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The story of a gunman who must defend his ranch, as well as his love
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JIM CONASTER had wondered, as he got his time from old Bob Doran and headed his horse for the sunset, if he had ridden so many hills he’d acquired too itchy a saddle to settle down. Now as he rode the train headed for Belle Point, he was still wondering. The yen for new trails was not nagging him now—but what was the use of digging his spurs deep into any cow-country sod if the yen to be moving got into his blood again?

After five years of wandering, he hadn’t a thing to show. Not even a horse or a saddle. Lady Luck- had crossed him up at poker back in Casa Grande and stripped him clean. He had less than ten dollars in his jeans, and the old Peacemaker .45 which was stuck into the waistband of his Levis, well to the left, where the flap of his calf-skin vest would cover it. That was all. Oh, well, maybe the back-trail would get him something.

Idly he looked down the aisle, taking in his fellow passengers. Up front sat a pair of Shoshone Indians, humped and stoic, not saying a word as the train clicked along. A couple of seats behind them sat a man and a woman and a pair of young ‘uns. Sodbusters, was Conaster’s guess, wistfully chasing a future they never quite managed to catch up with. Jim had seen many of their kind.

In the middle of the car sat another couple. By the thickness of the man’s hair, the heaviness of his shoulders and the rakish set of his sombrero, Jim guessed he was somewhere in his thirties.

The girl beside him had glossy auburn hair and looked very trim and young. Jim couldn’t see much of her, but the erect, even set of her shoulders suggested youthful pride and spirit. Funny, he hadn’t seen much of women these last few years. Too busy hitting the saddle from here to there.

A few seats ahead and across the aisle sat an older man, alone. Grizzled hair and weathered, deep-lined cheeks— he looked somehow tired and beaten, as well as old. A battered, stubby pipe between his teeth, he sat hunched down, staring into the black night beyond the window.

The train’s whistle wailed and the rhythmic beat of the wheels slowed for the steadily rising grade ahead. Jim stretched, yawning. They’d hit Belle Point soon. He’d be glad to climb a kak and ride in the clean open air again.

As the train slowed to little more than the pace at which a fast walker can go, Jim rubbed the dust from the window and looked out. It was a clear night with bright starlight. Jim could make out black patches of sage against the lighter stretches of open ground.

Abruptly he tensed, for he saw right below him a man running along beside the train. Moving faster than the train, the fellow soon vanished up ahead.

Jim’s first thought was that he had seen one of the train crew who had dropped off for some reason and was now trying to swing up the steps of the car ahead. But why would a crew member have dropped off in the first place? Jim had watched many train crews in action and he knew that a crew member, instead of running to catch the car ahead, would have waited for the next car to come by before swinging up and aboard.

Jim’s second thought was that he might have seen a hobo bent on grabbing a ride over the long uphill stretch to Belle Point. But a hobo would have grabbed at the first open vestibule to come by, instead of running ahead that way. No—the man he had seen was definitely trying to catch on at a certain car.

Jim took another look. Nothing but sage and open country. A little thread of prescience slid up his spine and he let one hand drift to the butt of his Colt’s.

And so, when the door at the far end of the aisle banged open to admit a man in range clothes, a gun in each fist and a bandana masking all but hard, bleak eyes under a battered sombrero, Jim was set for trouble.

“Don’t anybody move!” the masked man snapped,

The sodbuster’s wife gave a thin cry and instinctively clasped both her young ones in her arms. The Indians didn’t move. The auburn-haired girl sat a little straighter. The man beside her put both hands on the back of the seat ahead, but made no other move. The old-timer across the aisle seemed almost unconcerned. The masked figure spoke again.

“None of you folks will be hurt or bothered if you mind your own business. My little chore doesn't concern any of you. It’s with that hombre yonder. Come on, McVey—you’re getting off!”

He made a little jabbing motion with one of his guns by way of emphasis.
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THE old-timer answered in a weary rumble, “No, I’m staying right here. This is a little too raw for even Knowlton to get away with. If he aims to have me killed, it will be right here in front of these folks, not out in the brush somewhere. I’m staying put.”

The masked man cursed and came another step down the aisle. “If you want to make sure of dying, just play stubborn, you old fool! Do as you're told and you'll have a chance. Otherwise, you've asked for it. I say get on your feet and move!”

McVey said very distinctly, “No—I’m staying here.”

Jim Conaster, watching close, saw the feral gleam leap into the shadowed eyes above the mask. He had seen the decision to kill come into a man’s eyes before. And so he did a thing characteristic of his reckless, headlong nature. He said, sliding the muzzle of his big gun over the top of the seat ahead of him, “You forgot me, pardner. That was a mistake!”

He saw those two guns shift and stab at him, saw the gusty red leap from the round blue muzzles. But not before his own gun had leaped in recoil and sent its flat thunder rolling through the car.

The window beside him shattered, letting in a cold blast of air. And a strip of brass trimming at the rear end of the car bent under the impact of the other slug from the masked man’s guns. As for the fellow himself, he took a queer, fumbling half-step forward, caught himself momentarily, and then went down in a long, slow fall, his head lolling, his eyes wide with the suddenness of death. Then Jim was standing, erect and easy, swaying in the aisle, his gun poised, his eyes on the fallen man.

At last the Indians moved, turning and staring with sloe-black eyes. The sodbuster’s children began to cry. The girl and her companion were both on their feet, staring from the dead man to Jim Conaster. But when the man’s glance went back again to the dead man, the girl remained on Jim, her finely chiseled face drawn and tense, horror in her eyes. 

And Jim, seeing that horror, said, “It was a cold-blooded murder he was bent on. I couldn’t let him get away with it, ma’am.”

He wondered, immediately after, why he had felt called on to explain himself to this girl he had never seen before.

The old-timer across the aisle said, “It certainly was murder he was intending, cowboy. I can’t find the words to say how obliged I am to you.”

“No need of any,” said Jim. “You better roust out somebody in the train crew. I want this thing fully explained and settled on by the time we get to Belle Point. Pm getting off there and I want to get all the questions over with.”

It was not necessary to go after one of the train crew. The sound of those shots had carried, and a conductor and a brakeman came rushing into the car.

It took the rest of the way to Belle Point to get things thrashed out. The old-timer stripped the bandana from the dead man’s face and identified him as one Sled Price. The trainmen questioned everyone, even the Indians. The girl’s answers came in a low, rather throaty voice, and Jim could not get the import of her words. Her companion said heavily, “It happened quickly. This hombre with the mask comes banging in, apparently gunning for Scotty McVey. Other gent right away buys into the argument and it’s all over.”

The conductor turned to Jim. “Ever see this hombre before, the one you downed?”

Jim shook his head. “No. Nor any of the others. I bought in because, in my book, when a juniper
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