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While the blizzard raged outside, the cabin
trembled, its beams creaking in the night. Thrown together by the
storm and forced into each other’s company, seven men and a girl
strained against the intimate confinement, their nerves rubbed
raw.

There were the saddlebags full of gold,
hidden somewhere on the premises. There was the feud between the
rancher and the homesteader, ready to break out anew at any moment.
There was the matter of the buffalo gun, which had already killed a
deputy and could be brought out to kill again. And, above all,
there was the half-breed girl, fair game for men who believed in
taking what they wanted, at the point of a gun, if necessary.

Two, three days? No one knew how long the
storm would last. And nobody knew how long human nerves could stand
the strain. All that was certain was that trouble would come—and
someone would die!

Forced into each other's company by a
blizzard, their nerves tortured by the close confinement of an
isolated cabin, they waited for the inevitable. It was lawman
against desperado, fair play against sneak attack; there was gold
to be fought over, and feuds to be settled. And, above all, there
was the primitive maneuvering for the favors of the only woman in
sight.

The explosive mixture was there, waiting to
be set off by one rash word, one unleashed temper, one restless
gun.
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CHAPTER I

 


JIM BRAND SAT his calico horse with gloved
hands folded over the saddlehorn, and frowned down at the corpse.
It lay at a tired angle in the cold, with the driving wind building
a wind-flurried snowdrift across it.

Grunting with weary and petulant displeasure,
Jim Brand dismounted stiffly and left the calico horse with reins
trailing, crouched over the dead man and brushed snow off the
blue-hued face to look at it. He murmured an oath and shivered a
little, against the cold, and stooped squinting at the calm, dead
countenance. Nothing was familiar about it until, brushing powder
snow off the coat, he found pinned to the lapel a ball-pointed
star. Deputy sheriff.

Brand rocked back on his heels to think that
over. “Damn,” he said aloud to the corpse, and if it had been the
old days he would have simply mounted up and ridden away,
judiciously avoiding the implications of the whole business.

As it was, he lifted his bleak, sardonic
glance to the northern sky and considered the tall, broad wall of
black cloud covering that half of the world, trying to judge the
speed at which it was rushing forward to meet him. Mountaintops
were lost in its scudding darkness; it was a low, dark overhang
that obscured everything in that direction. A light, chill breeze
swept the plateau flats, cooling his flesh and making him hunch his
neck inside the sheepskin collar of his mackinaw. He pulled the
battered hat lower across his eyes and, touched by a mounting
irritation, returned his discomfited attention to the dead
deputy.

It was a very large bullet hole in the left
chest, just beside the ball-pointed star, that had caused the
deputy’s instant death. Jim Brand grunted, taking note of the
powder burns on the frayed hole in the man’s coat. So it had been
pointblank, then. Either the deputy’s murderer had been unsure of
his marksmanship or else he had accosted the deputy in a friendly
way.

The deputy’s gun was still in its holster,
tied down by a rawhide strap about the hammer. Brand lifted it out
and found that it had not been fired.

What he found on several papers in a worn
wallet told him very little beyond the deputy’s name, which was
John Henry Kirby. “A likely enough name,” Brand observed wryly.
“Well, John Henry, I hope you’re warm enough now.” It was probably
as close as he would get to saying a prayer over the dead man.

There were four dollars and some odd change
in the man’s pocket, and after a small struggle with his
principles, Jim Brand decided to leave the money where it was. The
truth was he had left Spanish Flat three days ago at the high end
of a winning streak, and there was ample gold lining his own money
belt.

He stood up, brushing snow from his gloved
hands, and glowered darkly down at the corpse. One downward kick at
the earth with his boot toe told him what he had already
regretfully decided: the ground was frozen much too hard for
digging.

Standing by the calico pony’s shoulder, he
was a short and almost frail-appearing man, thin almost to the
point of gauntness. Without the mackinaw and heavy boots he would
have weighed not much over a hundred and forty pounds. His skin was
pale, though cold-flushed, rather than weather-beaten; in the card
rooms he frequented there was little weather to be beaten by.
Nonetheless the two and a half pounds of holstered Colt revolver at
his hip added measurably to the effectiveness of his size with a
cool competence of its own.

His eyes closed down to narrower angles and
he rested his elbow against the saddle, scrubbing a gloved palm
over his jaw, studying the dead man’s enigmatic face and debating
what to do. The deputy had a strong and angular face; in death it
was expressionless.

Jim Brand’s mood hardened; he thought
impatiently of leaving the deputy for the spring thaw, which was
months away. But a further thought stopped him: wolves tearing down
through the snow. He grunted with indecision and self-disgust. He
looked again at the onrushing wall of the storm.

His eyes were closely lidded to shield them
from snow glare; his face was long and hollow at the cheeks,
dark-browed, bitter and brooding and yet at the same time
displaying a deep-set, ironic humor. His long lips were guarded by
a thin, neatly trimmed black mustache. It was part of his role to
look like what he was: an itinerant gambler.

He dropped to his knees and put his hands on
the dead man. The flesh was still soft despite the freezing air;
the man had not been dead very long. Brand grunted and heaved, and
after no small effort had the man upright, balanced against his
thin shoulders. Brand grunted and heaved again, and presently
succeeded in throwing the corpse across the saddle. The calico pony
shied away and Brand uttered a bad-humored oath, flicked his quick
hand out and snatched the reins, and wrapped them tightly around
his hand before tying the deputy down.

When he was done he looked up at the length
and breadth of the jagged black cloud front, giving the grim sweep
of darkness a searching glance. In this short time, the storm had
rushed forward with ominous haste. A cold wind moaned across the
flats, biting at his cheeks and nose and ears, with sharp teeth,
lifting little flurries of powder snow off the ground.

He knew he had to find shelter. With a tight
hold on the ill-mannered horse, he squinted toward the mountains
and tried to recall which of yonder canyons housed the town of
Rifle Gap. All trails were obliterated by snowdrifts. No doubt the
town was dried up and largely blown away by now, but if a few of
the old buildings were still standing, a man might at least build a
fire out of the wind.

But the canyons all seemed to have been cut
by the same giant plow.

Still puzzling it over, he allowed his eyes
to drop thoughtfully to the ground, and that was when he noticed
something that made him lead the horse a pace forward and stoop
down.

In the snow-cleared patch where the body had
been were little holes regularly spaced about an inch apart in the
hardpan. The little indentations followed a curving line for about
two feet, and that was all. Once he had seen similar tracks in the
surface of a Texas beach, but not in line nor at regular intervals.
Twenty-two-caliber bullets? Rowels of Californio spurs? A hobnail
protruding from a boot heel?

He let the detail rest in the back of his
mind, and turned to the stirrup. Grunting with displeasure, he
swung up behind the saddle and felt the dead man’s head bump his
foot. He swore with weary energy and gigged the pony forward toward
the mountains.

He rode forward with the deputy taking up
comfortable saddle space and taxed his pungent vocabulary, bitterly
speculating on the turn of luck that had brought him into this
barren country at the time of an oncoming blizzard and made him
stumble across the body of a stranger whose occupation Brand had
always distrusted.

What had brought the deputy up here in the
face of a norther? It would not have been a pleasure trip. No towns
lay within a day’s ride, as far as Jim Brand knew, except the ghost
town of Rifle Gap. The lawman must have ridden up into the mountain
country from Antelope or Arrowhead or one of the other mining camps
or cow-towns down in the distant valleys. Perhaps Deputy Kirby had
been on an errand of law, sent to find and arrest a fugitive. If
so, the fugitive had apparently turned the tables on him.

Another thing was this: what rider was
roaming this country with a rifle big enough at the bore to put
such a hole in the deputy’s chest? There was a good possibility
that the killer still prowled these hills.

“Jumping at shadows,
maybe,” Jim Brand said aloud. “If it moves, kill it. I’ve known
that feeling myself, a time or two. Damn you, Kirby.” Presently he
began to see a trigger-happy laughing man with a big-bore gun
behind every rock outcrop and scrub bush and piñon tree and
snowbank.

Riding behind the saddle was not comfortable,
nor was the bite of the sharply dropping temperature, nor the day
that darkened slowly under the relentless forward march of the
black cloud mass. He tugged his hat lower across his eyes and felt
each movement of the horse’s hipbones jar him. Overhead, seemingly
from nowhere, a black hooknecked bird soared on silent wings.
Brand’s taut nerves made him lift his rifle from the saddle
scabbard under his leg, rein the horse in, and point the weapon
skyward. The bird glided a wide, lazy circle. Brand thumbed back
the rifle’s hammer and squinted along the barrel, waiting for the
bird to soar nearer. It reached the far end of its swing and curved
lithely back; but it was not coming toward him. Rather, it was
turning southward, and now ran along the air currents toward the
distant desert.

Soon it would be out of range. Brand took
careful aim, then let the hammer down gently with his thumb and
replaced the rifle in leather without firing it. “If you can outrun
this blow,” he said to the bird, “more power to you.”

A black bird—a sign? Brand grinned with one
side of his mouth. If he was anything, it was practical man. He had
no use for omens. He rested his left hand, holding the reins, on
the corpse’s rounded back, and prodded the horse’s flanks with his
small, blunt spurs. The horse’s ears, he noticed, were laid sharply
back along its head; the wind had died and all that remained to
hear was the soft crunch of hoofs in the silent snow.


 


 


CHAPTER H

 


THE ONE WHO was called Elias hipped around
in his saddle and considered the jagged skyline behind him. At his
shoulder the one-armed youth rode silently. Elias touched the
heavily laden saddlebags with his gloved hand and grinned; he had a
habit of grinning. But far down in the depths of his dark eyes was
a gleam of constant, steady malice.

He said to his companion, “She’ll start to
blow pretty soon now, I think.” He spoke in soft liquid
accents.

An uneven scar like a livid, fossilized
lightning stroke ran the length of his face from temple to chin
point. His face was lean and narrow-eyed and his glance had a
flinty glitter, a brittle deadliness that was as impersonal as a
snake’s and just as wicked;

The Mexican’s saddle partner was young, a
broad-faced youth with a tall and powerful body and a face that
looked strong and pleasant enough except for the mocking, defensive
upturn of his mouth corners and the bright daring insolence of his
eyes. He had but one arm; the left sleeve was tied in a knot and
dangled useless from a shoulder stump. Low along his right hip rode
a holstered gun. His hair was blond, bleached almost white by
weather where it protruded from underneath his hat brim. The youth
gigged his horse to keep up, and put his eyes on the
black-and-silver saddle that the Mexican sat, and said, “You sure
there’s a town back of those hills?”

“Once there was. Perhaps it
has all gone to dust now. Who can say?” Elias grinned easily. The
one-armed youth looked down at the hilt of the knife that protruded
from his boot top, and looked away toward the plunging mass of
weather that befouled the sky ahead and above. He said, “That’ll be
just fine. What do we do then?”

“Freeze,” Elias said, still
grinning. “Don’t let yourself worry, chico. Death comes to us
all.”

“I wasn’t exactly countin’
on it so quick,” the youth said drily.

Shortly thereafter they rode into the mouth
of a wide canyon, and the youth noticed that Elias was holding one
hand on the bulging saddlebag and was watching him with a
thoughtful turn of expression. A chill ran down the youth’s back
and he allowed his horse to drop back two paces. “Don’t look at me
like that, you son of a bitch.”

Elias’ teeth showed. “I
have been accused of many things, chico, but no man has ever questioned
my loyalty to friends.”

“How do I know
that?”

Elias chuckled. “Worry, then, if it pleases
you. I can see your thoughts, Billy. You believe that I am thinking
that I would be twice as rich if I didn’t have to share with
you.”

“And?”

Elias shrugged his
shoulders under the heavy coat. “Que
va,” he murmured. “I am disappointed you
have so little trust in me.”

“I didn’t see you lift a
hand to help Hadley when they shot him down.”

“Hadley was dead before he
struck the earth. I could see that by the way he fell. What could I
do for him? Would it have helped him for me to have hesitated?
Hesitation would have meant my life, chico—and perhaps yours,
too.”

Elias tugged off one glove with his teeth,
put the glove under his armpit to hold it, and blew on his hand.
Then he produced a toothpick from his pocket and poked it in the
corner of his mouth, chewing on it. He replaced the glove and
grinned at the youth. “With a little seasoning, my friend, you will
do well. You have all the impatience of a bounding young puppy, and
none of the trust of one. Well, it is good not to trust too much.
But do not ride behind me.”

“Why not?”

“You see, I do not trust
you either. Perhaps you are more ambitious than I have thought.”
Elias’ head turned, showing his amiable grin, and he gestured with
his hand, waving the youth forward. “We must have honor between
us, chico.”

“Honor among thieves?” the
youth said sourly.

“The thief is one of the
few honorable men, my friend. He does not seek to delude the world
or himself—he admits that he is a fraud. You see?
Chico, I have never seen
a man who had not stolen something. We all must steal to
live.”

“Don’t preach at me,
Elias.”

The Mexican studied him
over a stretching interval, and then slowly broke into
deep-throated laughter. Presently he said, “Forgive me. I see
myself in the role of a preacher—it is amusing. For who has more
right to preach than I? Only the sinner is welcome in God’s
kingdom, chico.”

“I guess I qualify then,”
the youth said with evident bitterness.

“Ah,” Elias said softly. “I
begin to understand. You repent. You are sorry for what you have
done. You have regret.”

“Shut up.”

Elias patted the
saddlebags. The youth looked at their black leather, their silver
conchos like those of the saddle, their bulging pockets. Elias
said, “Perhaps this will make your conscience easier to carry,
eh, chico?”

The youth looked up at him. “Why don’t we
stop and count it?”

“There will be time enough
for that,” Elias said, “when we have reached shelter.” And he
looked upward speculatively at the storm that covered more than
half the world. “Do not be impatient, chico. Life gives time for
everything.” His lips curled back and he laughed softly in his
chest. His breath steamed away from his face.


CHAPTER III

 


SIX YEARS AGO, as well as Jim Brand could
recall, there had been a drift fence along the flats that led into
the canyon housing Rifle Gap. If he could find even a trace of the
remains of that fence, he would be all right. But it was a contest
of speed against the swirling black mass of weather that was
plunging angrily toward him from the mountains.

He remembered the blizzard of
’Seventy-nine—he had been in Leadville that summer, and had
weathered the storm in the Red Ace Saloon, where he had pushed his
luck and, before the blizzard ended, swept the table clean after a
straight sixty-two hours of play. All that had sustained him had
been a few moldy sandwiches and three quart bottles of good
Kentucky sour mash.

Holliday had sat bleakly across the table
from him, cursing monotonously in his cultivated Georgia drawl, and
Holliday had lost a big roll. Musingly, Jim Brand tried to
recollect what had happened to all the winnings he had collected in
that game. If he remembered correctly, it had been a losing streak
at Fort Griffin, Texas, where he had lost most of it.

It didn’t appear that the present spell of
weather would promise the same kind of good fortune that he had
experienced in Leadville. He remembered the long, casual string of
oaths that Holliday had precisely pieced together. Holliday seemed
able to swear longer without repeating himself than any other man
of Jim Brand’s wide acquaintance.

He was in that kind of a mood now—a mood to
do Holliday one better. His dismal glance met and challenged and
damned the oncoming wall of weather.

By now it obscured all but the nearest hills.
The deputy’s head swung on a limp neck, bouncing regularly against
Brand’s knee, and the horse’s plodding haunches bumped his thighs
unpleasantly. He pulled the upturned sheepskin collar higher
against his face and held it closed with one hand while he clucked
ineffectually at the calico horse and prodded its flanks with his
spurs.

The loose, soft snow made for hard going;
underneath was a treacherous maze of grass and stones and
prairie-dog holes. He remembered the black bird and wondered if he
should have shot it down. The horse’s hoofs kicked up little
flurries of white powder and the smooth surface of the drifts beat
against Jim Brand’s slitted eyes with a flinty brilliance. All of
it was bleak and dismal, and made him wonder if perhaps his dreary
past was catching up with him.

The snow-blanketed route took him over gently
undulating rises and dips of land, steadily closing the distance to
the abrupt lift of the mountains, always searching for the signs of
the drift fence. There was no foothill transition between the
swelling plateau and the sudden jagged shoulders of the mountains;
the land swept up to the flanks of the peaks, and sharply
upward.

It was there, in the thin margin of manzanita
and juniper that bounded the edge of the mountain range, that he
came upon the tracks.

Two shod horses, as well as he could make
out; perhaps three. The indentations were already partly slurred by
wind-drifted snow. Coming in from the southeast and turning
squarely against the mountains, seeming to ride straight into the
massive wall of rock and brush. But there must be an opening;
unless the riders were strangers, they must know the easiest trail,
and the most practical way to find it would be to follow the
tracks. They couldn’t be an hour old yet, or the snow would have
drifted enough to conceal them. Jim Brand scraped the back of his
gloved hand across the bristles on his chin. It was worth a try; he
put his calico horse onto the trail.

He considered the possibility that one of the
riders ahead was carrying a big-caliber rifle, the rifle that had
killed the deputy. The deputy now bobbed stiffeningly across the
saddle. But the prime danger just now was the raging, rapid
onslaught of the approaching storm.

The horsemen he trailed seemed to have a
clear idea of where they were going. If they knew about a shelter
nearby, and were headed for it, Brand would settle that first and
worry later about big-bore rifles.

His troubled gaze lifted to the black
seething wildness ahead, close now, climbing across the whole world
over the nearest peaks, shooting long dusky lances of cloud forward
out of its crest. The air hung still and gray about him, quite cold
and sharp but motionless like dead air in a cold mine shaft. No
sound broke the stillness but the muffled hoof beats of the calico,
the faint jingle of bit chains and squeak of saddle leather.

It was during this dead lull, crossing a
barren open area, that he found a lonely fence post thrusting up
through the snow, all that apparently remained of the drift fence.
He followed the fast-blurring tracks of horses into the mouth of a
slope-walled canyon that cut sharply to one side. It was this
sudden turning of the canyon that had made it virtually invisible
from out on the flats.

The snow glitter made a common whiteness of
everything and it was impossible to distinguish formations of land
until he had practically achieved them. The white ground cover
seemed formless. Here the wind was slight and broken, and went away
after a few brief gusts, to leave the land in silence again, as
though muffled by the snow banks. The tracks took him around
several s-shaped bends while the canyon floor lifted him steadily
into the growing timber of the mountain fastness.

In a half-hour he was riding across the
dangerous tilt of a four-foot ledge, still following the two or
three horses, and now he came out upon a swaybacked meadow
knee-deep in snow and broken by scattered pine trees that grew in
occasional clumps
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