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He was feared from the
Mexican border to the Black Hills of Dakota. Now, in a place called
Hatchett’s Folly, his search for two men, Peterson and Webb, was
finally reaching its climax.

Or was it?

A promise made to a dying
man had sent Jim Green on a seemingly hopeless quest for vengeance.
And that same promise had turned him into the deadliest gunfighter
of them all – the man they called Sudden.

Now, at last, the day of
reckoning had come. The hunter had found his prey. And now he was
ready to make the kill …
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To my wife

“Noreen”


 


A Note From the Publisher

 


When Frederick H. Christian
took over writing the Sudden books in 1966, he wanted to stay true to the
original books and its author, Oliver Strange.

Like some other practitioners of the genre, Oliver Strange
offered a manufactured “western” lingo. For example, the use of the
word “yu” instead of “you”; “yore” for “your”; “yo’re” for
“you’re”; “shore” for “sure”; “wuss” for “worse”, amongst others is
deliberate within the dialogue.

So please, don’t think
that these are errors in the proofreading process—we at Piccadilly
Publishing is also committed to remaining as true to the original
source material as possible.

 



Chapter
One

 


THE
DESERT! AS far as the eye could reach it stretched, alternating
swells and levels of greyish-white sand, broken only by occasional
ridges and hummocks of sun-scorched rock, protruding from the
surface like the bared bones of a giant skeleton. Stunted mesquite,
sagebrush, and the tortured forms of cactus, weird of leaf and
beautiful of flower, were the only evidence of vegetation. Over all
danced a shimmering heat which, flung down from a brazen sky and
reflected back by the sand, made the eyes ache and the brain
dizzy.


Following a faintly-defined trail came a wiry little cow
pony, pacing wearily but steadily through the burning sand, and
picking its way without the apparent assistance of its rider, who,
humped forward in the saddle, seemed oblivious of
everything.

An hour
passed, and the pony’s ears pricked up and its pace quickened
slightly. Aware of this, the rider looked up and saw that the weary
desert tramp was at last coming to an end. On the horizon now the
vivid blue of the sky deepened to an almost black serrated line,
which he knew to be a range of hills. Far as they still were, they
carried a message of hope, and the traveller pressed on.


Gradually the character of the desert changed. The sand
became dotted with an occasional scrub-oak and clumps of
bunch-grass, while the mesquite bushes were bigger and more
numerous. Another hour of steady plodding, and the edge of the
desert was reached. The trail entered the foothills, twisting and
turning as though to escape the grasping tentacles of the sand,
which, like an encroaching sea, sought to engulf it.

A
whirring rattle, and a venomous flat head shot into view from the
roots of a mesquite bush at the side of the trail. Instantly the
pony jumped sideways into the air, coming down with all four legs
stiff as rods. The rider, taken unawares, was almost hurled from
the saddle, but gripping the animal with instinctive knees, kept
his seat. His left hand streaked to his side, there was a sharp
report, and the snake’s head flew from its body. Replacing the
smoking weapon, the man applied himself to quieting his mount,
which was again attempting to buck. Snatching off his hat, he
slammed the pony over the ears with it, and a cloud of alkali dust
enveloped the pair.

‘Playin’ yu never saw a rattler before, eh?’ he said, in a
slow, soft drawl. ‘Thought I’d done broke yer of that sort o’
foolishness, yu animated bone-bag.’

Another
larrup from the hat accompanied the words, and the pony, changing
its tactics, reached round and took a snap at the chap-covered leg
of the rider, only to encounter the thrust-forward heavy wooden
stirrup with a jar, which effectually discouraged any further
attempt of the kind.

‘I shore thought yu knew better than to try that,’ admonished
the soft voice, sarcastically. ‘Now yu have had yore play, s’pose
we get on: I’m ’bout as dry as a second-hand sermon.’

They
paced along over a plain trail through the increasing vegetation,
and presently the animal, scenting water, began to trot. Passing
along a narrow gully with precipitous sides, they emerged on the
banks of a stream, shallow enough now, but with a wide sandy bed
which showed there were times when it might justly be called a
river; and indeed, when the snow on the mountains melted, Two
Feather Creek became a raging torrent.

The
horse walked into the water and drank eagerly. The man only gazed
at it reflectively, a sardonic smile on his lips.

‘An hour back, yes, an’ thank yu,’ he soliloquized, ‘but to
spoil a thirst like mine with that slush now. Why, it can’t be more
than a mile to a drink.’

Starting
his unwilling mount, he rode to the other bank and followed the
trail across an open stretch of prairie at an easy lope. In a
little while he came in sight of a collection of wood and adobe
structures strung along the two sides of a dusty wallow called by
courtesy a street.

‘That’ll be Hatchett’s Folly,’ he muttered. ‘It shore looks
it.’

Years
before, a wandering prospector, finding gold on the banks of the
Two Feather, made for the nearest settlement, got gloriously drunk,
and proclaimed a new Eldorado. Scores of eager fortune-hunters
followed him, and a town sprang up with the mushroom speed of
Western enterprise. But the gold proved hard to find and scanty in
quantity; many of the seekers got killed in quarrels among
themselves, or by raiding redskins, and others migrated in disgust.
The town of Hatchett’s, named after the discoverer, became
Hatchett’s Folly, and only the coming of the cattle saved it from
extinction.

To the
newcomer the place presented the familiar characteristics of the
frontier settlements. The same squalid shacks, litter of tin cans,
board sidewalks, and ever-prevailing alkali dust. On the largest of
the buildings was a rudely-painted sign which read: ‘The Folly
Saloon.’

‘That shore is the best name for a s’loon I’ve struck yet,’
commented the stranger, as he dismounted and secured his pony to
the hitching-rail outside. ‘Town appears to be ‘bout dead,’ he
added, and in fact, with the exception of two men loafing in front
of a board edifice further along the street, which called itself an
‘hotel,’ there was no one in sight.

The bar
of the ‘Folly’ occupied the back of the room, facing the entrance,
a strategic position which gave the barkeeper an opportunity of
preparing for trouble before it arrived. At either end of the space
in front of it were the tables used for the various games of chance
promoted by the establishment, or desired by the customers. At one
of these tables two men were playing poker. The only other
occupant—the dispenser of liquids—instantly transferred his
interest from the game to the new arrival. 

He saw a
tall, lithe man of well under thirty, with a clean-shaven face
tanned to the colour of new copper, keen steel-blue eyes, and an
out-thrust chin which spoke eloquently of determination. There was
a suggestion of humour in the little lines round the eyes and at
the corners of the firm lips. The leather chaps, blue shirt with
loosely-knotted neckerchief, wide-brimmed Stetson and high-heeled
boots, denoted the cowpuncher, but the heavy belt with two guns—the
holsters tied down to facilitate easy extraction—might mean the
gunman.

The
barkeeper absorbed all these details while the object of his
scrutiny was reaching the bar. He was a quick observer—the nature
of his occupation required it. Without a word the stranger spun a
dollar upon the counter, and the barman pushed forward a bottle and
a glass.

‘No, seh,’ said the customer softly. ‘I just naturally hate
drinkin’ alone, an’ yu are havin’ one with me, sabe?’

The
barkeeper grinned understandingly, added another glass, and
replaced the bottle with one from the back shelf. The visitor
poured himself a generous three-finger dose, sent it down his
throat at a gulp, and refilled the glass.

‘Good stuff,’ he said approvingly. ‘That desert o’ yores is
some fierce.’

‘I don’t claim to own her, but she shore is,’ replied the
other. ‘Come a long ways?’

‘Right from where I started,’ was the reply, with a smile
which robbed the snub of its venom.

‘An’ I reckon yu will keep a-goin’ till yu git there,’ said
the barkeeper pleasantly, falling into the other’s
humour.

‘Yu hit her, first pop,’ rejoined the stranger, adding, ‘I’m
just havin’ a look at the country.’

‘Well, she’s shore worth it, in parts, Mister—. What did yu
say yore name was?’ said the man of liquids, taking another
chance.

‘I didn’t say,’ smiled the newcomer. ‘Yu can call me
Green.’

‘I’ve heard of more appropriate labels, but it’s yore bet, an’
she goes as she lays,’ agreed the barkeeper. ‘I answers to Silas my
own self. Here’s how!’

They
drank again, and the conversation turned to less personal topics.
The stranger learned that the country round was interested only in
cattle, the two principal ranches being the Frying Pan and the Y
Z.

‘Then there’s the Double X up in the hills, but that’s only a
little one,’ Silas explained. ‘If it’s a job yo’re huntin’, I’ve
heard that the Y Z can use another puncher. The old man is all
right, but the foreman, Blaynes, is a blister. That’s one o’ the Y
Z boys playin’ there.’

He
indicated the younger of the card-players, little more than a boy,
whose face was getting more and more solemn as his hard-earned
money passed to his opponent. The stranger looked at the pair for a
moment and then said:

‘Reckon he’ll be a “wiser head” before he’s much older. Who’s
the hard citizen?’

The
barkeeper laughed at the pleasantry, though it was a joke he heard
every time a ‘wise-head’ puncher came to town, and then replied to
the question in a whisper:

‘The hard citizen—an’ yu shore have got him right—is Poker
Pete, a slick man with cards or guns by reputation. If yo’re aimin’
to stay in these parts yu might remember that he’s got friends
hereabouts.’

‘That so?’ queried the other nonchalantly. ‘Well, I guess some
folk around here ain’t particular who they mix up with.’

They
watched the play in silence for a while. The gambler was winning,
but beyond an occasional gleam in his beady eyes, his face betrayed
no emotion whatever. He was a big-made man, beefy, but in poor
condition, and the rusty black coat he wore seemed curiously out of
keeping with the trousers thrust into top boots, and the slouched
hat. His opponent, who had evidently visited the bar on more than
one occasion, betrayed a lamentable lack of that stoicism so
essential to good poker-playing, and profane expressions of joy or
disgust punctuated his game. At length, with a hearty curse, he
slammed down the cards, rose to his feet, and cried:

‘That lets me out. Yu done corralled the whole herd, every
cent of three months’ pay, ’cept what went for irrigatin’. I never
see such luck. Am I good for a drink, Silas?’

‘Have one on the house,’ replied that worthy, and passed the
bottle. The gambler did not speak or move. Idly ruffling the pack
in his hands, he glanced at the stranger. It was an
invitation.

‘Shore I’ll take a whirl with yu,’ said the visitor, and
seated himself in the chair the cowboy had vacated.

He won
the cut for deal and the game commenced. Both men played
cautiously, each testing the strength of the other. Bets ruled
small, and at the end of half an hour there was but little between
the players. Then the man who called himself Green picked up a
hand, looked at it, and said: ‘S’pose we get outa the infant class
an’ whoop her up a bit.’

‘Suits me,’ replied his opponent.

The
amount of the bets increased, and the stranger won steadily. The
gambler appeared to lose a little of his immobility as misfortune
continued to dog him. ‘Luck’s dead out,’ he grumbled, as he pushed
across another twenty dollars, ‘but it’s bound to change, an’ I’ll
get yu yet.’

The
possibility of seeing an expert trimmed had drawn Silas from behind
the bar, and he now stood with the young puncher, both closely
watching the game. The gambler, who had now lost about a hundred
dollars, dealt. Green glanced at his cards, laid them face down on
the table, and said: ‘bettin’ fifty—in the dark.’

‘I’m seein’ that an’ raisin’ her as much,’ was the instant
reply.

‘Come again,’ said Green, pushing out another
fifty.

‘Which makes her two hundred,’ retorted Poker Pete, and
reached for the pack. ‘Yu want any cards?’

‘Put ’em up!’ came the sharp command, and the astonished
gambler looked up into the threatening muzzle of an unwavering
Colt.

‘What th’ hell…’ he began, but nevertheless his hands reached
for the roof: it seemed a safer position for argument.

The
other stretched forward, and with his left hand extracted a gun
from its place of concealment under Pete’s armpit.

‘Keep ’em up,’ he said menacingly, and then, to the two
onlookers, ‘Yu see, he dealt me three kings, an’ I’ve a hunch
there’s three aces in his own hand. He reckons I’ll take two cards,
so he fixes the other king and a low one top o’ the deck, with the
other ace comin’ next, so that whether I take one or two, or none
whatever, he’s got me beat every way there is. Now, seh,’ this to
the barkeeper—‘I’ll be obliged if yu will turn up his hand, an’
then the three top cards o’ the pack. If I’m wrong, I’ll eat dirt,
an’ the stakes are his, but if I’m right …’

He broke
off grimly and watched Silas expose the cards. They proved to be
placed exactly as he had predicted. The cheat also watched the
operation with an expression in which fear and hatred were
curiously mingled. The test over, the stranger looked at him with
plain contempt.

‘Yu a gambler,’ he sneered. ‘Why, yo’re only a cheap tinhorn.
Yu don’t know nothin’ about poker. I’ve seen boys o’ fourteen who
could skin yu at the game. How much did he take outa yu?’ This to
the previous player.

‘Hundred an’ twenty,’ replied the puncher. ‘But I ain’t
kickin’—I lost—’

‘Lost nothin’,’ retorted Green. ‘When yu go up agin a stacked
deck yu don’t lose—yu just get robbed.’

He
pushed the amount from the money lying on the table, pocketed the
remainder, and then holstered his gun. Instantly the gambler sprang
to his feet, his right hand dropped to his neck, there was a rapid
movement, and a heavy knife flashed past the stranger’s ear,
burying itself with a dull thud in the log wall. The man whom death
had missed by a bare inch looked at the poisonous face of his
would-be murderer and laughed cynically.

‘Ain’t there nothin’ yu can do well?’ he asked, and then, ‘I
shot a rattler on my way here, an’ I just can’t go on wastin’ good
cartridges on vermin.’

With the
words he leapt suddenly, clearing the intervening table, and as his
feet touched the floor, his fist, with all the momentum of his body
behind it, caught the gambler on the jaw, lifted him clear of the
ground and hurled him with a crash against the wall. There he lay,
limp and huddled, only the hatred in his eyes showing that he still
lived. The visitor forbore to add to the punishment.

‘Fade,’ he said, and with a muttered curse the beaten man
climbed slowly to his feet and staggered from the’ saloon. Not
until he had vanished did the grim features of the victor relax,
and then, ‘Where do I eat?’ he asked.

‘Down at the hotel, with me,’ said the puncher eagerly. ‘Gosh!
I’ll be proud to know a man who can hit like that. Larry Barton is
my brand.’

The
other man smiled at the boy’s whole-hearted invitation, and after
seeing to the needs of his horse, accompanied his new friend to the
hotel, where they dispatched a satisfying meal.

‘If yu got any notion o’ settlin’ down around here yu want to
remember that Poker has the name for never forgettin’ or
forgivin’,’ Larry said. The remark amounted to a question, and the
other man rolled a cigarette with meticulous care before he
replied.

‘That sort o’ makes me eager to stay,’ he said quietly. ‘But I
gotta get a job—I ain’t no plutocrat.’

‘Fine,’ said Larry. ‘All yu hey to do is fork yore cayuse an’
come along o’ me to the Y Z. I heard the Old Man sayin’ he wanted
another puncher. I reckon yu understand cattle.’

‘I expect I’ve got notions thataway,’ was the smiling
reply.

‘Well, the Y Z is one good ranch,’ returned the boy. ‘Blaynes,
the foreman, is shore tough, but the Old Man is all right, an’ his
daughter, Miss Norry, makes a short-sighted man’s life a
burden.’

‘Good-looker, eh?’ queried the stranger.

‘Good everythin’,’ was the enthusiastic answer. ‘But shucks,
what’s the use? I’m only a cowhand. Say, we’d better get
agoin’.’


Chapter
Two

 


SIMON
PETTER—MORE generally referred to as ‘Old Simon’—the owner of the Y
Z ranch, was a grizzled, stoutish man in the early fifties. His
face was good-natured, but in the rounded chin there was a hint of
weakness, which a short beard did not fully conceal. He had the
repute of being a fair man in his dealings, and was generally liked
in the district. He stood now on the broad veranda of the ranch
house, apprising the man Larry had enthusiastically presented to
him, with a brief account of what happened at the
‘Folly.’

‘Poker Pete, eh?’ he said. ‘Well, he’s had it comin’ to him
for quite a while. So yu rough-housed him, eh?’

‘Maybe I didn’t think I was handlin’ aigs,’ said the stranger,
with a grin.

Simon
liked the smile and the competent look of power in the wearer of
it.

‘An’ yu want a job?’ he continued.

‘Why no, seh,’ replied the drawling voice. ‘I ain’t near so
broke as that, but I’m willin’ to take one.’

‘What’s yore name?’ came the blunt question.

‘Green is the only label I can produce at the moment. Yu will
find I answer to that as well as another.’

Old
Simon looked at the steady narrowed eyes, and his own twinkled. In
that country names were nothing—more than one good man finding it
expedient to sail under false colours. Anyway, the applicant looked
capable, and he wanted men of that stamp just now. 

‘The pay is forty a month, an’ grub is good,’ he said. ‘Larry
will take yu down an’ introduce yu to the boys. My foreman,
Blaynes, is away; yu can report to him in the mornin’.’

‘Say, boss, I told him fifty per,’ interjected
Barton.

‘Yore mouth opens too easy,’ retorted Old Simon. ‘It’s forty
for newcomers. Take it or leave it.’

‘Suits me,’ said the new man, and was turning to accompany
Barton when the angry scream of a horse shattered the
silence.

In a
moment they saw the animal rushing towards them from the corral,
bucking, sun-fishing, weaving—using every device of the ‘bad’ horse
to unseat or destroy its rider. Half-fainting, but clinging
desperately to the saddle, was a young girl, her face white beneath
the tan, and her red-gold hair in a cloud round her head. It was
obvious that her strength was nearly spent, and that she would be
thrown and savaged by the maddened beast. The new hand acted
without hesitation. Running swiftly forward, he made a sudden
spring at the horse’s head, and avoiding the flying forefeet by a
miracle, gripped the reins by the bit.


Instantly the brute tried to rear, with the intention of
falling backwards, but the man’s iron strength pulled the head
down, though it was all he could do to keep his footing. A quick
snatch, and his right hand closed over and gripped the nostrils of
the animal. It screamed with rage, and the great teeth clashed in a
savage attempt to bite. But the clutch tightened, and, subdued for
the moment, the horse snood quivering.

‘Lift her down, Larry,’ came the crisp command.

No
sooner had the cowboy got the half-senseless girl clear than Green,
releasing the grip of his right hand, leapt into the empty saddle.
This fresh outrage stirred the animal to an instant renewal of
activity. It commenced bucking with redoubled fury, swapping ends,
and employing, as Larry phrased it, ‘all the old tricks, an’ some
new ones,’ in its endeavour to injure the man on its back. The trio
of onlookers watched the struggle with bated breath.

‘He’s a shore-enough killer, boss,’ said the
cowboy.

‘That man knows his business,’ replied Old Simon, his face
pale yet with the fear he had felt for his daughter.

The
maddened horse was now leaping and twisting with a speed and
suddenness which almost baffled the sight, yet still the rider kept
his seat. His lean face, jaw grimly set, snapped back with each
jolt, but the cruel bit, jammed to the back of the animal’s mouth
by arms of steel, prevented it from getting its head down. As
though realizing this, the horse suddenly stood straight up on its
hind legs. In another second it would have been on its back and the
rider crushed to death, but, as Old Simon had said, the man knew
his business. Down between the creature’s ears crashed the loaded
end of the quirt, with a force that jarred the brute almost into
sensibility. Another attempt met with the same treatment, and, with
a sharp scream of pain and rage, the horse darted for the open
plain. The rancher turned to the girl, who, pale and shaky, was now
somewhat recovered.

‘What were yu doin’ up on Blue Devil, Norry?’ he asked. ‘Ain’t
I told yu not to touch him?’

‘Yes, Dad; but you know I can ride, and I didn’t think there
was a horse I couldn’t manage,’ the girl replied.

‘Well, yu know now there is, an’ yu keep away from him in
future,’ retorted the old man grimly. ‘By the way, who helped yu
rope an’ saddle him?’

‘Now, Dad,’ she replied, with a laugh in which a sob was oddly
mingled, ‘do you think I’d tell?’ Then, as her father growled an
oath, she slipped her arm coaxingly through his, and added, ‘You
mustn’t be angry with the boys, Dad; they just have to do what I
say, you know, and Blue was as good as gold at first.’ The ranch
owner replied with a non-committal grunt, and stood staring out
over the open country. Presently came the drumming of hoofs, and
soon the roan appeared, still running fast, but entirely under
control, and evidently, for the time at least, a beaten horse. His
rider, reining in, jumped lightly down, and stood stroking the
heaving flanks. Simon stepped forward.

‘I’m obliged to yu,’ he said simply, and with a nod in the
direction of Blue Devil. ‘What do yu think of him?’

‘Grandest hoss I’ve ever crossed,’ was the instant reply. ‘But
yu won’t never make a lady’s pet of him.’

‘I ain’t aimin’ to,’ retorted Old Simon. ‘I once said I’d give
that hoss to anyone that could ride him, an’ I reckon that’s why
this girl o’ mine was disobeyin’ orders. He’s yourn, an’ it’s fifty
per for newcomers sometimes. Sabe?’

‘I’ll be proud to have the hoss, an’ yu’ll find I earn my
pay,’ was the quiet reply.

‘I have to thank you too for saving, perhaps, my life,’ Norry
said, stepping forward with outstretched hand. The stranger took
and held it for a moment, looking gravely into the deep blue eyes.
Then he said: ‘Why, it don’t need mentionin’,’ and turned
away.

The girl
watched him as he followed Larry to the corral, leading Blue Devil,
who went docilely enough. She was rather puzzled by his abrupt
departure; men, as a rule, were in no hurry to leave her. She did
not think he had meant to be rude, and yet—her father’s voice broke
in upon her reflections.

‘Now yu mind what I’m sayin’, girl, an’ when I tell yu to keep
away from a four-legged earthquake yu gotta obey. It takes a bit to
throw a scare into me, but I’ll own up I was frightened good and
plenty.’

‘All right, Dad, I’ll promise,’ the girl replied. ‘I was
scared good and plenty myself. I wonder where the new man comes
from?’

‘Dunno,’ said Old Simon. ‘It ain’t reckoned good form or good
sense to be too curious in these parts, but he’s worth his pay if
he never does anythin’ else for me.’

‘You’re just a dear,’ Noreen responded tenderly, hugging him
by the arm as they went into the house.


Meanwhile, the two punchers, having unsaddled and turned Blue
Devil loose in the corral, proceeded to the bunkhouse, arriving
just in time for the evening meal. Larry presented his new friend
to the outfit:

‘A new “Wise head,” boys—name of Green; but I wouldn’t
recommend any of yu to gamble on that same cog-no-men meanin’
much.’

The
presentation elicited a laugh. Some of the men nodded, others
vouchsafed a single word, ‘Howdy,’ and all of them went on eating.
Green and his companion slid into a couple of empty places at the
long table and tackled the food as though their last meal was a
distant memory.

At
length, when the plates had been cleared and replenished,
coffee-cups emptied and refilled, the men began to find another use
for their jaws. Green saw covert glances sent in his direction, and
divined that he was being ‘looked over,’ and that presently he
would be ‘tried out.’ Larry knew what was coming, and hugged
himself mentally for not having ‘gassed’ about the new man’s
performances.

‘They’re good boys—some of ’em; but it’ll shore improve their
eddication if they josh him,’ he reflected.

A
red-headed, merry-faced cowboy, who was called ‘Ginger’ because he
hated it and had foolishly allowed that fact to become known,
opened the attack.

‘Gee, stranger, but I’m right glad yu happened along,’ he
said. ‘It’ll save me somethin’.’

Green
looked up inquiringly. ‘Shoot,’ he said, with a smile.

‘Well,’ began Ginger, ‘Yu see, that Y Z has the meanest hoss
this side o’ the Mexican border, an’ it’s a custom o’ the ranch
that the latest comer has to try an’ ride that hoss within a
certain time, unless a new hand drifts in to take the job. Now my
time is nearly up, so the hoss bein’ a real man-killer, I’m obliged
to yu.’

The
stranger listened gravely, Ginger had not done it well; as he
explained afterwards, he had had no time to think out something
classy, in consequence of being hungry, but that was his chronic
state, so the excuse failed also.

‘It certainly is a fool trick to fork a hoss yu are scared
of,’ Green grinned.

Ginger
fell into the trap headlong, his face as red as his hair. ‘Scared
nothin’,’ he shouted. ‘I never seen the thing on four legs or two
that I was scared of, an’ don’t yu forget it.’

A burst
of laughter from the others apprised him that he had given himself
away, and the stranger completed his discomfiture by
saying:

‘I was thinkin’ yu weren’t so obliged as yu were tryin’ to
tell me.’

‘Betcha dollar I can name somethin’ on two legs that yo’re
scared of, Ginger,’ said Dirty (whose nickname was in reality a
compliment, since it was due to his actual fondness for soap and
water). The boys argued that anyone so keen on washing must badly
need it.

‘Take yu,’ snapped Ginger unwisely.

‘Why, yo’re dead easy,’ said Dirty, with a broad grin. ‘What
about Miss Norry?’

‘I ain’t—’ Ginger cut short his protest, for he knew that,
uttered, it must be made good. He decided to cut his losses, and
flung a dollar at his smirking friend.

‘Think yo’re blame smart, don’t ye?’ he said. ‘Who got chased
outa Kansas City by a girl with a gun?’

Dirty
flushed furiously, and then laughed. ‘She shore was awful gone on
me, that girl was,’ he remarked. ‘But I didn’t go back. No,
sir.’

‘Gone on yu?’ Ginger snorted. ‘Gone on yu? She musta bin out
of her haid.’

‘Ginger don’t understand the gentle passion,’ Dirty explained
commiseratingly to Green. ‘He ain’t never had a girl run after
him!’

The
newcomer added his quota to the good-natured wrangle which ensued,
but his eyes were busy studying the men with whom he must spend his
days and nights. He soon divined that there were two factions in
the Y Z outfit, one composed of the younger, light-hearted crew,
several of whom he now knew by name, and the others of older men,
hard-bitten, stamped with marks of the frontier. From one or two of
these he got looks which, if not exactly hostile, were certainly
not of welcome, but he did not let this worry him, for he had an
abiding confidence in his ability to take care of himself in any
company, a confidence born of experience, which is the best kind of
that useful commodity.


Chapter
Three

 


GREEN
DID NOT see the foreman at breakfast next morning, and when the
meal was over he shouldered his saddle and went to the corral,
where the men were getting their mounts and orders for the day’s
work.

‘That’s Blaynes,’ whispered Larry.

The man
indicated was about thirty-five, tall and strongly built, with a
lean, dark face upon which was set a perpetual sneer. He moved with
the sinuous speed of a snake and carried his head with a forward
thrust which gave a reptilian impression. Whoever first bestowed
the nickname of ‘Rattler’ upon him hit the mark to a
nicety.

‘Dago blood there,’ thought Green, ‘Treacherous, tough as
hickory, and as hard no whip as a mountain lion.’

The
foreman looked at him squarely as he walked up, and their eyes
clashed like the blades of duellists. In that instant each
instinctively knew the other for an enemy; like love, hate also can
be born at first sight. It was the foreman who spoke:

‘Green, eh?’ he inquired sneeringly.

‘That’s my name,’ replied the other, and the slight emphasis
on the last word caused some of the men listening to smile. Blaynes
saw the smiles, and they did not improve his temper.

‘Dunno what the Old Man’s thinkin’ of to go a-takin’ on any
stranger that drifts in,’ he growled insolently.

‘Mebbe he’s thinkin’ that he owns the ranch,’ countered
Green.

This
time the hit was direct, and several of the onlookers laughed
audibly. Rattler realized that he was getting the worst of the
argument, and promptly changed his tactics.

‘Yo’re quite the funny man, ain’t ye?’ he jeered. ‘Well, we’ll
see if yu can use yore hands as well as yore jaw. Yuan’ Durran can
double-team it to-day, an’ yu will take the roan there.’

He
jerked his thumb towards the corral, where the outlaw horse was
standing apart from the others, and this time some of the older men
grinned; this new chap might be a bit of a ‘smarty,’ but the
foreman knew how to handle him. Green’s face was absolutely
expressionless as he replied:

‘I’ll ride my own hoss.’

‘You’ll do as yo’re told while I’m bossin’ this outfit, or
git,’ snarled Blaynes.

‘I’ll ride my own hoss,’ repeated the other, and strode into
the corral.

With a
quick, low flick of the wrist he roped the roan, and with the help
of Larry, got the saddle on and cinched. One lightning spring and
he was astride. The other men, fully aware of Blue Devil’s
capabilities, expected to see him ‘piled’ instantly, but, to their
intense amazement, after a display of mild bucking with which any
self-respecting cow pony resents being ridden, the roan trotted
sedately from the corral. Blaynes, who had been waiting for the
humiliation and probably injury of the man he already hated, had
but one consolation.

‘Changed yore mind about obeyin’ orders, eh?’ he sneered.
‘Guessed yu was bluffin’.’

‘Guess again,’ retorted Green. ‘I told yu I’d ride my own
hoss, an’ that’s what I’m doin’.’

He
touched the roan’s sides with the spurs and shot after Durran, who
had already started. Rattler’s gaze followed him in scowling
perplexity.

“What th’ hell?” he muttered.

He
looked up to find Larry endeavouring to conceal his delight at the
foreman’s discomfiture, and making a poor job of it.

‘Why now, Rattler, didn’t yu hear about the Old Man givin’ him
the hoss las’ night?’ the boy asked.

‘No, I didn’t; an’ I reckon the old fool must cow bin loco to
give a stranger the best hoss on the ranch,’ growled the foreman.
‘What was the idea?’

Larry,
who was enjoying himself hugely, gave a lurid but correct account
of how Blue Devil came to change owners, and the foreman’s face
became more and more venomous as he listened. When the tale was
told he turned away without comment, but had Larry been gifted with
the faculty of reading expressions he would have realized that he
had raised trouble aplenty for his new friend. But as that
care-free youngster swung to his saddle his spoken thought
was:

‘That’s one right in the solar perlexus, as the scientific
guys puts it.’

Blaynes,
who had his own views regarding the Y Z ranch and the pretty girl
who would one day own it, strode savagely to the ranch house,
fighting his rage as he would have fought a vicious pony. He met
the Old Man coming out.

‘Givin’ yore hosses away, I hear,’ he sneered.

‘I gave away a savage brute that near killed my girl, yes,’
replied Simon.

‘Best bit o’ hoss-flesh we got, anyways,’ said Blaynes. ‘On’y
wanted tamin’.’

‘Then why didn’t ye do it?’ retorted the Old Man. ‘I offered
to give that hoss to anybody that could ride him months ago. Yu all
tried an’ got “piled,” an’ then Norry gets the fool notion she
could do it, an’ I damn near lose her. What have yu got against the
new man, eh?’

‘Don’t like the looks of him no how,’ the foreman said,
scowling at the reference to his riding defeat, which rankled none
the less because every man of the outfit had shared it.

‘I figure he knows his job,’ Simon said shortly.

‘Mebbe he does,’ rejoined Blaynes, who knew just how far he
could go with his employer, and had no desire to pass the limit.
‘My point is this—we’re losin’ too many steers to take chances on
strangers. How do yu know he ain’t in with the
rustlers?’

‘How do I know that half o’ ye ain’t in with ’em?’ snapped
Simon savagely, for the continual loss of his cattle was hitting
him sorely. ‘Yu don’t seem no strike their trail very
lively.’

Blaynes
ground out an oath. ‘Yu ain’t no call to say that o’ the boys,’ he
remonstrated. ‘We’re all a-doin’ our best. Them war-paints is hard
to catch in this kind o’ country.’

‘Huh! Yu still reckon it’s ’Paches, do yu?’ said Simon. ‘Well,
yo’re wrong, Blaynes. Redskins might lift a stray cow or two for
the meat, but they wouldn’t take ’em by the score. No, sir, it’s an
organized gang o’ rustlers, an’ it’s up to yu to corral
’em.’

He
turned and went indoors, the foreman’s eyes following him with a
malignant look. This changed magically to a smile as Noreen came
out.

‘Mornin’, Miss Norry. Yo’re lookin’ fine in spite o’ yore
shakeup last night,’ was his greeting.

‘I wasn’t hurt—only a wee bit scared,’ she
admitted.

‘Some folks has all the luck. Wish I’d bin there,’ said the
foreman regretfully, with a look which made the girl turn sharply
away. ‘What do yu think o’ this new guy?’

‘Naturally my principal feeling is one of gratitude,’ returned
the girl. ‘He struck me as being capable, and’—she added
roguishly—‘rather good-looking.’

Blaynes
frowned. He had got more than he bargained for. ‘Looks ain’t much
to go on,’ he said. ‘I’ve seed cattle thieves that had him beat a
mile thataway, an’ as I told the Old Man just now, we can’t afford
to run risks with strangers when we’re losin’ steers. He’ll do to
keep an eye on that feller.’

‘I wonder if he’s married,’ the girl speculated, with a
mischievous smile.

‘Ugh! Probably got half a dozen wives scattered around the
country—that sort usually has,’ snorted the foreman.

‘He doesn’t look like a Mormon; but still, I’ll help on
keeping an eye on him, as yu suggest, Blaynes,’ Noreen laughed as
she turned away.

Rattler
waited until she was out of earshot and then swore fervently. It
was distinctly not his lucky morning.

 


Green
soon ranged alongside Durran, whose eyes opened wide when they saw
the horse his companion was riding; he had not witnessed the scene
at the corral.

‘How come yu on that lump o’ deviltry?’ he asked.

‘Oh, I just climbed up on him,’ said Green airily.

‘Lots of us has done that, but nary one could stay there,’ was
the reply. ‘Yu must be a medicine-man with hosses.’

‘I savvy them,’ was Green’s answer.

Durran’s
comment was an inarticulate grunt, and for some miles they loped
steadily over the grassy plain without exchanging a word, though
the new man did not fail to note the covert, appraising glances of
the other.

‘Feed a-plenty,’ he remarked presently. ‘If she’s all like
this, the Y Z should carry some cattle.’

‘She ain’t all like this, but there’s enough that is,’ Durran
replied. ‘She’d be one big ranch if the owner knew his
job.’

‘I heard he was a good cattleman,’ Green said.

‘Yu heard correct—he was
a good cattleman; but he started gittin’ old
quite a piece ago, an’ it’s tellin’ on him. Why, there’s cows bein’
stole every week, an’ he don’t do nothin’. If it wasn’t for
Rattler, them rustlers would cow got the whole shootin’ match by
now.’

‘Good man, Rattler, eh?’ queried Green.

‘Yu said it,’ responded Durran, but with no undue enthusiasm
in his tone. ‘Up to his work. Yes, sir. An’ it wouldn’t astonish me
none to find him ownin’ this ranch someday. I’ve a hunch it’ll pay
to tie to him.’

They had
left the undulating plain and were entering a stretch of rough
country which, gashed and scarred, formed the base to a great range
of hills, the jagged ridge-line of which showed clear against the
sky. The ground in front of them presented a multiplicity of
character. Miniature deserts, arid little areas of sand and cactus,
interspersed with brush-filled draws, tiny canyons with
verdure-clad, overhanging sides, valleys carpeted with lush grass
and fed by trickling streams, huge masses of rock, apparently
hurled by some mighty hand from the distant range, all jumbled
together in inextricable confusion. And behind it all the black
belt of pines which clothed the lower slopes of the
mountains.

‘Best keep yer eyes open, in case we git separated,’ warned
Durran. ‘We call this the Maze, an’ it’s a damned sight easier to
git into than out of, ‘specially for a stranger.’

‘Reckon yo’re right,’ Green agreed. ‘What do they call the
hills over there?’

‘Big Chief Range,’ replied Durran. ‘An’ mighty mean country
’cept for redskins an’ rustlers.’

They now
began to come upon signs of strayed cattle, and were too fully
occupied in routing them out of the brush and starting them back to
the plain for converse. Green soon discovered that his mount,
though obviously new to the work, had the inherited instincts of a
cow pony, and was quick to learn.

‘Yu an’ me is goin’ to get along fine, Blue,’ the rider
soliloquized after a tussle with a pugnacious steer which had to be
roped and thrown before it would listen to reason. This was by no
means the only incident of the kind, for the strays were in a
half-wild state, and showed a tendency to ‘go on the prod’ when
driven from their retreat.


Presently, riding through a small grassy glade surrounded by
cottonwoods, Green pulled up sharply. At his feet lay a dead cow,
and a few yards away were the ashes of a tiny fire. His hail
brought Durran to the spot.

‘’Paches,’ he said at once, pointing to a broken feather, lying
as though accidentally dropped, near the carcase. The new hand
picked it up and examined it thoughtfully.

‘Ain’t like Injuns to leave their name and address,’ he said
slowly. ‘Nor meat either.’

‘Huh! They was interrupted an’ had to make a quick getaway,’
suggested Durran.

Green
was examining the dead cow. It had been shot in the head, and round
the bullet-hole the hair was singed.

‘So they fired that shot to advertise their whereabouts,’ he
said. ‘No, that don’t explain it.’

‘Well, that war-bonnet plume talks plenty loud enough for me,’
returned Durran, with a dark look. ‘Fac’s is fac’s.’ Green saw that
the man’s mind was made up, and that argument would be futile, so
he dropped the subject. He could not fail to note, however, that
Durran’s attitude for the rest of the day was a sulky one;
apparently he resented the questioning of his judgment, and his
conversation was confined to the work in hand.

It was
getting towards evening when they returned to the ranch, and they
were as hungry as a day in the saddle can make a man. Nevertheless,
Green rode past the bunkhouse and up to the owner’s dwelling. Old
Simon was on the veranda. He listened quietly to the new hand’s
report, looked at the feather, and Len said:

‘Yu got any ideas about it?’

‘I’m guessin’ it ain’t ’Paches, but they want us to think it
is,’ Green replied. ‘That feather is plumb clumsy—even a
Reservation brave ain’t that careless. An’ what was the fire for?
Injuns don’t carry runnin’-irons. ’Sides, the hosses they rode was
shod, even the grass trail showed that.’

‘Yu didn’t follow the tracks?’

‘No,’ explained Green. ‘Durran didn’t seem interested, an’ I
had no orders.’

The old
man regarded him steadily for a while, and then said, ‘Yo’re
gettin’ ’em now. I want this rustler business cleaned up. That’s
yore job.’

‘Better not advertise it,’ suggested Green.

‘I ain’t a-goin to; I’ll explain to Blaynes that yo’re on
special work for me,’ said the rancher.

Green
had his own ideas as to the importance Blaynes would attach to his
employer’s explanation, and he was soon to learn that he was right,
for at that moment the foreman came up. There was a note of triumph
in his tone as he said:

‘Well, Simon, Durran tells me that he come upon some more
rustler work, with shore Injun sign; I reckon that settles
it.’

‘Green’s just been tellin’ me he come on it,’ said Old Simon
quietly.

‘Well, they was together anyway,’ replied Rattler, with a
surly glance at the new hand. ‘Durran reported to me as foreman,
which was the proper thing to do.’

‘Green agrees with me that it ain’t Injuns,’ said the ranch
owner, ‘an’ I think he’s right.’

‘So do I,’ retorted Blaynes. ‘If I’d just been took on, an’
wanted to hold my job, I’d agree with the boss every
time.’

A
sneering smile accompanied the words. Green heard the taunt
unmoved, his face like granite. Old Simon laughed. ‘Have it yore
way, Blaynes. Yu say it’s Injuns. All right, fetch in their scalps,
an’ I’ll believe yu. By the way, Green’ll be doin’ what I say for a
bit. Savvy?’

The
foreman nodded, and the two men walked towards the bunkhouse. The
foreman was the first to break the silence. ‘Yu shore are in luck,’
he remarked acidly, ‘to get a fine hoss an’ a soft job all in
twenty-four hours.’

‘Did the Old Man tell yu it was a soft job?’ queried Green
sweetly.

‘That’s what I’d call moseyin’ around pertendin’ to look for
rustlers,’ retorted Blaynes.

‘So would I,’ replied the other. ‘But there ain’t no rustlers,
so it’ll be a hard job to find any. Yore way of it the Injuns are
stockin’ the Reservation with Y Z cows. Why don’t yu pay the agent
a visit?’

Blaynes
made no reply to this pleasantry. Supper was nearly over when they
entered the bunkhouse, but with the foreman there, the harassed
cook knew better than to make any fuss over producing fresh
supplies. Green soon learned that the news of his treatment of
Poker Pete had become known, and had been received variously by the
men. Some of the younger did not scruple to hide their hearty
approbation.

‘On’y hope yu ain’t scared ’im off the reservation,’ was
Dirty’s comment. ‘He owes me money, that hombre.’

‘Don’t yu worry none,’ said one of the older men, whose
semi-Indian origin and dark skin had earned for him the name of
‘Blackie.’

‘If Pete owed a feller anythin’, he gets it.’

The
speaker directed a malicious glance at Green as he said the words,
but the new hand appeared to be entirely occupied with his plate.
Nevertheless, he had heard, and sensed that the threat was intended
for him.

‘Aw, hell! I reckon the old tinhorn will drift,’ said another
of the younger group, whose name being Simon, found himself
promptly re-christened ‘Simple,’ to distinguish him from the Old
Man.

The
wrangle went on, and it became more and more evident that the
disgraced gambler had friends in the outfit. Green refused to be
drawn into the discussion. His meal finished, he rolled a cigarette
and slipped outside, after a glance at Larry which was an
invitation. Strolling down to the corral, he climbed the rail, and
sat there smoking. Presently Barton joined him.

‘Well, what do yu think o’ the bunch?’ he asked, when he had
perched himself alongside his friend.

‘Yu heard the story o’ the curate’s egg?’ asked
Green.

‘Shore, yu’ve said it: good in parts,’ replied Larry, with a
chuckle. ‘So yu’ve been elected to collect the rustlers’ ha’r,
eh?’

‘Who told yu?’ Green asked quickly.

‘Oh, Rattler ain’t makin’ any secret of it,’ was the reply. ‘I
somehow got the idea he don’t like yu.’

‘I’ve a dim suspicion myself thataway,’ returned the new hand
easily; ‘but I don’t guess I’ll lose any sleep over it.’

‘Wish the Old Man would let me trail along with yu,’ Larry
said wistfully. ‘I know the country, an’ yu don’t; I reckon I’d be
useful.’

‘Shore yu would, an’ if I want any help I’ll ask for yu,’
Green said. ‘In the meantime, keep yore eyes an’ ears open; it
wouldn’t surprise me none if the bunkhouse was a good place to
look.’


Chapter
Four

 


ON THE
FOLLOWING morning Green saddled the roan and made his way to the
spot where he had found the dead cow, intending to take up the
trail from there. To his astonishment, he found that the carcass
had disappeared, and the original tracks were hopelessly blurred by
a number of others leading in all directions.

‘They have certainly got quick news of my appointment,’ he
muttered.

As he
sat there surveying the scene in puzzled cogitation, an arrow
transfixed his sombrero, snatching it from his head. Instantly he
rode straight for the clump of brush from which it seemed to come.
He was too late; a crackling in the undergrowth, a shrill whoop,
and then the thud of galloping hoofs told him that the hidden
assassin had escaped. He returned for his hat and carefully
examined the missile.

‘Apache, all right, an’ a war-shaft at that,’ he commented.
‘But a brave on his first scout wouldn’t have missed such an easy
mark at that range. No, gents, I ain’t right convinced o’ that
redskin theory even now.’

Behind
the bush from which the arrow had come he found the grass trodden
down and several cigarette ends; the bushwhacker had clearly waited
some time, and had been careless too. The marks of his flight were
apparent, and also told a story.

‘No, sir, braves don’t wear boots in this neck o’ the woods,’
the cowboy soliloquized.

Leading
his horse, he followed the trail for a few hundred yards; then it
ceased, and hoof-prints told that the unknown had there mounted and
continued his flight over a stretch of hard, rocky ground, which
showed no tell-tale tracks. For an hour Green searched
painstakingly, bun without success. Then he headed straight across
the baffling barrier in the direction of the frowning slopes of the
Big Chief Range.

Midday
found him traversing some of the wildest country he had ever seen,
and he began to realize the magnitude of the task before him. Deep,
thickly-wooded valleys, brush-tangled gullies, pine-covered rocky
ridges succeeded one another in bewildering confusion, and over all
the sullen peaks of the Big Chief towered in solemn
majesty. 

‘It’s a man’s job, all right,’ he said. ‘I reckon yu could
lose an army here, an’ not be too awful careless at
that.’

He
plodded on for another hour, and presently emerged on the bank of a
little stream beside which stood a rude log shack with a sodded
roof from which a trickle of smoke ascended. He had come upon the
place so unexpectedly that he could not hope to have escaped
observation, so he adopted a bold policy and rode up to the
door.

‘Hello, the house!’ he called.

A man
instantly appeared in the doorway, rifle in hand. He was a
tough-looking customer, with black beady eyes which scanned the
visitor with suspicious care.

‘Howdy,’ he said, and waited.

‘I’m from the Y Z,’ Green said, knowing that the brand on his
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