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Chris McLean had been a professional
gambler for six years and had learned the odds the hard way in
rough dives, border saloons, and the blazing streets of boom towns.
But when he returned to the family ranch in Arizona Territory to
protect his brother’s holdings, his luck suddenly ran
out.

He was ambushed and beaten near to death. He
was robbed of his stakes. And he found himself cast out by his
family, his best friend and his girl. Anybody else assaying those
odds would have had sense enough to quit the game while he
could.

But Chris was not just a slick card sharp
– he had always played straight – and this time he was playing for
something that meant more to him than money. So he dug down and put
his last possession on the line – his life – and set out to recoup
or go down with his gun in his hand in a final turn of the cards of
fate.
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Chapter One

 


STINGING BILLOWS
OF tobacco smoke
made an unsteady sea within the Drovers Rest Saloon. Behind his
bar, Hal Craycroft watched the evening’s crowd with a practiced
eye. His hands automatically performed the jobs of filling drink
orders, opening bottles, making change, polishing glasses. There
was considerable noise in the room—a dozen conversations,
compounded by the racket of the wheezy three-piece band, the
stamping of dancers, the scrape of chairs and click of bottles, the
ring of coins on the card tables, the metallic, calculated laughter
of the rouged girls, an occasional shout, an occasional
lull.

The bartender’s eyes moved constantly,
but most of the time they concentrated on a single, smoke-wreathed
card table near the back end of the bar, where five men sat a-round
a heavy game of poker.

In any frontier town of size, there
could always be found at least one big game: a marathon gambling
contest in which men played around the clock, wagering money
that staggered the imagination of the nickel-beer cowpoke.
Tonight, Spanish Flat’s big game was taking place at the table; and
Cray croft was not the only observer whose interest it
drew.

Marshal Six came into the place shortly
before midnight and said to the bartender, “They still at it? I
thought those gents had work to do.”

The gents he referred to were a banker, a
freight-line owner, the valley’s most prosperous rancher, an
officer of the railroad, and a gambler by the name of Chris
McLean.

The marshal said, “I’d thought they’d
cleaned him out by now.”

“Who?” said the bartender.

“McLean.”

“He’s down to a pretty thin stack,”
Craycroft said. “But a gambler’s got to ride out his losing
streaks, I reckon.”

“Maybe—maybe.
But how much does
it cost him?” Craycroft leaned against the bar close to the marshal
so that his words would not carry beyond the marshal’s ears.
“They’ve been playing fifty-three hours. I figure McLean’s dropped
close to four thousand dollars—and I don’t figure he had much more
than that to start with. He’s pretty close to being flat
busted.”

“At least he must be an honest tinhorn,”
was the marshal’s casual comment. He nodded, glanced around the
room, and went out to continue his nightly rounds.

Craycroft wiped his hands on his apron
and went back along the bar filling orders. When he came to the
back end, he paused and looked at the poker table. Chris was
sitting back, an arm hooked over the back of his chair, legs
crossed, chin dropped almost onto his chest, looking up under his
eyebrows at the man across the table. The fingers of McLean’s thin
left hand drummed impatiently on the table top beside his five
cards, which were neatly spread and laid face down. Presently, he
nodded silently and pushed a gold coin into the substantial pile of the
money in the center of the table.

The banker across from him grinned and
turned up his hand: three jacks.

McLean shrugged and threw in his hand. He
pushed back his chair and stood up. The banker looked up
inquiringly. “You’ve got one dollar left there, McLean.”

“Can’t bet that,” McLean said. “That’s for
food.”

“I thought a real gambler would rather
bet than eat?”

“Not for me,” McLean said. “For my horse.”
He picked up his hat from the back of his chair—a black,
flat-crowned hat with a fancy Mexican band made of conchos. A cocky
grin crossed his lean face and he said, “It’s been fun doing
business with you vultures,” showed another amiable grin, and went
out of the saloon with a defiant bounce to his nimble walk. When he
pushed through the batwings, his chin hardly cleared their tops; he
was a quick-moving man, a handsome-featured man, but it was done up
in a small package.

The other four players at the table
pushed away, stretching, and gathered up their loot. “I reckon
that’ll do me for a while,” the banker said. “It’s not often we get
to take a professional for his stake.”

“Don’t sound so unhappy, Karl,” one of the
others said dryly. “After all, you only took him for forty-three
hundred dollars.”

“Easy come,” said the banker, “easy go.
I’ll see you boys next week.”

Behind his bar, Hal Craycroft watched and
listened, and stored it all back in the corner of his mind that was
full of such scenes. For a brief moment, he wondered what would
become of the bantam gambler, McLean, who had walked out tonight
with only a single dollar to his name. Then the thought passed, and
Craycroft turned to fill someone’s beer mug.

McLean walked down the street, keeping up
his cocky front until he turned into his boarding house; when he
went down the empty corridor, he was dragging his spurs. He went
into his dingy room and was about to slam the door when a voice
hailed him down the corridor:

“McLean?”

“What?”

It was the landlord—a bald, skinny man
with watery eyes and tobacco stains in his stringy beard. He came
down the hall with an envelope in his hand, offered it to Chris
McLean, and stood watching. “Letter for you.”

“I can see that all by myself,” said
Chris McLean.

The landlord had a suspicious eye.
“You’re a couple days behind in your rent.”

“And?”

“News gets around,” the landlord said,
wiping his lips. “I hear they done cleaned you out, down to the
Drovers Rest.”

“Don’t worry, old man.”

The landlord seemed to be about to launch
into another warning, but Chris McLean’s silver-hued eyes had gone
flat and narrow, and the landlord only bobbed his head up and down,
turned away, and hurried down the corridor.

Chris McLean slammed the door with a
grimace and, without much curiosity, looked at the envelope. Its
postmark was six weeks old, and it was covered with a scratched-out
succession of forwarding addresses; it had gone a long, round-about
distance to catch up with him. It bore both Wells Fargo and
Butterfield stamps.

Without hurry, he turned up the lamp
and tossed the unopened letter on the bed. The cracked mirror threw
back at him a distorted image of a lean, bantam man immaculately
dressed in black trousers, white ruffled shirt, and Mexican charro
jacket, with a walnut-handled Remington revolver at his waist. His
hair was straight and sandy-brown; his features were regular, and
his eyes were of a peculiarly metallic color, like polished
silver.

He took from his pocket a metal tin of
Sultan Turkish cigarettes, lighted one at the lamp chimney, and
only then sat down to open the letter.

The letterhead caught his eye right away
and brought forth a chuckle. The smile changed the lines of his
face and made him look younger; in fact, he was only twenty-six,
and the weather-creased toughness of his skin, which made him look
older, proved that he had not always plied the trade of an indoor
gambler.

The letterhead, fancy and embossed, held
his attention while he thoughtfully blew a column of smoke
upward.

 


FORD C. COOKE

ATTORNEY AT LAW

Stockman’s Bank Building

Seven Springs, Arizona
Territory

 


Chris McLean’s immediate reaction was
surprise, and a touch of generous friendly pleasure, that Ford
Cooke had really got his law degree. Looking once more at the
elaborate printing, he murmured, “Well, all right, Ford—I guess
you’ve got a right to crow a little.”

He took the time to finish his
tailor-made cigarette and stab it out before he read the body of
the letter. He studied it with absorbed interest for a while, then
reread the closing sentences:

 


“If you want to protect your
interests

you had better come home

as quickly as you can.

I hope to see you soon; until
then,

I remain,

Y’r ob’t s’v’t,

Ford.”

 


Clipped to the back of the letter was
fifty dollars in bank notes. Chris McLean riffled through them and
smiled a frosty little smile.

He folded the letter and put it away,
stuffed the money into his pocket, and began to pack his
carpetbag.

 


Riding up the coach road from the Aztec
Valley across the Sangres, Chris McLean took the opportunity to
exercise the deviltry in him by taking pot shots at cholla segments
with his .38-40 Remington revolver. The high-speed bullets cut neat
little holes through their targets; it was not often they went
wide: Chris McLean, it was evident, knew how to handle his side
arm.

He camped high in the timber country on
his third night out of Spanish Flat, and on the fourth day he
topped the range and looked ahead from the summits. Past a land of
tremendous red scarps and precipices, he could see the
plateau-valley of the Jicarilla, spreading for miles along the
course of the river, which was marked by a line of green
cottonwoods.

It was a long time since he had seen it;
he paused long enough to take it in before he turned the nimble
little horse down the switch backing trail and found himself
immediately enclosed by limestone canyon walls that cut off the
vistas.

The horse he rode was dun-colored and
small, but it had speed and endurance bred into it; it had cost him
a small fortune after a successful faro game in Chihuahua. It was
of the breed called Galiceno, a direct descendant of the horses
brought to the New World by the first Spanish dons. Once, with
winnings of eight thousand pesos in his saddlebags, Chris McLean had outrun a pack
of bandits through the Sierra Madre on the game little
horse.

At a smooth, easy gait, the Galiceno now
took him down the narrow turns of the mountain trail and brought
him in good time to the foothills, where he made a hilltop
camp from
which he could see the shimmering lights of Seven Springs, fifteen
miles across the valley. The great red cliffs threw back his own
firelight at him, and he had a feeling he had known before while
camping in these hills: that he was-in a great
cathedral.

The reverence of his feelings was
something he would never display to another soul. Chris McLean’s
life had run its course through lonely, perilous trails, and his
facade was that of every circuit-riding gambler: an armor of
toughness and an occasional cocky, cynical turn of the lips that
passed for a smile.

His gun, his quick fists, and his wits
were all that sustained him on the shadow-trails of existence;
there was no room in his life for any displays of sentiment or
warmth.

And so, with the habitual brightness of
his silver eyes unsoftened, he staked out his horse, ate his lonely
supper, and rolled up in his blankets against the autumn evening
chill.

He came awake with a start. The night
was deep, there was no moon, and he lay still, wondering. Then he
heard the soft neigh of his horse—hardly more than a gentle
whicker; but a warning all the same, a signal to which Chris
McLean’s senses were finely tuned.

His hand slowly crept beneath the saddle
that formed his pillow. His fingers closed around the butt of the
revolver, and his thumb curled over the hammer. He held his breath
and very slowly turned his head from side to side, in order to
catch on the flats of his eardrums any slight sound that the night
might offer.

For a while he heard nothing; he began to
think it must have been an owl or a passing wild animal that had
startled the horse. Five minutes passed while he continued to lie
motionless beneath his blankets. He began to relax his grip on the
gun.

That was when his ears picked up a sound:
the gentle scuffing of boots across pebbled earth.

Chris McLean moved slowly, as though he
were squirming around and stretching in his sleep. But when he
finished, he was lying on his side facing uphill, toward the
direction of the sounds he had heard; and his revolver lay in his
hand, in the deep shadow under his chest, where it would not gleam.
He depressed the trigger, slowly drew the hammer back to full cock,
and released the trigger to hold it there—performing the whole
action so slowly that the slight clicks of the ratchet bolt barely
reached his own ears.

His eyes were slitted. He controlled his
breathing: slow and deep, like that of a man asleep. Slowly,
methodically, his glance swept every rock and shadow on the
slope.

In time, his patience earned its reward.
His eyes detected movement by a manzanita bush not forty yards
away.

Imperceptibly,
the revolver turned
in a steady arc to lie trained on that bush.

There was a sudden movement over there—an
arm whipping up and down; something sailed through the air toward
him and dropped to the ground only ten or twelve feet away. From
the sound of its fall, it was not a heavy object, not a knife or
rock. Puzzled, he held his fire and sent his voice out:

“Stand up and hold still. I’ve got a gun on
you.”

Without speaking, the figure beyond the
bush stood up slowly. Chris McLean got his legs under him and was
halfway to his feet when a muffled voice spoke from behind
him:

“Just drop the gun, bucko. I’ve got you
braced.”

He froze. From over by the manzanita
bush, the shadowed man chuckled, turned, and walked unhurriedly
away until finally he disappeared into the darkness.

Behind him, the other man spoke:

“I meant what I said, bucko. Drop that
gun.”

“My mammy always told me not to fight the
drop,” Chris McLean said. He uncocked the revolver before he let it
fall.

“Don’t turn around,” the invisible voice
warned. “Now I want you to kick the gun away. Kick it hard—I want
to see it fly.”

“I hate to get a gun all dirty that
way,” Chris McLean observed. His stomach muscles were
tight.

“Why,” the voice said, “I reckon you’ll have
plenty time to clean it, bucko—unless you take a notion to turn
around. I ain’t fooling. I got two charges of double-ought buckshot
pointed at you. Now let’s see if you can walk up to that manzanita
where my friend was. Start walking and keep walking until you get
there. I see you stop just once, I’ll blow you apart.”

“What happens after I get
there?”

“Don’t ask questions,” the voice said in a
harder tone. There was something off-key about it, but Chris McLean
couldn’t quite define it. For one thing, he suspected the man had a
cloth waded up in his mouth to disguise his voice. The man said, “I
got no reason to do you harm unless you force it, bucko. So just be
a good little booger and start walking.”

“Mind telling me what this is all
about?”

“Yeah,” the voice said, “I mind. Now
move.”

Chris McLean shrugged and started to walk
up the hill, moving without hurry. When he had gone ten paces, he
spoke over his shoulder: “This is a hell of a roundabout rigmarole.
If you’ve got it in mind to cut me down, why not go ahead and get
it over with?”

There was no answer. Suspicious, he stopped
and turned his head—in time to hear a sudden rush and flurry of
hoof-beats drumming away down the far side of the hill.

Chris McLean spoke a quiet, fervent oath.
He wheeled back to where his gun lay in the dust, scooped it up and
ran full-tilt toward the lip of the hill. When he stopped
windmilling his arms to keep his balance, all he saw was a horseman
rushing away at a dead-run, already far out of pistol range. In the
moonless night, it was impossible to make out any features of man
or horse.

The drum of hoofbeats gradually died away
and in the return of silence, Chris McLean holstered his gun
angrily and walked back into his camp, cursing with wrath and
puzzlement. The coals of his near-dead campfire glowed an angry
deep red.

He knelt to pick up the object the first
man had thrown at him from the cover of the manzanita bush. It felt
like a ragged piece of cowhide with the hair still on, no more than
a foot long and not even that wide.

Baffled, he threw twigs on the fire and
blew on the coals until a timid yellow flame began to grow. Then,
he turned the cowhide toward the light and squinted at
it.

It was, sure enough, a patch of cowhide.
It had a brand on it—rather, two brands. From the backside of the
skin, it was obvious that the new brand – the serrated circle of
the Concho mark – had been blotted onto a previous brand, which was
a Lazy S, and which Chris McLean happened to know came from the
Santee ranch, on the northern boundary of the vast
Concho.

What the strip of hide seemed to indicate
was that a Concho brand had been slapped on a Santee steer,
presumable illegally. It proved nothing, but it carried
suggestions—especially in view of the way it had been brought to
his attention.

The only sense he could make out of it
was that the two men had been intent on his feeling that blotched
brand was important. The second man had been posted behind him
merely to cover the escape of the first. But why go to such lengths
to plant the idea that Concho was stealing Lazy S beef? And who
were the two men?

His sleep that night had been ruined;
that much was
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