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There was not a whole lot of
talking going
on …

On account the two up
top—driver
and guard of The Central Western Stage Line’s Concord coach—were
the strong silent type.

On account the younger woman
inside was in deep mourning for her late lamented husband, the
young man was of the Eastern and inscrutable persuasion, and the
older woman believed in keeping herself to herself. Even if that
was kinda difficult with the bucking, jolting stage throwing them all
together.

And the six Ute braves, war
painted and feathered, who ambushed them didn’t have polite conversation in
mind either. Just killing.

Two others
who’d never
been great on idle chatter: Edge and Adam Steele. Who just happened
to be riding within hearing distance of the gunshots and the
screaming and knew that the time had come for some actions that
spoke louder than words.
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Chapter One

 


THE SIX UTE braves who were hunkered down
in the cover of a patch of sagebrush and white fir saplings could
see a youngish driver and an older guard riding on the outside seat
of the Concord coach of The Central Western Stage Line Company that
was making unhurried progress through the La Sal Mountains
foothills at mid-morning. They could not yet see that inside the
travel-stained coach there were two women and one man being carried
as passengers.

The fact that Edward Sun looked
to be no more than eighteen years of age, which would not have qualified him
for the term ‘man’ in Ute society, was neither here nor there. He
was a little over three years older than he looked and whether
thinking as a Chinese or an American he had considered himself an
adult for much longer than this: more often than not with
justification.

Amy Yancy who sat to the young
man’s right
on the forward-facing seat was close to thirty but looked somewhat
older. She also looked sick from more than enduring the rigors and
deprivations of the journey from Denver.

The other
woman’s name
was Edith Crawford, who admitted to being fifty-six, was sixty-two
and in ideal circumstances could sustain the lie. She had also
suffered almost two days’ riding the stage and two nights that were
just as uncomfortable in trailside way stations, so was not looking
her best this summer morning. She sat on the same seat, in the
corner to Sun’s left, and today had given up making the constant
effort to keep as much space as the confines of the coach allowed
between herself and him. Now only occasionally made her distaste
for the young man apparent by pointedly flinching, sometimes with a
soft gasp, when a wheel of the Concord hit a rut in the trail and
she was jolted against him or he against her.

For his part the young man with
the distinctly Oriental facial structure and the pallor of a
studious Anglo had ceased to be visibly perturbed by the older
woman’s
bigotry toward him for much longer than this—from shortly after the
stage pulled out of the Denver depot and he realized Mrs. Crawford
was prejudiced against his father’s race rather than merely
resenting him for being a man.

The mourning-attired
Mrs. Yancy had
remained totally withdrawn inside a private world of grief for
almost the entire trip: whether aboard the moving stage or at any
of the way-station stopovers for the nightly rest or to switch
teams.

Thus had it been a tight-lipped
and somewhat morose journey down from the Rockies through Wolf
Creek Pass beside the Colorado River and out toward the canyon lands
of the Territory of Utah—both within the slow-rolling Concord and
also up on the high seat in front of the lashed-down roof luggage.
Where the driver, Tod Carmody, and Elroy Washington who rode
shotgun were a well-matched team; in that neither ever spoke unless
he had something he considered important to say and when this did
happen it was invariably terse, pointed and ill-humored. The men’s
brooding reserve such that nobody else who drove or rode guard for
the Central Western outfit ever wanted to share duty with either
Carmody or Washington.

‘I don’t like it, my friend,’
the square-featured, blondhaired, glittering-eyed driver who was
thirty announced as he fixed his gaze on the trail ahead after
completing a cautious survey of the terrain to either
side.

‘Me neither, son,’ his
twenty-years-older, fleshier, darker-skinned and white-haired
partner answered without pausing from the way in which he had been
watching the surrounding country for several minutes—with fear of
the unknown danger stirring just beneath the surface veneer of
scowling aggressiveness.

‘Anythin’ more than an itch?’
The more quiet-spoken driver briefly fingered the time-scarred butt
of the old Navy Colt in his hip holster before he returned both
work-callused hands to the reins and assumed a tensely crouched attitude
on the seat—like he was already driving the coach at breakneck
speed.

‘Not even that, son.’ Beads of
sweat began to ooze from the pores in Washington’s
element-burnished skin. He wanted to brush the salt moisture off
his forehead, but felt a more pressing need to keep a double-handed
grip on the Winchester repeater rifle that he held across his thick
thighs, a thumb on the hammer and a forefinger across the trigger.
‘Started as just a dryness in the back of my throat. But now I got
the hot sweats. If I’m wrong, I’m gonna get outta this
business.’

That was a lot for Elroy
Washington to say at one time and the younger man at his side began
to sweat also, as he recommenced his uneasy watch on the flanking
hills and murmured: ‘For sure it ain’t sweaty heat.’

The man riding shotgun had
spoken his piece and felt no need to voice agreement with the
obvious. For this early summer day in the northern foothills of the
distantly snow-powdered ridges of the La Sal Mountains was filled
with arid heat by the sun that glared from out of a near-cloudless sky. The
kind of heat that seemed to act to close pores defensively against
its searing attack rather than open them—unless a man were to
experience dread of an unseen and indefinable presence that he
senses means to do him harm.

‘You get the smell of road
agents or Injuns or what, Elroy?’

‘Tod, all I smell is trouble.
With a capital B for the bad kind.’

Only when these two partners on
duty and friends in free time were under considerable strain did
they address
each other by their given names. Now, the driver augmented the
guard’s uneasy surveillance on their innocuous-looking surroundings
and as their gazes crossed they were momentarily locked: both men
were immediately aware of the extent of their own and each other’s
terror. Like they suddenly had precognition of a double
dying.

It seemed to require a
conscious effort to unloose their gazes. And then grimaces of
anguish began to spread across their faces as they scoured the
terrain for a glimpse of the danger that they knew lurked out there. While
Carmody lifted the reins to crack them over the backs of the four
horses in the traces and Washington raised the rifle off his knees
as he thumbed back the hammer.

Inside the still-leisurely
moving Concord, Amy Yancy brought a black-gloved hand up from her lap
and swept the fine mesh veil off her pallid face, the better to see
through the dusty window as she sensed the threat. A moment later a
wheel of the coach dropped into and bumped out of a pothole in the
trail, which caused Edward Sun to lurch hard against the matron.
But both he and Mrs. Crawford were too uneasily intrigued by the
actions and expression of the woman in mourning to react as usual
to the sudden and unwelcome accidental contact.

‘You are feeling unwell, my
dear?’ Edith Crawford asked and now vented a muted sound of
irritation with the man when he leaned across her line of vision.,
blocking Amy Yancy from her sight as he sought to get a better view
through the windows at what had captured the nervous attention of
the younger woman.

‘No, it’s just—’

‘Hey, you up there!’

Sun had cut in on
Mrs. Yancy’s
attempt to explain: he tilted his head and shouted at the roof of
the Concord as he felt the stirring of unexplained dread. Then, as
Edith Crawford fixed the scowl more firmly in place and opened her
mouth to rebuke the young man, Carmody cracked the reins and roared
to the team:

‘Get up, there!’

A rifle shot rang out, like a
muted echo of the sound of the reins, as the four horses responded
to the
command and lunged into a sudden gallop. And the matron vented a
shrill cry of alarm at the abrupt change of pace that pressed her
and the other two passengers hard against the back of their seat.
The younger woman continued to peer out of the right side of the
abruptly hurtling coach, still no more than sensing some brand of
threat that had caused Carmody to demand the violent turn of speed.
While Sun caught a glimpse on the periphery of his vision of a
tell-tale puff of black smoke against the multi-hued greenery that
covered the
rising ground to the other side of the swaying and bucking and
jolting Concord.

He instantly linked the
echo-like sound to the briefly seen smoke and snapped:
‘On the
floor!’

Mrs. Crawford gave a gasp of horror and
Mrs. Yancy shuddered as he clutched each woman by the upper arm and
took them forcefully forward with him as he tipped himself off the
seat. He had neither the time nor the inclination to wonder if they
were responding to his touch or if they had seen what he saw just
part of a second after he began the move.

The six Ute braves in
breechclouts and feathered headbands had sprung up out of cover
after the first shot was fired at the stage, to loose a fusillade
of bullets toward the target as it lurched along the foot of
the hill
directly below the small stand of young timber in which they had
been concealed. The range was no more than a hundred yards, and so
the bullets made powerful impact with the timbers of the stage, one
of its windows, the luggage on the roof and the flesh of Tod
Carmody.

Edith Crawford shrilled in terror and
pressed her bulky form tight to the jolting floor of the Concord as
glittering shards of glass from the shattered window sprayed down
on her and Edward Sun and Amy Yancy.

‘I will soon be with you, my
dearest Cole,’ the younger woman murmured.

‘Sonofabitch,’ the man curled on
the floor beside her growled as he saw something close to a gentle
smile shape her mouthline while she seemed totally unaware of the
blood that oozed from a cut on her pale cheek. Then, as a second
volley of gunfire sounded—from behind the pitching and yawing stage
now—he felt a compulsion to twist his head and look toward the
glassless window in the door. And he saw a spray of blood
slipstream across the frame and splash over the pane of the window
alongside it. Then, a moment later, as bullets thudded into the
boot of the Concord, he recognized the blond hair and the slender
form of the driver as Carmody twisted off the high seat and
corkscrewed over the side to drop inertly to the trail.

No more than ten seconds had
passed since Elroy Washington’s well-honed intuition for danger threatening
the stage in his care had proved to be as good as ever. Then he had
wrenched his gaze away from the look of death in the eyes of his
partner and friend, and found himself staring unerringly at the
precise spot on the hillside to the south where the bunch of
half-naked Ute braves showed themselves as the first shot was
exploded toward the Concord that Carmody caused to
spurt.

It was no impulsively triggered
accident that one shot rang out in isolation, Washington guessed a
part of a second before he saw the man beside him stiffen as the reins
slid from his snapped-open hands.

Carmody said:
‘Oh,’ as if he were
just mildly surprised by what was happening, before he began to
turn his head to direct a beseeching look at Washington. Which was
when the rest of the Indians loosed the fusillade of fire and
Carmody died as he stopped a bullet in the side that would
otherwise have hit Washington. But it was that first shot, fired by
the best marksman among the braves, that had proved fatal as it
drilled deep into the driver’s head. And left a neat hole between
his left ear and eye which now erupted blood as the rigidity was
gone from the form that crumpled and twisted and toppled off the
seat.

The crud wanted Tod dead and
the team runnin’ scared, Washington thought bitterly as he saw with grief-misted
eyes his only true friend in the world fall lifeless out of sight.
And then he heard the second volley of rifle fire and the duller
sounds of the bullets impacting with the rear of the Concord: which
acted to clear his mind of the emotional turmoil of anger at the
cold-bloodedness of the Utes and melancholy for the untimely death
of Carmody. His responsibility for the safety of the stage
passengers and their property suddenly became his sole
concern.

He looked down at where the
reins were sagged between the horses, dragging along the trail in
the dust raised by the powerfully pumping hooves. And his mouthline
formed into a grimace while he briefly considered lunging off the
footboard and on to the quivering back of one of the team. Even if he
achieved that, though, he felt less confident of being able to stay
astride the bare back of the horse as he reached down to grasp for the reins.
Hell, he was more than fifty and it was many years since he had
been able without vanity to consider himself an expert horseback
rider. And even in those days he was strictly a saddle-horse
man.

He raised his bleak-eyed gaze
from the discouraging view above his toecaps where they rested on
the footboard, to peer along the trail stretched out in front of the
straining at-the-gallop horses. And felt a surge of hope. For more
than a mile, perhaps nearer two, the trail was a straightaway with
undulating rises to the left and a large expanse of rolling pasture
to the right. There were plenty of scattered trees in early summer
leaf, a few rocky ridges and several hollows and mounds that could
provide cover for a great many more Ute braves. But Elroy
Washington had a good feeling that there were no other Indians
engaged in the ambush.

Probably the bolting team would
stay on the trail until they galloped themselves into an exhausted
standstill. But even if they did veer a little to one side or the
other of the long straightaway, it did not look to the
suddenly less-anxious guard that the stage was likely to come to
much harm. The bunch of murdering redskins had made a mess of it.
They had picked a wrong spot for the attack and then had killed
just Tod Carmody. There was scant chance of the runaway team
wrecking the stage on this stretch of trail. And if, after the
horses had run themselves into the ground, those stinking
half-assed Utes came sniffing around the Concord for booty … well,
they’d find they had the best damn guard on the Central Western
payroll to take on. After what the bastards had done to Tod … well,
he wouldn’t be taking any prisoners, that was for sure.

Elroy
Washington’s
element-burnished and time-lined face came very close to displaying
an infrequent smile as he dwelt upon the stupidity of the Utes and
contemplated the satisfying prospect of avenging the murder of his
friend and partner. But the expression that never spread easily
across his features was stillborn as his gaze swept over the seat
from which the corpse of Tod Carmody had fallen. And the next
moment, after he had submitted to a powerful compulsion to look
back across the roof luggage at the scene behind the hurtling stage, the fear
of death once more took command of the man’s face.

The Utes had ponies.

A seventh brave had been
concealed in deeper cover than the others, and had charge of the ambushers’
mounts. And now, just a matter of stretched seconds after that
first fatal shot was exploded from out of the stand of immature
trees, seven braves were flinging themselves eagerly on to the bare
backs of the animals. Starting the ponies fast down the hillside,
running alongside them and springing up off the ground—like they
were giving a carefully rehearsed demonstration of their expert
horsemanship.

The mid-morning light of this
early summer day was such that a man could see with crystal clarity to the
unshimmered horizon on every side. The excited Indians on the hill
were only a matter of a few hundred yards away when Washington got
his first glimpse of them as they launched into the spectacular
display of mounting on the move; and the dread-filled guard was
briefly host to an impression that he could see each of their faces
as clearly as if they were seated across a table from him. And he
saw that each mouth was gaped wide to vent disdainful laughter at
him while every pair of dark eyes gleamed with unwavering
determination to see him violently dead.

Then the braves, riding in a
tight group, were down off the green-clad slope and began to close
with their objective on the trail. But they were much
less
well-defined now, because of the red dust that pumping hooves and
spinning wheelrims erupted and billowed out behind. And as the
reality of what was happening to him re-asserted a firm grip on the
mind of Washington, he realized he had been paralyzed both mentally
and physically by terror … and perhaps a sense of shame impelled
him into reckless over-reaction as he sought to match up to his
self-assumed position as the best guard riding a Central Western
stage.

His Winchester was already
cocked behind a loaded breech and his forefinger remained curled round the
trigger. And now he turned almost half around on the seat, bringing
the stock of the rifle to his shoulder as he aimed the barrel back
over the luggage lashed to the roof.

A woman was screaming and a man
was shouting. Hooves thundered and wheels clattered. Elroy
Washington knew there was no point in taking careful aim off the
shuddering coach through the swirling dust at the braves astride
their galloping ponies. He loosed two fast shots and snarled: ‘Take that, you
murderin’ skunks.’

The fat old woman married to
the top-brass officer at Fort Hamilton quit screaming and the
uppity youngster who looked like he was a lot more Chink than white
cut out the yelling. He wondered if the widow woman riding out to Hamilton to
pick up the body of her soldier husband had been hit when the
braves started the attack. He had not heard anything from her since
that first shot blasted into Tod’s skull.

The Utes astride well-rested
ponies narrowed the gap on the Concord with a team in the traces that
had done many miles of slow hauling before the bolt got started.
And there were still seven braves large as life and twice as ugly
getting closer by the moment despite the couple of shots he had
exploded into their midst. They rode with the same degree of smooth
skill as they had mounted, the rope reins held in one hand while
the other hand of each naked-above-the-waist Indian was thrust high
in the air, fisted around the frame of a rifle. The fact that they
chose, to a man, not to answer his fire struck Elroy Washington as
an implied insult. And as he pumped the lever action of his
repeater a third time to arc the spent shell case down to the trail
and ease a fresh bullet into the breech, acid resentment acted as a
potent fuel to the smoldering fires of shame.

‘I’ll show you, you redskinned
sonsofbitches!’ he bellowed. And emphasized the extent of his rage
with another two fast shots, venting a whoop of triumph when he saw
one of the pursuers drop his raised arm, release the rifle and the
reins and topple sideways off his pony.

Washington experienced brief
regret that there had been no opportunity to see where the brave
was hit and blood spurting from the bullet hole. But as he pumped
the action again the euphoria at seeing the brave go down became too
powerful to allow for any lesser emotion in his mind. And he fired
a fifth shot, a sixth and then a seventh in a vain attempt to score
a second triumph while he was still relishing the first.

Six braves rode on, still drawing
inexorably closer through the swirling dust to the rear of the
speeding rig that was raising the turbulent cloud. But suddenly
they were no longer charging toward their objective with rifles
thrust challengingly but ineffectually in the mote-filled air. For
now, as Washington pumped his Winchester, he saw they all had a
two-handed grip on their rifles which were aimed from their
shoulders toward the Concord—as the braves adeptly steered their
ponies into a ragged six-abreast line across the trail, by swaying
their bodies to one side or the other while they stayed on the bare
backs of their mounts with knees and ankles clenched to the
animals’ flanks.

To the best damn guard riding
the stages of the Central Western line, this was the
ultimate
insult. And, grimacing his hatred at the Indians who had killed Tod
Carmody and now taunted him, Elroy Washington blocked from his
awareness the sights and sounds of the headlong chase and
concentrated entirely upon triggering a killing shot into the Ute
brave who rode second from the left as he viewed the
line.

And the white man died doing
what in the whole of his life he had never desired more. And he
started to vent from his gaping mouth a piercing cry of unbounded
pleasure as he saw a neat hole show in the hairless and naked chest of the
selected Indian. But he rose too high on his knees on the seat of
the runaway stage, in celebration of too small a victory in the
fight that was not yet over, so presenting himself as a clear
target for the five surviving braves as their second casualty was
flipped from his horse.

And of the five bullets blasted toward the
man who threw both his arms at the sun-bright sky and arced his
upper body in contemptuous defiance of the Utes, three smashed into
his flesh.

Perhaps for part of a second as he was
held rigid on his knees, facing backward from the speeding Concord,
Elroy Washington was able to experience some brand of satisfaction
that he had killed two Indians after the band of Utes did for his
friend. But then his own life was ended by the three bullets that were lodged in
his chest and the expression of ill-humor that formed his death
mask was so characteristic it offered no valid clue to his state of
mind when he died. Thus, the man might well not have been aware
that his life was ended, as Tod Carmody’s had been, by the Ute
Indians: and so it was a straight two-for-two trade.

 


The trail that stretched out
behind the racing stage from which the bullet-shattered corpse
toppled was not so arrow-straight for so long as that ahead of it.
Back there out of sight around a curve that arced at the foot of a
low rise, a tall and lean man astride a chestnut gelding reined in his
mount from an easy walk and in the lengthening silence that
followed the final fusillade of distant gunfire took the makings
from a pocket of his shirt and rolled, then lit, a
cigarette.

On a stream of gray tobacco smoke he
growled as he rasped the back of a hand over the bristles on his
jaw: ‘Sounds like a whole lot of trouble we don’t want any part of,
uh feller?’

The horse tossed his head and
vented a terse whinny. And the rider showed a brief,
tight grin
as he tugged on the reins and heeled his mount off the trail.
Murmured:

‘Fine, feller. It sounds like
the neighs have it.’

 


Ahead of where the five
triumphant Indians steadily overhauled the slowing Concord, a
second lone rider continued to keep his black stallion moving at a
leisurely pace toward the scene of the running battle in the wake
of the burst of shooting that killed Elroy Washington. This rider
did somewhat more thinking aloud than the man who had been coming
up on the ill-fated stage from behind.

‘Somebody who speaks to his
horse and expects to get an intelligent answer from him has to be a
little crazy, I reckon,’ he said, and sighed when the animal
pricked his ears for a word of command, then laid them back down
when no such word was spoken. The rider shook his head and went on:
‘And a man who talks to himself is maybe even crazier.’ He eyed the
ears of his horse and this time, drawing no responsive movement,
issued the command with a gentle sideways motion of the reins to
angle the stallion off the trail as he drawled through pursed lips:
‘But a man who rides toward that amount of shooting that’s none of
his concern … he’d have to be crazier than I’m not anymore.’ He
displayed a grin that was strangely boyish for a man of his age and
added: ‘If you get what I mean?’

The stallion snorted and shook his head.

The man drawled:
‘Let’s not get into
that again.’


Chapter Two

 


THE MAN WHO had been riding the trail in
the same westward direction as the stage and who now started to
detour to the south to pass by the scene of the trouble was the one
called Edge.

He was in his early forties, a
tall man of more than two inches above six feet, weighing a
lean-built two hundred and some pounds. His face was lean, too,
made up of features drawn from a Mexican father and a Scandinavian mother. A
dark-hued face, deeply lined, with high cheekbones, an aquiline
nose and a wide mouth with thin lines topped and flanked by a
sparse mustache that sometimes did not stand out from his heavy
stubble. He had eyes that were ice-blue and permanently narrowed
under hooded lids. And mostly jet-black hair that he wore long
enough to cover the nape of his neck and brush his shoulders. Just
a trace of grayness showed against the black. It was a face that
could be considered good-looking or ugly, depending upon how the
person forming an opinion viewed the capacity for cruelty that
seemed to be latent in back of the set of the mouth and the glitter
of the eyes.

He did not look like a man who
had achieved much out of life from being whatever he was. He was attired
in hard—wearing clothing that had seen hard wear—Stetson, kerchief,
shirt, pants and riding boots that were all black. And around his
waist was a black gunbelt with a tied-down holster in which a
standard model Frontier Colt nestled. There was a bullet in every
loop of the belt.

His mount was as serviceable as
his clothing, but better cared for. And the saddle he rode was not
fancy and was hung with the bare minimum of accoutrements for
drifting the
frontier lands. Including a boot into which was slid a Winchester
rifle.

What could appear to be this
man’s sole
item of embellishment was a necklet of dull-colored wooden beads on
a leather thong that was sometimes seen behind his kerchief. But,
in fact, he wore this to hold at the nape of his neck a pouch in
which was carried a never dull-bladed straight razor. And sometimes
he used this razor for purposes other than shaving.

After he had angled off the
trail to start up the slope, the smile that never
reached his
eyes was abruptly gone from his mouth. And his heritage and
element-burnished face was in an impassive set as he sat easy in
the saddle and seemed to take just an indifferent attitude toward
his surroundings.

Adam Steele, who had been
riding east while Edge rode west, and who turned off the trail to the
south at about the same time as the half-breed, appeared to be
similarly only cursorily interested in the La Sal Mountains
foothills as he made this attempt to swing around whatever brand of
trouble had erupted into gunfire.

The Virginian, whose voice when
he spoke his thought process sounded like he had left the state of
his birth only recently, was of an age with Edge. But in all other
physical aspects he was totally dissimilar. He was a head
shorter and,
as such, his in-proportion build would perhaps more accurately be
described as wiry rather than lean. And his features were of a type
that had remained unmatured until he had taken more than his fair
share of life’s hard knocks—but since his complexion had been
darkened by the elements and scored by the passage of time so that
his face was a match for the once-prematurely gray hair, he was
regarded as handsome by most women who got close enough to him to
care one way or the other. It was a face composed of regular
features, clean-shaven if he had opportunity to shave, dominated by
coal-black eyes that could look harder than the contrasting stark
white teeth that could be displayed as easily in a killer’s scowl
as in a boyish grin of pleasure.

His horse, saddle, overt weapon and his
choice of garb were also totally unlike those of the man who had
elected to veer of the trail at the same time for the same
reason.

The big, black stallion was a
finer example of horseflesh and perhaps for no other
reason
looked to be in better shape, while the saddle on the back of the
animal—also black—was ornately decorated with metallic studs in a
design that showed Hispanic origin. In the boot was a Colt Hartford
revolving rifle with a rosewood stock to which was screwed a gold
plate bearing an inscription. The Virginian’s style of clothing was
patently dudish: a blue-black suit of expensive cloth and cut,
under which he wore an elegant cream-colored vest and a white
shirt. A white scarf was fastened around his neck, cravat fashion.
His gray Stetson had a black tooled-leather band. His spurless
riding boots were black and so were the buckskin gloves that
tightly fitted his hands.

Like Edge, he carried an
unbulky bedroll with a sheepskin coat lashed to it behind his
saddle and
his mount was additionally burdened by just two canteens, two
saddlebags and a lariat. Adam Steele did not tote a handgun, but
the scarf around his neck could be utilized as an offensive weapon
when the demand arose and he also carried a well-balanced throwing
knife in a boot sheath, which he was able to draw through a
seemingly accidental split in the outside seam of his right pants
leg.

The Virginian had been unable
to see the area where the gun battle started and ended within two
minutes or so because he was on a stretch of trail that cut through an
expanse of Gambel oaks in a hollow: close to where there was a fork
in the trail that offered him the choice of continuing eastward or
a turn toward the north west. A wooden signpost at the intersection
leaned drastically away from the vertical but its two sagging and
one elevated arms had promised from a distance to tell him from
whence he had come on this spur of the trail and to name the
alternative destination should he swing toward the north
west.

But since, for a clearly
defined reason, he was headed nowhere in particular, the impassive
expression that was fixed upon his face as he rode through brush
among the trees was a true reflection of his feeling of equanimity
toward the trouble he was intent upon riding around. For there was
as good a chance of him finding what he was looking for along this
new route he was following through the untrampled hills as on any
clearly signposted trails. Maybe even a better chance, since the
stud farm he planned to run would ideally not have any close
neighbors or attract any passing-through strangers.

Because he had failed to
achieve what he wanted over such a long time—the plan to raise and run
quality horses was just the latest if albeit the most firmly
resolute of Adam Steele’s ambitions—he remained easy in the saddle
and the imperturbable expression stayed on his face as he rode over
the rim of the hollow and out of the fringe of the timber. And saw
spread before him a vista of rolling hills covered with lush green
grass and featured with a slow-running stream, a number of broad
and shallow pools and many stands of mixed trees. The kind of good
grazing land, well-watered, with adequate supplies of building
lumber that at first impression seemed to be just what he had been
searching for since a nebulous idea to put down roots had evolved
into a clear-cut plan of which he refused to let go.

He could see some duck on one
of the pools and a lot more rabbits close to patches of high timber
and thickets of low brush. And there was sign left by more than just a few
deer in the mud where the Virginian halted his horse so that the
animal could dip his head and drink from the clear water of the
pebble-bedded, twenty feet wide stream.

After the stallion had drank
his fill,
Steele heeled him into movement across the sun-sparkling stream. At
its center, it was deep enough for him to be able to lean
comfortably down and scoop up a hatful of cool water that he tipped
over his head and face simply by replacing his hat. He used a
jacket sleeve to partially mop off the refreshing water from his
sun-warmed face as he rode out of the stream and continued to eye
his surroundings but less dispassionately than before. For there
was something akin to covetousness in the way he scanned this
pastoral hill country set against the ruggedness of the distant,
snow-topped mountains in the south. But he did not allow
himself to
become more emotionally involved with this seemingly idyllic piece
of country—and it was easy for a man like the Virginian to guard
against any kind of feeling that would leave him vulnerable. For he
would have been searching for the inevitable flaws in what could
never be perfect even had it not been a fusillade of gunshots that
caused him to find this place. And so as he headed his mount up a
low and gentle grade to where one of the few bare rock-ridged hills
in the immediate area promised the best vantage point in every
direction, his coal-black eyes searched primarily for the first
sign of a threat to his well-being: while he needed to make only a
slight conscious effort to combat the temptation to hope that this
might turn out to be the place where he was destined to
re-establish something close to what once had been so many miles
and years from here.

The highest point on the hill was a
butte-like crown of granite which he would have been prepared to
climb by way of its craggy and pitted side after he dismounted from
the black stallion. But what he saw from the base of the smooth and
almost sheer western face of the fifty feet high outcrop acted to
hold him in the saddle for stretched seconds after he had reined
the horse to a halt—his black eyes hard and unblinking and his
attitude rigid as he now had to struggle hard against the urge to
feel bitter anger. Then, after the impulse to rage had subsided
much more slowly than it had risen, he became impassive-faced and
easy in the saddle again. No longer resenting the scene he
witnessed some quarter mile to the north of his viewpoint—where the
trail he had been riding a few minutes earlier ran across the fold
between two hills below the rise on which he now sat his unmoving
horse.

It was here that the
runaway
stage had been brought to a halt. Just moments before he moved into
a position from which he could see it, he realized. For the brave
who had leapt from the bare back of his galloping pony on to the
sweat-lathered broader back of the nearside lead horse of the stage
team was still astride the bolt-exhausted animal. Gesturing his
excited triumph in achievement toward the four other Utes who
brought their ponies to skidding, dust-exploding halts, a pair to
either side of the stalled Concord.

The sounds of the headlong
chase coming to an end, muted by distance, were what had drawn
Steele’s
angry and then dispassionate gaze toward the scene on the trail.
And now, as the less obtrusive sounds of far-off voices raised in
snarling tones of command reached to him over the same several
hundred yards through the same surrounding silence, the Virginian
spared the time to glance away from the north and into the
east—toward the lone rider whom he had glimpsed for a moment before
the more compelling scene on the trail had captured his
attention.

But the man who had been too
far off across the verdant hills to be seen as anything more than a dark
silhouette in the shape of a rider astride a horse was no longer in
sight at all on the fringe of an expanse of pinon pines. And, not
for the first time recently, Steele was perturbed by the undeniable
fact that the wary watch he kept on his surroundings was
involuntarily less intensive than once it had been. Not so long
ago, before the putting down of roots on country such as this
became of such paramount and near all-consuming importance to him,
he would have spotted that distant rider earlier. And watched him
for long enough to determine at least whether he was a white man or
an Indian. Maybe, even, from watching him for long enough he would
know if the man in the distance had seen him.

Hell, the sooner he found a
piece of country to call his own so that he could quit day-dreaming about
such a place, the far better chance he had of staying alive. For
with something of solid reality to protect against those who might
seek to steal or destroy it, the sharpness that he had once never
needed consciously to hone on his five senses and his indefinable
ability to be aware of imminent danger would surely return. For it
could not have deserted him entirely when it had stood him in good
stead for so many years while all that he had cared about was
self-preservation.

He spoke aloud an
uncharacteristic obscenity and made to back his mount away from the
comer of the hilltop rock outcrop, intending to leave the Indians
to their robbing business and be on his way. This section of
country was too close to a stage route to meet his need for isolation. And
if the man
who had faded into the timber on the slope of the hill two to the
east of this one…

Steele clipped the ordinarily
terse response to his own circumstances as he halted the
back-stepping stallion. Now shot another fleeting glance across the country
to the east which continued to appear falsely empty of human
presence—the flock of quail that of a sudden beat skywards from out
of the pinon wood into which the rider had disappeared might well
have been put up by an animal. Then Steele, instinctively moving
his right hand closer to where the fire-scorched rosewood stock of
his rifle jutted from the boot, urged his horse into the restricted
area of near midday shadow at the base of the sheer-faced western
end of the outcrop. To watch, his eyes hard and shining and his
teeth exposed between lips still curled in the shape of the
curtailed obscenity, as the trio of passengers emerged from the
travel-stained and bullet-scarred Concord.

First a short
and slightly
built man who looked to be young. Next a taller and heavier woman
with either white or blonde hair who was certainly not young and
perhaps was not elderly. Finally, a tall and slender woman with a
gait that suggested she was very old; for she readily accepted as
essential the helping hand proffered by the young man, both to get
out of the stage and to stay on her feet once she was down on the
trail. Her hair and face were concealed by a veiled hat.

Because of the clarity of the
sunlit air in the mountain foothills, Steele was able to see over the
considerable intervening distance that all three whites were deeply
afraid of what was happening to them. And yet it was also evident,
from the manner in which she had refused his help and now moved to
stand apart from him on the other side of the mourning-clad woman,
that the other female passenger had emotion to spare for disliking
the young man.

The yelling of orders had ended
as the passengers stepped down from the stage. And whatever was
said now fell far short of the watching Virginian’s earshot as the four
braves who had remained astride ponies slid smoothly to the ground.
When, like the Indian who had brought the runaway team to a halt,
they angled their rifles across their backs on leather slings. Three of the
near-naked, lithe-bodied Utes drew knives from their weapons belts
and brandished the sun-glinting blades to supplement spoken
commands that perhaps were not understood by the gowned and
city-suited whites. The woman in black was probably weakly silent
as she swayed in the single-armed embrace of the man who, along
with the second woman, seemed to be pleading with the braves. But
then, as the trio of passengers complied with the animated commands
to move away from the side of the Concord, it was realized that the
Utes were in no mood to be merciful.

Whether this was conveyed by
word or expression, Steele was unable to see because all five
braves had their backs toward him as three closed in on the
prisoners and two clambered up on to the seat and boot of the Concord. Then
there was an abrupt flurry of vicious action and a burst of
terrified vocal sound that caused the Virginian to fist his right
gloved hand around the frame of the Colt Hartford and slide the
rifle smoothly from the boot. But he did not thumb back the hammer
nor even take a two-handed grip on the gun. And he did not hold
back from these actions solely because of the coldly rational
realization that he was out of effective range. Also, he saw that
the Indians did not intend to put the whites summarily to
death—unless their prisoners invited such a quick end.

For one brave lunged forward,
his free hand stretched out in front of him, to fasten a grip on
the belt of the dress of the woman in black. Then he jerked her
toward him, bringing his knife around in a part arc to tag her veiled hat with
its point and flip it off her head. She shrieked her horror and the
man from whose token protection she was snatched also roared a
response to the sudden assault. Next he brought both his hands up
and stretched out his arms as he made to go to her rescue. But the
brave who stood immediately in front of him made two sideways
slashing motions with his knife—the blade missing the splayed
fingers of the white man’s hands by a fraction of an inch. And the
instinctive and futile attempt to pluck the woman back came to a
despairing halt as one knife was held against the throat of the
woman in black and another was thrust out, sword-like, toward the face of
the man forced to surrender her. This as the second woman gave vent
to a forlorn wail that ended with a cry of pain as she dropped
heavily to her knees and extended her hands out in front of her,
palms upward in a beseeching gesture.

And then all sound within the
vicinity of the stalled stage was muted again while, for stretched seconds, the
captives and their captors remained in an unmoving tableau and the
two braves aboard the Concord began to cut open the roof baggage
and boot freight and tip the contents down on to the trail. Crates
and boxes too tough
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