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 A rogue ranger and a crooked lawyer were using loopholes in
the law to buy up ancient Spanish land grants and to throw hundreds
of people off their land. But they wanted to grab the de Cordoba’s
land most of all because there was oil on it. Through a friend,
Pancho Villa, they asked for Fargo’s help. They got it … but it was
one of the toughest jobs he’d ever had to tackle.
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One

 It
seemed endless, that vast expanse of West Texas rangeland, dwarfing
the mounted man and his pack horse to a pair of insignificant
specks, no more than beetles crawling across some warped table top.
Overhead, cloudless, the sky was ice-blue; the sun hung at one o’clock, but it
could not fight the raw wind whistling from the north. The few head
of cattle scattered across the range turned their tails to it,
seeking shelter behind buttes, on the lee sides of rises. Fargo,
because he was in an evil mood anyhow, silently cursed the wind,
having nothing better to vent his frustration on.

He was a big man on a long-legged roan
purchased in El Paso five days before, a fine animal, but
half-ruined by having been broken Texas bronc-stomper style—a
couple of sacking outs, a couple of bridlings and saddlings, and
then just enough riding to work most of the instinctive bucking out
of it. A man had to stay alert every minute he was on top of it,
but Fargo was always alert anyhow. And, in his time, he had handled
harder cases than this roan. Another week and he figured on having
it gentled to where he’d get double what he’d paid for it when he
finally sold it and caught the train east. There was no way he
could get out of doing the favor Villa had requested of him, but he
did not intend to spend much time at it. A lick and a promise was
all he intended to give it. Just enough to satisfy Pancho and keep
their business relations neatly in order.

The wind’s intensity increased. Fargo
grunted and pulled the battered old cavalry hat down more tightly
over close-cropped hair gone prematurely white. The big roan
snorted, jerked against the bit. Fargo frowned, used just enough
force to bring its head around. “You watch yourself, you bastard,”
he rasped.

The horse knew him now, knew his mastery
of it, and the reins eased. Still, Fargo did not relax, riding
straight up, his seat cavalry, not cowboy-style. But a faint grin
cracked a face remarkably ugly. Yeah, the roan was learning
...

That face of his had never been handsome,
and years at his hard trade had not improved it. His nose had been
broken more, than once, and it was scarred. An interval spent as a
professional in the prize ring had given him one cauliflower ear.
Hitches in the cavalry in Cuba and the Philippines had left their
marks, and so had other years of hard living. In his time he had
been everything from top hand cowboy to professional gambler to,
once, down on his luck, bouncer in a whorehouse. But his trade now,
and for a long time past, had been that of soldier of fortune,
professional fighting man. He owned a lot of weapons and they were
all for hire to the highest bidder. Well over six feet tall, wide
across the shoulders, narrow in the hips, he was the kind of man
who drew attention in a crowd. Despite the battered features, there
was something about him that made women look at him more than once,
that drew them to him. And men who were experienced themselves at
violence took care to walk wide around him, unless trouble was what
they hunted. At the moment, though, he looked comparatively tame.
Corduroy jacket over a flannel shirt, canvas pants over brown
leather cavalry boots, a Colt .38 Officer’s Model revolver in a
scabbard on his right hip, rounds glinting for it in his cartridge
belt—and each of them a hollow point—and a .30-30 carbine in a
saddle boot. Now, in 1918, plenty of men still carried such weapons
when they rode the open country. What didn’t show was the peculiar
knife riding in his back pocket in its special sheath—or the
sawed-off shotgun and bandoliers of ammunition and the other gear
packed on the led horse. The tools of his trade—and where he went,
so did they.

It was time to rest the
animals, and he could use some surcease from the wind, so he halted
his small caravan in the lee of a gravelly rise and, never giving
the roan a chance to make trouble, clamped a thin, black cigar
between his teeth and lit it. Drawing in smoke, he thought about
the two messages he’d found waiting for him in El Paso when he’d
hit town a week ago, after a chore that had paid well up in
Montana. The first letter was from the man who had commanded his
old outfit in Cuba in the Spanish-American War, the man who had
gone on to become Vice-President and then President of the United
States. He was out of office now, but as far as Fargo was
concerned, any request from the Colonel was a command and had to be
obeyed. And the Colonel had wanted Fargo in New York in three weeks
to conduct an informal seminar among cavalry officers about the use
of mounted troops against machine guns. “After all,” he’d written, “you’ve been in the Mexican Revolution
up to your eyeballs ever since it started. You’ve seen the effect
of mounted charges against emplaced Lewis, Colt and Browning guns.
None of our regulars ever have. The narrow-minded politicians won’t
give me a command of my own in France, so the least I can do is
sponsor these seminars for those who will command. And they need to
hear the word from a real professional like you.”
There had been a
substantial check enclosed for expenses. Fargo had intended to
return it uncashed. In his money belt he still had fifteen thousand
in gold certificates earned in California; he was anxious to see
the Colonel again, perhaps the only man alive to whom he felt
absolute loyalty—and to blow that fifteen thousand on a New York
spree.

But there had also been the second letter.
Doroteo Arango, more widely known as Pancho Villa, couldn’t
possibly have written it himself—he was illiterate and must have
dictated it. But the language was unmistakably Villa’s and the plea
for help was clear. And so was the threat between the
lines.

The Colonel was right: Fargo had been up to
his eyeballs in the Revolution in Mexico for the past eight years.
Running guns across the Rio to the various armies fighting one
another was a risky business, but the rewards were enormous. And
Villa had been his best customer. Though his power was waning now,
he still represented a damned good market, and one Fargo did not
care to lose. Besides, Villa was also a friend.

So there was the choice—head east directly
or make a wide detour, a slapdash gesture toward doing what Villa
asked, and then racing on to New York in time to make the seminar.
So Villa took priority, and thus here was Fargo in the middle of
nowhere and a storm coming up at that.

He let smoke dribble from his nostrils.
Texas was a big state, and this was a county he’d never been in
before. But from what he’d seen of it so far, he guessed that Villa
was right. The stakes involved were high. There was plenty of good
rangeland, and with the war in Europe, cattle and horses were so
much gold on the hoof. But there was something else, too, something
about the roll of the country, the occasional sinks and barren
spots, and the domelike formations—there might be a hell of a lot
more here than just range to squabble over ...

Well, he’d know soon. His destination
couldn’t be far away. He pinched the cigar out, forced the roan to
confront the wind again, the pack horse following. Both snorted,
once more in the cold blast, and Fargo felt the hump building under
the big horse’s saddle. “Okay, you knothead,” he told it. “We’ll
take some of that edge off right now.” His spurs were cavalry
style, without rowels, but a slackening of the reins and a good
goose along the flanks was all the roan needed. It struck out
cross-country at a dead run, the pack horse following. Fargo gave
the roan a couple of miles of that, was about to rein him in when
the big horse stumbled, almost fell.

Fargo lifted it on the rein just in time,
and it halted of its own accord. Then it took a few awkward steps
and Fargo cursed. Only one nail held the off front shoe, which had
been thrown during the run.

Fargo sighed, unlatching his rope from the
saddle horn, shaking out a loop, thin lips curling at the nasty job
ahead of him. If the horse had thrown the shoe clean, it would have
been all right; he could have ridden it with one bare foot the
remaining ten miles or so to Comanche Crossing. Now, though, he had
to pry that remaining nail loose, and out here in the open with
nothing to tie to, it was a nasty job for one man, especially since
the animal could not be trusted to stand ground-hitched.

He tied the pack horse’s lead rope hard
and fast to the saddle horn, leaving plenty of slack. Then, holding
tightly to the roan’s reins with one hand, a fairly wide loop
shaken out in the rope in his other, he swung down, unsaddled. He
cast the loop on the ground a few feet ahead, led the roan forward
until both forefeet were in it, then gave it a practiced flip. The
loop came up around the forelegs, tightening, and Fargo jerked. The
roan and pack horse both whinnied as the roan went over on its
side, heavily. Fargo worked swiftly, getting a coil of slack behind
a flailing hind foot of the roan, then jerking it forward, looping
the rope through the bight around the forefeet. Before the startled
horse had its breath back, it was hog-tied, one hind leg to two
front ones. Fargo finished off the knot, straightened up, dusting
his hands. The pack animal’s lead rope had been slack enough so it
was still on its feet. He went to it, hobbled its forelegs so he
wouldn’t have to bother about it, then opened one of the panniers
on its pack saddle. While he had the roan down, he might as well
cold-shoe it, avoid laming it on the way to Comanche Crossing. He
had the necessary tools for it in his gear: hammer, clinch, rasp
nails, and no need to use a new shoe, the old one would fit close
enough.

While the hobbled pack horse grazed, Fargo
returned to the struggling roan. First he took his rifle from its
scabbard, cradled in his arms as he took one last careful look
around: sheer instinct, because for the next fifteen minutes he was
going to be too busy to bother about anything but the horse.

Then he stiffened. Off there in the
distance, there were riders on the skyline—three of them. And they
had seen him, turned their mounts in his direction, were coming
toward him at a high lope.

Fargo moved around the fallen horse. In the
cavalry, if there was trouble, you used a mount in that position as
a shield. He had no idea who those on-coming riders were, but the
letter from Villa had warned him that trouble was something he
could expect here in this territory. And a kind of prickle ran down
his spine. He did not like the way that on-coming trio was fanning
out, or the fact that every one of them carried an unsheathed
rifle. Three against one.

Fargo grunted, dropped behind the horse,
unslung the cased Army binoculars he usually wore draped around his
neck. The men were still a mile away, but the strong glasses
brought them up close and then Fargo let out a long breath of
relief. On the jacket of the rider in the center glinted a silver
badge—a small star surrounded by a circle. It would, centered there
over the heart, made an excellent target. But who the hell would
have dared kill a Texas Ranger?

And, Fargo thought, grinning as he lowered
the glasses, especially Pete Flagg?

Relaxing, he sheathed the glasses, lowered
the rifle, went on about his work. He had the shoe off, the single
nail drawn and discarded, was rasping the hoof and cleaning the
frog of it while the roan strained to bite him. Then, aware of the
men nearing him, he turned, straightened up, retrieving the .30-30,
cradling it in his elbow. Tipping back the cavalry hat, a crooked
grin creasing his hard-bitten face, he waited.

The ranger rode a short-coupled quarter
horse, built for speed. He had a hat, too, that was a trade-mark:
down here in Texas, most men wore flat-crowned sombreros; on his
head was a huge ten-gallon hat, white beneath its powdering of
dust, pinched into a Montana peak. It made him look taller than he
was. When you faced Pete Flagg, it was like facing someone seven
feet in height. His features beneath it were lined, weathered,
handsome, with good-humor crinkles at the corners of eyes as blue
as an October sky, keen with intelligence. Those eyes could turn
into twin flecks of ice when Pete Flagg was out on business, but
now, as they swept over Fargo, they glinted with pleasure. Beneath
his brush jacket, Flagg’s shoulders were wide, torso powerful and
muscular, arms very long. He wore batwing chaps, bench-made boots
with silver-finished Spanish spurs. On his right hip was a .44
Peacemaker, its holster suspended from what the Rangers called a
Scout Belt, wide enough to hold ammunition not only for the
revolver, but for the .44-40 in Flagg’s saddle scabbard. Reining in
his mount, he raised one hand in a signal to the riders on his
flank to halt. Then the mouth beneath the thick brown mustache
frosted now with gray split in a wide smile. Fargo felt a glow of
pleasure. The Texas Rangers were legendary, but this man, Pete
Flagg, was himself a special legend. And he and Fargo had been
friends for a long time, each equally a legend along the
Rio.

“Well, Neal,” Flagg said.
“The minute I spotted that Teddy Roosevelt hat, I knew it was you.
But what the hell, you forgot how to ride a horse? They don’t go
very fast unless they’re standin’ up.” Then he let out a roar of
pleasure, swung down, strode forward, and he and Fargo shook hands
while the other two stared. “Neal, you old border-jumpin’ bastard,
how the hell you been?”

“Too fast for you to
catch,” Fargo grinned. Flagg laughed. For all the years Fargo had
been running guns across the river, he’d also been dodging Rangers.
And he had always succeeded; there were a number of places in the
world where there were substantial prices on his head, but no one
had ever pinned anything on him here in the United States; in his
own country he was—so far—clean as a whistle.

Confirming that, Flagg called: “Willie!
Frank! Put away your iron. I know this gun-runnin’ rascal, been
tryin’ to send him to Leavenworth or Brownsville for years, but I
never got to first base. He’s not on the List.” He meant the famous
Texas Ranger list of fugitives from justice—the Blue Book, they
called it. “Come on up and meet Neal Fargo.”

The two obeyed, swinging their horses in,
dismounting. Fargo’s gaze flicked over them appraisingly. No badges
showed; but what did was the fact that they were gunmen, hardcases.
A strange warning bell rang in his mind, like the reaction of the
wolf that sniffs the trap’s buried steel. Flagg obviously was out
on patrol—what the Rangers always called a “scout,” but this was
the first time Fargo had ever known him not to work alone. For the
moment, though, he asked no questions. Their handshakes were
perfunctory, their eyes cold and wary.

By now, of course, Flagg had sized up the
situation. “You two,” he commanded. “Finish shoeing that roan
there—and watch out; he stacks up as a mean one. Neal and me, we
got things to talk about.” He half winked an eye. “Rangers don’t
tote booze with them on scouts, but ... it’s damn chilly today and
you wouldn’t happen to have a little gut-warmer in your gear, would
you?”

“It just so happens,”
Fargo said and got the full bottle of bourbon from his saddle-bags.
Leaving Frank and Willie to deal with the horse, they strode off a
few paces, hunkered down, and Fargo pulled the cork, passed the
bottle to the Ranger.

While Flagg drank, Fargo remembered their
long, strange friendship. As a matter of fact, Pete Flagg owed his
life to Neal Fargo.

That had been when Flagg had
been sent to tame a hell-roaring new oil boom town further east,
eight years before. Fargo had been manhunting then, on the trail of
a professional gambler who had lost seven thousand to him at poker,
then welched and disappeared. Nobody did that to Neal Fargo, and he
had gone after Harry Lang like a hound after a wolf, following him
to that same town, where Flagg, newly arrived, was cleaning out the
hardcases like a farmer wringing necks in a henhouse—and doing it
wholly on his own. There were a lot of people who wanted Pete Flagg
dead in that town, but there was a rule in Texas that ranked higher
than the Ten Commandments—Never Kill a Ranger. That would bring the whole force down
on you, and no man alive could stand against the full fury of the
Texas Rangers out to avenge one of their own. But, apparently,
Harry Lang would risk anything for money.

Anyhow, he was sitting at a corner table
in the saloon, when Fargo, reaching the end of the trail, entered
it, just as all hell was breaking loose. Pete Flagg, that big hat
making him a giant among midgets, was using a double-barreled
shotgun to herd three disarmed gunslicks toward the door—and the
local jail. Fargo, entering, saw the Ranger and the shotgun first,
stepped aside, well out of it, a professional who never fought for
free and wanting no extra trouble. Flagg’s eyes flicked at him,
then back at the trio he was herding. And at that instant Fargo
spotted Lang, saw what the gambler’s hand was doing. He watched
Lang snake a small Remington from a shoulder holster, line it on
Flagg’s back. Fargo’s action was instinctive; not so much to save
the Ranger, whom he did not know, but because his mad-on at Lang
had reached mammoth proportions and besides, he hated welchers,
back-shooters, of that type. His right hand moved, seemingly with a
life of its own; he felt the kick of the .38 in his palm, saw Lang
smashed backward against the wall by the impact of the hollow-point
in his chest. “What the hell?” Flagg had roared, whirling, seeing
Fargo with the smoking gun. Then he saw Lang’s corpse, the gun
still in its fist, still lined.

“Watch the shotgun,” Fargo said
quickly. “He was aimin’ for your back. I took him out.”

“Obliged,” Flagg said.
“But you better put away that gun and come on down to the jailhouse
with me.”

Fargo had known better than to argue. With
the three prisoners locked up, Flagg faced him. When he heard
Fargo’s name, a strange grin twitched his face. “I might have
known. I’ve been waiting to meet up with you a long time.”

“You got something out on
me?”

“Not a damn thing. But the
way you operate, we’re bound to have, sooner or later. I’m Pete
Flagg.”

“Judas Priest,” Fargo
said, and there were not many names that could bring that ring to
his voice. But everybody knew about Sergeant Peter
Flagg.

His father and grandfather had been
Rangers before him; there had been a Flagg wearing that Lone Star
badge for as long as the force had existed. And everybody knew that
Flagg, like the Northwest Mounted, had the reputation of always
getting his man, dead or alive, it not mattering much really which.
The two men stared at each other, taking one another’s measure, and
something had arced between them, not only respect but liking. They
were two of a kind, a pair of aces from the same deck, and there
were not many like them left nowadays; the frontier had supposedly
closed down, but their kind made their own frontiers.

“I appreciate your taking that
back shooter out,” Flagg said. “Nice thing to do, it not being your
put-in.”

“Oh, me, I believe in law
and order. Besides, I been trailin’ him for two months. I’ve been
holding a seven-thousand dollar marker from a poker game in
San’tone, and he welched. He’d have used that shoulder gun on me as
quick as you.”

“All the same, I think I
owe you a drink. And since Lang was indebted to you, we’d better go
check and settle up his estate. Maybe you got something
coming.”

But Lang had been dead broke; otherwise he
would never have tried to kill a Ranger for hire. All Fargo got was
the little Remington and the firm gratitude and friendship of Pete
Flagg.

Since then their trails had crossed dozens
of times—but Flagg had never been sent to get Fargo, who knew the
Ranger had avoided the assignment voluntarily, and at some cost to
himself.

They had split bottles, many of
them, together, all across Texas, and Flagg had repaid his debt to
Fargo by leaving lesser lawmen to try to intercept him while he was
running guns. Now he sighed, wiped his mouth, handed the bottle
back to Fargo. “Well, Neal, it’s a hard life, ain’t it, boy? What
the hell you doin’ this far north of the Rio?”

“Might ask you the same
question. All the action’s down along the border. And those two
over there. You recruitin’?”

“Recruitin’, hell! Those
two ain’t fit to kiss a Ranger’s rump. But I ain’t as young as I
used to be and I can use a little help. They’ll do, I reckon. Only,
don’t be surprised if they put that shoe on backwards.”

Fargo grinned; to a veteran like Flagg, the
later generation was never any good, no matter how strong or how
gun swift. Then, as he drank, the grin faded. He still smelled trap
iron, especially when Flagg said, eyes turning faintly harder, “You
ain’t answered my question.”

“Nor you mine.” Fargo
corked the bottle.

They looked at one another for a long
moment. Then Flagg grinned faintly. “All right,” he said. “You know
me. When there’s anything on my mind I say it, regardless of to
who. Which is why I’m still a sergeant instead of a captain.
There’s some things you can’t say to the powers-that-be in Austin.
So—”

“So they sent you out here
to rot on the vine? Teach you a lesson?”

“How else you think the
goddam politicians work? But this time they outsmarted theirselves.
There’s action here, plenty of it. In fact, maybe enough so I could
deal you in on some.”

“You mean deputize me? Sorry.
I’m bound for New York, got to be there in three weeks.” He told
Flagg about the letter from his old commander.

Flagg’s eyes grew a trifle colder. “You’re
sure as hell takin’ the long way around.”

Fargo hesitated. “I had
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