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A request from the father he
never knew summoned him to the Circle M home ranch, brought Rae
Marsh into Fletcher’s Hole. He rode a long way to claim what was
rightfully his, a share of a spread and a new life.

But at the Circle M, a new
beginning was not meant to be, for he had to challenge his own
family.

“I’m running this spread now,” the man in
the red shirt told Rae. “And we ain’t hiring. Neither are we free
lunch for grub line tramps. You git one meal, with the crew, an
hour from now. Then you’re on your way.”

Rae Marsh drew in a long
angry breath. “I’m part owner of this ranch and I don’t figure on
leaving in a hurry.”

Red Shirt dropped his hand
to the level of his holster. “The hell you say, stranger. You got
two minutes to get off this land. Now—git!”

But what the man in the red
shirt did not know was that you can’t talk like that to a pardner
of Billy the Kid, fresh from Lincoln County. Not if you want to
stay above ground!
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Chapter One

Raeford Marsh had
come a long and
weary way from New Mexico, and it showed on him and on his
travel-gaunted bay. Of the two of them, the bay looked better—it
could live on grass. But a grub line rider without four bits to
jingle in his pockets could go hungry between ranches and line
cabins, unless he could knock over a deer or an elk or a few
rabbits with six-gun or rifle. Rae Marsh had seen little game, so
he was whittled down to skin, bones, and stringy muscle by the long
ride.

But now it was coming to an
end. He had been seeing Circle M beeves all morning, and the spread
below him in the valley—the cluster of log buildings and the three
corrals, in one of which there was horse-breaking going on—that
should be the Circle M home ranch.

It was the place he had
come all this way to find, but he did not start down to it
immediately. He kept the bay reined in on the pine-covered slope,
hooked one leg around the saddle horn, tilted back his hat, and
used the last of the makings in his Bull Durham sack to build a
cigarette.

Marsh was a man just edging into
his mid-twenties. His shaggy brown hair was straight where
it worked
down over his ears below his flat-crowned sombrero. His face,
dusted with freckles underneath, wore a tan deep enough to make him
look Indian. His nose was short, almost snub, his mouth wide and
usually smiling faintly. Dismounted, he would not have been quite
six feet tall. In flannel shirt and fringed chaps, there was
nothing to distinguish him from any other drifting puncher of his
age—except his eyes.

Those eyes were a little
slanted beneath heavy brows, and they were a peculiar brilliant
blue. They were the first thing you saw when you looked at his
face, and they had been the last thing on earth four men on the
Murphy side of the Lincoln County War had seen in this
life.

And yet they were not
warlike eyes, nor was the cedar-butted Colt on his hip worn in
warlike fashion—it was hitched high for riding comfort. But the
eyes were cool, intelligent, and now they missed no detail of what
was going on down there in the Circle M horse corral. A lineback
dun bronc had just tossed a twister sprawling into the dust. Then
Rae Marsh sat up straighter in the saddle. The twister was
scrambling out of the dust and running for the rail as the horse
came after him. Just in time, he made it over. The dun slammed into
the fence with an impact Marsh could hear all the way up the hill.
But what made him lean forward and stare was the fact that the
red-shirted bronc rider had run into a nearby bunkhouse and now was
coming back, and he had a rifle in his hand.

Marsh unhooked his leg from
around the horn and slipped a foot into the stirrup. He pulled the
bay’s head up
and jigged it down the hill.

But he had only gone a couple of
dozen yards when he saw the red-shirted man climb the corral fence and
perch on the top pole. The dun horse, curveting around the
enclosure, spied the man, reared and whinnied, and charged him
again, neck straight out, teeth bared.

The red-shirted man waited a
second or two until the horse was nearly upon him. Then Marsh heard
the bark of the rifle and the dun went spinning sideways and
crashed to earth, dead. The red-shirted man nodded, jacked another
shell into the chamber, and climbed down off the fence. He strode
toward the bunkhouse, followed by a couple of punchers
who’d been
watching. One puncher went into the corral to drag the saddle off
the dun.

Rae Marsh frowned. All right,
the horse had plainly been a man-killer, and there
wasn’t much
to do with such an animal except rub it out. Nevertheless, he was a
little upset by what he had just witnessed—it seemed almost a bad
omen. Or maybe somewhere in the back of his mind he knew that most
killer horses were made, not born, and usually made through
cruelty, and that he might expect to find some of that down on the
Circle M.


All the hands who had been
watching the fight between man and horse had drifted inside the
buildings when Rae rode into the ranch yard, except for the two who
were saddling mounts in a far corral, preparatory to dragging the
carcass of the dead dun away from the main ranch. They looked at
him curiously as he reined in before the rambling log building that
was the ranch house.

Marsh paid no attention to their
stares. He was busy appraising the layout of the Circle M.
Obviously it was a prosperous spread—all its
buildings
were staunch and spacious, its corrals repaired and in order,
everything recently whitewashed. That tallied with what he had seen
of its cattle; somebody had been breeding up the ordinary range
beef with Hereford and Shorthorn blood— something rarely seen on
spreads not owned by any of the big Eastern or English
syndicates. Whatever else a man might say about him,
Marsh
thought, he
knows his business.

Stiff with riding, he swung down
off the bay and knotted its reins about a hitch rack before the house. He was a
little surprised, as he mounted the steps to the puncheon-floored
veranda, at how his heart seemed to have stepped up its beat, at
the knot of anticipation and eagerness in his belly. This was a day
he had dreamed of for years, ever since he had been old enough to
understand the story the Clintons had told him. But he hadn’t
really known until now just how much he had looked forward to it,
how much it meant to him. He had been in gunfights in which he’d
been less keyed up.

“Hello, the house,” he began
through a throat dry with tension, but before all the words were
out, the door had swung open in response to the clomping of his
boots.

The man in the red shirt, the
one who had killed the horse, stood in the doorway.
He was a big man, an
inch or two taller than Rae Marsh, maybe five years older, and far
heavier. His shoulders were wide and sloping, his head so big it
reminded Rae of that of a bull buffalo. A thick shock of black hair
hung down over his forehead. Beneath heavy black brows, his eyes
narrowed as they took in Marsh’s travel-stained figure.

“Yeah,” the man in the red shirt
said tersely. His voice was deep, truculent.

Rae fought down an odd,
instantaneous dislike of Red Shirt. He kept his tone as pleasant
and even as he could. “Morning,” he said. “I’m looking for Mister John
Marsh.”

Red Shirt leaned against
the doorjamb, and his face went completely expressionless. His eyes
were nearly slits now.

He took his time about
answering. Finally he said, “He ain’t here.”

Rae felt a cold fear growing
within himself. He licked dry lips. “Where is he? When’ll he be
back?”

Red Shirt’s mouth twitched at one corner. “He
ain’t coming back.”

Rae Marsh stared at the man a
moment. “What
do you mean?” he asked softly at last.

Red Shirt straightened
up. “I mean,”
he said, “he’s dead. We buried him three days ago.”




Something seemed to
collapse within Rae Marsh, to slump and die. After all these years,
after so much waiting, so much hoping, and then getting the letter
and pushing the bay as hard as it could go— He just stood there,
looking at Red Shirt blankly while he tried to master the grief and
disappointment that threatened to overcome him.

“So I’m running this spread now,”
he heard Red Shirt say, as if from very far away. The man took
tobacco from his pocket. “And we ain’t hiring. Neither are we any
free lunch for grub line tramps. You git one meal with the crew, an
hour from now. Then you’re on your way.” He had opened the sack and
sifted tobacco into a cigarette paper and swung the sack between
his teeth by the tag and string. Now, contemptuously, he focused
his attention on the cigarette he was rolling.

Marsh fought down the impulse to
jerk the sack out of the man’s mouth. “I’m not a grub line rider,” he said
quietly.

Something in his voice made Red
Shirt look up, and when he saw Rae’s eyes, he pulled away from his leaning
position against the doorjamb and stood up straight. Slowly he took
the tobacco sack from his mouth and stuck it into his shirt pocket.
Then he put the cigarette between his teeth.

“Then who are you?” he asked
coldly.

Rae Marsh drew in a long
breath.

“I’m John Marsh’s son,” he
said.

There was an interval then
when neither of them said anything. As they looked at each other,
time seemed oddly suspended; Rae was conscious of the clang of
hammer on anvil in the smithy, the far-off bawl of a
bull.

Then Red Shirt took his
cigarette from his mouth without lighting it. “The hell you are,” he
grunted.

“My name’s Rae Marsh,” Rae said.
“And I think we’ve about reached the stage where you better tell me
who you are, too.”

Red Shirt’s mouth twitched again. “I don’t
have to tell you anything, buddy. Except this. You take that
cock-and-bull story of yours and hightail it off Circle M. Now. You
got two minutes to git gone.”

“I didn’t come here to turn
around and leave in two minutes,” Rae said, still holding onto his
temper. “I came here to see my father. Now you tell me he’s dead. I
figure you better tell me some other things, too. Like, maybe, how
he died and who you are and—”

Before he could finish, somebody
came up behind the man in the doorway. “What is this, Cleve?”

“Git,” Cleve, in the red shirt,
said without looking around. “It’s somethin’ I’ll take care
of.”

“I want to know what’s goin’ on,”
the man behind Cleve said. He pushed towards the door, and
reluctantly Cleve made a little room for him. Instinctively, Rae
Marsh tensed. But when the other man appeared in the doorway, Rae
saw that he was not quite a man—a boy, sixteen maybe, possibly
seventeen, not older. He was medium height, his frame had not yet
filled out, and he seemed dwarfed by the big Colt he wore low slung
and tied down. But what riveted Rae Marsh’s attention was the boy’s
eyes. They were like his own—blue and slightly slanted. “Who is
this fellow, anyway?” the boy asked, running his eyes up and down
Rae. “What do you want, mister?”

“I want some names first of all,”
Rae said quietly. “And I want to know what happened to John Marsh.
I understand you buried him this week.”

“You said something crazy a
minute ago,” the boy said. “If I heard you right—”

“I said my name was Rae Marsh and
I’m John Marsh’s son.” Rae could hear his own voice losing its
control, beginning to quaver as anger and grief and disappointment
roiled up within him. “I rode a long way to find my father and now
you tell me—”

Something came over the
boy’s face.
He was staring at Rae’s eyes, just as Rae had stared at his. “Well,
I’ll be damned,” the boy said. All at once his face broke into a
grin. “Cleve, this is what Dad meant when he said—”

“Shut up!” Cleve barked. “Dammit,
keep your big mouth shut!”

He took a step forward,
coming up close to Rae.

“All right, friend,” he said
tautly. “I’m Cleve Anders. And this is my half-brother, Will Marsh.
Now I don’t know what kind of sandy you’re trying to run, but it
won’t wash. John Marsh left Circle M to me and Will, share and
share alike. Now you come in here with a big windy
about—”

“Wait a minute, Cleve,” Will
Marsh began.

“Dammit, I told you
hush!”
Anders roared. “I’ll
handle this!” He thrust his face close to Rae’s.
“Hombre,
you got one minute
to take this confidence game of yours an’ git! And I’ll tell you
now, if you set foot again on Circle M, you won’t live no longer’n
it takes a cap to pop—you sabe?”

Rae could take it no longer. He
stepped back a pace. He was hardly aware that his hand had
moved—certainly neither of the two men before him saw it move—but
suddenly his gun was out, pointed squarely at Cleve
Anders’
belly.

“Judas!” Will Marsh breathed. “I
never seen a draw like that!”

“All right!” Rae’s voice
crackled. “I’m tired of this horsin’ around. I come here in good
faith and I’m not gonna be choused off like a coyote after the
chickens. Back up, Anders—back up and put on your readin’ glasses
and take a look at this.” With his left hand, Rae fished in his
shirt pocket and brought out an envelope. He thrust it at
Anders.

Anders looked from the envelope
to Rae’s face
and then, slowly, he reached out and took it. “I don’t know what’s
in here,” he said hoarsely, “but whatever it is, it don’t make any
difference.”

“Let me see that.” The boy took
the envelope from Anders. He opened it and extracted a well-worn
folded sheet of paper. After glancing at it, he looked at his
half-brother. “It’s Dad’s writing.”

Cleve Anders snorted a
terse obscenity.

Will Marsh began to read
aloud.

“‘My dear son,’” he read. “‘You
may not believe you’re dear to me, but you are, even though I’ve
not seen you since before you were old enough to walk. Unless the
Clintons have told you, you may not even know you are my son.’”
Will Marsh lowered the paper and looked at Rae. “Who’re the
Clintons?”

“Folks used to have a little
spread down near Horsehead Crossing on the Pecos,” Rae said
shortly. “They raised me.” He was still holding the gun on Cleve
Anders, never for an instant losing his alertness where the big man
was concerned.

Will read on.
“‘It’s too late now
to make excuses for my neglect of you. The facts are these: When I
came home from the War, I was wiped out in Louisiana. We pulled up
stakes and headed for Texas with what outfit I could rake up. Near
Horsehead Crossing we got hit by Comanches. In the fight, your
mother was killed, most of the rest of my outfit gone. I grabbed
you and managed to make a run after dark. Got away, with an arrow
in my leg. Don’t remember much of the next day. Just remember
coming up on the Clinton place. Josh and Henrietta Clinton were
good folks. I was about out of my mind with grief for your mother—
I loved her more than my own life.

“‘Stayed with the Clintons a month
or two. They got along all right with the Comanches— Clinton could
talk it. Then, still half-crazy, I had to pull out, go somewhere, do something.
That country was no place for a man with a kid not even weaned and
no woman to look after him. I left you with them, promised to come
back. Like you know, I never did.

“Hard to explain why. Couldn’t
bear to think of your dead mother, and you the greatest reminder of
her. Drifted on through to Colorado, picked up a stake hauling to
the mines. I’ve got a good ranch now, Circle M, in a place called
Fletcher’s Hole, near a town named Bent’s Crossing. No time to
think about you, about anything but work for couple of years. Then
I wrote back to the Clintons, but they’d moved on somewhere,
couldn’t locate them. While I was trying, I met my second wife,
Virginia Anders. She brought me a son from her first marriage and
gave me one of my own, your half brother Will. A fine woman, but
peculiar in ways. It’d be too long to explain why I never mentioned
you to her, but I didn’t. And I’m ashamed to say, I stopped looking
for you.

“‘But she’s gone now, and the
doctor says I’m a sick man. There’s something growing inside me
they can’t cut out and it’s eating me up. I won’t die tomorrow, but
I won’t live forever, neither. Now I have heard a rumor there’s a
Rae Marsh in Lincoln County, N.M. I am entrusting this letter to a
rider bound there who promised to find that Rae Marsh and deliver
it.

“‘If you’re the Rae Marsh raised
up by the Clintons, you’re my son. After the way I’ve behaved, I
don’t expect you to think anything of me. But if you will come, I
will try to make it all up to you. I want you to meet your brothers
and get to know them and join them in running the spread, share and
share alike, and when you come I will make a will and put that in
it.

“‘I’ve got maybe three or four
months left. That isn’t much time to make up for it all, but I
should last that long. If I don’t, I do hereby devise and bequeath
to my firstborn son, Raeford Marsh, one third interest in every
worldly good with which I am endowed, being of sound mind and
because I love him very much. This letter should stand in court.
Please hurry home. Your affectionate father, John
Marsh.’”

When Will Marsh stopped reading,
there was a brief silence on the porch. Then Cleve Anders broke it
with a snort. “If that ain’t the biggest pile of crap I ever heard
of.”

Will held out the letter and
turned to his half-brother. “No, it ain’t, Cleve. I told you, Daddy said
something about—”

“The old man was so doped up,”
Anders grated, “he didn’t even know his own name. It was like that
for two months before he kicked the bucket. He was ravin’.” His
dark eyes bored into Rae’s. He had guts, Rae had to admit; he
didn’t seem at all worried by the gun. “Mister, that’s buncombe
through and through. Forged letter, made-up story—”

“Cleve, I told you, it’s Dad’s
writing. And his eyes, look at his eyes—”

Anders shook his head
impatiently at Will’s protest. “I ain’t fallin’ for it and neither are you.
Now, I ain’t going to tell you again—let me handle this.” His hard
eyes met Rae’s. “I don’t care who you are, you ain’t gettin’ an
inch of Circle M land nor any head of Circle M stock, letter or no
letter. This spread’s half mine and I ain’t splittin’ my half with
nobody. Now, are you gonna git, or am I gonna have to have you
horsewhipped off?”

“You want to try that?” Rae’s
voice was harsh now, like metal grating against metal. “I want to
hear about how my father died, about what he said about me. And
I—”

He didn’t finish. Behind him, somebody said
quietly, “What you’ll do is stand hitched, mister, and drop that
gun.”




Rae stood frozen.
He’d been
caught up so in the whirl of emotions churning through him that
he’d been oblivious to the fact that there were other people on the
Circle M besides himself and the two men who confronted him. Now
the hard iron of a gun barrel was ramming into his
spine.

“Good work, Clyde,” Cleve Anders
said, his mouth twisting in a grin. He stepped to one side and
reached for Rae’s Colt. There was nothing to do but let him take
it.

“Now,” Anders said hoarsely. A
triumphant light was shining in his eyes, and he licked his lips
with a kind of eagerness. “You think you can threaten me with a gun
right smack in the middle of my spread? Watch him close, Clyde. If he moves, blow a hole in
him.” He thrust Rae’s gun toward Will. “Here,” he said, spraddling
his legs, digging in his heels. “I’m gonna teach this booger a
lesson. Come in here, pull a gun on me, huh? I said I’d whip you off this
ranch!”

Before Rae could move or dodge,
Anders’ big
hand swung in a blurred arc. Open-palmed, it crashed against Rae’s
face; its impact knocked him backwards, head full of lights and
bells. His boot heels dug for floor that wasn’t there as he went
off the edge of the porch. Then he was flat on his back in the
dooryard dust, dazed and shaken. He shoved himself to his elbows,
vision clearing enough to see the man who’d come behind him with
the gun standing there grinning, and Cleve Anders grinning too as
he sprang from the porch toward Rae.

Rae rolled and tried to evade
Anders; he was too dazed to meet the man head on. But he
didn’t make
it; the big man in the red shirt had him by the collar, yanked him
to his feet.

“Dammit, Cleve!” Will Marsh
yelled from the porch. “Give ’im a chance!”

“Chance, hell!” Anders bellowed.
There was another backhand blow on its way towards Rae. There was
no way it could miss, and Rae’s head seemed to explode with its
impact. Anders was bull strong, and that second blow knocked Rae
half-unconscious. He was only vaguely aware, then, of other blows
following it, of his head being battered back and forth. He sensed
rather than felt it when
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