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Logan was first to leave. Sick of living on the run, hiding
his face in public, he dropped out, met a girl, and got married ...
and then there were three.

Then Bob got killed in a gun battle ... and then there were
two.

Joe, the youngest, took off
on his own, searching for trouble and building a reputation as a
vicious killer.

Which left Emmett, the
oldest. He had turned outlaw with his brothers when there seemed to
be no other way ... but he had never killed. He couldn’t understand
the fates that drove Joe ... but he knew it was up to him to step
in and stop his brother.

Then fate brought the three
brothers together in Arroyo Seco: Logan as a cowman, Joe as a hired
gun for a sheep rancher ... and Emmett caught in the middle. Now it
was brother against brother in a desperate fight to the death ...
and which brother would Emmett have to join?
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Chapter One

 


They swept across the hot
desert hills, four bleak eyed horsemen on galloping horses. Ahead
of them jutted the rocky, jagged saw-teeth of the barren Chiricahua
Mountains, Indian country, hot and dry and rock-strewn; behind them
lay the valley of the San Pedro, flat and wide. They drummed across
this burning country with the sun slapping their backs and the
bitter earth blasting painful light-flashes against their guarded
eyes. The thunder of hoof beats was the only sound over the
hills.

The four horsemen were
tall men, all of them, and they had one other thing in common:
under their hat brims each of them displayed protruding locks of
brick-red hair. From that, and the common, solid cut of their
square-hewn features, it was clear they were brothers.

The eldest was heavier
than the others, broader through chest and waist and cheeks. This
one now lifted his arm and drew his horse to a stop, turning it
around as he did so, so that he could put his lidded glance on the
back trail.

It was a long, undulating
expanse of greasewood and catclaw; nothing stirred on its
surface.

The eldest brother said,
“I guess they got tired of chasing us.”

“Or maybe they got
scared,” the youngest brother said, drawing his gun with a
deceptively quick flip of his hand. Sunlight raced along the gun
barrel.

“Put that away,” the
eldest brother said.

With an insolent grin the
youngest brother holstered his gun. “All right, Brother Emmett.
What now?”

Emmett swept off his hat
and wiped his sleeve across his brow. There were streaks of gray in
his red hair and deeply weathered creases in the skin of his face.
The others—Joe, the youngest, then Bob, and finally Logan—all sat
their lathered horses looking at him.

Emmett said, “Yeah. What
now?” He looked at the three of them, and finally he said,
“Logan?”

“You know my view,” Logan
said. Next to Emmett he was the eldest.

“Tell us about it,
Brother,” said Joe in a quiet mocking tone.

Logan’s hooded gaze rode
around to lie against. Joe. He reached into his pocket and pulled
out a folded paper. He opened it and held it up where all of them
could see it.

It was a familiar enough
document to all of them.
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Beneath the legend was a
lithograph picture of four men. Hand-drawn, it gave poor likenesses
of the four brothers.

Logan folded the poster
and pocketed it. “That’s my feeling,” he said. “If we stick
together, we’re bound to be recognized.”

“This family has always
stuck together,” Emmett said.

At times Emmett had
overtones of a biblical prophet or a fundamentalist preacher. All
he needed was a round-top black hat and a beard— or so Joe had
observed several times. Joe was the irreverent one to whom nothing
was sacred, everything open to insult and challenge. Bob was the
quiet one, Emmett the authoritative one, Logan the tough yet
thoughtful one. When it came to genuine affection, Emmett had to
admit to himself that the only one worth caring about was Logan—
but by the same token, Logan was the only one capable of taking
care of himself. The others, Bob and Joe, needed a steadying hand.
For this reason Emmett had opposed Logan’s plan to split up the
family, and for this reason he continued to oppose it
now.

“United we stand, divided
we fall,” Emmett intoned.

“United we hang,” Logan
said. “I’ve had enough of it, Emmett. You three can stay together
if you want. But I’m not coming along any farther.” He lifted his
reins.

“Hold it a minute,” Emmett
said.

Logan, about to gig his
horse, stayed his spurs. “What for?”

“Let’s talk this
out.”

“We’ve done a lot of
talking already. What good’s it done us?”

“I just don’t want to see
us split up with hard feelings, that’s all,” Emmett
said.

“No hard feelings,
Emmett,” Logan said softly. He looked at each of his brothers in
turn. “Good luck, boys,” he said, and reined his horse
around.

Emmett said, “Good luck to
you then, Logan,” and watched the tall, wide-shouldered figure of
his brother diminish across the hills.

For some time no one
spoke. Then Joe said, “He’s a damn fool.”

“No,” Emmett said. “Maybe
he’s the only smart one among us.” Logan was shrewd and strong;
perhaps there was still a chance for him to break out of the net
that imprisoned the rest of them. For a moment Emmett felt the pull
of the lonely trail. He knew that for him, too, there might yet be
a chance if he struck out on his own. But he was the head of the
family and he had a responsibility to Bob and Joe. He could not
leave them because he knew that through Bob’s stupidity or Joe’s
rash temper they would meet capture or death. Emmett was not so
idealistic that he hoped to prevent that end, but he knew if he
stood by them, he could put it off and keep them free
longer.

He lifted his canteen,
uncorked it and took a drink. A vision crossed his mind—the passing
of the years—and he tried to trace the steps that had brought them
here. It was hard to put a finger on the exact moment that had
turned them onto the outlaw trail. Perhaps it had begun with Joe’s
youthful wildness that had caused him to shoot up the saloon in
Abilene. To protect Joe from the angered law, Emmett and the others
had accompanied him in his flight from home. Ever since then, they
had been only a jump or two ahead of the law. Hunger had made them
steal, and the growing taste for danger had made them attempt
bigger crimes until they found themselves endlessly
running.

Emmett knew he could not
absolve himself of the blame for it; certainly all of it was not
Joe’s fault. It had happened, that was all, one thing after
another, so that now they were far beyond the point of turning
back—all of them except, perhaps, Logan. With luck, Logan might
still make a decent life of his own. For the rest of them it was
too late. Emmett had the feeling in his bones.

“All right,” he said, with
quiet resignation. “We need food and we need money. There’s a bank
in Lodestar.”

The last thing he saw
before he turned his horse forward toward the trail was the bright
evil grin that streaked across Joe’s young handsome
face.

That was the way of it,
Emmett thought bleakly. Loyalty to one another had made outlaws of
them all. While he rode, his brothers flanking him, his eyes never
ceased scanning the surrounding skyline. A man never knew where the
bullet would come from that might take his life. For it was that
kind of a life; it was the only life he had and he regretted it
with great pain.

 


Logan Cardeen cut across
the shoulders of the foothills, keeping to the low ground according
to habit, and felt a strange, sudden loneliness come to the pit of
his belly. He had expected it. He had always been alone, in the
sense that he did not feel the close bonds of kinship that kept the
others together. Yet now he was riding alone for the first time.
There was no putting away the emptiness that rode with
him.

It was Apache country and
he kept his wary attention on the surroundings with grave care.
Alternating between walk, trot and gallop, he made steady progress
northward into the wild country.

An hour before sundown he
came upon the course of a shallow creek supporting twin banks of
cottonwood and mesquite, and, rather than travel the rest of the
daylight, he made camp in the shade by the river, hobbling his
horse where it could reach grass and building a small fire over
which he boiled coffee and warmed up a meal consisting of salt pork
and hardtack.

Afterward, he cleaned his
tin utensils and drowned the fire so there would be no telltale
spark after darkness came. Ranging his rifle alongside the blanket
and holding the revolver in his hand, he lay back with his saddle
for a pillow and smoked a cigarette while the sun tipped toward the
western horizon and the shadows grew long. There was a quiet,
limitless quality about the stretching land that once again made
him feel acutely alone.

Twilight came in shifting
red and yellow streaks of cloud across the western rim. The sun
went down quickly, and soon there was an indigo dusk with the stars
popping out one by one. With the sun went the day’s heat; quickly
now the air cooled down. He heard the flap and twig-scrape of birds
settling down in the branches around him.

After a while he became
conscious of the sticky discomfort of his own body. He stood up and
took his rifle to the edge of the stream, stripped naked and waded
into the water, keeping one eye on the rifle he had left on the
bank. He lowered himself into the water and had to lie flat to get
under it. He scrubbed himself with clean, pebbled sand, dunked his
head and washed the grit out of his hair. Then he washed his
clothes, laid them out to dry and went back to his blanket, lugging
the rifle. It would be an embarrassing moment, he thought dryly, if
an Apache happened to come along.

No one came along. Long
years on the shadowed trails had built in him a refined sensitivity
to, sound and scent that kept him secure even when asleep. He slept
lightly but steadily and only came awake with the dim spread of
dawn, pink across the far hills.

When he stood up, grinding
knuckles into eye sockets to rid them of sleep, he was a powerful
muscular figure, flat-bellied and long-legged, with a long straight
shelf of a jaw and little brown freckles around his straight blade
of a nose. His gray eyes were overhung by sun-bleached level brows
and his red hair picked up blades of sunlight in reflection. A
month ago, in a Tombstone saloon with his brothers, he had
celebrated his thirty-fourth birthday. It struck him now, as it had
struck him then, that his life had stretched through thirty-four
hard, bitter years and had come to nothing. It was that knowledge,
more than anything else, that had crystallized in his mind the
certainty that he had to strike out on his own and make something
of his life before it was too late. It was already almost too late;
half his life was gone.

His jaw was slurred by
three days’ growth of red stubble. After turning a full circle on
his bare heels to inspect the silent trees and the hills beyond, he
took out his razor and went down to the creek to shave. Then he put
on his clothes and boots and gun belt, ate a sparing breakfast and
saddled the roan.

With his wide hat shading
his expression, he set out northward toward the mountains. Mica and
pyrites in the ground sent shattering slivers of brilliance against
his eyes. He rode at an easy pace across the leagues of the morning
until noon found him riding down a gentle slope into the valley of
an underground stream. There was no surface water here, but there
was a limited amount of shade cast by mesquites and other trees. He
made a brief noon camp, then rode up out of the valley bowl,
maintaining a steady course toward the Hatchets, which rose high
and dark-sided with timber, fifteen miles ahead. At a steady clip
it would take him the rest of the day to reach those
slopes.

In mid-afternoon he gave
the roan a drink out of his hat, and shortly thereafter he came
upon a rutted road leading toward the mountains. He turned on this
wagon trace and rode along with the sun battering his back and his
left shoulder. He presently came around a bend past the end of a
hogback.

That was when he heard a
series of gunshots. Reining in, he touched the stock of his rifle
and turned his head slowly to catch the sounds on the flats of his
eardrums to tell their direction. A few more shots echoed across
the desert, seeming to come from someplace directly ahead along the
road, beyond the top of a rise.

He had no particular
desire to buy into trouble that was not his own. It crossed his
mind that the safest thing to do would be to stay here until the
altercation ceased. But in spite of his decision, impulse drove him
forward up the rise to see what was going on.

The road went up an easy
pitch and flopped over the hilltop. Before he reached the crest, he
dismounted and tethered the roan to a paloverde branch and went
ahead on foot, carrying his Spencer seven-shot. He had chosen this
heavy fifty-caliber rimfire over the lighter .44-40 Winchesters his
brothers all preferred. Now, coming up the hill, he worked the back
lip of the heavy trigger guard to lever a shell into the chamber
and crouched lower as he approached the rim of the hill. The
shooting had slowed down so now there was only a sporadic shot
against the silence. He had been able to make out at least three
different weights of guns firing-—one a light rifle, probably a
Winchester .44-40; one a heavier rifle, perhaps a Sharps or
Springfield; and a pistol.

He achieved the top,
crouched almost flat to the ground, and spread the branches of a
greasewood bush to look downhill. Through the brush, past scrubs of
cholla and catclaw and yucca, he saw at the foot of the hill a
man’s hat crown appearing over the hump of a downed horse. A rifle
barrel appeared down there and immediately, along the ridge to the
left, a pistol fired, its bullet thwacking dust from the dead
horse. The rifle fired back, and there was the screech and whine of
a bullet ricocheting off rock. Over to the right the heavier gun
opened up, firing once, and Logan judged it to be a single-shot. He
studied that area until he caught a glimpse of movement and then,
parting the branches farther, saw a breech-clouted figure dart from
rock to rock. Apache, he thought. Two of them had a white man
pinned down behind his dead horse. The man’s hat moved and his
rifle reappeared, and the pistol boomed once more to Logan’s left.
He looked that way but saw nothing. He sighted his Spencer on the
Indian to his right. Only the man’s foot was in sight at the
moment, but Logan waited with level patience until the man lifted
off the ground to aim his rifle.

Logan fired. The Spencer
bucked solidly against his shoulder and through the rapidly
dispersing fog of smoke he had the satisfaction of seeing the
Apache throw up his arms and spill over sideways. The Indian’s
rifle clattered off a rock and slid downhill a few feet.

Logan’s attention spun off
to the left; he expected quick retaliation from the pistol over
there, but there was none. A sudden hot silence settled down on the
ridge. Down below, the hatted man did not stir behind his horse.
Logan wished now that he had taken the time to spot the other
Indian’s position before he had bought into the fight; but it was
too late for that now. Somewhere on the slope to the left the
Apache was probably crawling around seeking a vantage point from
which to pick him off.

Logan tried to put himself
in the Indian’s shoes, and after thinking about it a moment he
moved quickly back the way he had come, going over the top of the
ridge back toward where he had left his horse. He moved quickly but
with caution, keeping to cover as much as he could, levering a
fresh cartridge into the chamber.

He was swinging past the thickness of a manzanita bush when
a bullet fanned the air by his cheek and a pistol boomed sound
across the hilltop.


Chapter Two

 


He dropped flat behind the
manzanita. His eyes swept the crest of the ridge and he caught just
an instant’s glimpse of a brown figure dropping from sight behind a
boulder. Pinning that location firmly in mind, he snaked downhill
through the brush until he reached the trough of a gully that ran
angling down the slope. Here he was able to run, crouched over,
along the gully floor until he judged it had taken him beyond the
Indian’s position. Cautiously lifting his head, he scanned the
ridgeline above him. Nothing stirred.

There were two
possibilities. Either the Indian had been scared off by the evening
odds and was on his way out of the district, or he was sneaking up
on Logan’s horse, trying to catch Logan by surprise. From here
Logan could see the horse, some distance to his right on the road.
He frowned with uncertainty and then the corner of his vision
picked up a swift movement across the brush just below the
hillcrest. The Indian was heading for the roan. Logan lifted his
rifle and stood erect to aim.

Something must have warned
the Indian. He came around and the pistol was lifting in his hand
when Logan squeezed off his shot and brought the Apache down. The
Apache’s pistol fired one shot into the ground before he fell.
Logan scrambled out of the gully and went with care uphill toward
the Indian. He kept the man in sight. He saw
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