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Dan Sweet was a tall man, a
strong man, and most important, a man who had taken his own measure
and lived by it. Now he had promised Ben Gaultt to drive four
thousand head of beef across the blazing Arizona desert—Indian
country. Sweet was not the man to make an idle promise.

But trouble was brewing;
there were too many people who didn’t want that beef to market.
Nate Ringabaugh gave Sweet his first warning, and Ringabaugh was a
man who commanded respect. Miles Littlejack had grimly fought Sweet
for authority, and Owen Mingo was doing his best to whip the crew
into a mutiny.

There was one man left. He
was waiting. In his mind, Ben Gaultt had to be ruined, and there
was only one way to do it. Dan Sweet had to die.
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Chapter One

 


TWILIGHT
CAME in shifting layers
across the mountains, sending pockets of shadow along the desert
below. He rode at that hour into the single long street of Santa
Rita and observed with a quick sweep of his eyes the pattern of the
dusty town: adobe buildings, square and without features, and here
and there a frame structure, its clapboard siding faded dry and
gray by the sun. A few characteristic wooden false-fronts lifted
above the town’s general single-storied level, and over that line
of rooftops he saw the last of the sunlight absorbed by
night.

He threaded the street’s confused traffic, a
big man on a big dun horse, and came before a building with a high
and weathered front. The words ‘Cafe—Saloon—Games’ were painted
across it in a crescent shape. He dismounted and tied his horse to
the porch post; he ascended the two steps with a single long-legged
stride and turned his cool, almost indifferent eyes on the town;
his hand idly brushed the butt of his holstered revolver.

This was Dan Sweet, who was tall even in
this land of tall men. The dust of desert travel coated his
clothing and his skin. When he rubbed his square chin a heavy brown
stubble of whiskers stung the palm of his hand like the bristles of
a wire brush.

Across the street a long, thin shape stood
outlined in the light that fell through a cafe’s open doorway. That
man was hatless and motionless, staring forward across the heads of
pedestrians. His face was deep in shadow but behind him the light
revealed his hair as paper-white, though from his straight and
alert pose he did not seem old. Dan Sweet sensed, without seeing
the eyes, that the man was surveying him with a reserved appraisal;
it was the same glance of respect that Sweet was bestowing upon the
other; two strangers, each of whom recognized the other as a
fighting man.

Presently the white-haired man put his back
to the street and turned into the cafe. Against the doorway light,
his buckskin costume was clearly revealed, the hilt of a knife
silhouetted at his left hip and the butt of a holstered gun at his
right. Then he was gone from sight.

Dan Sweet put this scene away in his
mind.

In need of food, rest, a shave and bath, he
turned first toward the saloon because this was where his business
lay. But just now he stood without hurry on the porch, putting a
cigarette together and making his careful judgments of the horses
tethered nearby. Some were big, some not so big; some light, some
dark, some pinto. But all of them were long-legged cattle working
horses, and all of them carried Texas-rig, double-cinch saddles on
which were tied coils of well-limbered riatas of hemp or
rawhide.

The ponies were all branded Circle I. S.—the
Iron Springs Ranch. Dan Sweet nodded; this was the proper place and
the proper time. Yet he stood still on the spot, preferring to
learn a little more about the town before he moved.

Down the street, a short
man left one dingy cantina and moved toward another, a nickel badge
glinting dully on his coat. Sweet thought: night marshal, and looked elsewhere.
A tomcat scurried across the street narrowly avoiding the wheels of
a high-sided freight wagon, drawn by six teams of oxen, that
rumbled forward out of the desert road. Coming from the other end
of the street was a buck-board crowded with thick-bodied miners
just off their shift from one of the silver shafts in the hills
above Santa Rita.

The smell of risen dust in Sweet’s nostrils
mingled with the saloon odors: the scents of raw whisky and tobacco
smoke and men with saddle-sweat on their clothes and bodies. From
the saloon also came the murmur of talk, the clink of glasses, the
jingle of spurs dragging the floor.

Standing there, his head erect, he was a
rock of a man, thick through the arms and chest and yet flat of
stomach and narrow of hip, and his trade had not trimmed him down
to the thinness of most rangeland horsemen. Big-boned, big-muscled,
he had massive hands and a solid, clearly defined set of features.
He wore a wide, flat-crowned hat, a plaid shirt and buckskin chaps
over his butternut pants. Buckled to his scarred Justin boots were
brass, round-roweled spurs; the Colt revolver at his left hip he
wore rigged for a cross-draw, high and butt forward. And it was
these things, the sum of his costume, that told what he was: a
working cattleman.

More than that, however, he was Dan Sweet.
His hands told of a life of rough and callousing work, showing
battle scars about the knuckles. His face told of confidence and
alertness, and behind all that a definite statement of detached
toughness watching from the corners of his flat gray eyes. His hair
was thick and brown, sun-bleached at the edges where it stuck out
from under his hat; his nose was whitened and widened at the center
by a scar of breakage. But above all these details was that this
huge man in his mid-thirties carried himself in a completely
self-assured manner. Visible on him almost like a cool smile was
the unhesitating certainty of his own competence—of himself as a
man.

He moved just inside the doorway, and looked
from face to face, seeking one which he did not find. A dozen
customers and the bartender occupied the place, most of the
customers cowboys, for this was a cattlemen’s saloon. Undoubtedly
somewhere in town there would be a saloon which similarly acted as
headquarters for Santa Rita’s miners.

Everyone watched Sweet, some with suspicion
and some with simple curiosity. Silence entered the room like a
chill wind. A man’s boot scraped. Fine wrinkles converged around
Sweet’s eyes; he took a drag from his cigarette and walked to the
bar, his blunt-roweled Mexican spurs touching the floor.

The bartender’s look was uncertain,
half-suspicious. Sweet said, slightly drawling, “I’m looking for
Tom Graves.”

“Not here.”

“Then Ben Gaultt,” Sweet said. “Where do I
find him?”

“Right here,” answered a voice back in the
room.

Sweet turned. The speaker was a thickset man
with close-cropped black chin-whiskers and a patent air of
authority.

He said, “You’re Dan Sweet?”

“I am. Your telegram came to my ranch.”

“You came fast,” Ben Gaultt said.

Sweet nodded, saying nothing.

Gaultt said, “You came because you knew Tom
Graves was in this part of the country?”

“That’s right.”

Gaultt looked away, and looked at Sweet
again. “Tom Graves is dead. That’s why I wired you.”

Sweet’s expression was unchanged. That the
bearded man’s words had affected him was evident only in the pause
before Sweet spoke again.

“How?”

“Knife.” Gaultt seemed to think the single
word sufficient. His dress was town dress, a suit of concord-gray
broadcloth and polished half-boots, but none of this concealed the
leather-brown cast of his wind-wrinkled skin, the roughness of his
hands, the cow-country drawl in his talk.

After a moment Sweet answered curtly: “Fair
fight?”

Gaultt shook his head. “We found him with a
knife in his back.” Gaultt glanced up at the two men near him, both
of whom had been regarding Sweet steadily. Then Gaultt crossed with
the choppy strides of a horseman to stand at the bar by Sweet. “I
own the Iron Springs outfit.”

“I know,” Sweet said. “Graves was working
for you.”

“That’s it,” Gaultt said, turning to the bar
and putting an elbow on it and speaking to the bartender: “One
apiece, Max.”

The drinks came and Sweet left his glass
untouched. It was part of his experience that in new territory a
man did not drink with a stranger until he had decided to trust the
stranger. And just now there was on Sweet’s mind something far more
important than the question of Ben Gaultt’s trustworthiness. Sweet
said, “Tell me what there is to know about Tom Graves’s
killing.”

“There’s not much to know,” Gaultt said, and
added, “One of my riders found him in the arroyo behind this
saloon, dead. That was five days ago.”

Sweet could not interpret the man’s
expression. He said, “You’ve got an idea why he was killed.”

“Sure,” Gaultt said. “He found out something
about the whisky runners.”

“What whisky runners?”

“The fine upstanding gents,” Gaultt said
dryly, “who make a business of liquoring up the Apaches.”

“What did he find out?”

“If I knew that,” Gaultt replied with quiet
calm, “I’d probably be dead too.” But no thread of fear showed in
Ben Gaultt. He was a strong man, the owner of a short-grass
kingdom, Iron Springs Ranch, fifteen miles west of this town of
Santa Rita. His age was indeterminate, somewhere between forty and
fifty-five. The black beard served to emphasize the determined jut
of his thick jaw. His eyes were deep and black and direct, his back
ramrod straight.

Sweet considered him a moment further, after
which he lifted the drink Gaultt had brought him, said, “How,” and
swallowed a portion of the whisky neat. He nodded. “Obliged to
you,” and started to turn.

“Wait.”

Sweet stopped and inclined his head. Gaultt
said, “Don’t you aim to look for Tom Graves’s killer?”

“No.”

“I thought he was a good friend of
yours.”

“He was.”

“Don’t you figure you owe him
something?”

Sweet shrugged. “A dead man can’t collect
debts. Is he buried?”

“Yes. But hell, man, I’d think in the memory
of a friend you’d want to do something about it. He was knifed in
the back.”

“That’s not my concern,” Sweet said.

A small anger showed in Ben
Gaultt’s dark eyes. “I wonder
what Graves would think of this if he was around
to see it. Or if it was you who got knifed, and Graves was here,
alive.”

“We understood each other,” Sweet said,
showing a frosty smile. “Were the positions reversed, he’d do the
same. My business is cattle, not whisky runners. It wouldn’t help
either me or Tom Graves if I started out on a long manhunt. That’s
the Army’s problem, not mine.”

“That doesn’t jibe with what I’ve heard,”
Gaultt said.

“What have you heard?”

“That you’re a loyal man.”

“I try to be,” Sweet answered.

“Is this loyalty—turning your back?”

“Since when is loyalty the same as
revenge?”

“Hell!” Gaultt uttered a snort. “I sure
don’t get you, fella.”

“I guess you don’t. Now, why are you so
anxious for me to stay in this part of the country?”

“Why shouldn’t you?”

“I’ve got my own ranch to rim up north,”
Sweet said. “You didn’t answer my question.”

Gaultt sighed. “All right. You know what I
hired Graves to do, don’t you?”

“He was supposed to boss your trail drive
from here to the railroad at Dry Fork.”

Gaultt nodded. “Four thousand longhorns.
Twenty-seven days around the desert, through the mountains and
across the Mogollon Rim. This is Arizona, Sweet—not Texas. It takes
a better man than I am to take four thousand head across this
God-forsaken country and deliver them at the railroad with any fat
on them. You’ve got to drive ’em through mountains, then deserts as
dry as the inside of a rock, then territory claimed by two tribes
of Apaches. It takes a better man than I am—and I’m admitting it.
Tom Graves was the man who could have done it.”

“He was,” Sweet agreed.

“There’s only one other man I can think of
who could do the job. Four thousand steers is a lot different from
the six hundred I drove into this country five years ago. And that
six hundred was all I saved out of a herd of fifteen hundred I left
Texas with. On this drive I can’t afford to lose two-thirds of my
stock. If I don’t market this herd, I’m broke.”

“In other words,” Sweet said, “you want me
to boss your trail herd.”

“That’s why I wired you,” Gaultt said. “Get
those cattle to railhead, or find me a man who can do it as well as
you can.”

“No man alive can do that,” Sweet said. It
was not a boast; he was thinking of Tom Graves.

“Then you’ll take the job?”

“Why should I?”

Gaultt looked away, displaying the
embarrassment of a tough man asking a favor. “I’ll pay you well.
I’ve got to move that herd from here to Dry Fork.”

“You want me to do it for you just because
you need me to do it?”

“That’s why,” Gaultt answered flatly. His
eyes flashed with anger. “Does it please you to make a man
crawl?”

“No. You’ll never crawl.”

“I’m as close to it now as I’ve ever
been.”

Sweet shook his head. “You haven’t said
anything yet that would make me want to take the job.”

“Doesn’t it make any difference to you, when
it’s in your power to save me or let me go under?”

“No,” Sweet said. “No difference at all.
Tell me why it should.”

“God!” Gaultt breathed. “I reckon you’re
just as tough as they say you are.”

Sweet made no answer. After a moment he
shrugged and started to turn again. Gaultt’s voice cut forward, an
imperious tone: “Hold it, Sweet.”

“If you’ve got something to say.”

“I’m offering you a good job. Why turn it
down? You don’t have to like me to work for me.”

“I don’t work for any man,” Sweet said,
facing him. “But I might work with one. Now—how good a job,
Gaultt?”

Gaultt’s eyes narrowed. “I offered Tom
Graves his choice of one-tenth of the herd or three thousand
dollars. That’s how much I need this job done. I offer you the
same.”

Sweet looked at the bartender and held up
his index finger. When the bartender had refilled his glass he
dropped a coin on the counter and sipped from the drink,
disregarding Gaultt’s anxious stare, looking down into the amber
whisky and considering the offer.

Presently Sweet turned. “All right,” he
said.

Gaultt nodded, his jaw bunched. “Which is
it?”

“One tenth of the herd.”

“I see,” Gaultt said shrewdly. “You work
only for yourself. If you own part of the herd, that justified the
job. Right?”

“Something like that.”

“All right,” Gaultt said. “That’s four
hundred head. Your choice.”

“Four hundred if I get all of them to Dry
Fork, outside the usual few losses. But if I slip a bunch along the
way, I take a tenth of whatever’s left.”

Gaultt had not changed his level expression.
Now he smiled for the first time, and said, “You’re sure of
yourself—and that’s good. We start day after tomorrow from my
headquarters at Iron Springs. The herd’s gathered and ready to
move. You can bunk with my crew until we start.”

“I’ll spend the night in town.”

“As you will.” Gaultt lifted his arm and
summoned the bartender. After he and Sweet had tossed off the
drinks, the rancher gave Sweet a quick, firm handshake, and turned
back to his crew.


Chapter Two

 


SWEET BRIBED
the barber to open his shop and there he had a
shave, haircut, and bath. He crossed the dusty street in full
darkness and ate a big meal at the Dutch Cafe, after which he
stabled his horse and then cruised Santa Rita’s street with restive
energy, finally stopping at a single-storied adobe hotel. Here he
signed the register and packed his warbag to a room at the rear of
the dim corridor.

His was a nondescript room with four walls
of cracked adobe and the ceiling supported by round wooden beams.
From the rear wall a narrow window looked out upon a vacant lot
covered with grease wood and scrub-catclaw. Dust filmed the window.
He lit a match on his thumbnail and used it to ignite the lamp that
sat on the single table. There was a wood chair with a cowhide seat
laced with rawhide strips; there was a homemade cot with a straw
tick mattress and two blankets that appeared reasonably clean. No
carpet covered the rammed-earth floor.

A spider walked slowly from one corner
toward the opposite one. Sweet stepped on the spider, kicked it
away and dropped his warbag on the rickety chair. Over the back of
the chair hung a yellowed towel ragged at the edges and worn thin
by countless scrubbings in lye suds.

Sweet went back to the bed and sat on its
sagging edge tugging off his brush-scarred boots. Thereafter he
leaned back on his elbows, enjoying the slow laziness that followed
a bath and a good meal. He built a smoke and put together in his
mind his impression of Ben Gaultt. To that image he added the
things he suspected that Gaultt stood for—the kind of man Ben
Gaultt was, a man accustomed to power, a man who had devoted his
life to roughshod enterprises. But now Gaultt’s back was pushed to
the wall and Sweet had seen something important in the brief
meeting tonight: fear was a flame threatening to consume the
strength in Ben Gaultt.

It occurred to Sweet that the reasons Gaultt
had given for his fear were not altogether satisfactory. Gaultt was
afraid of more than he cared to admit.

Tomorrow, perhaps, Sweet would learn the
answer to that; tomorrow he would start to work, not for Ben
Gaultt’s sake but for his own. Four hundred head of longhorn beeves
would net him at least five thousand cash dollars at Dry Fork
railhead.

He thought of Gaultt again and shook his
head; Dan Sweet was a hard man raised in a hard land and he did not
believe in charity or sacrifice. A man was a functioning being—he
functioned for his own ends; when he no longer functioned he was no
longer a man. To think, to discuss, to remember, to
anticipate—these things were good only as they contributed to the
function, to a man’s action. The purpose, the whole reason of a man
was in action; no one’s life had any meaning until he stepped forth
and acted. A man was only great who had the ambition to be great
and achieved it—he must have the impatience to act. Tomorrow would
begin Dan Sweet’s next action—the Iron Springs trail drive.

He stood and moved to the window. The
starlit desert glimmered faintly, and he was still in that
thoughtful mood when knuckles rapped the door.

He turned. “The door’s unlocked.”

It opened, revealing a pair of men in the
hall, a pair of wholly contrasting shapes: one was thin to the
point of emaciation, the other was fat with soft layers of lard
dragging down his cheeks.

It was the tall one whose gaunt features
drew Sweet’s attention. He had seen that man before. The man wore
buckskins and was hatless. His age was probably the equivalent of
Sweet’s, his face was the face of a hatchet, sharp and poised, and
his hair was long and silky white. This was the man Sweet had
watched, earlier tonight, on the walk opposite the saloon. And the
man who, as Sweet had been aware, had also watched him.

The white-headed man stepped through the
door. He was trailed by his fat partner who shut the door and
leaned back against it with a foolish grin.

The white-haired man said, “I’m Nate
Ringabaugh.”

Sweet inclined his head in careful
acknowledgment.

Nate Ringabaugh said, “It’s floated around
that you re trail-bossing the Iron Springs drive.”

“That right.”

“Wasn’t smart.”

“Wasn’t it?”

Ringabaugh shook his head. His cheeks seemed
perpetually sucked-in. He ran long and delicate fingers through his
mane of fine hair, as though self-conscious of it. Sweet watched
him with calculated indifference and after a moment Nate Ringabaugh
said, “I think you’re in the wrong game, Sweet.”

“Your opinions,” Sweet observed, “don’t
interest me at all, my friend. I intend to trail that herd to
market. If you intend to try stopping me, think again.”

Ringabaugh’s answering smile was cool. “Is
that a threat?” Sweet lifted his head.

“I’ll cut you down if I have to. Is that
what you want to know?”

Ringabaugh shook his head again. “I’ll let
that remark die, Sweet. Push on and we’ll forget you ever made
it.”

“No,” Sweet repeated. “What’s your stake in
this?”

“Just friendly advice.”

“Sure,” Sweet replied dryly.

“You’re only hurting yourself if you throw
in with Ben Gaultt.”

“What have you got against him?”

“Just say I don’t think much of him,”
Ringabaugh said without emotion.

“Don’t you?” Sweet murmured, watching the
thin man with narrowed glance. Ringabaugh showed a rigid smile.

The short, fat man behind him was still
leaning against the closed door and now that man said, “It’s sound
advice, Sweet. You’d be smart to take it.”

“Who are you?”

“Jack Emmett,” the short man said, as if the
name should
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