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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  





Rip Campbell heard the stage driver let out a sharp, short oath, and then the rattling Concord grated to a quick stop, chains rattling, the six matched horses panting.

‘‘Hold-up!,’’ a fat, putty-faced man groaned as he fumbled hastily for his wallet.

Rip lifted the flap from the window and peered out, blinking gray eyes in the late afternoon sunshine.

The coach had been passing down the east side of Atlas Pass, moving through the timber which grew very thickly along this section of the road.

There was a small clearing directly off the road, and the sun slanted down through the tops of the pines, lighting up the spot.

It was ten yards across.

A huge oak tree grew at the edge of the clearing, one branch protruding half way across, and a man’s body swung from this branch, a black mask over the face, and a small white note pinned to the coat lapel.

“Damn it!” the fat man muttered.

“A hanging!”

Rip stepped out and walked slowly after the stage driver. Back in ’Frisco, other newspaper men had warned him that The Hollow, the gold-mining town across the Sierras, was a literal hell on earth, and that a man with convictions took his life in his hands when he entered therein.

“That town was just cleaned out by a vigilante committee,” Sam Henderson, editor of the Frisco Blade had told Rip before he left.

“Now I hear it’s worse than ever. you can dig all the damned gold you want on those claims, but they won’t let you bring it out!”

“Jeff Barclay seems to be hanging on,” Rip had pointed out. “It’ll be an experience.”

He’d been with the Blade for two years reporting local news, but the news these days all came from over the mountains.

Jeff Barclay, editor of the Hitch Hollow Tribune. had sent out a plea for assistance. the Hollow was growing, with nearly five thousand people in the town already and more piling over Atlas Pass every week.

Barclay wanted another reporter to help him set up his sheet.

“I’d like to go out,” Rip said.

He had a letter in his pocket now from Jeff Barclay.

There had been an exchange of correspondence, neither man having seen the other, and Rip had resigned his position on the ’Frisco paper for a job With Barclay.

He’d been promised a job as assistant editor, and on a growing paper in a growing town that could mean a lot. Walking toward the dead man swinging gently from the oak bough, Rip realized the reports coming out of Hitch Hollow had not been exaggerated.

He watched the stage driver climb up on the limb and cut the dead man down. the body collapsed to the ground with a peculiar thud, the limbs giving way as if they’d been made of rubber.

The fat man who had come out behind Rip let out a short gasp.

He stopped halfway between the clearing and the waiting Concord on the road.

“He’s a dead one,” the stage driver growled, coming down again.

He was a short man with tawny red hair and a week’s growth of fuzz on his cheeks.

Rip watched him bend down and take the slip of paper from the dead man’s chest and look at it.

He grimaced, face turning pale under the tan, and handed the slip to Rip standing a few feet back.

“Them damned hangmen are at it again,” the driver said, then gave Rip a quick glance.

The newspaper man looked at the sheet.

There was a noose crudely drawn on it, and the words. Hangmen of Hitch Hollow directly below the noose.

The stage driver bent down and slipped off the black mask for a second.

He muttered softly in his throat as he walked back to the coach and climbed to the seat.

McAdams hesitated, and then climbed up after the driver. he was a taller man than the red-head, smaller in the waist and wider in the shoulders.

They went down the road fifty yards before Rip spoke. “Vigilantes?” he asked quietly.

The driver sniffed and spat over the side of the lurching vehicle.

“I wouldn’t know, mister,” he said cautiously, giving Rip another side glance.

Rip rubbed a hand across his long jaw and stared at the rump of the right wheeler, amusement flashing briefly in his eyes and then sliding away.

He knew that the driver was a little afraid of him now, and the fear had been engendered by this “hangman’s committee”.

“That chap deserve hanging?” Rip asked next.

They could see evidences of digging along the sides of the gulch as they approached closer to Hitch Hollow.

Here and there a miner looked up from his sluice box and waved to the driver. they gave Rip a long stare, some of them rolling tobacco in their jaws as they did so.

The driver mused a moment before replying.

“Reckon Jeff Barclay had a lot of friends in the Holler,” he said then, “an’ a lot of enemies ’cause he wasn’t the one to back water.”

The San Francisco man stiffened.

“Jeff Barclay?” he said quickly. “He the man was hanged?” The driver nodded.

“Jeff ain’t got a twin,” he chuckled, “so I reckon it must be him, mister.”

He flicked the whip at the rump of one of the leaders.

“You know him?”

Rip took a deep breath.

“Never met him,” he said truthfully. “We’ve heard of the Tribune on the coast.”

They were moving into the main street of Hitch Hollow with the sun dropping down through the slot which was Atlas Pass.

The town was completely rimmed in by mountains and dusk came here very swiftly, bringing with it the chill breezes from the slopes. Lights sprang up in the false front houses lining each side of the street.

On the outskirts of town they’d passed many tent dwellings, but here the homes were more permanent—some of them two stories high.

Once the driver yelled to a group of men standing outside a saloon.

“Jeff Barclay was strung up, mile over the Pass,” he shouted. “You boys better bring him in.”

Rip could see the expressions on the faces of these miners.

One man had been smoking a cigar, and the tip of it drooped.

All of them gave the driver’s passenger a close scrutiny, confirming Rip’s opinion that the organization calling themselves the ‘Hangmen of Hitch Hollow’ had not been identified as to members, and that every man regarded the others with suspicion.

They passed a half dozen saloons, and then the big Alhambra Gambling House.

This building was two stories high with a porch along the entire front.

Rip saw lights showing from every window, and dozens of men around the various gaming tables.

The Alhambra had four separate swinging doors, and Rip could look over them from his perch beside the driver. “Faro Frank Casey runs the Alhambra,” the driver stated. “Biggest man in town outside o’ Harris Davis.”

Rip glanced back, seeing a rider coming up behind the stage.

In ’Frisco, Harris Davis was reputed a millionaire, owning nearly half of the claims in Hitch Hollow, richest mine field west of the Black Hills country.

The rider ran his Sergeskin horse up alongside the driver and Rip caught a glimpse of a wide, heavy-jawed face, a deep cleft in. the chin, and a pair of squinted black eyes.

All this he could see as the stage raced through the square patterns of light crossing the road.

“You find Jeff Barclay?” the rider called sharply.

He was a powerful man in the shoulders, and then Rip saw something he hadn’t noticed before. this man wore a five-pointed silver star on his vest.

“The hanging committee got him,” the driver stated. “I cut him down, Serge.”

Serge looked at Rip, face expressionless, then swung the Serge-skin around abruptly and headed in the opposite direction.

“Serge Delano,” the driver scowled. “Best damned sheriff this town ever had.”

“Have many of those hangings,” Rip asked softly, “without benefit of a trial?”

This thing revolted him. a self-asserted committee, little more than a lynching party had taken a man from the town and strung him up.

With brazen callousness they’d even signified that they were responsible for it. “The vigilantes started the hanging business,” the driver explained gruffly, “and then when they thought they’d cleaned up their business the Hangmen o’ Hitch Holler’ start in.”

He added softly. “Now some o’ them vigilante fellers are on the other end o’ the rope.”

“Barclay a vigilante?” Rip asked.

The driver pulled his animals up outside the stage station and tossed the reins to an attendant.

“Jeff Barclay and Niles Heygood organized the vigilantes two years ago,” the driver said grimly, “when this town started. Niles was swinging from a tree up on Bald Mountain a week ago. you could see him from the center o’ Hitch Holler.”

Rip stepped down into the dust and waited for his bag.

He had the letter in his pocket from Jeff Barclay, but without Barclay there was probably no Tribune, and no job.

He had the alternative of finding something else to do in this town, or going back to the Coast.

“Looks like they broke up Jeff’s shop,” the stage driver was saying.

He pointed to a small one-story building directly across the road from the stage station.

The windows had been smashed in. the door was open and Rip could see the overturned press inside.

Slowly, he walked across the road and looked in.

Books, papers and type were strewn about the room. Benches, chairs and desks had been smashed. ink bottles thrown against the walls.

A sign lay at Rip’s feet, and turning it over the toe of his shoe he read the word “TRIBUNE” painted in black against a white background.

“Rather a shame,” a man was saying at Rip’s shoulder.

The San Francisco reporter turned to look into the eyes of a slender, gray haired man with a thin, jaundiced face and a sharp aquiline nose.

“This town have no law?” Rip asked, bitterness coming into his voice.

From the few letters Jeff Barclay had written to him he’d come to like the man.

Barclay had ambitions. he was enthusiastic about his work, filled with the will to live.

The brutal hanging had gone against Rip’s grain.

“The law,” the gray-haired man murmured, “is helpless against what it cannot see.”

“Permit me,” he added. “I am Harris Davis.”

Rip studied the elderly man more carefully.

Davis was well-dressed in black Prince Albert coat and white shirt.

He wore the old-fashioned shoestring tie.

“I presume you were acquainted with Jeff Barclay?” Mr. Davis asked easily.

Something clicked inside Rip’s mind.

He continued to stare into the dim interior of the newspaper shop.

Undoubtedly, the stage driver had been the first one to find Barclay’s body, and the news could not have gone through the town as swiftly as that.

The driver had called to a few men in one of the saloons. he’d spoken to Sheriff Delano, but this had happened less than a minute before.

Yet Harris Davis had asked him if he were acquainted with Barclay, signifying that he knew the editor was not with the living!

Davis seemed to read his mind for he said softly, “A passing rider saw the body a half hour before the stage came through. some of us have learned the facts.”

Rip nodded.

That information may or may not be true, but on the coast Davis had a reputation for honesty.

He was too big to be crooked. a man with a million dollars worth of gold claims didn’t need to stoop into the gutter. “You knew the deceased?” Davis asked


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































