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If there’d been any choice, Johnny Ross would have had no part of the trouble he knew was brewing. His gunfighting days were behind him, and now he had a wife and children and land of his own. But if he wanted to protect the peaceful life he’d earned for himself, there could be no standing aside.

The unrest had begun with the passing of the Maverick Bill which, contrary to the old law of the open range, made all unbranded cattle the property of the Stockmen’s Association. In consequence, small-ranchers were being hounded by the big cattlemen, harassed and harried as though they were rustlers and outlaws.

Johnny Ross had to decide which side he was on, and soon found himself bucking the powerful Western Cattle Union and its ruthless boss, Boone Shadbee. He was not afraid of a fair fight, but Shadbee held all the aces when he took Johnny’s wife as hostage. It was then that it got real personal … and real deadly.
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Chapter One


THEY CAME AT night. It was dark and moonless and very still. The dogs heard them first. Chiquita the wolf-hound growled deep in her throat. We both listened, and then I heard the clip-clop of hooves out in the yard. I went over and picked up my shotgun, checked the loads and went to the door. It couldn’t be any of the hands. They had all gone on the drive to Wardance and wouldn’t be back for three or four days.

Someone shouted: “Hello, the house!”

I said to Sarah: “You go in to the children. I’m going out.”

Then I opened the door kind of slow. I’d learned a long while back not to make fast or sudden movements. I stuck the gun barrel out into the night and then eased after it, with my back against the door jamb.

“Who’s there?” I said, and my eyes were probing the darkness of the yard. Before they answered, I could see them. A bunch of riders close together—maybe nine or ten of them.

“You Mr. Ross?” said a voice from the darkness. A harsh nasal voice. A voice I’d know next time I heard it.

Questions like that usually produce long answers from me but this time I only said, “Yup.”

“Then get this,” said the unknown spokesman. “There’s two sides to every question.”

“So my old Ma used to tell me,” I said.

He ignored the family gossip. “There’s the cattlemen of this territory an’ there’s the outlaws who’re aimin’ to ruin ’em. This ain’t a time for fence-sittin’, Mr. Ross. We’ll add your name to the cattlemen’s list.”

“Look,” I said, “I don’t know anything about any cattlemen’s list. I’ve got a ranch to run. All I want to do is to get on with the job.”

“Time’s running out,” said the voice. “You’ve got a choice to make, so be sure you make the right one.”

They started moving then. I could see the dark bodies of their horses swinging round, against the faint starlight. Then they trotted off and were swallowed up in the darkness. Soon the sound of hooves died away and everything was very quiet again.

I didn’t go in right off. Instead, I reached for the makings and began to build myself a smoke. We’d had it quiet and peaceful for what seemed a long time now. Long enough for us to build up the spread and raise four children and begin to feel comfortable and well-nigh settled down. It seemed a far cry to those first days when I’d ridden into Pitchfork and got all mixed up with the Urquharts and the hill-folk. When it was all over, we’d gone over to Cheyenne and got hitched—a way of saying it Sarah didn’t cotton to. But then, learning to be a respectable citizen came kind of slow. I’d learned, though, over the years as the family began to grow and our herds increased; until the far-off days of the War Between the States and the outlaw trail through Texas and Arizona seemed like an old dream, half-forgotten, and nothing left to remind me of it, save a twisted right hand which a bullet had mussed up.

I heard a movement behind me and Sarah said, “What’s going on, Johnny? I was getting worried.”

I turned round.

“It’s all right,” I said. “They’ve gone now.”

She led the way back into the parlor, where our evening had been interrupted.

“Who were they, Johnny, and what did they want?”

I looked at her. She hadn’t changed at all. Still the same old forthright Sarah—a woman you couldn’t fence with or lie to.

“A bunch of riders,” I said. “They came to tell me what side I’m on when the trouble begins.”

She sat in her chair, smoothing her dress and trying to look as if trouble was something she was used to. Which she was not, compared to some folks. There’d been the winter of 1886 when we’d lost half our herds, but we hadn’t been as hard hit as most folks in the northern territories. That had been five years ago, and things were looking up again. There were more neighbors now, more homesteads, more fences—and more grievances than ever for the big cattlemen in Cheyenne to mumble over in their headquarters on Carey Avenue.

“If there’s trouble to come, then you just keep out of it, Johnny Ross,” she was saying and breaking in on my thoughts. When Sarah wanted something real bad, she always called me “Johnny”. When she thought I was going to be difficult, she’d call me “Johnny Ross”. Once, when we got really up agin each other, she called me “Mr. Ross”. But only once.

“I’m no trouble-shooter, as you well know, Sarah,” I said. “But a man’s got to be ready if trouble’s going to come.”

“You’ve got a nose for trouble, Johnny Ross. And don’t tell me you haven’t. I know all about the days before you came to the Basin and all about what happened after you came to it, too.”

“Now, easy there,” I said, a mite feebly.

“Don’t you speak to me as if I was one of your horses,” she said, and her eyes took on that old frosty look they always had when she was riled.

“No offence intended, Sarah,” I said. “What happened in this Basin, and before it, is mighty old history now—close on fourteen years ago. And you’ve got to admit life’s been pretty quiet an’ uneventful. We’ve built up the ranch; we’ve got over three thousand head of cattle, and four good men to help us. We survived the blizzards of ’86, and that’s more than a lot of folk did. An’ on top of it all, we’ve got little Johnny an’ Julie an’ Mandy an’ Emma. Now, that looks like a pretty fine spread to me.”

“It’s the children I was thinking of Johnny,” she said. “Nothing must ever happen to them.”

I stood up and went over to her.

“Don’t worry your pretty head. Nothin’ will happen to them, or you, or me.”

She stood up and kissed the end of my nose and went on up to bed. I went round blowing out the lamps and then followed Sarah upstairs.

I thought I’d fall asleep as I most always do; but I couldn’t. My mind was full of memories and pictures chasing each other round and round like foals in a meadow; and after an hour or so of restless tossing and turning, I climbed quietly out of bed and moseyed down to the parlor.

The fire had burnt down to a few red embers and white flaking ash. I coaxed up a blaze, got myself a snort of Old Crow, rolled myself a cigarette and tried to get things sorted out.

Trouble had begun after ’86 when, following the blizzards, ruin stared folk plumb in the face and on the range it was every man for himself. Thousands of hands were given their time and rode on—grub-line riders, with precious little grub available. Some settled down and worked their 160 acres; others rode on until they got to the Hole-in-the-Wall. The big ranches began to recover and get bigger. Herds increased. Mavericks roamed the range—an easy prey to the small rancher with a long rope and a burning iron. Rustlers! Outlaws! said the big ranchers. Goddam cattle thieves. Trouble was that most of the small men weren’t rustlers or outlaws at all. They were simply sticking to the old law of the open range. A maverick belongs to the man who can catch it and brand it.

Then Wyoming became a State, and before you could say sarsaparilla they’d got a new law out—the Maverick Bill—which made all unbranded cattle the property of the Stockmen’s Association. And so the trouble began—with occasional lynchings, like those of Cattle Kate and Jim Averill down in Sweetwater; or drygulchings, like that of Arly Brown not long before Christmas in a draw not far south of Wardance.

Everyone around was being drawn in, and tonight the warning had come to me. The big cattlemen—which meant the Western Cattle Union, with its fifty thousand acres west of the Circle U—wanted allies and they’d decided to force my hand.

Well, I figured, sitting there over my dying fire, it’s not been forced before and it’s not going to be forced now. I’ll make my own way, I thought, and once more climbed the stairs and went to bed. This time, I slept.

Next morning, I felt no better about things than I’d done the night before. I got up, without waking Sarah or the kids, and ambled downstairs. There was coffee on the stove in the kitchen and I set it to heat while I foraged around for grub. I felt a mite more like my usual self when I’d eaten, drank and rolled a smoke. Then I trotted out to the stable and saddled up the big roan we called Star. Not really the same sort of hoss as old Bessie had been; but Bessie—bless her stout old heart—had passed on three years back.

Star let me climb aboard and then went through her usual routine of a few crow-hops as we moved out of the yard. I headed north-west. Some sixteen miles up the trail to Wardance, Laredo Burns had his spread. I figured that a few words with him might not come amiss. Maybe he’d had a visit from the gents who’d passed my way last night.

Star settled down to a nice easy trot while I sat back and admired, for the thousandth time, the vast rolling acres of the valley Basin. It was springtime—early, it’s true, and not reliable; but there was the new grass beginning to show, and fine small leaves on the trees and bushes. We passed the hollow where I’d lost thirty head of young Herefords in the only bad weather we’d had that winter. A week-long blizzard in late January that came screaming out of the north and trapped the young steers in this hollow. They’d run in for shelter but the snow buried them, and that was that. Their skeletons—picked clean by the crows and the buzzards—were still there, shining white in the early morning sun.

We got to Blue Creek and, as we paused on the nearside, Star put his head up and neighed shrilly. I moved him out into the shallow waters of the stream. As he picked his way over this gravelly bed, his ears came back and he whinnied again.

There were some aspens and a clump of cottonwoods on the far side. I began to wonder. There was something wrong with this pleasant morning scene. Something in those cottonwoods, I figured.

Star showed real signs of being scared then, and I pulled his head down and rode a leisurely circle round the trees. On the far side, I dismounted. I tied the roan’s head to a bough. Then I pulled my gun and moved into the shelter of the trees. The cause of the trouble was just inside: a body dangling long, slack and ugly from a rope slung over a cottonwood bough. It was what I’d been afraid I’d find.

In the old days of fiddle-footed riding I’d have shied off, I figure. But this was different. This was on my land. It was a threat to me, and it had to be met.

I managed, after some difficulty, to cut the rope he dangled from. Around his neck, someone had tied a card with two simple words on it: RUSTLERS BEWARE.

Looking through the ugly mask of death, I knew his face. It was Sam Ryker who lay there—a no-account drifter who’d pulled in one late September night last fall and got himself a grubstake. He’d hung around during the winter months, keeping to himself and living somewhere up in the hills, mainly off antelope and rabbits but maybe butchering a young steer once in a while—which would’ve made Boone Shadbee of the Western Cattle Union madder than seven hundred hornets if he’d cottoned on. They had more than fifty thousand acres of Government land west of the Circle U, and Boone Shadbee had been foreman for some six years now.

This will have to be reported, I thought. The nearest town was still Pitchfork; the nearest law, Sheriff Weems. I didn’t fancy going there, but it had to be done. I made what was left of Sam Ryker comfortable at the foot of a tree and then went back to Star and rode towards Pitchfork with something eating away at me all the way.

Pitchfork hadn’t changed much in the fourteen years since I’d first ridden in there and found myself mixed up in the troubles of the townsfolk and the local ranchers. I’d left it with Sarah Urquhart when it was all over, swearing I’d never set foot in it again; and that was more or less how it had been. I’d been there about a dozen times since then, and only when it was strictly necessary, preferring to ride the extra twenty miles or so to Wardance at the far northern end of the Basin. Most of the folk I’d known there had moseyed on or died, over the years, and the place was now the stamping ground of the W.C.U. hands and their bosses—and the bosses’ hired man, called Sheriff Weems.

There were still the same saloons: the North Platte, The Trail and the Cattleman’s House. Roselaw was still owner of the last; and this, too, was where you’d find Sheriff Weems or Boone Shadbee and his W.C.U. riders. I pulled in at the tie-rail of the Cattleman’s House, slung Star’s reins around the rail and walked into the saloon.

It had been prettied-up a bit over the years. There was a different picture over the bar—a large pink opulent lady without any clothes on. The bar itself was new and shiny. There was also a new and shiny bartender. He didn’t know me.

He just said, “Yes.”

“I didn’t ask you a question, mister,” I said softly. “So I can’t quite figure why you should say ‘Yes’. Make just as much or as little sense if you’d said ‘No’.”

I hooked a foot over the brass rail and waited. The bartender turned a gentle shade of red. I felt sorry for him.

“I’ll have whisky,” I said.

Without speaking, he reached for a bottle and shot-glass and placed them carefully on the bar about a couple of inches from where my old right hand was having a rest on the mahogany. He stared at it for a moment, distastefully. It never had looked up to much since the day Jed Benson had put a .45 slug into it down in Arizona.

I produced my better-looking hand and helped myself to a snort of whisky.

“How’s Roselaw?” I asked.

“Roselaw?”

“Roselaw,” I said, patiently. Bartenders have been repeating words ever since the year dot.

“He’s O.K.,” said the bartender, grudgingly. His eyes went back to my right hand, and a kind of dull light crept into them.

“You from hereabouts?” The question was cagey.

“I’m Johnny Ross, of the Circle U,” I said.

His mouth dropped open, and he was just going to say something when there was a noise of footsteps behind me as someone came in. The man approached the bar and stood next to me.

“Well,” I said, sociably, “if it ain’t Sheriff Weems. This is an unexpected pleasure.”

“Howdy, Mr. Ross,” he said. “You must have eyes in the back of your head.” He hadn’t realized that I’d taken a quick gander in the mirror-like picture of the pink lady and seen him coming.

“Just my sixth sense,” I said, amiably. “All us Rosses are born with it. Always works when anything peculiar is around.”

He gave a loud snorting laugh, as if I’d made some kind of a joke.

“Whisky,” he said to the bartender.

I took a look at him then. He hadn’t changed very much since he’d first come to Pitchfork. Thickset; prosperous-looking; a high-crowned Stetson and, beneath it, a big broad politician’s face; grey, unsmiling eyes; and under a big beak of a nose, down-drooping longhorn mustaches. He wore a Peacemaker Colt on his right hip, and his star of office shone as bright and fine as the star of Bethlehem—but I didn’t figure it conveyed anything like the same message.

I took another swallow of whisky and then rolled myself a cigarette.

“I’ve got a murder to report, Sheriff,” I said.

This gave him a bit of a jolt. His head came round and he stared at me sternly.

“I hope you ain’t joking, Mr. Ross,” he said.

“Me, joking?” I said, gravely. “Hanging’s never a joking matter. It’s like this ...” And I told him all about finding the body of Sam Ryker hanging from a cottonwood on my land.

When I’d finished, he gave me another stern look and said: “This is a serious matter. I’ll get my deputy and the coroner, and we’ll ride over there again.”

It took him some twenty minutes to collect his henchmen and a buckboard; and then, in a solemn cavalcade, we moseyed eastwards in the general direction of Circle U. The deputy was a mean-looking hombre called Shoshone Pedders. He drove the buckboard, with Weems by his side and Gabbit—the liveryman and coroner—bumping around in the back.

Gabbit was just about as simple-witted as he’d always been. Pedders was probably less ornery than he looked. But Weems was something quite special. There are folks that ain’t quite straight and some that are bent a little. But Weems was as crooked as a dog’s hind leg.

When we reached the cottonwoods by the creek, they clambered down and went to inspect the remains of Sam Ryker. Then they returned to the buckboard with the body.

As he settled himself next to the driver, Weems said, looking across to where I sat on Star, “Hombres like this just ask for trouble. I figure he got no more than his desserts.”

“Give every man his desserts and we’d all be a-hanging from cottonwoods,” I observed.

“Maybe so,” replied Weems. “But this here Ryker was just a small rustler. It’ll be the turn of the big ones soon.”

I made no reply to this, and they drove off back to Pitchfork.

“The big ones,” I said, aloud. Now, who would they be? Laredo Burns, maybe. Or some of the homesteaders north of the J.B. ranch. Or, for that matter, anyone who dared stand in the way of
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