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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


Wade Brackett rode into Shadow Creek beneath a hard Arizona sun, his gray horse moving at an easy walk through dust deep enough to cover the animal’s fetlocks.

The town consisted of one crooked street, a hotel, two saloons, a general store, and a jailhouse built from heavy pine logs. Beyond the buildings stretched open range broken by distant mountains.

Sheriff Roland Pike stood outside the jail waiting for him.

“Been a long time, Wade.”

“Three years.”

Pike had gained weight, but his eyes had not changed. They were still sharp and pale beneath the brim of his hat. The two men had once ridden together as deputy marshals. Pike had later recommended Wade to the Arizona Cattlemen’s Association as a stock detective.

“The Bar-C lost nearly three hundred head,” Pike said. “The association wants the theft found quickly.”

“Any tracks?”

“Plenty. They lead toward Luke Tanner’s homestead.”

Wade studied him. “That easy?”

Pike smiled without humor. “Sometimes a guilty man makes mistakes.”

They rode north to the Bar-C Ranch, where owner Luther Sneed waited beside a holding pen. Sneed was broad, gray-haired, and dressed like a man who wanted others to notice his wealth.

He showed Wade several recovered steers.

“The rustlers changed my brand,” Sneed said. “Bar-C became Circle-C.”

Wade climbed through the rails and examined the nearest steer. The original brand had been burned over carefully—too carefully. The work had been done by someone who understood brands, scar tissue, and how quickly fresh burns healed.

Wade crouched near the animal’s left foreleg. A faint smear of black pitch clung to the hair.

“Where were these found?”

“Near Tanner’s place,” Pike answered.

Wade rubbed the pitch between his fingers. Luke Tanner was a struggling homesteader. Wade knew the type. Poor men sometimes stole cattle, but they rarely carried special branding pitch or altered marks with this kind of skill.

Beyond the pen, Wade found wagon tracks pressed into the dry earth. It had been a heavy wagon with a narrow rear wheel. One iron rim had a damaged edge.

The tracks did not lead toward Tanner’s homestead. They turned east, toward land owned by men who served on the Cattlemen’s Association board.

Wade looked back at Pike. The sheriff was watching him closely.

“You find something?” Pike asked.

“Not yet.”

It was the first lie Wade had ever told his old friend.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Wade left the Bar-C Ranch before noon and followed the wagon tracks east. The damaged wheel had cut a distinct groove in the hard ground, making the trail easy to read whenever the wind had not covered it with dust.

The tracks crossed open range, then turned into a dry wash bordered by cottonwoods. There Wade found ashes from a recent fire, several scraps of burned hide, and a bent branding iron buried beneath loose dirt.

He pulled the iron free with a stick. One side formed a half-circle. The other carried a straight bar. Heated together, the pieces could change several common brands into the Bar-C mark.

A horse moved behind him.

Wade turned with his rifle ready. A thin young man sat on a sorrel mare at the edge of the wash. His clothes were worn, but his Winchester was clean and well cared for.

“Luke Tanner?” Wade asked.

The young man nodded. “Sheriff Pike says you came to arrest me.”

“Did you steal Sneed’s cattle?”

“No.”

“Did you butcher one of them?”

Luke’s jaw tightened. “I butchered my own steer. Pike took the hide and claimed the brand had been changed.”

Wade showed him the iron. “Ever see this before?”

Luke shook his head. “But I have seen that wagon. It belongs to Hiram Vale, foreman for the Rocking V. He hauls cattle for Sneed and two other association men.”

A rifle cracked from the ridge.

The bullet struck the dirt between them. Wade dragged Luke behind the bank as two more shots tore through the cottonwood branches.

“Friends of yours?” Wade asked.

“They have been trying to make me leave for six months.”

Wade crawled to a break in the bank and studied the ridge. Two riders were hidden among the rocks. One wore a deputy’s tan coat.

Wade fired once. A rifle spun from the first man’s hands. The second rider disappeared over the rise.

Luke stared at him. “You just shot at Pike’s deputy.”

“He shot first.”

They climbed the ridge and found the wounded man gone, but his horse remained. In the saddlebag Wade discovered cartridges, a coil of rope, and a folded order signed by Sheriff Pike.

The order instructed the deputy to arrest Luke for cattle theft. Written below it in a different hand were four words:

MAKE CERTAIN HE RESISTS.

Wade folded the paper and placed it inside his coat.

“You still taking me to jail?” Luke asked.

Wade looked toward Shadow Creek, where his old friend wore the badge and controlled the law.

“Not yet,” he said. “First, we find out who wanted you dead.”
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Wade and Luke waited until dark before returning to Shadow Creek. They left their horses in a stand of cottonwoods and approached the town on foot.

A light burned inside Sheriff Pike’s office. Through the rear window Wade saw Pike speaking with Luther Sneed and Hiram Vale, the Rocking V foreman. A ledger lay open on the desk between them.

“The Tanner boy should have been settled by now,” Sneed said.

“My deputy missed,” Pike answered. “Brackett interfered.”

Vale struck the desk with one fist. “Then Brackett knows too much.”

Wade motioned Luke away from the window. They slipped behind the jail and waited until Sneed and Vale left by the front door.

Minutes later Pike extinguished the lamp and crossed the street toward the hotel.

Wade forced the office window with his knife. Inside, he opened the desk and found arrest warrants for six small ranchers. Each man had recently accused association members of stealing cattle.

The ledger was gone, but a torn page remained beneath the blotter. It listed altered brands, numbers of cattle, and payments made to Pike. At the bottom was a note: TRANSFER HERD TO IRON BASIN BEFORE INSPECTION.

“Where is Iron Basin?” Wade whispered.

“An abandoned mining camp north of Elk Tooth Ridge,” Luke said. “No road goes there.”

“That makes it a good place to hide cattle.”

A floorboard creaked behind them.

Deputy Miles Gann stood in the doorway with his revolver drawn. A bloody bandage circled the hand Wade had struck with his rifle shot.

“Put the paper down,” Gann said.

Wade lowered the page toward the desk, then kicked the chair into the deputy’s knees. Gann fired into the ceiling. Luke rushed him, and the three men crashed against the wall.

Wade struck Gann once across the jaw. The deputy fell unconscious.

They searched him and found a brass key stamped with the words IRON BASIN STOREHOUSE.

A bell began ringing outside. Pike had seen the broken window.

Wade and Luke escaped through the rear alley as men poured from the saloon carrying rifles. They reached the cottonwoods under a shower of bullets and mounted their horses.

By sunrise they were climbing Elk Tooth Ridge.

From the summit, Wade saw smoke rising from a hidden valley below. Hundreds of cattle moved behind a rough fence while men worked beside glowing branding fires.

Among the riders stood wealthy ranchers whose names appeared on the association board.

Luke looked at Wade. “Those are the men who hired you.”

Wade folded the torn ledger page and placed it inside his coat.

“They hired me to find stolen cattle,” he said. “That is exactly what I intend to do.”
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