gun in that room. John was a good enough rangeman; he was inclined to swagger a little, to give short answers, and to never lack a comment about anyone or anything. John wasn’t the best-liked man among those Yellowstone riders, but he was admittedly the best horse-breaker and the best rider among them. He was respected, but the others didn’t really warm up to him.

			John said with a sneer, “Hey, Puma, someday a hunter’ll spot you in that buffler coat an’ shoot you for camp meat.”

			No one laughed, but the foreman, good-natured and quietly efficient Vern Patton, tossed down his cards and twisted to look over where Puma stood with his back to them all as he shrugged out of his coat.

			“How were the cattle?” Vern asked.

			

			“Fine,” Puma said, “the ones I seen,” and hung his coat upon the upright post at the foot of his wall bunk. “Man, but she’s gettin’ cold out there,” he threw in as he turned and dropped down upon the edge of his bunk. He saw all those heads slowly come around and fasten upon him with wide-popped eyes. As though he didn’t observe this sudden and astonished attention, he said, “Goin’ to storm tonight, sure as I’m a foot tall.”

			Vern Patton kicked fully around on the bench. The others put down their cards. Even John Landon’s mouth was agape.

			Vern said very quietly, “Puma, you been shot.”

			For a moment, old Puma simply looked at those astonished, heat-flushed faces before he lowered his head and sat there gravely considering the big, sticky stain of crimson below his left shoulder.

			“So I have,” he agreed. He looked up again, ran a glance over towards the cookstove, and said, “Say, who’s supposed to get supper tonight?”

			Vern Patton stood up. “All right,” Vern said. “You’ve made your point. You’re too tough for bullets to hurt.” Vern walked over close and halted. He bent from the middle to squint at the bloodstain. The bunkhouse was lit by one smoked-up, coal-oil lamp, which no one ever thought to clean, so visibility was never very good, and today, with the yard outside turning steadily blacker as afternoon advanced, there was no other light to see by.

			

			Vern straightened back up, put his big hands upon his hips, and gazed both critically and interestedly at Puma.

			“What happened?” he asked.

			The others came over to gaze at that gunshot wound. John Landon made one of his irrefutable but unsubstantiated pronouncements: “Winchester slug done that. No six-gun.”

			Puma looked up and slowly nodded. He did not cherish the fact that John was correct, but old Puma could not very well refute the obvious either.

			“Yup, Winchester,” he grunted.

			“Out with it,” ordered the range boss, his normally good-natured features turning hard. “Who did it and where did it happen?”

			“Tore my consarned coat, too,” muttered Puma, reaching out to finger that mangy old buffalo garment where it hung. “Wish I could’ve nailed him. As it turned out, though, there wasn’t nothin’ to shoot at.”

			Vern growled, “Doggone it, Puma, I asked—”

			“Keep your shirt on,” said Puma irritably. “I’m tellin’ you.” He paused to make certain of his audience, then spoke on.

			“I was east of the Devil’s Postpile over in them cussed rocks where sometimes critters bunch up when they smell a storm comin’. It was blustery, and I turned up my coat collar. Still had my arms raised up when someone fired a carbine. I heard it plain as day, even with that danged wind a-blowin’. It was like bein’ stung by a hornet as big as a mule.”

			“Knock you off?” asked Drew Ruddabaugh, youngest of the Yellowstone riders.

			“Hmph!” snorted Puma. “How could it knock me off? Was only one bullet, wasn’t it? Well, anyway, I never seen that feller at all. Never even seen his horse, but he had to be in them boulders somewheres around.”

			“What’d you do?”

			“Why, I turned that jug-headed horse around, and I rode on home. ‘Bout a mile off, though, I opened my coat to see how bad it was. It wasn’t hurtin’ much then, just sort of numb-like. Then I come on back, and here I am.”

			Vern Patton ran a hand over his bristly jaw and stared at old Puma. Finally, lowering that hand, he said, “John, you ‘n’ Drew heat up some water and take care of that for him.”

			“Ahhh,” old Puma articulated, “I don’t need no help patchin’ this thing up.”

			“You let them fix that,” snapped Vern, a little exasperated at the old rider’s persistent belittling of his injury. “You’re tough, Puma, an’ you’ve had worse hurts, I know. Lord knows you’ve told us often enough about ’em. But all the same, it’s seventeen miles to Lincoln, and if you get infection in that thing, or come down with a fever,” Vern solemnly wagged his head. “This time of the year, it’s awful hard breakin’ that frozen earth for diggin’ graves.”

			Drew and the cowboy beside him, dark and bulky Martin Caine, made little smiles. For Martin, this was quite a concession—he rarely smiled about anything. He was a dark, handsome man with all the swarthiness of Latin blood. He’d only been with the Yellowstone Outfit this past year, and so, was the newest rider among them.

			Landon poured a pan full of water, put it upon the little chuck-stove, and stood over there running what Puma had told them through his mind. Eventually, he turned and said, with a strong look of doubt, of wonderment, “Why in hell would anyone shoot a man who’s just ridin’ along? And if you wanted to shoot a man, would you let him turn and ride off after just one shot?”

			Martin Caine sauntered back to the battered bunkhouse table, straddled a bench, and gazed over at John. “I’ll tell you why you’d do it like that,” he said quietly. “Because you was in the rocks and didn’t want no one comin’ onto you. And you didn’t really want to kill old Puma, you just wanted to scare him off.”

			“Ahhh,” scoffed John. “But a shot over his head would’ve done that, Martin. I believe that feller was deliberately tryin’ to kill him.”

			

			Vern Patton walked over where his sheepskin hung, shrugged into the thing, then scooped up his hat, dropped it atop his head, and crossed over to the bunkhouse door.

			“One thing’s sure,” he stated emphatically. “Whoever he is, he’s got no business on Yellowstone range. As for ridin’ around takin’ pot-shots at folks—I’ve got a spankin’ new hard-twist lariat made to measure for his cussed throat. And I also happen to know where there’s just the right size oak tree to string him up from.”

			Vern looked broodily at Puma, as Drew Ruddabaugh was trying to help the injured man shed his shirt and lower his high-buttoned underwear-tops. Drew wasn’t getting much cooperation. Puma growled at him to ‘go suck eggs,’ said he didn’t need any runny-nosed youngster to help him just because he had a cussed bullet hole through his shoulder.

			Vern said sternly, “You let them take care of that thing, Puma, doggone your ornery old hide. I’m goin’ over to the main house and tell Mister Poirer about this. Cut out that faunchin’ around, Puma. Sit still an’ let ’im fix that hole.”

			Puma sat still, but he looked sullenly indignant.

			Vern opened the door. A frigid blast of wind sprang inside, making the lamp dip and gyrate frantically. Then he closed the door behind him, hunched up, and struck out across the yard. 

		

	
		
			

			Two

			Abel Poirer was a large man. He was tall and raw-boned and loose-moving. He was also gray and steady-eyed. He had an air to him of solid accomplishment, as well he might have. He’d been in Wyoming a quarter century, and every day of that time, he’d worked towards putting together one of the largest, most prosperous cow-calf outfits for two hundred miles in any direction.

			He was not a simple man, nor was he a man easy to know or associate with. He ruled his domain like an iron duke straight out of the Middle Ages. He seldom had much to say to his riders, transacted ranch business through the range boss Vern Patton, and did not, as many owners did, go out with the roundup wagon in the spring or in the fall.

			He seemed to make a special point of never arriving in the town of Lincoln, seventeen miles east of his Yellowstone Outfit, without an escort of his Yellowstone men. In fact, Abel Poirer was that aloof, iron-like type of man that everyone mightily respected but no one ever knew well enough personally to be friendly towards.

			And nothing seemingly ever threw him. Even that blustery, gusty night with the lead-belly sky a hundred feet overhead scudding west with its promise of snow, when Vern beat upon the main-house door and Abel Poirer’s wife admitted him. She was instantly solicitous for Vern’s comfort because that was her nature. She told him to go stand by the stove while she went after some hot coffee for him. But Abel simply stood there awesomely tall and rangy, his thatch of gray hair carefully combed back, his unwavering eyes upon the range boss, and waited for Vern to say whatever had brought him.

			Vern did; he related all he knew about the shooting of Puma Partridge, gratefully accepted the coffee when Mrs. Poirer brought it, and he stood there uncomfortably, waiting for Abel Poirer to speak. Abel had that unique propensity for deep silences which made people, even the ones like Vern who’d known him several years, distinctly uncomfortable in his presence.

			Finally, he said, “Knowing Puma, I’m wondering if it wasn’t something personal.”

			Vern shook his head. “I doubt it,” he said in quiet disagreement. “He didn’t know that man was there or he’d never have been caught flat-footed like that, Mister Poirer.”

			

			“On the other hand,” Poirer persisted, “if the other man had known Puma might be out looking for him, he probably wouldn’t have waited for Puma to see him first, either.”

			Vern shrugged. He didn’t accept any of this, but he wasn’t going to provoke an argument over something neither of them actually knew anything about. Eventually, he said, “I’ll take the crew out in the morning and see what we can find.”

			Poirer had evidently been expecting this, for he made a little indifferent gesture and said, “By morning, there’ll be six inches of snow on the ground. You won’t find the man or his tracks.”

			Poirer faintly frowned. He paced over by the stove, whirled, clasped both hands behind him, and gazed from his wife, who was sitting quietly with some knitting, on over to Vern.

			“He’d probably be a stranger, Vern. Possibly some outlaw with man-hunters on his trail. He wouldn’t be a local man, I don’t think, because everyone hereabouts knows this is Yellowstone range, and we don’t encourage trespassers.” 

			“Maybe,” murmured Vern, putting aside his emptied coffee cup. “And maybe it was rustlers.”

			“Poor night for stealing beef, Vern. You can’t see fifty feet ahead of you.”

			“Well, whoever he was, he sure meant business, Mister Poirer.”

			“You go back to the bunkhouse and find out whether Puma has any idea why that man shot at him. Find out who he’s argued with lately over in town, or any other place for that matter. You know how he gets sometimes, Vern, argumentative and hard to live with.”

			Vern started for the door, stopped suddenly, and put his head a little to one side. Out in the gusty night, a man’s sharp outcry was borne over the yard. It was a high cry difficult to separate from the wind’s own keening moans.

			Abel Poirer and his wife also heard that sound. She sat straight up in her chair. Abel crossed over beside Vern in four big strides and threw out his arm, restraining the younger man. Just for that short moment, Abel Poirer was as he’d been two decades earlier: wary and alert and alive to possible peril.

			“Not out the front door,” he barked at his range boss. “Never with the light behind you. Go out through the kitchen, Vern, and stay to the side of the house. Be careful.”

			As Vern obediently reversed his course, Abel Poirer went to the polished lamps and one by one blew them out until his parlor was plunged in utter darkness.

			“Nettie,” he said quietly to Mrs. Poirer. “You stay down and be still.”

			Abel was heading for the front door when a fisted hand struck that panel from out in the night with a quick, rough urgency.

			“Who is it?” challenged Abel Poirer, reaching under his Prince Albert coat to draw forth a little under-and-over .41 caliber Derringer pistol. “Who is it and what do you want?”

			“It’s John Landon, Mister Poirer. Is Vern in there?”

			Abel moved up, grasped the latch, flung back the door, and raised his pistol, at the same time turning sideways. “Come in here,” he snapped at the bulky man-shape out in the windy, bitter night.

			Landon entered. He was hatless and had his sheepskin rider’s coat folded back to expose the ivory butt of his hip-holstered six-gun.

			“Close the door,” ordered Poirer. Then he said, lowering his little hide-out pistol and squaring around in the dark, “What is it, John?”

			“I was looking for Vern. A horse come into the yard. Young Ruddabaugh was outside an’ saw it. He went over, caught the critter, led it into the barn, and lit a lamp to see whose critter it was. Mister Poirer, it’s not one of our animals, an’ it’s got a saddle on it. There’s blood on the saddle.”

			“Nettie,” said Poirer to his wife back there in the darkness. “Light the lamps again.” To John Landon he said, “A loose horse?”

			“Yessir. The reins are busted off short like it was runnin’ maybe, an’ stepped on ’em.”

			“Did any of you recognize the outfit?”

			“No. We all went out to the barn an’ looked it over, but none of us ever saw it before.”

			“Did Puma go look, too?”

			“Well, no, he’s not feelin’ so good right about now.”

			Nettie Poirer lit the lamps one by one. Outside, someone gently knocked, and Poirer opened the door to admit Vern Patton. “Tell Vern,” said Abel, “I’ll get my coat and go with you.”

			As soon as her husband was out of the room, Nettie Poirer turned, watched those two coated, stalwart men speaking softly back and forth over by the door, and interrupted them to ask a question.

			“Boys, if someone’s been hurt and is lying out on the range somewhere—is there a chance of finding him before the snow comes?”

			Vern and John exchanged a look. There was a chance of finding him, whoever he was, but it was an almighty slim chance.

			Vern said carefully, “We would try, ma’am. But there’s no tellin’ where he might be.”

			“Did Puma tell you where that shot was fired at him?”

			“Yes’m. Over by the Devil’s Postpile, in among the boulders over there.”

			“Well then, I think I’d start looking over there,” said dark and tiny Nettie Poirer.

			Vern and John exchanged another look. This was a sound suggestion, they both knew it, and afterward, they looked back at Abel Poirer’s wife a little wondering and a little respectful.

			“Yes’m.”

			Abel returned. He had his gun-belt and his sheepskin coat. He also had his battered old black hat, the one he invariably wore on the range. He didn’t seem so distant, so aloof and granite-like now; he seemed more like a working cowman. He threw a little nod at his wife, jerked his head, and passed on out into the stormy night.

			The three of them had to brace forward into the punishing wind, but they had the onward lodestar of lamplight to guide them across to the big log barn. Once inside, over there, the wind no longer tore at them, but its rough scrabblings under barn-eaves made a fitful moaning.

			Abel Poirer walked straight up where Drew Ruddabaugh and Martin Caine were standing with a stocky sorrel gelding. Abel ignored those two as he slowly stepped around that animal, noting that it had been
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