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Chapter One

Stranger In Town
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TEX COREY had just inherited  a hardware store in Kansas City, and, as he told Slim, constantly, he didn’t like the idea.

“Just a danged citizen behind a counter with an apron tied around my middle,” he growled disgustedly. “That’s what I’m groin’ to be when I start ridin’ herd on that shop.”

Slim Denham cocked his left eyebrow. “You don’t wear an apron in a hardware store,” he said.

“You might just as well wear one,” Tex shrugged. “Why not ?”

Slim threw up his hands. “If I’ve got to argue with you clear to Kaycee,” he said, “this is gonna he a helluva trip.” 

“It’s gonna be a helluva trip anyway. Playing nurse to alot of traveling cattle isn’t my idea of transportation.”

Slim shrugged and started to deal himself a game of solitaire on a box-top. “It’s cheap,” he said, “and an heir to a hardware store that’s dead broke hasn’t got a kick over being the assistant to a man on a one man job. No kick whatever.”

“There’s men that’s born to lowdown jobs and there’s them that never get used to them,” Tex answered. He got up and  prowled to the platform. They had rattled to a stop at some forsaken station or other. Almost anything was acceptable an a change from the noisy, odorous clatter of the cattle train. The constant argument with Slim had been all that made the trip bearable. It had made many a winter cow camp bearable, too, before this. Now the range and all that it stood for was dropping behind them. in Kansas City, Slim would take a job in the stockyards, and Tex would run the hardware store he had inherited from an uncle he had never seen.   

“Lowdown jobs is the only kind of jobs you ever had, yuh polecat !” Slim growled. “If hardware storing in Kaycee is a decent job, you’ll have tuh sell—”   

Slim’s voice followed Tex out the door. Corey didn’t look around. “Probably nobody’s danged fool enough to buy a hardware store,” he said.  

He stepped onto a platform that was like no many others he had known; a single station lamp on a pothook. a building sadly in need of paint, the bawling of cattle from the loading pens. He walked to the outer edge of the illuminated circle  that was the lamp’s range and looked up at the sign. BANNOCK. It didn’t mean much to him. He had a vague idea that it was the county seat of somewhere, but as far as he was concerned, it was just a place where the train stopped. 

He was turning on his heel at the platform edge when he saw two dark figures dart out from the shadow of a concealing stack of lumber and make for the long, dark train. They might have been hoboes, except for the way they ran and for their uncertainty once they reached the train. They stopped short and seemed undecided as to the next move. Corey grunted.  

It was none of his business, but it was unusual and he was bored. He crossed toward them swiftly, and when they turned, startled, he put a commanding growl into his voice.

“What’s the idea, you!”

No one, not even with a guilty conscience, had a right to be as startled. The taller of the two figures took the lead.He put his companion behind him and faced Corey shakily. He was only a youngster, nineteen or twenty, and dressed in gray shirt and corduroys. His face gleamed white in the overflow of illumination from the platform.

“We’re not regular tramps,” he said huskily. “We’re just bumming our way out of town on that freight.”

Corey grinned. “You don’t have to be scared about it.” he chuckled. “You sure ain’t regular tramps. but—” he shook his head—”you’re not bumming your way out of town, and that’s no freight. It’s a cattle train.”

“We’ve got to get out of town. We—”

The youngster was desperate, but he was thin and none too strong and lacking in aggressiveness. Corey stood between him and the dark bulk of the train.

“You’ll get yourself killed. Bub. That’s a fact. You’ve got to know how to ride these things.”

“We’re ready to take a Beane. We—”

For the first time, Corey got a good look past the pleading youngster to the second half of the “we.” He stopped the jocular comment that was already forming on his lips and his Stetson came off awkwardly. The second “boy” was a girl; a girl in well-worn whipcord breeches and scuffed riding boots. Corey flushed. He had been having a good time at the expense of these youngsters, but if there was a situation desperate enough to send a young girl like this to hopping trains in the dark, then his humor had been badly timed.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said, “I shouldn’t have been no downright comic.”

“You’ll let us go?” The girl was looking anxiously toward the train. There was a rattling of couplings, a forlorn whistle from the locomotive. Corey’s lips tightened.

He ought to be aboard right now himself, and if this was really a pair of kids in a jam, he’d take a chance and get them on the train, but bringing the girl aboard would mean trouble, not only for himself but for the train crew.

“We’re going to talk this over,” he said grimly. “Lt’s go over in the lumber, where you were.”

“We can’t. We’ve got to get out on that train.”

“So do I,” Corey said.
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COREY was watching the train get under way with a sort of dull wonder. These kids meant nothing to him. He was a long way from Kansas City and he had five dollars in his pocket. He had a hunch, too, that the two before him had nothing to add to his trouble-filled prospects except more trouble. But he was staying.

Slim’ll bust a cinch, he thought. But he reckoned if tow a one-man job anyhow.

He was suddenly adjusted tom whatever lay ahead. He had reached decisions in just that way all his life. It was worrisome, but a man didn’t have to spend half his life wondering what was going to happen next: things just happened anyway.

“Whatever’s going to get you will get all three of us,” he said “Smoke?” 

He held out the crumpled package of cigarettes to the boy, but was conscious of the girl’s eyes fixed on him. They were deep eyes, and he couldn’t tell their color, but he knew that her hair was coppery, because from under the soft, pressed-clown hat that she wore there were waves of it escaping. The boy started to take a cigarette, then stopped with a shake of his head. Corey looked at him, startled. and saw the greenish pallor in the youngster’s face, the perspiration on his forehead. He was puzzled for a moment, then he knew. 

“You kids are hungry.”

“No. No!” The girl’s denial was too swift, her worried glance at the boy too easy to read. Corey stepped in between them and whirled around.

“I’m hungry myself.” he said. “We’re going into town and have a feed,” he said. “No. We can’t—really.”

It was the girl who protested now, but with the same old pointless protest, and it was not at all as much fun as arguing with Slim. An argument where nobody got abusive was pretty flat. He took the youngsters by their elbows and walked thorn towards town The girl was about a year younger than the boy: slender and rounded and with a glow about her that comes from living in open country and never from living in towns. Little by little, their story came out

The youngsters were Bob and Nell Rariden. Their folks had been homesteaders, but they hadn’t been able to stand the life. They were both dead, and the kids had been trying to run an eating house in town. Some gent called Jess Gade had made Nell Rariden’s life miserable with his attentions, and finally had forced their eating house to the wall. 

Tex Corey listened to the story quietly as sister and brother alternated in the telling. Jess Gade, it seemed, was the big man of Bannock. He owned the two big gambling houses, three eating places, the dancehall and the sheriff’s office. He was supposed to be hand and glove with rustlers, providing them with the means of shipping rustled stock out of Bannock. 

“Judge Wilson is the only one in town that dares stand against him, and the judge can’t do much without help. He’s been trying to get the governor to do something, but he can’t seem to get enough evidence,” Bob Rariden explained, shrugging dispiritedly. 

They were walking the main drag now, a typical cowtown street on a night when cattle are shipped. Noise blared from the saloons, and there was a tinny beat of music that located the dance hall. Sunburned, swaggering men clumped along the board sidewalks and jostled one another good-naturedly. 

Saddle leather creaked and horses stamped nervously at the hitching racks. There was a nip to the air and a smell of snow. Tex Corey’s instinct pointed his feet to the biggest place on the drag: Bob Rariden slipped his grip.

“That’s Jess Gade’s place, his principal place. He’ll be there himself probably.” Bob’s voice was shaky with fear.

“All the better, kid,” he said enthusiastically. “That’s where we rat. If he feels like getting tough, be wouldn’t mind mussing up a place that belonged to someone else. He’ll be fussy about his own spot.”

“That’s right, Bob. We’ll eat there.” The girl’s thin was up. There was fear in her eyes that no man had the right to inspire, but she had the courage of a thoroughbred. Her brother muttered a little, but his thin shoulders squared. 

They entered Gade’s. It was called The Silver Dollar, and the name meant something. A meal cost just that; no more and no less. It was a
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