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Chapter One

Desire For Solitude
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THE WINTERS-BOONE feud had lasted into the third generation. That is, the third generations on Madrone Range. It seemed that no one, not even the Winters’ or the Boones’ themselves, knew how far beyond that homesteading, gun-fighting, period the common hatred extended. Some said there were two Boones and a Winters who had a scrap with blunderbusses the afternoon of the day the Mayflower landed. The fact that those adventurers sailed under aliases made it plain that their capacity for trouble was nothing new.

Today, beyond the Rockies, the two clans were burying their oldest members, Sam Boone and John Winters, going under an unspoken truce, while the lesser population, citizens of Madrone, looked on at a distance. A motley, though respectful crowd—except for Ed Riggs, the land agent, and his usual gang of imported gunmen. All through the services, Riggs kept up a running fire of undertone remarks about both factions to his retainers.

Riggs made special, biting comments over the fact that Sam Boone and John Winters had succeeded in smoking each other down. He chortled until his flesh shook, finding the business a matter of rare humor.

Neva Winters' usually soft, hazel eyes were dry and tigerish as she walked away from the graveyard and stared up into Bill Boone's immobile face. The touch of pity on young Boone's hard-set lips was wasted as her voice cut at him like a rawhide quirt. "Well, Bill, the feud goes on."

Boone nodded. "Yes, Neva, it looks that way. But things aren't always what they seem."

"You broke your promise," she accused; "you said there would be no more bloodshed."

"No, Neva, I didn't break my promise. I said no Boone would ever kill another Winters." "

“But a Boone did kill a Winters! I hate people who haven't the courage to face the truth!" Her voice was near the breaking point. Then she pulled herself together and said quietly. "I won't make a scene here, Bill. For the last time, meet me at—" She looked into his eyes, her throttled emotions allowing no expression to cross the forced stolidness of her face.

"All right, Neva," Bill spoke his understanding. "I'll be there."

He lowered his gaze and watched her pull her buckskin glove slowly over his ring. Head high, the queenly-looking girl spun about and took the reins of her horse from the hands of one of her waiting cowboys.

As she wheeled and galloped away, eleven Winters' cowhands, heavily armed, slushed through the mud to their horses and pounded after her. It was noticeable that none of them tried to come near her, each being quick to read her desire for solitude.

And, thought Bill Boone, that loneliness would be severe; Neva was next to assume command of the Winters clan, now that her father was gone—a responsibility that isolated her from the others. Boone felt that same thing only too keenly himself, for now that his father was dead he, too, must bear the weight of responsibility, the gnawing loneliness that depressed the spirit and wearied the body.
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WITH WEARINESS creeping into his face as he watched the Winters outfit grow small with distance, horses pounding full gallop, mud flying like a hail of bullets, Boone turned absently toward his own mount, but jerked up at the first step. One of Neva Winters' men was waiting beside the hitch-rack for him—clean-cut Tex Kreen, Neva's foreman.

"Boone," Tex drawled, "I'm sure sorry's hell this had to happen. Things were lookin' promisin'—what with you and Neva plannin' to end this feud business by marryin' each other."

"Thanks, Tex," Boone said. "Guess that was just a dream after all. We'd planned mighty hard, though."

"Just wanted you to understand," Texas drawled on. "Bein' on opposite sides of somethin' that's bound to get bad, is sure tough. I'll be stickin' to th' Winters though; always treated me white—mighty white."

"I understand, Tex.  Wouldn't think much of you if you looked at it in any other way."

Kreen crawled slowly onto his horse. "I still feel th’ same toward you personally. Hope we don't meet th' next time where—well, in th' dark, for instance, where I can't see who I'm shootin' at"

"It's hell, Tex!"

The thud of hoofs drew everyone's attention in the direction of an oncoming horseman, one of the Winters' crew turned back. The man, a hot-blooded young Winters clansman, brought up in a rearing, skidding halt, twisting his body to keep his gaze on the group as the horse went all the way around in a mud circle.

"You need any help here, Tex!" he snapped. "Didn't notice till just now you hadn't come on. Guess I was thinkin' of—well, maybe of grandpop lyin' out there under that damn' mound of clay!"

"No, Tommy," Tex answered softly. "Just ride along; I'm comin' pronto." Tommy glared at Boone, at Boone's clan and cowhands behind him, then wheeled and struck his horse with both spurs. The excited animal lunged. His feet slipped from under him; he stumbled, but caught and thundered headlong over the muddy trail.

"You see how it is, Boone," Tex nodded his head at the hot-blood, then slowly shook it from side to side. "Well, be seen' you."

"Yes," Boone nodded. "Be seein' you."

Ominous words. Truly, they would be seeing each other—all too soon; the temper of the clans was at whitehot heat.

Kreen, lips hard set, pulled his horse away from the hitch-rack and cantered slowly after the others.
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A FINE MAN, Boone thought, watching the easy set of Tex's whipcord body in the saddle; only years upon years of horsemanship bred that. A fine man—a splendid picture—blue-eyed, strong-chinned; blond, almost cotton-haired: ruddy cheeks.

Once, Boone had been almost jealous of him, of his closeness to Neva Winters, but had trampled down the feeling. If Neva came to love Tex Kreen, success to Tex—Bill Boone had no right to say otherwise, no matter how he felt about the matter. Later, when Neva admitted her love for Bill, he discovered that Tex had never so much as broached the subject to the girl.

Neva had laughed, 'Why, Bill, don't you know that good old Tex could never love anything except a horse or a cowl"

Which was about the truth. Tex was a cowhand through and through.

"What's next, boss?" Boone's stocky foreman, Lig Starr, stepped up. He indicated the Boone clansmen and the stern-faced Boone punchers half-circling them.

"Go home!" Bill Boone ordered, "And stay there!"

"But don't you think you'd better have a few men along with you, just in case some gunny—"

"I can take care of myself, Lig !”

Boone cut him short. "I'm meeting Neva. Be along later. Don't let the boys go on with that fence job. I've already sent for a state surveyor. We're holding up everything until he says where the line goes."

Lig fumbled with the girth of his saddle, hesitated. "You sure you don't need an extra gun or two along?"

"Why?"

Starr mounted, looked down from atop his horse. "Dunno. Maybe Neva Winters means all right, but you don't know who'll be waitin' along th' trail."

"Get going, Lig I All of you!” Boone's voice pitched a bit high from its usual throaty beating. "If you hang around here any longer, you'll start trouble!"

With a clatter and skidding of hoofs on the slippery earth, the chunky foreman, followed by the clan and the Boone cowhands, headed out through the driving mist almost directly on the mud-trail churned up by Neva Winters and her crew.

Boone fumbled with his saddle blanket, loosened the girth, tightened it, stalling for time. The funeral crowd still passed through the cemetery gate, a man here and there nodding to him; others keeping their heads turned away. It was tough on old friends to be lined up on different aides of a feud, but the situation could not have bred anything else.

Peering over his saddle, Boone singled out the tall, broad-shouldered, bulge-stomached Riggs, whose hands seemed never to leave their positions at the butts of his six-guns worn low on his thighs. When Riggs, closely followed by three of of hard-faced henchmen, drew abreast, Boone called, "Riggs!"

When the pouch-eyed real estate man jerked his chin up out of the fat folds of his jowls and strode insolently around Boone's horse, Boone said, "I'll take your price for those cows down in the stock-pens"

"Thought you would," Riggs chuckled. "So I had my check ready." He drew the check from his vest pocket with his right hand, but changed it to his left before handing it over to Boone. He let his right hand fall quickly back to the butt of his gun.

"You needn't be afraid, Riggs," Boone's lips screwed about grimly at one corner of his mouth. "I'm not going to kill you—not yet; I'd want the check to get through the bank first for one reason."

Riggs chuckled, but there was no mirth in it. "Yeah?" he grunted.

For nearly ten seconds the sky-gray eym of Bill Boone clashed with the red-rimmed yellowish ones of Ed Riggs. Riggs' three gunmen crowded closer, careful not to place themselves directly behind their employer, a typical gunman move to be out of the way of bullets aimed at their boss. Riggs jerked his eyes toward them. "It's all right," he grunted.

Boone took a paper from his vest pocket. "The bill of sale, Riggs. I’ll—“

Riggs snatched the paper from Boone's fingers and stuffed it into another pocket of his vets without looking at it, a force of habit gesture, for even he was accustomed to accepting the word of either a Boone or a Winters.

"If it's all right, Riggs," Boone told him thinly, "I'll sign it."

"Huh?" Riggs stuck a finger and thumb into the pocket. "You didn't—" He thrust the paper angrily toward Boone, who took it and straightened its rumpled folds upon the seat of his saddle. He started to sign, but stopped and swung around.
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FOR SEVERAL tense, lightning-charged seconds, he glared into the cunning, yellow eyes before him. Slowly, then, levelly, every word weighed, "Riggs, you're a dirty thieving, glob of scum! This is the bill of sale for Neva Winters' cattle. You paid her even less than you're paying me!" Boone's eyes narrowed. He added, his voice suppressed, low, "So she had to sell to you, too?"

"Which shouldn't make
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