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He had been a horse thief once. Now his past
was about to hang him …

His name was Shan Tyree, and sometimes it
seemed that he’d known nothing but trouble all his life. Now he
wanted to play it straight.

“You go straight?” Doc had
grinned at him. “Yeah—until the first time you lay eyes on a horse
with perfect conformation and somebody else’s brand. Then your
hands’ll start to itchin’, and your mouth to waterin’, and next
thing you know, you’ll be on him with a necktie party right behind
you. Face up to it, Shan. With some men it’s booze and others it’s
women or cards. But with and me—other peoples’ horses will be the
death of us!”
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Chapter
One

His name was Shannon Tyree, and sometimes
it seemed to him that he’d had nothing but trouble all his life—the
cause of it always the same. It would seem, he thought, as his
tired mount stumbled under him, that a man who had come as close to
hanging as he had in California would finally learn. But no—he’d
gone and done it again; and this time, with twenty Mexicans armed
with antique guns and long, razor-keen lances after him, there was
not much doubt that this would be his final lesson. They had fresh
horses, plenty of them, and they could chase him in relays.
Meanwhile, no matter how expertly he handled his own mount, it was
reaching the end of its endurance. He could feel its barrel pumping
beneath his thighs like an overworked bellows; it and he both were
crusted with its lather, that dried instantly in the furnace wind
off the Llano Estacado. There were four cartridges left in his
Henry rifle and two in his battered Remington revolver. So, he
thought, reining in the exhausted dun, Doc was right.

Tyree swung down, a tall man in his late
twenties, face burnt saddle-leather color by the sun, blue eyes
fanned with wrinkles that came as much from smiling as from
squinting, his long legs lean and hairpin-bowed from a lifetime
spent on horseback. Since he could run no longer, he had to make a
stand; and here on this kind of shelf, with a clump of waist-high
boulders for cover, was as good a place as any. He ground-reined
the horse, scuttled to cover behind the rocks, and as he sprawled
behind them the voice of Doc Meredith seemed to ring in his ears
again.

“Go
straight?” Doc had grinned, punched him on the arm. “Yeah, until
the first time you lay eyes on a hot-blood with perfect
conformation and somebody else’s brand. Then your hands’ll start to
itchin’ and your mouth to waterin’, and the next thing you know,
you’ll be on him with a necktie party right behind you. Face up to
it, friend-boy. With some men it’s booze and others it’s women or
cards. But with you and me—other people’s horses will be the death
of us!”

And so, Shan Tyree thought with
more wryness than bitterness, Doc had known him better than he had
known himself. Still, by God, not even Doc could blame him for the
excitement that Mexican’s big chestnut stud had kindled in him. That was
the closest to a perfect piece of horseflesh he had seen in years.
And with just a shade more luck he would have made it out of
the cibolero camp with the stallion without being caught. The whole
trouble was, he thought, managing a ghost of a crooked grin, you
couldn’t trust a Mexican. They just wouldn’t let a good, honest
horse thief go about his business in peace.

Then he sobered, squinting
through a hole between the rocks. They were still coming, the heatwaves
shimmering up off the rugged slope that was the rise of the caprock
of the Staked Plains making them appear strange, vaporous,
insubstantial, like riders in a nightmare. Sun glinted off of rifle
barrels, lance points, as, seeing him go to ground, they spread out
a little, taking their time now, knowing that they had him.
Watching them come on, he felt the grudging admiration of one
professional for another.

Their mounts were superb—and
the riders were probably some of the best horsemen in the world. In their
business, they had to be. The ciboleros were professional buffalo hunters—and they ran
down and killed their prey with lances instead of guns. Which, he
thought, was the way they probably would take him.

They were still too far away
for a shot. He waited, checking the action of the rifle, not
bothering about the handgun. It would be of no use for defense; he would
probably not even draw it until the last, and then only to use one
of its two loads on himself. Being hacked to death by spears was
not the way he aimed to go.

God, it was hot here; that
damned wind sucked the juice clean out of you! He mopped his face
with his bandanna, begrudging the moisture it sopped up.
Doc,
he thought.
I
should have
listened to him when we split up...


That had been in Silver City,
Nevada, where the two of them were reasonably safe from the
hangman’s
noose and Shan Tyree had had time to think. He had, in fact, been
thinking hard even before the posse had taken Big-nose Jackson,
Fred Gilbert, and Fernando Ruiz and swung all three of them from a
live-oak tree with no trial or ceremony, leaving the bodies
dangling as a warning to all other horse thieves. Sitting in a bar
in the Nevada boomtown, drinking bad whiskey that cost too much,
what had been working in him surfaced. “Doc,” he’d said, “it’s
over.”

Doc Meredith, leaning back in
his chair, arched pale brows. He had a round face and fine, silky
blond hair that made him look like an overgrown baby, and he was
almost always smiling, even in the tightest spots.
“What’s
over?”

“All
of it,” Tyree lowered his voice. “It’s just God’s mercy that you
and me weren’t with Big-nose and the others when they was took. If
we hadn’t been scoutin’ that bunch over near Mariposa, they’d have
took us, too. Anyhow, we don’t dare go back to California. They
know we were part of the gang and if we do, we’ll stretch rope like
the rest did.” He found a thin, black cigar and lit it. “All I know
is, I made up my mind when we cut Big-nose and the others down—what
was left of ’em. That ain’t the way I intend to end up. So I’m
kickin’ the game, I’m out of it. I’m goin’ straight.”

Doc set down his glass.
“Now, wait a
minute, friend-boy—”

“No, I
mean it this time.” Searching his own soul, Shan was surprised to
find it true. “Look at us. Both of us damn near thirty, neither one
of us what you’d call stupid in general, and when it comes to
horseflesh and how to handle it, I bet there ain’t a man in
California can come within a mile of us. We’ve worked hard and
we’ve risked our necks, and what the hell we got to show for it?
Hang-nooses with our names on ’em back in California, my dun and
your sorrel, our gear and blankets, and maybe sixty bucks between
us....”

“Fifty-eight after these two shots of rotten
booze—”

“Fifty-eight, then. Hell’s fire, we coulda worked for wages
and come out better. Or mustanged on our own. Gone into the Army
remount business, married, settled down—”

“Well,
sure, friend-boy. And if a bullfrog had wings, it wouldn’t bump its
ass ever’ time it hopped, neither.” Doc’s smile widened as he
leaned across the table. “But what about the fun, the excitement,
the big money we made and spent? And what about the horses—the good
horses, the really fine ones that we couldn’ta afforded tryin’ to
git ’em straight, not in a month of Sundays, that we’ve rode and
handled—and that belonged to us, for a little while, at least.” He
shook his head. “Go straight?” He reached across the table,
knuckled Tyree’s arm. “You can’t help yourself! Oh, I know. You can
walk past a thousand hammerheaded, broomtailed cold bloods and stay
straight as a string! But then comes that one horse, that special
horse ... There ain’t no point in fightin’ it, friend-boy. And when
you’re made like we are, there ain’t but one way to go—live fast,
ride hard, and let the dice fall the way they roll. Now, we been
together five years and we make a damned good team. This ain’t no
time to split up. I figured we’d head on east a ways, Colorado,
maybe, or Injun Territory and get some boys together
and—”

“No.”
Shan drained his glass. “I’m bound for Texas.”

“Okay.
Texas, then. Only they play a little rougher down
there—”

Shannon Tyree looked at Doc
Meredith. “Alone,” he said. “I figured to make Texas alone. They say
it’s a good place to start over.”

For the first time,
Doc’s smile
went away. Then, despite the round face, the silky hair, he did not
look so much like a baby. Then it was easier for Shan Tyree to
remember that while he himself had never killed a man, Doc could
have claimed four notches on his gun butt. “Now, friend-boy ...”
Doc began. But his eyes met Tyree’s and his voice faded. After a
moment the smile came back, he shrugged. “Well, if that’s the way
it is, I can’t stop you. All I can do is wish you luck.”

“Doc...”

“Hell,
skip it. You want one thing, I want another. Just because we’re the
best friends each other ever had don’t mean we’re married to each
other. Now— Let’s have another drink, and then we’ll divvy up the
money.”




The Mexicans down there on the
slope were closer now, would soon be within good rifle range. Still
mounted—they did everything on horseback—they came warily, using
the lay of the land, every bit of cover there was. Shan
Tyree’s
hands sweated on the rifle. Soon he was going to have to kill his
first man. But it was a case of have-to. He just couldn’t lie here
with bullets in his gun and let the ciboleros spear him to death, no matter how much he
might have it coming—

He had bumped into their camp
two days ago, east of here on the buffalo range: a dozen
big-wheeled, primitive wagons corralled to make a fort, rack upon
rack of fresh-killed meat drying in the sun, barrel upon barrel of
buffalo tongues being laid down in salt. At first he had been wary;
almost, he had ridden around them. But they were the first other
humans he had seen in ten days of travel across this endless land,
and the smoke of their campfires, the laughter of their women, and
the whinnying of their superb caballada drew him irresistibly.

Next to Indians, they were the
wildest, fiercest bunch of people he’d ever met. Whole families of them, up
from Chihuahua, the men went out every day on buffalo surrounds,
mounted on fast, brave, well-trained horses—and because guns and
ammunition were too expensive for all the killing they had to do,
they ran down the fat young cows, riding hard alongside, risking
their own destruction in the stampeding herd, and rammed home
razor-keen lances with eight-foot, even twelve-foot, shafts. Later
the jerked meat and salted tongues would bring premium prices in
northern Mexico, where it was a staple of the diet.

All this he learned after they
accepted him. At first they had not been happy to see a
gringo,
but when it turned
out that he was fluent in their language, albeit with a different
accent, and as adept at their kind of horsemanship as they, and
maybe even more so, their wariness yielded to the instinctive
hospitality and graciousness so much a part of the makeup of the
ordinary Mexican. Only with the one called Gregorio Velasco had
there been any trouble.

Velasco was not their leader,
but he wanted to be; a tall man with a drooping black mustache and
a long scar down one side of his face. Clad like the others in
leather, he was one of the few who affected any
ornamentation: braid on his sombrero, silver conchas on his pants-legs,
big Chihuahua spurs, though his fine chestnut stallion never
required their touch. Full of pride and arrogance, he swaggered
through the camp like a cockerel, making no secret of his contempt
for norteamericanos in general and Californios in particular. “So. That’s a horse?” he’d
sneered, running his eyes over Tyree’s dun. “Where I come from,
we’d call it a burro.” Velasco had spat. “Gringo-trained, and
ruined, completely ruined.”

Shan Tyree was not a man who
lost his temper easily, and he’d only grinned and nodded. In a way, he agreed
with Velasco—the dun was a good, sturdy animal with speed and
bottom, but it had been broken by an American bronc stomper long
before Tyree had stolen it—a few sacking-outs, a couple of
bridlings and saddlings, and then all the fight ridden out of it in
two or three fierce sessions, after which it was considered a
trained horse. By contrast, if Tyree himself had had the breaking
of it, he’d have handled the animal precisely as Velasco himself
would have, using a hackamore to preserve the fineness of its
mouth, taking weeks, not days to make a working horse out of it.
And when he’d finished, it would have been instantly responsive to
the faintest signal of rein or knee or heel, able to stop on a dime
from a dead run, then pivot, back up or crabwalk, whatever was
demanded of it. After such training, horse and rider became part of
one another, a single unit—but it was a process that took time, and
time was something American ranchers, unlike Mexican
ciboleros,
counted as
money.

“Now
I’ll show you a real horse,” Velasco said and whistled softly. That was when
Tyree saw the chestnut stallion for the first time. And promptly
fell in love with it and knew he had to have it.

The animal came from behind a wagon, crested
neck arched, sleek hide gleaming in the sun, and somehow it seemed
to float across the ground as it ran to its scar-faced master. It
was such a horse as he had never seen before and perhaps would
never see again, with the blood of the Barb showing plainly in it
and tall and strong and supple, flawless from nose to tail.
Unsaddled, unbridled, it nuzzled Velasco and he leaped to its back.
Then, using only the pressure of his knees, he put it through its
paces. And Tyree watched, mouth dry with an old, familiar greed.
Before Velasco had dismounted, grinning triumphantly, he was
already planning how to steal it.

“You
see? No norteamericano could ever train such an animal!” Velasco’s grin
was mocking as he dismounted.

“I
could,” Tyree said.

Velasco only laughed, spat,
turned away. All right, you cocky sonofabitch, Tyree thought, the decision firm
within him now. That contemptuous dismissal of his horsemanship had
been like a slap across the mouth.

So, patiently, fitting into the
camp and its operations as best he could, he spent the next
twenty-four hours sizing up his chances. If he could only stay long
enough with the buffalo hunters, he was bound to have an
opportunity. And, watching Velasco, any twinge of conscience
quickly faded. Even among his own people the man was feared and
hated. Priding himself on his ability as a knife-fighter, Velasco
had an almost insane readiness to use his blade in the most minor
of disputes. Worse, he was the only womanless man in camp—and no
man’s wife
or daughter was safe, Tyree caught the rumor, from Gregorio
Velasco.

But none of that made it easier
to steal the stud. The ciboleros lived in constant fear of Comanches, and each man
kept his best mount tied to a wagon at night in case of a raid.
Velasco slept almost under the hooves of the big chestnut, bringing
it in at twilight after it had grazed. There was only one way to
get it—Indian style. About two in the morning, when men slept most
soundly, Tyree would have to make his play, sneak across the camp,
cut the stallion’s mecate, mount and ride before anybody knew what was happening.
Given the slightest head start, there was no doubt about the
stallion outrunning any other horse in camp.

He was careful that
night to pay no
particular attention to the stud after Velasco had tethered it. But
Velasco was paying attention to him. As they sat around the
campfire after a meal of roasted hump ribs and tortillas, Velasco’s
dark eyes sought him out. “Hey, gringo.” His tone made the insulting term more so.
“That’s a pretty nice rifle you’ve got on your saddle, that Henry,
that repeater. What’ll you take for it, eh?”

Tyree’s eyes flickered to his own mount,
saddled, bridled, tied to a cart shaft, and the Henry in its
scabbard, the best, most modern long-gun in the whole
cibolero
camp. He made a
joke of his answer. “Trade it to you for the chestnut
stud.”

Everybody laughed and Velasco
snorted. “Gringo talk, all right, all words, no brains. Now be serious.
What’ll you take for the gun? I want it.”

“Sorry,” Tyree said. “It’s not for sale.”

Velasco studied him a moment,
silently. “Everything has its price,” he said at last. He got
casually to his feet. “Even a man’s life.”

There was silence around the
fire. Slowly Shannon Tyree arose, no threat in his posture, but his
right hand dropping casually close to his holstered
Remington. “Why,” he said, “I suppose you’re right about that. I have
seen some lives sold very cheaply.” He was good with a gun, fast;
Doc had taught him that, and Doc was one of the best; and he had
learned on his own that a willingness to fight when challenged
saved a man more fighting than it led to.

It did, now. There was a rusty
old handgun of uncertain make jammed in Velasco’s sash, but cold steel was his
specialty, and he knew the American would never let him get close
enough to use it. His eyes locked with Tyree’s for a moment. Then,
coolly, he shrugged and turned away. Later Tyree saw him sitting by
the tethered stud, whetting his lance point on a stone.

Meanwhile the other
ciboleros
looked at him with
growing hostility. They might hate and fear Velasco, but he was one
of their own; they had not liked a gringo facing him down. So his welcome was worn
out anyhow, Tyree told himself, and it had to be tonight. He waited
a few disarming moments, then slipped into his blankets next to the
tethered dim. Before long, the fire had died to a pale red glow and
everyone except the night guards outside the corralled wagons was
asleep.

Time crawled by. Coyotes and
wolves fought in the distance over the remains of the last kills
made by the ciboleros. The closely guarded horse herd outside the wagon circle
grazed peaceably. Tyree rubbed tobacco in his eyes to keep awake as
billions of stars wheeled across the enormous sky. Staring at them,
he wrestled with his own conscience. Like a goddam drunk, he thought. But the lust for
that stallion, the need to have it, was too strong to be conquered.
He despised, hated, that weakness in himself, but there was nothing
he could do about it. And now it was time...

He raised himself slightly; no
one stirred. The stallion was only thirty yards away, across the
corral of wagons. Velasco seemed to be sleeping quietly in his
blankets. Tyree opened his pocketknife, grasped the rifle, made sure his
Remington was in its holster. He would have to leave a lot
behind—but he would sacrifice the dun, his bedroll, all his gear
for the chestnut.

He had already removed his spurs, lest they
jingle. Now, in one quick dash, he came up, running soundlessly
toward the tethered stud.

Then a sound behind him made him halt and
whirl. A dark shadow had stepped from behind the wagon to which his
dun was tied, had thrust down hard into his empty bedroll with a
lance.

That one frozen instant cost
Tyree the stallion. Velasco’s grunt of surprise as the lance head penetrated
only blankets was loud in the silence. Then the Mexican had turned,
seen Tyree standing there, and, without hesitation, lance head out,
had charged.

Instinctively, Tyree raised the
rifle, fired. Velasco’s leg went out from under him; he pitched forward
on the ground, yelling in a pain-wrenched voice, “Help! The
gringo
bastard tries to
kill me!”

The night guards were already
jumping between the wagons into the circle. Others came up out of
their blankets. Blocked off from the stud, Tyree wasted no more
time on the fallen cibolero. Instinctively he ran toward his dun, slipped the reins, hit
the saddle without touching stirrup. “He tried to steal my horse!”
he heard Velasco scream behind him. Then the dun had leaped a pair
of cart-shafts, was thundering through the darkness, headed west.
Tyree bent low in the saddle, but there were no following shots.
Only cursing, confusion, and then the drum of hoofbeats as men
mounted, rode, in prompt pursuit.




And now, he thought, watching
them come up the slope, they had him. And the irony of it was that,
had he been an honest man and not a horse thief,
he’d already
be long dead. He and Velasco had been playing the same game, his
prize the stud, Velasco’s his guns, gear, and vengeance for the
facing down. Maybe they were both getting what they
deserved.

Anyhow, his life hung in the
balance now, he must do something. Still, he had no quarrel with those men who
stalked him and who had given him their hospitality. His mind
worked swiftly, searching for an out. Then it seized the one chance
he had.... Tyree opened fire.

The first slug raked a
horse’s
rump, sent it plunging. The second plowed a furrow across the flank
of another animal and it too went mad with pain, suddenly
uncontrollable. The other ciboleros stared, halting their advance, and Tyree somehow
found a grin. These were brave men who risked their lives every day
and put little value on them. But what they did value was their
horses—and now, levering another shell into the chamber, he roared
his warning.

“Go
back!” he bawled in Spanish. “I have no quarrel with you! But if
you don’t go back, I’ll kill your horses, every one of them!” For
emphasis, he fired again, and another mount creased by a bullet
whirled and went to bucking.

Tyree held his breath. They had no way of
knowing the threat was doubly empty. He would almost sooner kill a
man than a horse, but they could not know that—and could not know,
either, that he was down to only three rounds of ammunition for
rifle and six-gun combined. The sun beat down on him ferociously as
he waited, bathed in sweat. Then his pulse began to hammer with the
rise of hope.

They were indeed dropping back. He watched
as they turned their horses, on which the livings of themselves,
their wives and children, hung. Riding hard, they put themselves
out of rifle range, gathered in council far below, only tiny dots
in the shimmering heat. There was much argument among them; some,
maybe most, would be insisting Velasco was not worth it...
maybe.

The council went on for a long
time. Then two men detached themselves from it, and Tyree swore.
That pair of hotheads would not give up. While the others held
back, they came charging up the slope, riding superbly, low in the
saddle, horses zigzagging, lances at the ready. Tyree sucked in breath.
Well, he would have to do it. Carefully he lined the Henry,
selecting the worst of the pair of horses. Hoping he had the proper
lead, he squeezed off his last round for the rifle.

The horse, a lathered bay with
a fine and gallant stride, went down as the gun roared. Its rider
pitched from the saddle, and his head struck a rock and neither he
nor the animal moved again. The other cibolero whirled his mount, dashed for his
fallen comrade. Tyree drew the Remington, sent a bullet down the
slope, and missed. Then he swore in admiration as the Mexican
leaned from the saddle at a dead run, seized the slack of his
fallen comrade’s jacket, dragged him up. Reviving, the
horseless cibolero caught a stirrup leather, and with a twist of his body was
up behind the saddle. Tyree fired the last shot in the Remington to
speed the double-riding pair on their way as the man in the saddle
turned his mount, racing it back down the slope.

“And
that,” he said aloud, “is the last button on Gabe’s britches.” If
they still wanted him, all they had to do was come and get him. He
could only wait and hope he’d proved that the game was not worth
the candle.

His throat was raspy dry; he swigged briefly
from his canteen. There was not a lot in it, and the single swallow
of tepid fluid was unsatisfying. Damn it, were they going to jaw
all day down yonder? Time crawled by as the knot of men on the
bench argued.

And finally made their
decision. Shan Tyree watched tensely as they spread out into line.
The sun glittered on the heads of uplifted lances. Then they
spurred their horses, and Shan’s breath went out in a long, whistling gust. For
they were not charging again—they were turning tail, galloping off
toward the east, back to camp. Weak with the release of tension, he
leaned back against a rock. So, he thought. They figured one horse was already too much to pay
for Velasco’s leg and honor....

He sat there for several
minutes, then wearily arose. He was still not out of the soup, not
by any means. He looked up at the brassy sky as he gathered up the
tired dun’s
reins. Alone in Comanche country, with not a cartridge left to his
name, a worn-out horse and not much more water in the canteen than
spit in his mouth. He surveyed the jumbled land towering above him.
Well, at least he was alive. Mounting, he let the dun pick its own
way up the slope, and by nightfall he was over the caprock’s rim
and on the vastness of the great, treeless grassland that men
called the Llano Estacado—the Staked Plains.




Chapter Two

He had once gone out on a
fishing boat from Monterey, and when land had been left far behind,
the sea had been like this—enormous, rising and falling in
continuous swells, the wind unceasing. As on the ocean, a man could
see for miles, clear to the horizon; the only difference was the
giant yucca that studded the plains, the cholla, and an occasional
clump of mesquite which had sunk its taproots dozens of feet
beneath the surface of the ground in search of moisture. He had the
odd feeling that he was a man adrift at sea, the horse beneath him
his small boat; and it was a sensation of awesome, terrible
loneliness. And he began to wonder if he would survive. The
presence of game—deer, antelope, buffalo—was a mockery, for he had
nothing with which to kill it. And there were sharks,
too, on this sea of
land—the Comanches—and just as dangerous as any man-eaters of the
deep.

Still, he was not a man whose
spirits could stay down for long. Hope came easier to him than
despair, laughter easier than a frown. He was not accustomed to
borrowing trouble, or looking farther ahead than the next frolic,
fight, or bottle—or the next raid on somebody’s horses. What was past was
forgotten, what lay ahead not worth worrying about until it
happened. That was why he and Doc had hit it off so
well.

All the same, traveling across
this sort
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