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From the Mississippi River to the California
shore, from the Rio Grande to the Canadian border, folks talked of
Slaughter’s way. They did not mean a cattle trail, a road between
two towns or a famous street in a city. They meant the way a
medium-sized Texas rancher looked at life and handled its problems.
Slaughter said exactly what he meant, and did exactly what he said
he’d do. So when John Slaughter told Big Tag he’d kill him where he
stood, he aimed to do just that …
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Part One – They Called Him the Cattle King


Chapter One – I’ll Kill You Where You
Stand

Big Tag
stood six foot three inches tall and weighed two
hundred and twenty pounds. He always tied down his holster bottom
and as they said out west of the Mississippi, “A man with a
tied-down gun doesn’t do much arguing with his mouth.” Balancing
the walnut butted Colt at his right side, a bowie knife hung at the
left and he reckoned to be better than fair with both of them.
Certainly John Chisum thought Big Tag was better than average, for
the Cattle King hired the big man as his segundo; and Chisum never believed
in wasting money.

The peace of Blantyre City, Texas, shattered
one afternoon as Big Tag and three other hard-case riders from
Chisum’s trail herd came tearing along Main Street. They rode fast,
firing off their guns, churning up dust, and yelling like a bunch
of drunken Comanches on their way to a wedding feast. Folks
scattered out of their way like chickens ahead of a hunting coyote.
Bringing their lathered horses to a halt before Lige Baxter’s
general store, the four hard-cases threw their reins over the
hitching rail and tramped over the sidewalk to enter Baxter’s
establishment.

Shoving aside a customer who was talking
with the owner, Big Tag leaned on the counter and eyed Baxter up
and down. His grinning companions each took a dip into the cracker
barrel by the counter and one helped himself to a hunk of yellow
cheese from the big slab by the scales.

“A sack of Bull Durham,”
Big Tag ordered. “And charge it to the Long Rail.”

Baxter blinked at the man
for a moment and replied, “They don't have an account here,
sir.”

Which was the wrong reply to make to Big
Tag, unless the speaker stood behind the loaded and cocked barrels
of a lined ten-gauge shotgun. Baxter had failed to take that
elementary precaution.

Letting out an angry growl that sounded
meaner than a starving grizzly coming out of its winter den to find
folks picnicking in front of it, Big Tag shot his hands over the
counter and clamped a hold of Baxter’s shirt and vest front. Baxter
stood maybe five foot four and weighed a hundred and thirty pounds
sopping wet and with an anvil under one arm, so he did not stand
any great chance of escaping. With a single heave Big Tag jerked
Baxter clear over the counter and carried his kicking, struggling
victim across the store, then out into the street. Exchanging
grins, the other three Long Rail toughs ambled out after their
leader.

Standing in the street, Big Tag held Baxter
suspended in the air and turned to look at his pards, conscious
that several citizens of Blantyre were witnessing his actions.

“This feller’s done
disrespected John Chisum’s Long Rail, boys!” Big Tag announced for
all to hear. “When folks does that we either runs the Long Rail
iron down their hide, or we jingle-bobs them.”

“Ain’t got neither fire
nor branding iron here, Tag,” one of the other men pointed
out.

“By cracky, we ain’t,”
agreed Big Tag in a tone that suggested he was in the habit of
carrying both a fire and branding iron in his hip pocket. “It’ll
have to be the jingle-bob then.”

With that Big Tag slammed Baxter down to the
ground, taking the little man by surprise and landing him on his
stiff legs so the wind was rammed out of him. Still holding the
man’s clothing with his left hand, Big Tag reached across and drew
the bowie knife with his right.

This was not cowhand
horseplay. Big Tag had every intention of running the knife blade
across Baxter’s ear, splitting the flesh into two pieces and
leaving the lower half flapping in the hideous jingle-bob ear-mark
John Chisum used to identify his cattle.

“Let loose!”

The two words cracked out
like the explosive pop of a bull-cracker’s whip from behind Big
Tag. Without releasing his hold on Baxter, and still gripping the
knife, Big Tag turned to see who would be foolish enough to lock
horns with the Long Rail’s segundo
when he stood backed by three good
men.

The speaker stood alone in
the center of the street. While he was not a tall man, he barely
topped five foot nine in his high heeled, fancy stitched boots, he
was a man of commanding appearance. Nobody would ever think of that
man as being small, he seemed to stand much taller than his true
height. A costly black J. B. Stetson hat, wide brimmed and low
crowned in the Texas fashion, sat at just the right “jack-deuce”
angle over his off eye, shielding a tanned, strong face. The man
had a thin, neatly trimmed black mustache and eyebrows, although
his hair was of a gingery color. A thin, crooked black cigar stuck
its unlit length from between his lips and his mouth looked grim,
though it could smile. The tight rolled bandana knotted at his
throat was a riot of color and hung over his costly gray shirt. His
brown levis had creases in them and were tucked neatly into shining
black Justin boots with Kelly spurs attached to their
heels.

While the man wore the dress of a prosperous
rancher and had the appearance of a top hand with cattle, Big Tag
gave his appearance little or no attention. Instead Big Tag studied
the gunbelt around the man’s waist.

Made of black leather, the gunbelt hung just
right. Maybe to some eyes the holster rode just a shade too high
and far forward for a real fast draw. It was a holster contoured to
the shape of the gun’s four and three-quarter inch barrel and
leaving half of the cylinder and all the trigger-guard exposed
while turning the Colt Civilian Model Peacemaker’s ivory butt out
so as to be easily gripped.

That gun-rig told a
significant story to Big Tag. Either the man wearing it wanted
folks to think he was real good with a gun—or he
was real good with
it.

“Who the hell do you
reckon you’re talking to?’ Big Tag asked, still retaining his grip
on Baxter; and secure in the knowledge that while he had three good
men at his back, the stranger stood alone.

Or did the stranger stand alone?

Now he came to give the matter more thought,
Big Tag noticed the two men who lounged across the street. Each
stood with one shoulder resting against the supports of the Wells
Fargo office porch, his hands thumb-hooked into his belt and close
to a weapon. All in all they looked like an exceptionally salty
brace of Texas cowhands, though not hard-case troublemakers like
the Long Rail crew.

The one at the right
looked to be in his late thirties, same as the interloper in the
center of the street. He wore range clothes and a well-worn
Confederate Cavalry campaign hat rode his head, no mean tribute to
its maker for the war was a good ten years over. Despite the hat,
the man had about him that undefinable something which spelled
top-hand. The walnut handled Colt Cavalry Peacemaker riding butt
forward in a low Cavalry twist-hand draw holster at his right side
did not look like a decoration. The man’s leathery, mustached face
was turned towards the Long Rail men, and there was a readiness in
his lounging, lean, angular body.

If the other man did not
have Indian blood, he could sue his face for libel. It was a dark
face with high cheekbones and an aquiline nose, while the mouth
looked like a thin, straight line. He wore a black Stetson hat,
faded buckskin shirt, washed out blue jeans and Comanche moccasins.
While tall and broad shouldered, he did not look heavy or slow on
his feet. Showing a disdain for modern inventions, he toted a brace
of walnut handled 1860 Army Colts in fast draw holsters; the
right-hand gun pointed its butt to the rear, the one at the left
turned forward so as to be available to either hand. In age the
dark man looked around nineteen, but they had been nineteen years
of range country growing and had not left him a soft, easy mark to
push around.

For all that there were two cowhands backing
the interloper who dared challenge Long Rail, or its chosen
representatives in Blantyre, the odds were still in Big Tag’s
favor. He and his three pards drew their pay more on fighting
ability than for knowledge of cattle work. They were not the kind
of opposition most folk cared to stack against. Happen if it came
to a push the two cowhands would back water and drag out. Others
had done so under similar conditions.

“Let loose and clear out
of town!” the man said, not showing the slightest interest in who
Big Tag might be.

“And if I don’t?” Big Tag
snarled.

“I’ll kill you where you
stand,” the man replied.

Nobody could ask to have it explained
plainer than that. Big Tag let out a low snarl and thrust the
storekeeper to one side, letting the knife fall from the other
hand. Then he drove the right hand towards the butt of his gun.

Down and back dropped the
interloper’s hand, stroking the gun from leather in a
sight-defying, though casual-seeming move. Three fingers curled
around the hand-fitting curve of the Colt’s butt. The thumb hooked
over the web of the hammer and drew it back as the gun began to
move. Now the perfect make of the holster showed, for the cylinder
turned as the hammer operated its mechanism in going to the rear.
Yet the man’s forefinger did not enter the trigger-guard until the
gun’s barrel cleared leather and lifted in Big Tag’s direction. For
all that the instant the Colt lined, all was ready to
fire.

Just a bare half-second from the start of
the move, before Big Tag’s knife hit the ground and long before
Baxter stopped staggering from the push, the ivory handled Colt
roared once. Big Tag’s gun had only lifted from the holster lip
when two hundred and fifty grains of lead, powered by thirty grains
of powder, struck him between the eyes. The shocking impact of the
striking bullet flung Big Tag backwards. His body struck the
hitching rail, hung there for a moment, then crumpled face down in
the street.

Even before Big Tag fell,
as soon as his gun dropped from his lifeless fingers, and while
still cocking the Colt on its recoil, the interloper swung to face
the other Long Rail men. At the same moment the two cowhands across
the street sprang forward, showing they had been ready for action,
each stabbing down his good right hand and fetching out a gun as
they moved. Neatly and swiftly they converged on the Long Rail men,
flanking the well-dressed man and watching for any hostile moves,
ready to back his play until the last chip fell.

“You ride for Chisum?”
asked the interloper after all movement died undone on the Long
Rail side.

“Yeah!” growled one of the
trio, trying to sound tougher than he felt. “He ain’t going to like
th—”

If the man in the street felt any concern
for what the Cattle King liked or disliked, he failed to give any
indication of it. The cigar still stuck from the corner of his
mouth, and he managed to speak without removing it. His voice
sounded flat, calm, matter-of-fact, as if he was discussing the
weather.

“I’m John Slaughter,” he
interrupted. “Take your pard and ride. Tell Chisum that I’ll be out
to see him later.”

Quite a fair slew of Blantyre’s citizens had
been witness to the incident on Main Street. While the subdued Long
Rail men set about lifting Big Tag’s body on to the back of his
horse, the citizens gathered around and started to discuss what
they had seen happen.

“That big feller should’ve
knowed better’n stand flapping his lip when Texas John said for him
to get out of town,” one of the crowd told his neighbor. “It’s not
Slaughter’s way to tell anybody twice.”

Slaughter’s way!

From the Mississippi River to the California
Pacific’s shore, from the Rio Grande to the Canadian border folks
talked of Slaughter’s way. They did not refer to a cattle trail, a
railway being built between two great cities, or even a street in a
famous town. They meant the way a certain Texas rancher looked at
life and handled its problems. Slaughter said exactly what he
meant, and did what he said he would do.

Big Tag had been
unfortunate in two ways: first, he had failed to recognize John
Slaughter; second, he failed to obey the other’s order to get out
of town.

Watching the Long Rail men ride out of
town—and their going was far less rowdy than their
arrival—Slaughter pumped an empty shell from his Colt and replaced
it with a loaded round. His two men, the lean, angular Washita
Trace who rode as his foreman, and Burt Alvord who acted as ranch
scout, returned their guns to leather, but did not relax their
vigilance until the departing Long Rail men were gone from
sight.

“Are you all right, Lige?”
Slaughter asked, turning to the storekeeper secure in the knowledge
that two keen-eyed men who he could trust with his life kept watch
on his departing enemies.

“Sure, John,” the
storekeeper replied, straightening his rumpled clothes. “Thanks to
you. Marshal Dale would pick on today of all days to take them
prisoners into the county seat.”

“The missus and
Coonskin’ll be in later,” Slaughter said, not troubling to discuss
the marshal’s absence, for he never wasted words. Taking a sheet of
paper from his pocket, he held it out towards Baxter. “Here’s a
list for you to have ready for when she arrives.”

“You be around when she
comes?” Baxter inquired, taking the note.

“Nope. Tell her I rode out
to see a man.”

“I’ll do that, John,”
Baxter promised.

He knew better than to ask
any questions. Anyways, a man did not need to have the powers of a
Comanche witch-woman to know where Slaughter was headed, or why he
needed to go. Nor did Baxter need to repeat his thanks, Slaughter
knew he felt gratitude for being saved and did not wish to have a
man wasting his time telling him over and over about it.

Slaughter holstered his gun and glanced at
his men, but he did not speak. Neither of them expected, or needed,
him to give orders. None of them chattered a great deal. When they
had something to say, they got it out in as few words as possible.
Right now all three knew what needed doing, so they turned away
from the front of Baxter’s store and walked along the street.

A seventeen-hand black
stallion, an uncut stud of size, beauty and power, stood at the
hitching rail of the Rainbow Saloon. No cow-horse that, it looked
like somebody’s go-to-town mount although better than the usual
animal a cowhand owned. Slaughter went to the black, tightened the
double girths—no Texan used the word cinch—of the low-horned and
well-built saddle, unfastened the reins and swung on to the
animal’s back. A Winchester Model of 1873 rifle rode in Slaughter’s
saddle boot and a well-used rope hung coiled by the
horn.

Mounting his big roan
gelding, Washita Trace lined himself on his boss’s right side,
while Burt Alvord mounted his spot-rumped Appaloosa stallion and
swung to Slaughter’s left. The dark young man cast a glance at the
Winchester Model 1866 rifle in his saddle boot and wondered if he
might find need for the gun folks affectionately called the “old
yellow boy” because of its brass frame’s color.

Side by side the three men rode slowly out
of Blantyre and once on the open range allowed their horses to make
better time. They rode to the south on a mission of some importance
to the peace of the Blantyre County range.


Chapter Two – Slaughter’s
Warning

Each year several southern ranches sent their trail herds north to
the Kansas markets and in doing so crossed John Slaughter’s great
J.S. spread’s range. He neither stopped, nor in any way interfered
with the trail herds, for he knew the other men must go north to
sell their cattle. All Slaughter asked was that they kept moving,
did not over-graze his range, fed on their own beef, and kept their
hands hoorawing of Blantyre City down to reasonable bounds; none of
them unreasonable requests to men who knew the ways of the cattle
business and the ways of Texas cowhands on a spree.

Most folks took notice of what John
Slaughter said, for it was not his way to waste time in repeated
warnings. Way Slaughter saw it, once telling ought to be enough for
any man. After one warning Slaughter stopped talking and acted. His
actions were fast, deadly and very effective.

Folks called John Chisum
the Cattle King in those days and most of them stepped warily in
his presence. Down south, over the New Mexico line at Bosque
Grande, he ran an enormous spread with more cattle on it than he
could ever count for his tally book. His cowhands burned the line
from shoulder to rump on everything with four legs, horns, a tail
and a bellow that they found on or near his land, and called the
mark the Long Rail. It was rumored they also ran the brand, or
placed the jingle-bob ear mark on men who crossed their path for
Chisum called his men “warriors” and selected them for their
ability with their guns.

When Chisum took a herd to
market, he trailed along a good force of his “warriors.” While they
might lack some of the skill of better cowhands, Chisum did not
care. The way his herds increased in number during the long drive
north often surprised less talented people, despite the old saying
that a trail boss was a man who started out with a herd, fed beef
to his men all the way north, lost a few head on the trip and still
reached the pens with more than he started out driving. A good
trail boss might increase his number by fifty or a hundred head.
Chisum rarely finished a drive with less than two hundred and fifty
more than his original gather.

The Long Rail’s herd had been bedded down
early, due to the return of Big Tag’s party from town. Leaving the
cattle settled down to graze and rest on an open piece of ground
well clear of any ravine or clump of trees that could harbor a bear
or pack of wolves which might emerge in the darkness and spook the
herd, the hands gathered in the camp. Their cook had chosen a
pleasant spot, by a spring of clear water and on level ground at
the foot of a gentle, bush dotted slope.

After attending to the burial of Big Tag,
the men gathered to settle around the fire and lounge at ease while
discussing what action they ought to take against John Slaughter
and the erring town of Blantyre to reassert the Long Rail’s
hard-case reputation. Loyalty to their spread did not lead them to
this line of thought. All knew the advantage their reputation gave
them. Few people would go against Long Rail, and it was not
advisable to let one town get far away with it lest others take
heart.

Only the cook and his louse appeared to be
doing any work and neither of them gave any great energy to their
duties. The louse shoved a couple of logs on to the fire and the
cook gave the inevitable pot of stew a leisurely stir. All the
other men lazed around and waited for their meal.

Suddenly one of the hard-cases stirred,
jerking his thumb up the slope and letting forth a string of
low-spoken curses. His words and action brought the attention of
every other man to the slope and they studied the rider who
approached. Before he was half way down the slope, every man knew
him to be the killer of Big Tag, and wondered why he chanced coming
to their camp.

“Hello the camp,”
Slaughter called, halting his horse beyond the chuck wagon. “Can I
come in?”

Not until he received
permission to enter did Slaughter swing from his saddle, leave the
black stallion standing with trailing reins, and enter the camp
area. A trail drive’s camp was its mobile home and received the
same courtesy as did the spread’s main house. Ignoring the looks
thrown at him by the sullen hard-cases, Slaughter walked by the
chuck wagon and across the open space to where John Chisum, the
Cattle King, sat enthroned on an old chuck box before the bed
wagon.

For all that he owned a
great ranch and vast herds of cattle, Chisum wore clothes most of
his men would have been ashamed to be seen in. A cheap Woolsey hat
perched on his bald head and protected it from the elements. His
sun-reddened face looked frank, open and jovial, the kind of face a
man felt impelled to trust on sight—unless one happened to look at
the eyes. They did not seem to hold the same warmth and twinkle of
friendship as the rest of his face, but were cold, calculating and
gave warning of the real man beneath the smiling exterior. Far too
many people failed, until too late, to notice the eyes. For the
rest, he wore a frayed bandana, cheap hickory shirt and old
calfskin vest, patched levis and ready-to-wear boots, which no
cowhand worth his salt would be seen dead wearing.

The most noticeable thing
about Chisum, it caught the eye in Texas even before one noticed
the poverty of his dress, was that he did not wear a gun. The way
Chisum saw it, any man who wore a gun and treated folks as Chisum
did would most likely wind up one day having to use that gun to
defend himself. So Chisum went unarmed and left any fighting—with
its attendant risk of getting wounded or even killed—to his
“warriors.”

For that reason Chisum paid his men fighting
wages, not that he was being in any way over-generous, for the men
earned their pay. Besides, he always won back a good portion of
their pay at poker or in other games of chance where, the way he
played them, there was but little chance of his losing.

It said much for Chisum’s
ability to talk a bird down out of a tree that he managed to stay
alive and without needing a gun in such company Yet, strange as it
may seem, those hard-cases never gave a thought to the fact that
Chisum invariably wound up as the ultimate winner in any game of
chance they joined. Sure a man lost money in the games; but why
worry? Uncle John Chisum would always see a man through until the
next pay day, keep him in food and liquor, and always with a
friendly smile and happy word. That was how all the men felt—and
just how Chisum hoped they might continue to feel. He spent a
considerable amount of time and thought on keeping his “warriors”
happy and contented.

“Howdy, Texas John,”
Chisum greeted, rising and showing no signs of ill feeling as he
held out his hand.

“You got my word?” replied
Slaughter, not taking the offered hand.

“I got it,” Chisum agreed,
his face losing the smile for an instant and showing the true man
underneath, then going back to its habitual expression. “Set a
spell and eat. Cookie’s just tossing up a beef stew. Hide of the
steer he used’s right over there, got a Box O brand on
it.”

Slaughter turned his eyes
to where a steer’s hide hung stretching on a rack by the chuck
wagon. Its brand showed plainly, a square outline around a letter
“O.” He knew the Box O to be a ranch some distance to the southwest
of his place, a small spread as Texas cattle outfits
went.

“You own the Box O now,
Mr. Chisum?” Slaughter asked.

A slight frown creased
Chisum’s brow and the smile wiped off his face again for a
flickering instance. Chisum had been long enough in cattle country
to have heard the old range saying, “If a Texan calls you ‘mister’
once, he’s curious; if he calls it you after he knows you name, he
doesn’t like you.”

The smile came back and
Chisum reached behind the box he had been seated upon. He lifted up
a foot-long piece of zinc stovepipe with a waterproof canvas cover
at each end. Lifting one of the covers, he rummaged around inside
the pipe and looked at Slaughter.

“Got me a
power-of-attorney note in here authorizing me to collect and drive
to market any Box O cattle I see on the trail.”

“Don’t bother looking,”
Slaughter replied dryly, “I reckon it’ll be in there
someplace.”

Often during the past few years Slaughter
had heard of the power-of-attorney notes Chisum kept in that piece
of zinc pipe. They formed the source of the Cattle King’s wealth;
and represented as neat a piece of legal skullduggery as had been
pulled off since Peter Minuit bought Manhattan Island from the
Indians for the equivalent of twenty-five dollars.

When the meeting at the
Appomattox Court House brought an end to the War Between the
States, Texas men returned to their homes and found their herds of
longhorn cattle scattered, either roaming wild over the range
country, or stolen by Comanches or Mexicans. Around the same time
Chisum, Charles Goodnight and other far-sighted men started the
first trail drives, running cattle into New Mexico where the U.S.
Army had large numbers of Apaches to feed. Other ranchers, who
could not spare the time or lacked the knowledge to make such
drives, asked Chisum to take their cattle along. Never one to do
anything for nothing, Chisum’s first inclination had been to
refuse. Then he had an inspiration. He agreed to drive the other
men’s cattle to market for a share of the sale price, and their
power-of-attorney to gather any of their stock he might find in his
travels.

With his friendly smile,
Chisum charmed hardheaded businessmen into signing the notes.
Mostly they failed to see anything wrong in the suggestion and went
along with it as the only way they could sell off their cattle.
What they forgot was the strayed and stolen cattle. Chisum had
forgotten neither. He gathered the notes authorizing him to collect
the branded stock of dozens of ranchers, keeping the papers in the
length of zinc stovepipe. Once he had the notes, Chisum called his
“warriors” together and they went out into the range country. Along
with all the unbranded stuff he found, he collected every head of
branded stock belonging to the ranchers wherever he found such
animals.

In such a manner Chisum built up his vast
herds and founded his fortune. The unbranded animals were given the
Long Rail brand, no matter what mark their mothers might have
carried. At first the ranchers received—well—a portion of the money
brought by Chisum’s sale of their stock; which they thought was
better than nothing. It had been many years since last he paid out
anything and the signers of the notes had for the most part written
them off as a loss. Chisum did not part with the notes though, they
still gave him a valuable source of income.

Usually the stovepipe was
kept in the Salamander safe at his ranch, but when he was on the
trail he carried it along in the bed wagon. He had only fetched it
out ready to confront Slaughter with proof of his honesty, if the
Texan asked questions about the animal which formed the trail
crew’s evening meal.

“Do you always feed your
hands on other folks’ beef?” Slaughter asked.

“The poor fool critter
bust its leg, John,” Chisum answered, still holding the smile which
did not reach his eyes. “Now we couldn’t let it lie and suffer for
days, and it’d’ve been a mortal sin to leave all that there good
meat to rot on the range, wouldn’t it?”

“Likely,” Slaughter said.
“Mind one thing, though.”

“Yeah?”

“Up north of here about
twenty miles there’s a stream. Over the other side of it the slow
elk and big antelope are plumb poisonous. Can ruin a man’s appetite
permanently, happen he takes to eating them—it’s my range beyond
that stream.”

Again Chisum momentarily lost his smile.
Slow elk and big antelope were the range names for cattle butchered
for eating by folks who did not own them. There were many ranchers
throughout the West, Chisum more than most, who boasted they did
not know how their own beef tasted and that they would rather eat
their own kin than stock which could be sold.

Only it seemed that the ruling did not apply
when crossing Texas John Slaughter’s land.

With an effort Chisum
fought the friendly smile back on to his face, but he sounded more
than a mite sullen and angry as he replied, “I’ll mind it, John.
There are some here as reckon you was a mite hard on Big Tag back
in that town.”

“I’m standing here afore
them,” Slaughter answered, looking around him. “If anybody’s got
anything to say, let him get up on his hind legs and say
it.”

Not one of Chisum’s
hard-case crew offered to pick up Slaughter’s tossed-down gauntlet
and accept his challenge. They noted the relaxed manner in which
Slaughter stood, and how his gun hung so handily to his grip. Every
man around the fire knew how fast Big Tag had been with a gun, and
here stood the man who licked him. From the way they heard it,
allowing for exaggerations to excuse why the other three failed to
do anything more decisive than toting their pard’s body back to
camp, Big Tag died of a sudden and fatal case of slow. That being
so, none of the others aimed to try and take up where he
unavoidably left off. At least not in a fair fight and standing
face to face.

“Shucks, John,” Chisum
went on, after a disappointing pause while he waited for one of his
“warriors” to get up and show his mettle. “Ain’t none of us wants
fuss with you. There wasn’t no real harm in Big Tag, he was just a
mite wild at times and maybe talked a piece too loud.”

If Chisum expected his words would draw any
comment from Slaughter, he was to be disappointed. For a few
seconds he waited for the grim-faced Texan to speak, then gave it
up in disgust and carried on:

“All we want to do is
cross your range and take a herd to market.”

“Which same I’ve never
stopped anybody from doing,” Slaughter replied. “As long as he
minded my words.”

Without another word Slaughter turned on his
heel and started to walk back to his horse. He had faced the entire
camp down, bearded the lion in his den, and knew that Chisum would
think twice before breaking the J.S.’s rules of conduct.

One of the trio who had accompanied Big Tag
to and from town, and who still smarted under the stigma of
failure, dropped his hand towards the butt of his Colt and studied
Slaughter’s back. Chisum saw the start of the move and deliberately
turned his back on the scene, placing the stovepipe deed container
behind the chow box he used for a seat. None of the other men
moved, either to assist their colleague or to warn Slaughter. The
man’s gun came from leather and started to line

The flat bark of a rifle sounded from among
the bushes on the slope overlooking Chisum’s camp. A scream left
the would-be killer’s lips as a bullet smashed his shoulder.
Dropping his gun, the man spun around and went down.

Almost before the echoes of the shot bounced
back, Slaughter whirled to face the
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