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    Chapter One


  


  Clay Storm halted the dun horse and looked
over the country, squinting his eyes against the blinding glare of
the sun. His eyes ranged around the entire horizon, sweeping across
the rest of the crew following behind with the loose horses.


  Clay had ridden ahead. His father had put him
in charge. It was a lot of responsibility for a
twenty-three-year-old. The old man hadn’t given him any detailed
instructions, which was just like Will Storm. He’d told Clay to go
home, sell up the old place down on the Nueces River and bring up a
herd of longhorns into Colorado. No more than that. And it was
enough for Clay.


  He was young in age, but he felt old in
experience. He’d served the last years of the war in the Texas
cavalry. Death and pain had been his daily ration. He had lived
with danger as a man lived with his skin. Fear and the will to
survive had grown with his whiskers.


  Now they were on the long trail home, headed
almost directly south for their home country. Clay was wary,
because this country was new to him; he was wary also because not a
couple of weeks before he and the crew had ended the long drive up
from Texas with three thousand longhorns. And they had their share
of trouble—stampede, Indians, jayhawkers, in that order. They had
lost a man dead, shot from ambush, and they had repaid the men who
had tried to rob them of their herd. The experience had hardened
the crew into a compact outfit. That was one comfort to Clay—he
couldn’t have been sided by better men. His two brothers, Jody and
George; the Mora cousins; the Quintin brothers and the veteran of
the outfit, Manning Oaks.


  They were far west of Abilene here and
therefore, Clay thought, a healthy distance from the country in
which the jayhawkers might operate. That brought them into Indian
country. He didn’t know too much about Indians. He’d seen the
civilized ones in the Nations and paid them toll for the cattle
going through their country. In his ‘teens, down in the
brush-country, he’d experienced the tail end of a Comanche raid. No
more than that. But he’d heard his father and his uncle talk. He’d
heard the tales told by the old-timers. The result was that he had
a healthy respect for the red man. He didn’t believe
the pulp fiction of the period that made it possible for white men
to mow Indians down in droves. The Comanche, for one, was a
superlative horseman, could whip his weight in bobcats and could
lift a man’s horses in the night without his knowing.


  Uncle Mart had said once: ‘You don’t know
he’s got your horses till you find your throat cut.’


  So Clay traveled warily, keeping his eyes on
the country, looking for telltale dust and keeping his fingers
crossed. He didn’t want any slip-ups; he wanted to reach home with
a full crew so they could gather the herd and drive to Colorado.
He’d told pa he could do it and, by God, he was going to show him
he could.


  The dun whickered and his black ears went
forward.


  Clay was instantly on the alert. He respected
the dun. The animal was half-mustang and he had all the right
instincts when it came to danger.


  But he could see nothing now. Nothing beyond
the endless sea of grass.


  He went forward, squinting his eyes against
the glare.


  Then he saw it, cut and cut across by the
heat haze—the dark moving blur. He lifted the horse into a trot,
going down the ridge from which he had made his observation. The
sweat trickled down his chest and back. He covered a mile, two
miles. The blur became identifiable as a mass of moving objects. It
covered too much ground to be Indians. Too big for a band of
horses, too dark for a herd of antelope. Therefore, it must be
buffalo.


  But buffalo could mean Indians.


  The boys would laugh at him if they knew he
was as nervous as this. They could afford to, they didn’t have his
responsibility. Some instinct seemed to be riding him, some sense
beyond his comprehension whispered that there was danger. Had it
been no more than the buffalo that had alerted the dun?


  Then suddenly Clay saw him.


  One minute the vast prairie seemed to contain
no living creatures but him and his crew and the buffalo ahead.


  Then the Indian was there.


  They must have spotted each other in the same
moment. No more than a long rifle shot apart, they halted and
stared—the young Texan in his hickory shirt and cord pants, the
half-naked young Indian and his leggings and breechclout.


  It seemed that neither knew what to do next.
When you meet an alien creature, do you shout or shoot? Do you
greet him or kill him? There was another alternative—you could run
away. Apparently, they both thought that was the best idea. As if
there was a signal between them, they turned their horses, one the
dun and the other the paint pony. One rode south and the other
north, both to tell his own people what he had seen. Once, they
looked back, but they both kept on going.


  Jody was out in front, his don’t-give-a-damn,
reckless middle brother, Jody who gave Clay most trouble of all,
the unpredictable. He was burned dark as Indian after weeks in the
saddle, his teeth flashing white against the brown of his skin.


  ‘You see anythin’ but grass,
hermano?’ He demanded,
expecting Clay to stop.


  But Clay rode on past him toward the others
with: ‘An Indian.’


  That aroused Jody’s interest at once. He
whirled his horse and came whooping after his elder brother. The
others gathered around. They could see from Clay’s face that for
once he had ridden forward and found something.


  ‘I seen an Indian,’ Clay told them. ‘There’s
buffalo ahead and I reckon there’ll be Indians killin’ ’em.’


  He looked at Manning Oaks. The rangy Texan
was a man of some experience. Manning’s face was solemn, but his
eyes were all crinkled up at the corners, like he was laughing
inside. He wanted to see what Clay would do.


  The Mora boys, Pepe and Juan, looked at each
other. They didn’t want any part of any Indians.


  Meredith Quintin said: ‘If there’s Indians
around, we have horses and the Indians’ll want ’em.’


  Clay said: ‘I reckon we’ll go around ’em.
We’ll angle west a mite. The buffalo’re movin’ south-east.’


  ‘Go around ’em?’ Jody said, disgust in his
voice. ‘We scared of a passel of God-damned Indians? Why there
ain’t an Indian–’


  ‘Shut it,’ Clay snarled. You had to keep Jody
down firm all the time or there was no knowing what could
happen.


  ‘Now see here,’ said Jody.


  ‘What do you think, Mannin’?’ Clay asked.


  ‘Why look for trouble?’
Oaks said. ‘We’re sure goin’ to have our
bellyful of trouble before we hit the Nueces, why look for it up
here?’


  Charlie Quintin said: ‘Makes sense. I like my
hair as it is.’


  ‘Keep the horses close-herded and head
south-west,’ Clay said.


  Jody tried to make an argument out of it. He
tried to make an argument out of everything, but they all told him
to close up his head and they headed south-west. As they rode, the
dim dark line that was the edge of the buffalo herd could be seen
on their left and they all were watchful of it, but they saw
nothing that could be an Indian.


  They came to water before dark came down and
decided to camp on it. The Mora boys watered the stock, the Quintin
boys, whose turn it was, prepared the meal and they quickly set up
camp. They were in country that was slightly more broken than they
had been traveling through all day and they were able to pitch camp
in terrain that offered them some protection. There was fair grass
on which the stock could graze and it was the general opinion that
all the horses should have the opportunity of filling their
bellies. This made sense, for they were not carrying any bait for
the horses. Just the same, that instinct in Clay made him order the
staking of at least four horses near the sleeping men. He didn’t
intend that there should be the slightest chance of his crew being
set afoot in this country. As an added precaution, he told off the
men in pairs for watches through the night. They grumbled and
naturally Jody had to say that his big brother was getting pretty
scared. Clay told him he’d whale the living daylights out of him if
he didn’t mind his manners. He himself took the first watch with
the youngest Storm, George.


  Clay himself took up a position on a knoll
overlooking the creek. George he placed on the far side of the
remuda.


  Nothing happened during their watch.


  They woke Jody and Manning Oaks and got
between their blankets.


  As he lay down, Clay
thought: Maybe Jody’s right. Maybe I’m
just scared.




  

    Chapter Two


  


  It seemed he heard the yell as soon as his
head touched his saddle.


  He struggled up out of the thick fog of
sleep, confusedly aware of sounds that ripped open the silence of
the night.


  Near him, Mike Quintin yelled.


  He reached out a hand and gripped the stock
of the Henry repeater his father had given him, rearing to his feet
and trying to get his bearings.


  Now the sounds came into focus and he knew
that the horse herd was running. Over the roll and thunder of the
animals’ hoofs he heard a strident yell that he knew came from a
red throat.


  Real alarm knifed through him.


  A gun went off.


  Near him, in panic, one of the staked horses
lunged and broke free. Clay cannoned into him and the next moment
was floundering on the ground, cursing.


  A succession of shots.


  The sound of hoofs was hurrying into the
distance.


  He got to his feet and ran forward. A figure
loomed in front of him.


  ‘They got the hull God-damned shebang.’ It
was Manning Oaks.


  Suddenly, Clay was alarmed for his brother.
If Manning was on guard, then Jody should be around here somewhere.
The others were coming up, weapons in their hands, some of them in
their sox.


  ‘Jody,’ he called. ‘Jody.’


  No answer.


  He called again.


  He turned to Oaks.


  ‘Was that shooting yours?’ he asked. ‘Were
the Indians shooting?’


  ‘Nary a shot,’ Oaks said. ‘I emptied my fool
gun. I didn’t hear a shot from Jody.’


  They searched around. After a while, Pepe
Mora called: ‘Over here.’


  They hurried to him and found Jody lying on
the ground moaning and holding his head. When they spoke to him, he
muttered an incoherent reply. They carried him back into camp,
bathed his face with water until he consented to make himself
understood. He didn’t know what happened to him, but he reckoned
he’d been hit by a club.


  Manning Oaks said: ‘We’re alive an’ that’s
somethin’.’


  Clay went and checked the other horses. The
three of them were there. He was pretty thankful he’d thought to
stake some. He walked back to the others and said: ‘Get some sleep.
We can’t do anythin’ till dawn.’


  ‘What do we do then?’ George asked.


  ‘Get back our horses,’ Clay said.


  Manning Oaks whistled, but he didn’t say
anything.


  Clay left Juan Mora on guard and got into his
blankets again. He didn’t know whether any of the others got any
sleep, but he was certain he didn’t. He just lay there looking up
at the stars and wondering what pa would think if he knew he’d lost
most of the horses this early in the trip. The shame of it burned
in him.


  The first glimpse of dawn and he ordered a
fire built. There was no purpose in hiding themselves from the
Indians, for they knew exactly where they were. They’d found them
unerringly in the dark so it stood to reason that they could find
them in daylight.


  They drank coffee dejectedly and Jody sat and
nursed his head. George said that it was something to discover that
something harder than Jody’s head existed in the world. Jody was so
far gone in dejection that he didn’t even cuff his younger brother.
But when Clay said that he and two others would go after the
horses, Jody was first in saying he’d go along. However, Jody was
the last man on earth Clay wanted along. Jody was trigger-happy and
raring for a fight. All they wanted now to start real trouble was a
dead Indian. Then they’d have the whole durned tribe down on
them.


  He wanted the horses back with nobody dead.
Jody argued. Jody always argued. Clay told him to shut his fool
head. If Jody had felt a little sprier, it might have ended in
violence. As it was, he went and lay down with his hat over his
face.


  Clay said: ‘Throw your hull on a horse,
Mannin’. An’ you, Juan.’ He knew they were both good men for the
job ahead of him. Neither would lose his head, no matter what
happened. Both men had had some experience with Indians.


  The three of them saddled horses.


  Clay’s last words from the saddle were:
‘Charlie’s in charge while I’m gone. Everybody stays close to camp.
Don’t let any Indians in beggin’. But don’t pick a fight unless you
have to. Hear?’


  Charlie said he heard.


  Clay led the way north, picking up the plain
sign of the fleeing herd and following it.


  It led them a mile or two and then
disappeared into the creek. It. didn’t appear on the far side.
Manning said the Indian tactic had been damned foolish. They
couldn’t have gone south because that would have taken them past
the camp. So they must have gone the other way. They wouldn’t stay
long in the water because they were in a hurry.


  That proved to be the case. No more than a
half-mile further on, they found the spot where the horses had been
driven ashore and driven west. The sign showed that they had been
kept on the run.


  As he rode, Clay had doubts that he was doing
the right thing. He might well be leading the other two into real
trouble. So far as he could read the jumbled sign, there were no
more than four Indians with the horses. But that didn’t mean there
weren’t more up ahead. For all he knew, the four braves were on
their way home and would lead the three young Texans to a fully
populated village. You had to brace yourself to jump four fighting
Indian warriors. What it would take to regain his horses from a
whole tribe he didn’t dare contemplate. He wished he were one of
those courageous men of the dime novels who seemed to entirely lack
the fear of a mortal Texas cowhand.


  As they rode, the sun, which had shown
brightly in the early hours, disappeared more and more frequently
behind fleeting clouds. By mid-morning, the light breeze which had
sprung up from the north, was blowing hard. They could hear it
singing through the coarse buffalo grass. No longer was the horizon
broken by the heat haze. By noon the sun had disappeared completely
and it had become so chill that each man was forced to shrug
himself into his coat. They kept the horses at the hammering jog
trot with which they had started the chase.


  Manning Oaks, watching the sky, said: ‘It’ll
rain before the day’s through.’


  Clay knew he was right, but hoped desperately
that he was wrong. Rain would wash out the sign and make pursuit
hopeless. If it rained, they could kiss their horses goodbye. Eight
of them would be stranded on the plains with three horses between
them. He’d never live it down.


  He started desperately to pray for the rain
to keep off.


  Maybe he believed in prayer after that, for,
by nightfall, the rain had not come. When they could no longer read
sign, they halted just where they were and slept with their horses
tied to the wrists. The animals could feed little that way and even
so the men were forced to move during the night so that the animals
could find fresh graze, but at least when they woke in the dawn,
they still had mounts.


  During the night, it rained.


  Luckily, they already had their slickers on
for warmth, but just the same, the downpour was so heavy that they
were forced to sit crouched up with their paulins over their heads
or they would have been soaked to the skin. Dawn found them chilled
to the bone their pants black with wet and their enthusiasm for
chasing Indians sadly dampened.


  The sign was washed out. The Indians were now
a good many hours ahead of them, for they were able to drive on
through the darkness.


  Manning Oaks took it out in cussing. He
cussed beautiful and at great length without repeating himself
once. Manning prided himself on his profanity.


  Juan Mora muttered liquidly and succinctly in
Spanish.


  Clay stayed silent,
consumed with bitterness and disappointment. He stood there,
staring into the rain-haze in the west and asked himself:
What would the old man do?


  He knew damned well what Will Storm wouldn’t
do—he wouldn’t go back without his horses.


  Clay wracked his brains. How to find the
animals? He could think of no way. If the other two knew the answer
to the problem, they weren’t saying. He couldn’t think of nothing
else to do, but to go on right ahead and hope there was some luck
along the trail. All day yesterday, the tracks had gone in roughly
a straight line. Maybe they would continue to do so.


  ‘There’s no sign to follow,’ he said. ‘I
don’t know about you fellers, but I ain’t goin’ back without them
horses.’


  Manning Oaks creased his leathery face in a
wry grin.


  ‘It don’t make sense,’ he said. ‘But I
stick.’


  Juan Mora shrugged.


  ‘What are we waiting for?’ he asked
softly.


  They saddled their horses and rode.


  They rode hunched in the saddle, the rain
beating down from the right. The horses wanted to turn south and
run before the wind. Men and animals were wretched. They were still
riding at noon and all of them were of the opinion that their
chances of finding the Indians was nil. But at least it stopped
raining. They halted to rest the horses and to stretch their own
legs, eating without interest the jerky they carried in their
pockets. They rested an hour, saddles off, letting the horses roll
and graze a little. Then, once more, they saddled and mounted.


  They hadn’t covered another half-mile when
Juan Mora, in the lead, held up his hand and pointed.


  ‘Look.’


  Clay and Manning drew up on either side of
him and stared. At first, Clay could see nothing. Then he saw what
could have been drifting smoke. Manning Oaks saw it in the same
moment and exclaimed.


  Clay said: ‘Maybe it’s our Indians an’ maybe
it ain’t.’


  ‘If I ain’t mistook,’ Manning said, ‘that’s a
village.’


  They approached a little closer, walking
their horses with the greatest caution and, as they came nearer,
Clay saw that the smoke indeed must have come from a number of
fires.


  Clay sat on his horse and thought. He had to
admit to himself that he didn’t know what to do next. The dime
novel hero would no doubt do something dashing like riding into the
village and demanding his horses or dashing in there and driving
them off. But this was reality and nothing was, at that moment,
further from Clay’s mind. For one thing he didn’t have the remotest
idea that his horses were in the village or even that the Indians
they had followed belonged to it.


  So, said a voice in his head, you have
to find out.


  How? said another voice with which he identified
himself.


  Go take a look,
said the other voice which he hated.


  Echoing his thoughts, Manning said: ‘How the
hell do we know if our hosses is down there?’


  Clay heard himself say: ‘We go take a
look.’


  Manning jerked his head around and said:
‘You’re crazy.’


  ‘Maybe,’ Clay said, ‘but I don’t go back
without them horses.’


  Juan Mora didn’t like the sound of that much
either, ‘Let’s not go off half-cock,’ he said. This bears thinking
on.’


  Clay said: ‘Mannin’, lend me your glass.’


  Manning took his glass from his pocket and
handed it to him.


  ‘I have a feelin’ in my water,’ Manning said,
‘you’re goin’ to do somethin’ real foolish.’


  Clay said: ‘You two pull back a mile and hunt
cover.’


  ‘You ain’t goin’ ahead alone,’ Manning said
firmly.


  ‘Mannin’,’ Clay said, ‘you’re the most
experienced and you have to get back to take charge of the crew.
An’ there’s no sense in three of us losin’ our hair.’


  Juan started to speak volubly in Spanish and
Clay told him to shut his head. Without another word he went
forward. When he looked back, they were still on the same spot
staring after him. He impatiently signed to them to get moving.
Reluctantly, they turned and rode back east.


  The light was pretty poor and that was what
Clay relied on. If he couldn’t see Indians too easily, nor could
they see him. It wasn’t long before he sighted the teepees. He
halted and dismounted. The lodges were in a depression amongst
scattered timber on the banks of a creek and were too far from him
for him to make out any detail. He lay down on the edge of the
depression and put the glass to his eye. Now, he could seeing
moving figures, a few women at work outside the lodges. Only one or
two men were in evidence, so he had to come to the conclusion that
they were either under cover out of the damp, where any sensible
man would be, or out on the hunt.


  He ranged the glass over the surrounding
terrain and cursed the bad light. He was looking for the horse herd
and he couldn’t find it. He found dogs and kids, but he couldn’t
find the ponies. He elevated the glass a mite and looked over the
ground to the west on the far side of the creek. There, on rising
ground, he saw the horse herd, a patchwork of colors so vast that
he gasped. Its size surprised him and he put the glass back on the
village, for at first inspection he had thought it a small
community of no more than a dozen teepees. Now, he saw he had been
mistaken and further to his right was another collection of hide
tents that faded into the uncertain light. The sight appalled
him.


  He put the glass back on the horses again,
striving to see if there were any brands perceptible, but the
distance was too great. He would have to get in closer for a good
look. He had to know if his horses were there. A small twinge of
fear went through him, but his need to know was too strong for
it.


  He went back to his horse, mounted and rode
south, making a wide detour around the village and crossing the
stream some miles away from it. He rode clean around into the west,
hurrying now because he wanted to get back to Manning and Juan
before the light went or he would not find them that night. He
discovered that he was tense and excited. The excitement he found
he rather liked, which surprised him.


  He came out above the giant saucer in the
plain amongst some brush to the west of the herd, dismounted, tied
his horse and went forward on his belly.


  He got the glass to his eye and ran it over
the horses. He didn’t have to recognize a brand, for ne saw a horse
he knew right off: a smart little bay with a white blaze on its
forehead that was Jody’s favorite. He knew then for sure that the
Indians who had stolen his horses were down there in the village.
He didn’t wait around, but backed up, reached his horse, untied it
and mounted. He must have had a fair amount of luck with him, for
he circled the village again without being seen. Or without being
aware that he was seen.


  When he reached Manning and Juan, they both
expressed some surprise that he was still alive. They rested in the
grass, their eyes turned in the direction of the Indian village,
but which was now hidden from their sight by the rim of the saucer.
They half expected to see a line of braves come riding over the
edge toward them. But dark came upon them before this could happen.
Manning and Juan waited apprehensively to hear Clay’s
intentions.


  Clay found that the excitement was still
riding him. He knew that he was about to attempt the impossible,
but somehow that didn’t throw a scare into him. He just didn’t
consider the possibility that he might fail. They were his horses
and he had every right to them.


  Finally, Manning could not stomach his lack
of communication longer and said: ‘Well, what do we do?’


  Clay said: ‘We get our horses back.’


  ‘Just like that,’ said Manning.


  ‘We got a real smart
hombre here,’ Juan said
coldly. ‘He ain’t afraid of two-three hundred Indians. No,
sir.’


  ‘It don’t take more’n three good men to steal
a horse herd in the dark,’ Clay said. ‘An’ you know it.’


  ‘We got three good men?’ Juan. ‘You got some
other fellers stashed away someplace.’


  Clay said: ‘Juanito, you get lippy with me
an’ I’ll have a small portion of your hide.’


  Manning said gently and, he hoped,
persuasively: ‘Boy, just think a mite. There’s a hull lotta Indians
down yonder. We don’t want to tangle with ’em. A man could lose his
hair doin’ a fool thing like that.’


  ‘I thought of that,’ Clay said. ‘All you two
have to worry about is two-three boys looking out for the herd.
Leave the village to me.’


  Juan snorted.


  ‘Leave the village to him he says.’


  ‘Juan, I’m warnin’ you ...’


  ‘Clay,’ Manning said soberly, ‘I hate to pull
age and experience on you, but−’


  ‘You ain’t pullin’ nothin’ on me so save your
breath,’ Clay said. ‘You can’t give me more’n two years. I can ride
anythin’ you can ride and whip anythin’ you can whip.’


  ‘You really mean to do this?’


  ‘You ever tell how my Uncle Mart stole them
horses from the Kiowas?’


  ‘That was your Uncle Mart.’


  ‘It runs in the family. Look, you don’t have
to do nothin’ but git across the creek and spook those horses
south. Even two dumb heads like you and this Mex here can do that
without me holdin’ your hands. It’s full dark. You got guns.’


  Juan said: ‘And you attack the village. Real
smart. We take you back dead, your daddy’s going to be real pleased
with us.’


  ‘Oh, for Chrissake,’ Clay said. ‘If you ain’t
goin’ to help me, I’ll make a try for the herd on my lonesome.’


  Manning snarled: ‘Who said we wasn’t goin’ to
help you?’


  Juan snapped: ‘You think we’re yellow cowards
or somethin’?’


  Clay got to his feet.


  ‘Tighten cinches and let’s get goin’.’


  A few moments later, they were in the
saddle.


  Clay said: ‘It’ll take you twice as long to
get into position. So I wait till I hear you shootin’. Try not to
kill nobody. We don’t aim to start a killin’ war. I’ll keep ’em
busy this side so they don’t come after you. Circle north and come
in from the west. Drive the horses along the west side of the
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