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			WHAT IS LOUIS L’AMOUR’S LOST TREASURES?

			

			

			Louis L’Amour’s Lost Treasures is a project created to release some of the author’s more unconventional manuscripts from the family archives.

			Currently included in the project are Louis L’Amour’s Lost Treasures: Volume 1 and Volume 2, which will be published in the fall of 2017 and 2019 respectively. These books contain both finished and unfinished short stories, unfinished novels, literary and motion-picture treatments, notes, and outlines. They are a wide selection of the many works Louis was not able to publish during his lifetime.

			In 2018 we will release No Traveller Returns, L’Amour’s never-before-seen first novel, which was written between 1938 and 1942. In the future, there may be a selection of even more L’Amour titles.

			Additionally, many notes and alternate drafts to Louis’s well-known and previously published novels and short stories will now be included as “bonus feature” postscripts within the books that they relate to. For example, the Lost Treasures postscript to Last of the Breed will contain early notes on the story, the short story that was discovered to be a missing piece of the novel, the history of the novel’s inspiration and creation, and information about unproduced motion-picture and comic book versions.

			
			An even more complete description of the Lost Treasures project, along with a number of examples of what is in the books, can be found at louislamourslosttreasures.com. The website also contains a good deal of exclusive material, such as even more pieces of unknown stories, personal photos, scans of original documents, and notes.

			All of the works that contain Lost Treasures project materials will display the Louis L’Amour’s Lost Treasures banner and logo.
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			INTRODUCTION

			

			

			By Beau L’Amour

			This book may drive you crazy.

			What it contains is mysterious and fascinating, frustrating and, more often than not, tragically incomplete. It is a look behind the curtain into a world of what might have been. It is a look under the hood at how the machinery of a writing career that lasted over half a century functioned. It is also a look at the struggle to express an idea, and how difficult it can be to bend the unruly process of creativity to one’s will. This is the story of the debris, the chaff, the waste heat that a writer produces. The stuff that never makes it to the editor’s desk. The stack of pages never graced by a final “The End.”

			It is humbling to think that, with a career that produced ninety-one novels and nearly four hundred short stories, articles, screenplays, and poems, Louis L’Amour also left behind hundreds of unfinished works. It is comforting to know that, regardless of how prolific he was, he was human, that he had failures, weird ideas, and dreams he couldn’t quite fulfill. It is amazing to realize that his imagination stretched well beyond the tremendous variety of work that he eventually published, from Westerns and crime stories, high adventure and historical romance, to stories he planned in science fiction, horror, and what can only be called the genre of mystical or spiritual adventure.

			
			You may not find a hidden literary masterpiece between these covers, but you will get a sense of the entirety of a prolific writer’s journey, an idea of the scope of all a truly creative person can struggle to wrap his or her mind around.

			Within these pages I have included some of the most interesting material from what is a considerable archive. Many examples are stories that Dad discussed with us around the dinner table; others were completely unknown to me and inspired a good deal of research. I am reluctant, however, to do too much explaining, reluctant to organize this book too carefully. Exploring these manuscripts for the first time gave me a wonderful feeling of surprise and discovery. It is an experience that I do not wish to deny to others.

			But I will try to create some context….

			—

			It is still dark. Early morning. A late 1960s winter and the previous night’s rain is still dripping from the eaves.

			The neighborhood is just off the Sunset Strip in a neglected sliver of Los Angeles County sloping down from the Hollywood Hills. It is a community of nightclubs, gas stations, and small offices where, up narrow flights of stairs, the agents of rarely employed actors ply their trade.

			West Hollywood is the dark sibling of Beverly Hills, which lies right next door. Beatnik poets and hungover movie stars frequent the coffee shop on the corner. The Doors, Led Zeppelin, and Buffalo Springfield play at clubs like the Whisky a Go Go, the Roxy, and Gazzarri’s, and crowds clash with police when the neighbors complain about the noise and traffic. The edges of parking lots and the overgrown hillsides, even the sidewalks themselves, are dotted with hippies, camping (for lack of a better word) any place they can find a spot where no one will hassle them. They have come to this part of LA following a dream, or the music, or just one another. The place is a motley riot of counterculture, creativity, and confusion.

			The sound of typewriter keys clacking greets me as I wake. I come downstairs dressed for school. The hallway that leads to the kitchen ends in three doors. Ahead, a bathroom; to the left, my father’s office, a small room choked with books and papers in a small house choked with books and papers. The light is on above his desk, but his chair is empty. To the right is the kitchen, the coffee percolating and my mother delivering eggs and broiled bacon, condensed strips with the fat cooked off (my favorite), to the breakfast table.

			
			In a few minutes my sister will join us. My mother doesn’t have to dress her anymore; she’s old enough to manage by herself. Then, Dad will put down the newspaper, take up a book, and read to us while we eat. It’s a morning routine that will not end until I start driving myself to school nearly ten years later. The books he read were things he was interested in, Thor Heyerdahl’s The Kon-Tiki Expedition, Adventures in the Apache Country, or something from his youth, like Tarzan and the Jewels of Opar. We were surrounded by stories in every manner imaginable.

			By the time Mom was backing our aging and road-weary Cadillac out of the garage, Dad was back at his desk, typewriter rumbling, keys whacking out an irregular pattern. He’d still be there when I came home from school, after dinner, and sometimes, long past my bedtime.

			I would wake up to that sound the next morning and the next and the next….
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			Louis’s schedule, to be specific, was to always be the first one in the house out of bed. He took great pride in this, no matter what the circumstances. He wrote before breakfast and then immediately afterward. He worked until lunch, which, unless he had a business meeting, didn’t last long. In the afternoon he would break to exercise, lifting weights in the backyard, whirling a jump rope, or shadowboxing. Before we got home from school he was back at it, and after dinner would often work until the late news came on the TV. He wrote seven days a week. He never took a vacation that wasn’t a research trip…and sometimes, when we did travel, he would pack a tiny portable typewriter that had been “liberated” in Germany, and would write then, too.

			
			I’m not sure when he took on this type of schedule, but I think it started in Oklahoma in the late 1930s. There was a certain point when he got serious; you can see it in his work. At first he wrote poetry and stories that were both personal and dark. Louis Lamoore (the way he was spelling his name when the Lamoore family arrived in Choctaw) was a bit of a pretender, an “artiste.” He was a young man who, though he had talent, traded a great deal on his personality and good looks. In many ways he seemed to be writing more to augment his social life than to found a career.

			Then something happened. Perhaps it was a sudden sense of vulnerability, of the years passing, of the realization that, though he had roamed the world, he was over thirty, living with his parents, and there were few things he could actually do that would earn him any money. Maybe it was the advice of a mentor or a warning from his father or elder brother. Maybe it was some small success that made him recognize that his future could be realized, rather than simply dreamt about. Whatever it was, it left him a changed and highly motivated man.

			The point of view of his writing shifted. In the early period, the characters were stand-ins for himself, the stories drawn from his life or those he had known. In some ways these stories were actually better written, and certainly more polished, than some that came later…but to succeed professionally, he was going to have to learn to communicate in a manner that was more universal than personal. He would need to entertain the masses rather than members of writers’ groups and readers of minor literary magazines.

			
			It was just before this moment, through accident or the hand of destiny, that Louis also met an angel. In Education of a Wandering Man he said:

			
				At one time, trying desperately to write something that would sell, I rented a typewriter. For several months I paid the rent. Then came a time when I could not, so I wrote him a note and explained. I never heard from him again. No bill, nothing. That typewriter meant more to me than anything….
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			Being able to write every day opened the creative pathways and kept them open. Becoming good at it wasn’t quick or easy, but eventually Dad had practiced so much that creativity became somewhat automatic. He set himself detailed goals and worked hard to achieve them, crossing projects off of typewritten lists with a proud, red grease pencil. By the late 1940s his goal was to sell a short story a week.

			
			Not to finish a story a week. Sell.

			Even though he’d had a fair amount of success by then, publishers would not take everything he wrote, so he had to complete quite a few more than fifty-two stories a year in attempts to make his quota. The work didn’t pay much. Even that volume of writing did little more than pay the rent. Speed was essential.

			—

			I have no memory of how we were trained, my sister and I, but we knew how to approach my father if he was working and we wanted his attention. We would enter his office, picking our way through the piles of books and papers. We would stand to one side of him, just within his peripheral vision, and silently wait while he worked. Sometimes he would lift his fingers from the keys and say, “Just a minute.” Then he would go on and complete a thought or get himself to a place in the story that would remind him what he had been intending to say next. Then he was yours…

			…for about ten minutes. Before long, you could see the story or some innate discipline calling him back. We never had to worry about interrupting him because, while he was happy to be briefly distracted, he guarded his work time very carefully, and it never occurred to us that he might behave in a different way. “You run along now, I have to get back to work.” He would lean forward then, hunting and pecking at the keyboard, back in the story and perfectly in tune with where he had left off. It seemed as if he always knew exactly where he was going and no interruption could confuse him or even make him pause for very long.

			—

			The descriptions of Louis L’Amour’s writing process were legendary. According to publicists and popular myth, he did not outline and did not rewrite. He embodied every young writer’s fantasy of what the process would be like. He cranked a page into the typewriter, started typing, and with absolute confidence, didn’t look back until he reached the end of the story. All action, no agonizing.

			Everything he wrote was good enough to immediately sell, or so the story went. The words simply flowed out of him. He did not get writer’s block. He was not temperamental.

			
			These may have been exaggerations, but they were not utter falsehoods or public-relations hype. He bragged he could sit with his typewriter on his knees and write a novel in the middle of Sunset Boulevard…and when a German magazine asked to shoot some pictures of him doing so, he did it, producing half of his day’s output during the photo shoot. He was already so well-known for that particular boast that a motorist leaned out the window of his car and yelled, “You’ve got to be Louis L’Amour!”
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			—

			Before I was born, Louis made the transition from writing short stories to writing novels. The length of the stories changed, the publishers changed, the way the material was distributed changed, but Dad’s work habits did not. His income grew, but he also had a family to support. We had a very comfortable middle-class lifestyle as long as he could write three or four books a year. If he sold a movie, then maybe my mother could redecorate a room, or we’d buy a new car. Financial considerations aside, Dad still took great pride in having a lot of story ideas and in the speed with which he could produce a page or a chapter or a novel.

			
			Progress was his byword. Louis claimed he could “simply” put himself and his characters in a situation and the story would take off, virtually telling itself. He loved beginnings…loved them to the point that he occasionally shortchanged the ending of a story because he was so excited about starting the next one. He was powerfully optimistic, focused on productivity, the future, whatever was next. His frame of mind was such a potent force that, occasionally, Dad would announce stories that he had only just thought of as if they were finished….In the reality he made for himself, there was little difference between thinking of something and completing it.

			His presence was big and happy and generous. He made what he did look easy and, for the most part, it was. A great deal of the magic behind his sales was that he wrote so effortlessly that the material read the same way….The energy that any writer puts into their work is the energy a reader will take out of it. And rare among writers, Louis loved the writing process.

			—

			Smoggy summertime. The early 1970s. A major transition in our lives. The L’Amour family—my father, mother, sister, dog, bird, and myself—are leaving West Hollywood for a new home in another part of town.

			After many years of hard and constant work, Dad’s fortunes have changed. The new street is quiet and elegant, not far from the campus of UCLA, the opposite of the bohemian funkiness of our old neighborhood. Louis is ensconced in the new house, typewriter set up on a carpenter’s bench in a room just off the entrance hall. The boxes containing the books and papers he needs most are stacked around him. It will be a couple of years before the new house is fully furnished, before my dad’s new office is built. Right now the move and the stress of buying a bigger home is enough for all of us.

			My mother and I trek back and forth across town. Packing Dad’s papers and books is not something she is willing to trust to the movers. She’s got a borrowed station wagon and a twelve-year-old kid, me, to help her haul a considerable amount of stuff. Dad stays home and works.

			It’s not three or four trips we have to make, it’s dozens. There are nearly eight thousand books, most of them hardback. I have always wondered what the new owners of the West Hollywood house thought; every wall was covered in shelves. We had nearly been forced out of the house by the sheer volume of Dad’s books and papers.

			
			The job takes weeks, moving from the echoing, dusty rooms of our old home to the new one, which, though larger, is rapidly filling with piles and boxes. To be sure, most of the boxes are full of books, but many contain papers, notebooks, and random stacks of manuscripts. It’s hard to believe Dad actually fit all this stuff in our old place.

			For a few years after the move that “stuff” remained stacked in the living room of our new house, and I occasionally saw my dad sorting through it, searching for one thing or another. Later, after his new office was built, most of those materials migrated down there, and the new room was big enough for him to add exponentially to their number. I can’t say that the rest of us thought much about what this mass of papers contained. “Dad’s work,” or “Dad’s mess”—that was as far as we went with it. It was only after his death, over fifteen years later, that we discovered many unexpected things….

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			—

			In the 1970s and ’80s, after paying his dues for forty years, Louis L’Amour was the rock star of the paperback-book business. No title he put his name on had ever gone out of print, and his books were translated into more than twenty languages. When he appeared to do a signing, lines stretched around the block. The movie business has given a name to that kind of success: blockbuster.

			
			Critics and commentators were either swept away by his infectious writing style or they struggled desperately to explain away his popularity. If audiences had found his work to be no more than disposable, momentary entertainment, dismissing it would have been easy—but those readers kept coming back, not only buying every new book, but rereading the old ones until they fell apart and were purchased again. By 1980, Bantam Books estimated he had sold one hundred million copies. By the time he passed away in 1988, that number was topping two hundred million.

			His success, though long in coming, was also limiting. Since the end of World War II, Louis had made his name writing Westerns. He loved the West, and he loved being successful and making so many people happy with the entertainment he provided…but he also felt trapped. Trapped in the Western genre. Trapped by his own success.

			The Walking Drum, Louis’s epic twelfth-century adventure novel, was published late in his career. However, it was written in 1960, a time when no publisher wanted anything but a Western from Louis L’Amour. It was not his only attempt to break away into new territory during that era. All of them failed, at least in the short term, though the blow of not being able to expand his horizons was softened considerably by the increasing success of what he eventually began to call his “frontier” stories.

			By the time the mid-1970s rolled around, Louis was a lot smarter about his approach to working in other genres…and he had become a good deal more successful, which made publishers feel less need for caution. Incrementally approaching the issue of change, he published The Californios in 1974, a Western to be sure, but one that included some strange and otherworldly elements. He followed that with Sackett’s Land, utilizing the characters of his popular Sackett family to open the door to novels set in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, long before the classic “Western” period. By the 1980s, his publisher was happy to experiment with tales like Last of the Breed, a contemporary thriller about an American military pilot escaping from the Soviet Union, and Haunted Mesa, a science fiction novel that adapted elements of Native American lore. Like The Walking Drum, both of these stories were conceived twenty or even thirty years earlier. By the time of his death, Dad was finally able to sell stories in a wider array of genres than just the Western.

			
			Certainly, what held Louis back, when it came to the more adventurous and interesting material that he dreamed of writing, wasn’t just the conservative nature of publishers or his core audience—his own limitations played a part, too. To complete many of the ambitious projects he envisioned, a great deal of planning and revision would no doubt have been necessary.

			As you will see in this book, and contrary to popular myth, Louis did outline to a certain extent, and he did rewrite, or at least restart, stories that hadn’t taken off in that magic way that would carry him all the way through to the end. But writing was not as intellectual an experience for him as it may be for many writers; over the years it had become instinctual and reactive. To complete some of these projects, which in their personal nature and distance from the Western genre were more like his earliest work, Louis might have needed to relearn the planning and revision skills he had developed at the start of his career.

			For Louis, the key to almost every story was the beginning. He was both renowned for and proud of how he started stories. Using action or mystery or a particular turn of phrase, he would propel the audience into a situation in a way that made them lean forward, eyes leaping ahead to the next sentence. Getting himself to react to that moment was a trick he used to unlock the story. If the narrative “took,” then he went with it, forging ahead until he had followed his characters through to the end. After a certain point he rarely looked back, and the story wrote itself in an unstoppable stream of the unconscious.

			
				One day I was speeding along at the typewriter, and my daughter—who was a child at the time—asked me, “Daddy, why are you writing so fast?” And I replied, “Because I want to see how the story turns out!”

			
Working all day, every day, for decades on end had pretty much programmed him to write this way; having a story in the back of his mind for months or years before he put it down on paper allowed him to work out many of the details unconsciously. Once he started work, he really had little idea what was going to come out, and that kept his approach and the reader’s experience consistently fresh.

			Although he was occasionally accused of writing in a formulaic manner, by the 1950s Louis found it difficult if not impossible to accept any influence imposed from the outside. Whatever his formula was, it was based on some internal and little-understood aesthetic. This made working under the direction of publishers and movie executives nearly impossible. A number of the stories that you will read within these covers were victims of those limitations. At times of financial stress, or in moments when he dreamed of doing something different, Louis would hammer out a treatment (a “treatment” is much like the description of a story, rather than the story itself) and then try to get a publisher or movie studio to pay him up front for executing the final, finished story.

			However, if he was lucky enough to receive that advance, he would soon become frustrated by corporate executives’ attempts to get him to conform to their “creative” expectations or their schedules. It is true that very few writers of any sort like writing treatments, and even fewer do them well. In Louis’s case it was so antithetical to the way he liked to work that on a number of occasions I remember him returning the money, regardless of how much we needed it, and going back to the methods he came by naturally. Writing a treatment was nearly always a recipe for disaster; if Louis was lucky enough to work out the story all the way through to the end, he was not very interested in doing so again when the time came to write the finished version. He knew what was going to happen. He was ready to move on to something else.

			—

			The day after my father died, I walked down into his office. It was shuttered and dark; for the previous four months, Dad had rarely left the second floor of the house. The room was more than four times the size of the space he had worked in in our old house in West Hollywood. The walls were lined with double bookshelves, twelve feet tall, the outer set mounted on huge hinges to allow it to swing out of the way, like a giant pair of doors, in order to access more books behind them. Few of these could be opened, however. The floor, his desk, and a sofa at the far end of the room were all stacked two to three feet high with papers and books and odds and ends of various sorts, left over from the different aspects of Dad’s life.

			—
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			In the preceding decades, the mess, like an occasionally rising tide, had moved up the hallway and into my mother’s dining room. It happened a couple of times a year. We have never been able to prove that the expansion of that great mass of Dad’s papers was connected to the phases of the moon or to solar weather, but sooner or later Mom would put her foot down and tell him to clean it up. His work space always looked like a disaster area, but she kept the rest of the house squared away in a manner that would have made the navy envious. If she had taken on the job of cleaning up his office after his death, it would have been both horribly emotional and completely exhausting on top of the crushing weight of settling his estate and renegotiating our publishing contracts. I knew this particular job was going to be up to me.

			It was literally tons and tons of material, thousands and thousands of pages, and the sorting and copying had to be done with extreme care. Eventually, after two or three years, all that was left was our dining room table, piled high with random unidentified manuscript pages, some with numbers, some without. None were titled. The challenge was to match them to existing stories by recognizing the name of a character, or finding the continuation of a sentence at the top of a page or the beginning of a sentence at the bottom of another, in this way we pieced together unfinished and unknown manuscripts, all going into their own individual folders, the pile of which grew larger and larger. By this time a number of friends and family had joined in the effort, and it was like a giant game of literary Concentration.

			—

			
			It had never been easy to keep track of what Louis was working on. He kept lists of everything: what he had sold, what he planned on accomplishing in the next six months, what physical exercises he did and how many repetitions, his weight, what books he had read and the ones he planned on reading. He made several journal entries a week. And he made hundreds of pages of notes on unlined paper with a felt-tipped pen. He outlined speeches and articles and even jotted down jokes and poetry. The number of pages he generated was substantial even before adding the things he considered to be his actual work. A great many of the projects in this book had been hidden from us by the avalanche of paper he was constantly producing.

			Somehow, even with all that and the novels that actually got published every year, he managed to write quite a few treatments and start scores of stories we had never heard of. In addition, we found partial manuscripts where Dad had made several different attempts to start many of his now well-known works, and piles of notes relating to that same successfully published material.

			In some cases, he tried to start over and over. Often he would produce nearly identical drafts, each attempt allowing him to forge a few pages—or sometimes just a few words—further. Other times he would explore whether a completely different beginning, or different characters, would get a story to take off. On occasion he even considered changing a story concept from a novel to a TV series or even a play in order to see if he could make an idea work. Dad never seemed to agonize over anything, yet as I explored the materials he left behind, I realized that his writing was a much more laborious process than I had ever imagined. Possibly it was a more laborious process than he would even admit to himself! Working through these mysterious fragments of stories made us all realize how much we had taken for granted.

			
			However, as this book will show, some of his most interesting material came to a halt after a few pages or a few chapters. In some ways, this is the archive of his most ambitious work…and, of course, that is why it was difficult to write. In my opinion, what Louis was unable to complete is often more revealing than what he did complete.

			Because of the unfinished nature of some of these manuscripts, I am sure that reading this book will be a frustrating experience. For many readers, I suspect two particular questions will come up over and over. I will answer them as best I can right now….

			The first: “Yes. That is really where that story ended.” Sometimes materials in this book will end in the middle of a sentence or thought. Louis either knew what he was going to write next and so didn’t need to hint at what it would be, or he didn’t know what he was going to write next and he ripped the page out of the typewriter and moved on to something else.

			The second: “No. With a possible few exceptions, we are not going to have anyone finish these manuscripts or otherwise change them from what you see here.” We are intentionally leaving this as the final form for many of Louis L’Amour’s unfinished materials.

			I believe deeply that, at its best, fiction is a partnership or collaboration between the author and the audience. Even with a finished work, a good writer hints, suggests, and directs, but then allows the reader to complete the scene, or the character, or the plot, or the meaning of the story. Imagination is the gift that you bring to the work and there is plenty here for you to imagine. In the end, however, Louis L’Amour’s Lost Treasures is not so much about what these treatments and fragments of stories might have been, but what they tell us about their creator.

			I find myself to be content with the unknown, and recognize that what you see (or don’t see) here were the mysteries that Louis confronted too, the uncharted waters of unrealized imagination, the ideas that lurked, misty and half-formed, in the terra incognita of his mind.
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			Ladies and Gentlemen, Here There Be Dragons….

			
			

		

	
		
		
			
			JEREMY LOCCARD

			

			

			The First Four Chapters of a Western Horror Novel

			
				CHAPTER I

				At the top of the rise Duro Weaver pulled in his team to let them catch their wind…He pointed with his whip. “She lies right yonder, young feller, and I envy you none at all.”

				The valley was several miles wide at that point, and the tiny huddle of buildings seemed lost in the vast expanse. On their left the valley narrowed into the pass, and beyond the pass lay the Mojave Desert, stretching into infinite distance.

				“Twenty Mile Station they call it,” Weaver said, “and it’s a good twenty mile from the last stage stop. In any direction but along the trail it’s more’n a hundred mile to anywhere else at all.”

				The mountains loomed dark and ominous in the late evening shadows. “Them mountains,” commented Weaver, “are better left alone. There’s deer in them, and bear, too. Almighty big ones…grizzlies. But that there ain’t the reason. The Injuns tell queer stories…mighty queer. You just fight shy of them.”

				
				Jeremy Loccard shrugged his heavy shoulders. “I’ve spent most of my life at sea, and we’re used to strange stories.”

				“Mebbe,” Weaver spat. He was skeptical of tales from other worlds. He preferred his own. “Mebbe so. But don’t you get to thinkin’ the West is all Injuns and fellers huntin’ gold. This here’s a strange, wild country, with queer tales aplenty.

				“You ever hear tell of the Frog People? Injuns got their tales about them, and they’re said to live yonder in the mountains. Or the Little People? If you figure all the ha’nts is in old castles you got another think a-comin’.

				“You just walk them mountains alone. Or down in the desert yonder, an’ you’ll feel them. You’ll feel watched. Yes, sir. You surely will. You won’t see nothin’ but you’ll know they’re there.

				“Somewhere around here there’s a canyon full of writin’ on the rocks…only this here is dif’rent writin’. I mean real dif’rent. No Injun will even look at it.

				“A few years back some fellers I knew went off into that desert. Everybody was findin’ gold an’ these fellers decide to have a try at it theirselves. They’d heard tell of that canyon and decided there must be gold there, so they set out huntin’.

				“Those who claimed to know said it was deep an’ narrow and couldn’t be seen until you stood right on the rim. Mebbe some folks couldn’t see it at all.

				“One night they figured they was close, so they went into camp. Come daylight they’d scout around. Johnny Haskins…an’ I knowed him well…he was huntin’ firewood when he come on a trail. The others said it could wait until daylight, but it still lacked a mite of bein’ dark an’ Johnny was impatient. He taken off into the desert.

				“Mornin’ come an’ no Johnny. They come on his tracks, but the trail petered out in the desert yonder. Johnny was gone.

				
				“They told the story their ownselves. I never did see Johnny after, but I heard tell of him.

				“He come back, all right. On the mornin’ of the fourth day they woke up to see Johnny settin’ by the fire. They seen him plain, although his back was to them. They knowed it was Johnny, all right, because he had a funny white scar right back of his ear.

				“They spoke to him and he turned around. Now this here is their story, not mine, but they do say Johnny turned into an old, old man. Three days had passed for them, a lifetime for Johnny.

				“He wouldn’t tell them nothing, but he was almighty anxious to get shut of the desert, and believe me, once he got back he never went into the desert again. Wouldn’t go for love or money.

				“Of a night they say he wandered in his dreams, and they’d hear him cry out…scared-like. Sometimes he’d whimper like he was in mortal fear.

				“Sometimes in his sleep he raved about great buildin’s…castles, like. On’y thing we could get clear was that he’d been a prisoner somewhere, held a long time until he broke loose and got away into the desert. He found that ol’ trail again. He took off down that trail runnin’ until he ran smack into somethin’. He fell, an’ when he got up he seen the fire and come on in. Three days for them, sixty years for him. You figure it out.”

				Weaver spoke to his team and the horses leaned into the harness, starting the stage once more. “There’s canyons about here where no man ever walked, and there’s valleys you can find sometimes that are greener than any desert should be, but no Injun lives there, where you’d expect them to be…won’t go near ’em.”

				He paused, spat, and then said, more quietly, “Was I you I’d not git off the stage. That there Twenty Mile Station…there’s been two men vanish from there. Just disappeared complete.

				
				“An’ don’t you get to thinkin’ all the spooky things happen of a night. There’s things happen by day….

				“Why, there’s a deep canyon back yonder, cuts off into the mountains. Up that canyon maybe ten, twelve mile there’s a place. You cross the creek to go into it…narrow, winding canyon between low hills but with mountains all around…digger pine an’ blue oak…and some of them ghost trees…you know, they’re kind of white an’ misty-lookin’ after their leaves shed. Buckeyes, some call them.

				“There’s a little basin back up that canyon. There’s a couple of springs there, too. I heard some mighty strange stories about that place. Ties in with the canyon I spoke of.”

				Loccard listened with only half his attention. Twenty-six years old and for two years chief mate on the four-mast bark Annandale, he had heard such tales many times before.

				He had once sailed on a vessel unlisted in any port he’d ever come across, and found her a good ship. Good enough, at least. Piracy had more than one method, and with the passing of Blackbeard and Kidd other ways had been attempted. A quick change of name and a coat of paint with some alteration in the rig…who was to say what happened after she left port?

				Nor was he in any position to choose his berth now, any more than when he sailed on the mystery ship.

				He had come up from the seaport town of Wilmington, recently established on the California coast, to look for an old friend in Los Angeles. He was hunting no trouble, a fact that helped him none at all when trouble came. He emerged from the hospital to find his ship had left without him. What money he had carried with him was gone for the doctor and what care he needed while recovering.

				
				No ships were hiring off the West Coast…a seaman, perhaps, but no mates. After a few weeks of trying he accepted the job no one wanted, to handle the stage station at Twenty Mile.

				—

				Shadows were deep in the canyons when the stage rolled up to the station. Loccard looked at the buildings with interest, crouching dark and forlorn beside the stage trail.

				Duro Weaver tied the lines to the whipstock and climbed back over the tarp-covered luggage. From the back he handed down the sea-chest, a battered carpetbag, and two heavy canvas bags belonging to the company.

				“There’s grub in the bags. I hope you can cook.” Duro straightened up, putting a hand to the small of his back. Jolting over rough, rock-strewn roads was hard on a man’s kidneys. “There’s a well yonder. Water’s good when used reg’lar. Boss will get you some horses up here soon’s he can find a man to drive ’em.”

				“Thanks. I’ll do all right.”

				Weaver looked doubtful. From the boot he took Loccard’s rifle. It was brand, spanking new. “You’re likely to need this. Keep it by you.”

				A worn holster and gun-belt followed. The butt of the gun carried five notches.

				Weaver glanced sharply at Loccard. “Five? I never cottoned to carvin’ notches, but five’s quite a few.”

				“They aren’t mine. They belong to the man I took it off of.”

				Weaver looked at Loccard again. Loccard was at least three inches shorter than his own six feet, and Weaver guessed his weight at one-sixty. “You took that gun off a man who’d killed five men?”

				“It seemed like a good idea at the time. He was shootin’ it at me.”

				
				Weaver exchanged a glance with Cottonmouth Porter, who had been riding inside the stage. Porter shrugged. The only other man riding passenger besides Cottonmouth was a slender man in a black broadcloth suit. Loccard picked up his sea-chest, shouldered it, then took up his carpetbag and took them to the stage station.

				“I saw it,” the stranger commented, biting the end from his thin cigar. “It was in Los Angeles.”

				“How could anybody miss at that range? It’s unbelievable.”

				“It was Steve Darnell. Loccard was hit, all right, but he just kept coming. He took Darnell’s gun away from him and slapped him silly with it. You never saw such a beating in your life. Then Loccard took his gun, stripped off his gun-belt, and walked to the nearest doctor. He spent the next three weeks in bed.”

				Weaver climbed back to his seat as Loccard walked back to pick up the rest of his gear. “Mr. Loccard, if I were you I’d be sure I had water enough and fuel enough before dark.”

				He held the lines as if reluctant to leave Loccard alone. “No travelers come this way except by stage, and the stages only come by daylight. So, don’t open up for anyone…or anything.”

				His whip cracked like a pistol shot, the horses dug in, and the stage vanished in the pursuing dust. Loccard watched it until it was only a dot in the distance. He glanced then at the mountains, at the looming blackness of them. They revealed nothing, offered nothing, and might conceal much.

				The corral, across the road from the stage station, was empty. Until the horses arrived there was no way out of here but to walk, and he had no intention of walking. Or of leaving, for that matter. He had come to do a job and do a job he would…at least until he had money enough to take him to San Francisco and keep him there until he could get a ship.

				
				There were three buildings and the corrals. The station itself was of good size, with a peaked roof a story and a half tall and no porch. The side facing the trail had a door and three small windows.

				The barn for the housing of the horses was as sturdily built as the station itself. There was a lean-to back of the corrals for the temporary housing of additional stock. Behind the corral was a low hill.

				Loccard went to the door. It was fastened shut from the outside with a hasp held in place by a whittled stick. Removing the stick, he let the door swing open. It creaked on rusty hinges and inside the air felt heavy, the dead air of a room long closed. For a moment he hesitated on the threshold, for there was something clammy and unclean about the smell.

				With a shrug, he entered. Glass from a shattered bottle littered the floor and the pieces of a broken chair had been brushed to one side. At the end of the room was a bar, a long table with two benches, and one intact chair. On the back-bar were several bottles and a few unwashed glasses. The cash-drawer was empty. Nearby was a scale for weighing gold-dust.

				The fireplace was large, occupied by two half-burned logs.

				In back was a kitchen, which housed a range, a boiler, and a good stack of cut wood. The pots and pans were clean and polished. Wonder of wonders, there were a couple of flatirons.

				On the left of the door where he had entered was a room with an unmade bed, a bed with a wooden frame and leather straps for springs. An old coat and a slicker hung on pegs, and alongside them a gun-belt and holster. There was a pistol still in the holster.

				
				All else was dust and cobwebs.

				He glanced again at the gun-belt, frowning. Odd that a man should leave without his gun.

				Returning to the kitchen, he put on water for coffee, brought in his gear, and closed the door. Hesitating a moment, he turned back smiling at himself, and dropped the bar in place.

				Yet he had one more thing to do. He lifted the bar again and taking the former station keeper’s clothing outside, he set fire to it. No telling how many lives were lost.

				With the water on, he puttered about, cleaning up, putting things to rights. He discovered an ax, razor-sharp, and a cross-cut saw. There were several wedges for splitting logs as well as a pick, shovel, and gold-pan.

				Suddenly curious, he checked the pistol. It had been fired not long since…three times. Never liking the presence of unloaded guns, accidents always seeming to happen with guns suspected of being empty, he slipped cartridges into the empty chambers and returned the gun to its holster.

				Outside it was now quite dark. The stars seemed very close because the mountain air was clear. Stepping outside, he walked to the middle of the road, looking both ways. All was dark and still. Suddenly there was a swoosh in the air above him; involuntarily, he ducked. An owl…and a big one.

				Not since childhood had he lived in the mountains, and the mountains he had known were far different from these, for even the trees and flowers of the eastern mountains were different. Since that time he had been at sea, the shallow seas of the Malay archipelago as well as along the China coast and Japan.

				Returning to the station, he rebarred the door, poured a cup of coffee, and sat down at the table. The gun-belt and pistol he had taken from Steve Darnell lay on the table. It was a fine weapon, nicely balanced and easy to the hand. That had been trouble he had not wanted, but Darnell was evidently a known man and considered a dangerous one. Seeing in Jeremy Loccard a stranger and obviously not a western man, he had thought to have some amusement. Darnell had a few drinks under his belt, and in such circumstances, apparently he often became quarrelsome.

				
				Loccard had not been wearing a gun, as he had much of his life, for the islands and the waters where he’d sailed were infested with pirates, and had been from as far back as records existed.

				Two men had vanished from this place…how?

				Of course, there were men who could not accept solitude. A few days of silence and loneliness were all they could stand and they must get away, no matter how. That could have been it.

				Uneasily, he glanced at the black squares of the windows. Anybody or anything could be out there…or at least that’s what Duro Weaver had suggested.

				What did he mean by anything?

				He went from window to window, checking. Cobwebbed and dirty as they were it was unlikely anything within could be seen from without, beyond the light itself. For the first time he was struck by the smallness of the panes and the strength of the windows themselves.

				A skilled workman, he realized these were not the original doors or windows. The doors were of double thickness and strongly hinged, mounted obviously by someone who wanted stronger, thicker doors.

				Why?

				He tried to recall what Duro Weaver had said about the Indians of the vicinity. Pah-utes, and further east the Mojaves. There were other tribes who lived close about whose names he had forgotten, and a tribe called the Tehachapis who lived in the mountains of the same name. They were rarely seen, but seemed friendly.

				
				He added fuel to the fire and poured a fresh cup of coffee. Then he opened his sea-chest and got out a pair of black dungarees, a black and white checked shirt, and fresh socks and underwear. He was taking out the shirt when something fell to the floor.

				It was an amulet, a good-luck charm given him by an old priest of some obscure religion of which he knew nothing. Actually, he heard later, it was a coin of Krananda, believed by many to be the oldest coinage of India. On it were several symbols: a Tree of Life, a swastika, and others. He had worn it from the day it was given him but had taken it from his neck while undergoing treatment for his wounds.

				Not one to place faith in luck, either good or bad, he treasured the charm as a memento, not only of the priest and his daughter whom Loccard had helped out of a bad corner, but as a memento of the girl herself.

				She had been a dainty, lovely thing with whom he had no means of communication beyond a few clumsy signs. All he had been able to discover was that they had come from some far land, both as a pilgrimage and in flight from some unnamed danger.

				Yet, superstitious or not, he had emerged reasonably unscathed from a half-dozen brawls and two dozen hand-to-hand fights with pirates as well as the fight with Darnell, all while wearing the charm.

				“What the hell,” he muttered, and slipped the charm over his head. “It never did me any harm.”

				—

				Hours later he was awakened by a faint sound. His fingers closed around the butt of the pistol. Then he lay still…listening.

				
				He heard it again. Something outside the station, something silent, stealthy, creeping. Gently he eased himself from under the blankets and swung his feet to the floor.

				Very carefully someone was lifting the latch, then pushing against the door. The door itself was heavy, the bar a formidable piece of timber. Nothing happened beyond that first creak. After one push the man or creature desisted.

				Pistol in hand, Loccard edged to the window and peered out. He could, of course, see nothing. Vaguely through the unclean window he could see distant stars and the outline of the barn roof against the sky, and nothing more.

				Yet something or somebody was out there, something that moved very quietly, something that did not wish to be seen, something with intelligence enough not to waste strength on a barred door.

			

			
				CHAPTER II

				Loccard waited, straining his ears for the slightest sound; moving silently, he went to each of the other doors and windows, but he could see nothing.

				He was a tough, hardened young man, and as mate on a windjammer he was accustomed to responsibility, and to facing whatever trouble came. On such a ship it was always the chief mate who checked things out first, then reported to the captain, who usually made the decisions.

				Now he was mate and master both, and he considered the situation. He was tempted to go outside and face whatever was there, but if he was wrong about someone trying the latch, and it happened to be a grizzly, he would be in serious trouble. Moreover, at this time he had nothing to protect outside, so there was insufficient reason for taking the risk.

				
				Moving in the dark, he went to the kitchen. The glow from the coals was faint, so he added fuel, then put on the coffeepot.

				Taking up his watch, he brought it to the grate, where he could check the numerals. It was two-fifteen.

				Restless and curious, he went from window to window, listening. When the coffee was hot he filled a cup and sat down.

				Something had pushed hard against the door, but finding it firm, pushed no more. That argued for an intelligence beyond that of an animal. Yet the push against the door had given him an impression of great weight, and what could have such weight but a grizzly?

				With the coming of daylight he finished the last of the coffee over a few strips of bacon and sourdough bread. As he ate his eyes studied the doors and the windows.

				Whoever had strengthened them had been a cunning workman. He had built strong against whatever might come….Had he known something? Felt some premonition, perhaps? Had he built the windows higher in the walls and the doors to their new strength before or after he began to fear what might be outside?

				Before, quite possibly, or he might not have remained to build them.

				Obviously they had strength enough, for they were unbroken. Despite that, the man was gone.

				It was unlikely Indians had taken him, for they would have looted or burned the station.

				Nevertheless, the man was gone, and another, also.

				Which one had done the building? He who had first disappeared? Or the man who followed him?

				That they had been taken while outside seemed apparent, which meant that when outside he must be wary at all times.

				
				When he had finished eating he took up the new rifle, loaded it, and went outside, drawing the door to behind him.

				There were no tracks on the hard-packed clay around the station. He walked to the barn and found twelve stalls, six on either side. There was a small tack room containing some worn harness, a fairly good saddle, and a rawhide lariat of the type used by the vaqueros of California. There was also a pitchfork and a scythe.

				He refilled the water-barrel near the well, carried several buckets of water to the trough in the corral, and while doing so saw the tracks of a deer. There was another track, also, but it was oddly smudged and could not be identified. Yet it was a fresh track.

				Mindful of what he had been told, he carried fresh water into the house, filling two buckets and the boiler. As he moved about he kept the rifle in his left hand, and his eyes strayed from time to time to the surrounding hills. The hills close by were bald, covered only by some close-setting growth that he did not recognize. On the more distant slopes were trees and occasional outcroppings of boulders, worn by wind and blown sand.

				Far overhead a bird soared. Twice he looked at it, brow puckered. It was a large…a very large bird. Perhaps it was a condor, for it was said condors inhabited some of the mountain valleys they had passed coming hence from Los Angeles.

				Finally, he returned to the station, got a broom, and swept out; then, rigging a crude mop, he took water and swabbed the floor as he would a ship’s deck.

				He was a man to whom cleanliness was a habit, developed over long confinement to close quarters at sea and the necessity of setting an example for those who served on the ships with him. He decided what he must do was rig a holystone so he could clean the floors properly.

				
				Loccard walked to the door to wring out his mop, and was standing there when his nostrils caught a strange, fetid odor, an odd scent that made the hair prickle on the back of his neck.

				For a moment he looked about. A skunk? It could be, of course. The smell was not unlike that of a skunk, yet different somehow. He was turning to go back inside when his eyes caught several long hairs trapped under slivers on the outer surface of the door. They were coarse hairs, a kind of a dirty whitish yellow in shade, and unlike anything he had ever seen.

				There were three of them, and carefully, he took them from the door and went inside. Why he did so he did not know, but he placed them in a folded paper for future examination.

				Certainly, he had never seen such hairs. A silvertip grizzly? No…these were different.

				When Weaver came next with the stage he would ask him, as being long in this country, he might recognize them. The hairs had been more than two thirds the way up the door, and standing on the flagstone doorstep they would have been at eye level for him, or even a mite higher. He shook his head, irritated by the puzzle.

				A grizzly standing on his hind legs could have left them. Probably hairs from the white part of his chest, he thought.

				Cleaning up the place took most of the day. He stored his food, gathered extra wood, and made ready for the night. The horses would be coming any day, and he found himself looking forward to their arrival. They meant more work for him, but they would also be company.

				He glanced toward the flanks of the mountains, thick with a stand of timber. Suddenly, he thought of his telescope and went within.

				
				When he had been unable to return to his ship they had put his gear ashore, and the telescope had been stored in his sea-chest.

				Getting the glass from his gear, he returned to the door, where he spent some time examining the mountains. They were rougher than they at first seemed; he saw among the trees more of the outcroppings of boulders, and what could be cliffs.

				As darkness came on, he found himself growing uneasy. He retreated within the station, rebuilt his fire, and settled down for an evening of reading. As a boy he had no access to books, and had worked most of the time from daylight until dark, finally going to bed so tired he was at once asleep. Not until he went to sea had he any experience of reading for pleasure.

				He had but one book, a copy of a novel by Bulwer-Lytton given to him when he lay recovering from his wound. It was Rienzi, the Last of the Roman Tribunes. He settled down to reading, taking time out only to replenish the fire. Several times he went to the door or windows but heard nothing, saw nothing. At last, his eyes growing tired, he turned in.

				—

				At daylight he took his rifle and scouted the area. He found no tracks, no sign that anything had come near the station. Relieved, he went back inside, taking care, however, to bar the door.

				He had fried bacon and put out some bread and dried apples which he had soaked well during the night, and was preparing to sit down when he heard a sound of hoofbeats, then a shout.

				He went to the door, took down the bar, and glanced out. Seeing a herd of horses and two men driving them, he put his rifle down beside the door and stepped outside.

				The older man rounded up a bay with three white stockings that seemed inclined to stray while Loccard walked across the road and took down the gate-bars.

				
				When he saw the last of the sixteen horses through the gate, he looked around at the riders. “Coffee’s on. Come on in. You had breakfast?”

				“We done et,” the younger man said. He was scarcely more than a boy, but tall and strong. “We camped up the road a piece.”

				“You could have come on in last night,” Loccard suggested.

				“Never git me to come up here of a night,” the older man said grimly. “This here’s no place to be once dark comes.”

				“He stopped away back yonder,” the younger one said. “I’d have come on in.”

				“Ain’t got no sense. Not a durned bit. Not after what happened to them others.”

				“What did happen?” Loccard asked, following them through the door.

				“Disappeared, that’s what. Vanished. One day they was here, next day gone. I come up here bringin’ grub an’ such. They was gone.”

				“Well, not both t’ onct. Each in his own time. Jed Slocum…he was a good man. Sharp man, too. He wasn’t feared of no ha’nts, but little good it did him.”

				“What do you think happened?” Loccard asked.

				“Who knows? Somethin’ got ’em. Jed, he lived it out for nigh three months. Got thinner an’ more peaked by the day. Looked like a dead man last I seen of him, but he wouldn’t say nothin’ about it.”

				“He said something to me,” the boy said.

				The older man stared at him. “You?”

				“He ast me if I ever seen a yaller bear.” The younger man sat down on a bench and stretched his long legs. “I said I never. There was no such thing. Brown bears, black bears, an’ them polar bears. They’re white. But no yaller bears.”

				
				Jeremy Loccard shrugged. “Who knows what’s in those mountains? There could be bears of a kind no man has ever seen.”

				“Or other things,” the older man spat, and Loccard winced. He had just swept and mopped that floor.

				He helped himself to bacon from the frying-pan. “You ever really look at this here country? She’s good country. Grass, timber, water if you know where to look, but there’s no Injuns…or mighty few. Now I say that’s odd…mighty odd. I come west along the Humboldt River. Godforsaken country, but there’s Injuns there, so why not here? I say they either was run off or somethin’ took ’em.”

				Loccard got the pot from the stove and filled cups for them. “Those horses out there,” he asked, “any of them riding stock?”

				The younger man shrugged. “That grulla mustang has been ridden a good bit. Fact is, that’s why we brought him along. If any stock gits away you can round ’em up ridin’ him.

				“There’s two or three others been rid some, too, but mostly they’re drivin’ stock.” The older man glanced at Loccard. “Heard your name. Jimmy, ain’t it?”

				“Jeremy…Jeremy Loccard.”

				“Jed Slocum, he was a nice ol’ feller. Good man. I never did cotton to that Zimmerman, though. He looked mean…kind of sullen, like.”

				“He was the man here before Slocum?”

				“Uh-huh. He was here three, maybe four months. Always had his nose in a book, big ol’ books, like of which I never did see…kind of worried pictures in them.”

				“Worried?”

				“Uh-huh. There was devils and such.”

				
				“Weird?”

				“That’s it. Worried. He seen me lookin’ at a book left open on the table and he got mad as hell. He come over here and slammed it shut, said something about me bein’ nosy. Anybody else an’ I’d have took it up, but not him. He was a mean…mighty mean.”

				“He’d of killed you, Tom.”

				“Mebbe. An’ mebbe I don’t kill so easy.” Tom glanced at Loccard, indicating the gun he wore. “You any good with that?”

				“Good enough.”

				The older man chuckled. “All y’have to be!” he said. “That’s all you have to be!”

				A thought occurred to Loccard. “That Zimmerman, now? Somebody come an’ get his gear?”

				Tom looked over at his companion. “You get it, Beak?”

				“Must still be around. I know Duro never brought it down…all them books, too. It would have taken some liftin’ to get them aboard. Heaviest boxes I ever did see, an’ I helped him off-load them.”

				“Them?”

				“There was three…not so big but almighty heavy.”

				“Hid ’em, prob’ly. He was that kind. Wanted nobody nosin’ around. He said as much, more’n onct. He had some notion…I dunno what…but some kinda notion about this place…these mountains. Maybe the desert.

				“Asked all kinda questions. What was the Injuns like? Was they on’ Paiutes? I ever see any other kind? Ever hear tell of any stories the Injuns tell?

				“Hell, like I tol’ him, these Injuns don’t tell no stories. They don’t even talk much. Anyway, what would they have to talk about? Nothin’ but ignorant savages, runnin’ around with no drawers on.”

				Loccard nodded. “Maybe so, but I’ve sailed on some far waters, and I’ve seen things….It doesn’t pay to take too much for granted with any people, no matter how primitive they seem.”

				
				“Bah! The sooner they’re all gone, the better. I seen aplenty of them, here and there. Good for nothin’.”

				Loccard did not reply. To protest would do no good. The man had his mind made up and what he had decided pleased him, and left room for no further consideration of the subject. A neat pigeonhole was often a substitute for thought and a means of isolating ideas that might otherwise become disturbing.

				“That Zimmerman, now. He was a canny one. Mean, but canny. I think he had something, some burr under his saddle. He didn’t come here just for no job. He was looking for something, something he figured was worth plenty.”

				“How could that be?” Loccard suggested mildly. “In a country where there was nothing but savages?”

				The contradiction irritated the older man. “Mayn’t always have been Injuns here. Who knows who was here before? I tell you, I seen things…well, they was things no Injun ever done.”

				“What sort of things?” Jeremy asked.

				“Mummies, an’ such. Seen ’em in caves.”

				“Probably just the dry air,” Loccard suggested.

				“Mebbe. Mebbe so. I was just tellin’ you what I seen. I seen aplenty, I have. That Zimmerman, though. He was no tin horn. He was a mighty big, mean man but he was knowledgeable. I never figured nothin’ would happen to him.”

				The older man squinted at Loccard. “We got us a bet, down to Los Angeles. We got us a bet on you. I’m sayin’ you don’t last out the month. Somethin’ will git you, or you’ll run.”

				Loccard had disliked the man before; he liked him even less now. “Who’d you bet with?” he asked.

				“Weaver. He says you’ll stick it. I say you won’t. I say something’s goin’ t’ git you.”

				
				“I hope it was a good-sized bet,” Loccard suggested. “Something worthwhile?”

				“Bet him a month’s wages, mine against his’n.” He grinned, showing broken teeth. “He makes three times what I do, so I got me a good bet.”

				“No bet is good if you lose,” Loccard said. “And I am going to make sure you do.”

				The older man shot him an angry look, then went outside. The boy lingered. “Mister,” he said. “What he said about that Zimmerman was true. Those books now…There was some kinda strange signs inside. One book had some o’ these funny signs where one end points one way, and the other end the other way.”

				“A swastika?” Loccard sketched the design in the air.

				“That’s it.”

				—

				Loccard stood in the door and watched them ride away. He glanced toward the horses, who seemed at home in the corral, but he went out and added several buckets of water to the trough, his eyes restless over the mountainside and down the trail toward the desert.

				Zimmerman had brought three heavy boxes and none had been taken away, so either they were here or they’d been taken by someone. He hesitated but did not add, something.

				Slocum had lost weight, had been under strain, had asked the boy about yellow bears. Had he seen such a bear? Or was it something else? Some other kind of creature?

				The articles found in the living quarters of the station had obviously been those of the last occupant, who was Jed Slocum, so where were those of Zimmerman, who had preceded him?

				Walking to the corral, he glanced over the horses. Before going off to sea he had known a little about horses, and these were good stock. He located the grulla and offered him a handful of rich green grass, pulled from near the well. The grulla took it gratefully and held still while Loccard rubbed his neck and talked to him, but shied away when no more grass was forthcoming.

				
				Yet it was the beginning of a rapport between them, and Jeremy hoped the grulla understood who he was: the man in charge, the man who fed him, the man who would be riding him.

				Nothing had been said as to when the next stage would come through, but he assumed it would be today. He had turned back toward the house when from the corner of his eye he caught a flicker of movement near the corner of the barn.

				He turned sharply, glancing that way, cursing himself for not having the rifle. His pistol, however, was in his holster, easy to his hand.

				For a moment there was nothing, and then he saw them.

				An Indian man appeared suddenly, ghostlike, at the corner of the barn. Loccard blinked, and a
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