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Fargo Brett



Against his better judgment, Fargo Brett took the blame for a crime he didn’t commit, and paid the price—six months’ hard labor that damn’—near killed him. When he returned home at the end of it, however, he found that he’d been double-crossed. There was no trace of the reward he’d been promised, and in his absence his girlfriend had married his wastrel brother.

Disgusted, Fargo decided to move on and start a new life elsewhere. But it wasn’t going to be as easy as all that. With Wild Bill Talman’s rowdy trail crew heading for town, the sheriff needed a deputy—and fast. Fargo fit the bill … and went to work enforcing the law one bullet at a time …



Bride of the Gun



When they hit the stagecoach and stole the strongbox, Ferg Penn’s gang of outlaws made two bad enemies. One was young Frank Pyle, a feisty little cuss who’d had a thousand dollars in that box, and whose money represented a new life with a new bride. The other was Jesse Cole, Wells Fargo troubleshooter, whose job it had been to protect the coach and its shipment … and who had failed on both counts.

They made an unlikely pair, Cole and Pyle, but together with Frank’s beautiful fiancée, Myra Lang, they set out to get the loot back … and teach the bad guys that crime never, ever paid …

 


About the Author
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Chapter One – Return of the Maverick



HE WAS OLD man Brett’s maverick son, and when he left Tempest, Wyoming six months back, folks there breathed a sigh of relief. Fargo Brett had been just plain wild, and he kept the town on tenterhooks almost every Saturday night when he rode in from the Diamond B and cut loose. Whiskey and women and a few good fights, that was all Fargo deemed to want—not necessarily in that order—and he had Tempest buffaloed.

Then there had been some kind of ruckus in the family. Some said it was started by young Ned Brett. He had never been quite the same since he came back from the War with a head wound that had kept him in a hospital for nine months. Others claimed it was a blow-up between Old Duane Brett and Fargo. Still others—and these were more accurate than they realized—claimed the trouble was over Paula Westmeyer, the temporary schoolmarm and object of the affections of both Brett brothers.

Whatever happened—and no one would ever know for sure—Fargo stormed off the Diamond B and rode away through the Togwotee Pass at the uppermost corner of the Wind River Range. That was the last anyone saw of him until that late spring day when he rode back to town, looking tougher than ever and with a new bitterness edging his usually reckless eyes. He looked thinner and rangier, and his clothes seemed old and worn and hung a little loosely on his big frame. Nobody recognized him at first, and after the livery hand finally realized who it was, the man slipped out and ran straight to the saloon to announce to the bar;

“Fargo Brett’s back!”

A nondescript man who commanded little or no attention at any other time, the stable hand suddenly found himself the center of attraction. He managed to get a few free drinks out of it, but they stopped coming as soon as the others realized he had nothing more to tell. Nothing, that is, but his description of Fargo.

“He looks ... kinda sick,” the man offered hesitantly. “I dunno. It’s hard to pin down, I guess. He’s thinner, that’s fer sure. His clothes don’t fit, and I can see he’s cinched in that gunbelt of his a couple notches. You know, he ain’t so tan as he used to be, neither. He even looks kind of sunburned, you know? Maybe he’s been laid up in a hospital or somethin’ like that.”

“Sounds like he’s had a rough time of it somewheres,” opined a thick-necked townsman with a flattened nose. “Which won’t make me lose any sleep.”

“Yeah,” the barkeep agreed. “I’ll bet he’s just as ornery as ever, an’ spoilin’ for trouble ...”

“Will Lott wasn’t here when Fargo left,” another man pointed out. “Things might be different this time around.”

“Well, if he’s back, you can bet he ain’t here just for his health,” the barkeep murmured, and then he hurriedly grabbed a glass and began polishing it, jerking his chin toward the batwings as they pushed open and the object of the discussion stepped inside.

Fargo Brett paused to let his eyes adapt to the gloom, and then he looked around at the room’s staring faces.

His wolflike face revealed nothing of what he was thinking, and there wasn’t a man present who failed to agree with the liveryman’s claim that Fargo Brett had changed. The change plainly wasn’t for the better—he looked almighty tough as he thumbed back his hat and a shock of sweat-damp, wheat-colored hair was revealed, plastered to his forehead. The line of fresh sunburn was plain to see. The backs of his hands had a scorched look, too, as he strolled to the bar, nodding briefly to several men and then leaning on the counter.

“The usual, Birch,” he said in a deep voice, and the barkeep observed how his wide lips barely moved as he made the request.

The saloon man had to think for a minute before he turned to the shelves and pulled down a bottle of whiskey. Then he set it on the bar with a shot glass and drew a large glass of foaming beer. He—and the rest of the room—watched a little nervously as Fargo lifted the beer and stared at it for a spell before taking a long swallow. As he wiped foam from his mouth with one hand, he tipped a shot glass of whiskey into the beer with the other.

Birch stirred uncomfortably. The old Saturday night pattern seemed to be starting all over again ...

But instead of draining the beer and whiskey mixture and demanding an immediate refill as had been his custom, Fargo let it sit and took out tobacco and papers.

“Town ain’t changed much,” he observed as he rolled his cigarette.

“Uh, no. Things don’t move very fast here no more, Fargo. What’s it been? Six months?”

Fargo nodded and added, “Six months, two weeks and four days.”

Birch blinked. “That’s really pinnin’ it down!”

Fargo stared at the man through the flame of the match as he dipped the end of his cigarette into it.

“I’ve been counting the minutes, sometimes even the seconds, since I’ve ... been away.”

Birch gave a nervous laugh and looked around for some support, but although the other drinkers had their ears flapping, no one seemed interested in actually joining the conversation.

“You kinda left in a hurry, Fargo.” Birch let the observation hang, the implied question offered up for answering or not.

Fargo declined to provide any details as to his sudden departure, and instead sipped some more of his drink, smacking his lips in obvious enjoyment.

“Man, you don’t have any idea how good that tastes ... even if it is a little on the warm side.” He laughed briefly. “I guess you’ve heard that complaint from me before, eh, Birch?”

The barkeep’s thick lips moved to form a strained, nervous smile—in the old days when Fargo started complaining, it was always the precursor to a fight or some other brand of trouble.

“Relax, Birch,” Fargo told him now. “I’m not hunting trouble. Tamed way down now ... or so some folks like to think. Not sure yet myself, but you got no worries. I didn’t come back to Tempest to start wrecking the place again.”

“Thank God for that!” Birch exclaimed without thinking, and then his smile turned a little uncertain. He wondered if he was taking too big a liberty. But Fargo didn’t seem to mind. Encouraged, the barkeep asked, “Where you been keepin’ yourself these past six months or so?”

“Truth is, Birch, I ain’t been keeping myself anyplace. Somebody else has been doing that. Courtesy of the territory.”

Birch frowned. He didn’t understand, but something in Fargo’s eyes prevented him from pursuing the matter any further. He gestured to the near-empty beer glass.

“Want to finish it? Have one on the house?”

He was surprised when Fargo shook his head.

“No, that’ll do, for now. Might take you up on it after a bit.”

He started to count out some coins, and Birch held his hand palm-out and shook his head.

“I’ll just put it on Diamond B’s tab, as usual, Fargo.”

“No, you won’t.” He pushed coins across the counter and looked hard into the barman’s flushed face. “Take it, Birch. I pay my own way.”

Birch ran his tongue over his thick lips. “Sure. Whatever you say. Get you anythin’ else? Room? Bath? Gal?”

Fargo held his gaze until the man looked away uncomfortably. Then he shook his head and said quietly, “No thanks, Birch. My wants are pretty simple these days. See you ’round.”

The room was silent as he walked toward the batwings, his footsteps muffled by the sawdust on the boards. When the batwings swung shut behind him, there was a collective release of pent-up breath. Men began to gravitate to the bar.

“Hell,” grunted the man with the flattened nose. “He sure ain’t the same Fargo Brett that rode out six months back.”

“Six months, two weeks, four days,” Birch corrected quietly. “Now I wonder why he’d bother keepin’ such accurate count of the time he’s been away from this dump ...?”

That gave the drinkers something to speculate on, and while they were doing it, Birch saw that the beer and whiskey flowed.

It was quite a change—Fargo Brett making money for the saloon instead of tearing it apart ...

Fargo Brett made his way along the boardwalk and smiled to himself when he saw folks staring and even crossing to the other side of the street in order to avoid him. Only a very few people greeted him, and he nodded to them without pausing. It was clear to anyone who cared to take notice where he was heading ... and it generated some earnest conversation.

He was halfway down the block and making for a cross street when he saw a man step out of the law office and stare at him intently. Fargo slowed his pace—this man was a stranger. The sheriff moved casually into Fargo’s path and nodded civilly.

“Thought I saw a stranger go into the livery. Name’s Willard Lott.”

The lawman was in his mid-forties, solid-looking with good shoulders and just short of six feet. He wore a mustache typical of the frontier speckled with gray, and his one gun rested in a worn, tied-down holster that barely gripped the fat cylinder but left the butt and trigger free.

“Fargo Brett,” the newcomer responded. There was a slight edge to his voice now, and his mouth compressed a little when he saw Lott’s eyes narrow.

“Ahh, wondered if you’d head this way.” He smiled thinly at Fargo’s puzzled look and answered, “They notified me that you’d been released. Standard procedure.”

“I see.” Fargo’s face gave nothing away.

“Any particular reason for comin’ back?”

“My folks are here. Out at Diamond B.”

Lott pulled at his mustache. “But the way I heard it, you didn’t get along so good. Nobody knows what happened six months back when you left in the middle of the night, but folks around here have been guessin’ your old man kicked you out because of your wild ways.”

Fargo snickered. “He was right! Folks would think that.”

Lott frowned. “So they were wrong? I mean, I never did get the whole story.”

“Well, Charley Barnes and my pa did a lot of hellin’ together before Charley took the sheriff’s job. It’s how come Diamond B got away with so much, I guess. Charley owed pa, and he never forgot a debt. I guess that’s why he never put much down in writing ... and always kept his mouth shut. What happened to Charley anyway?”

Willard Lott gave him a level look. “He was gunned down by Turk Tyrell—your pa’s ramrod. I hear he took over after you left. Aww, it was self-defense, I guess. Leastways, nothin’ was ever done about it, and Tyrell still rides high, wide an’ handsome out at Diamond B ... somethin’ the matter?”

Fargo’s expression had hardened, and there was something back in the clear blue eyes that made the lawman’s right hand twitch a little, although he consciously kept it away from his gun.

“Wrong? No. Turk Tyrell always was a hardcase. Too bad about Charley, though. I liked him.”

“You ain’t gonna tell me why they locked you in the pen, are you?” Lott said flatly.

Fargo shook his head. “You’ll find out easy enough if you’re interested.”

“I will,” the sheriff promised. “Just one thing, Brett—I’m harder on Diamond B than Charley Barnes ever could be. And I don’t owe your pappy a damn thing.”

“Then you’re one of the few in town who doesn’t. Be seeing you, Sheriff.”

As Fargo stepped around him, Lott said;

“Might be a good idea to ride out to your pa’s place pretty quick—he must be anxious to see you.”

Fargo laughed but didn’t look back. “I wouldn’t bet on it,” he said and turned up the cross street, lengthening his stride as he sighted the small schoolhouse a couple of blocks away.

As Lott looked after him, the law office door opened. A young woman in a gingham dress and brown hair tied back with a blue ribbon came to stand beside the lawman. She was looking questioningly at Lott with large brown eyes.

“Who was that, dad?”

“Feller name of Fargo Brett. Released from the pen a couple weeks back. Authorities wired me the news.”

“Yes, I remember. His father is Duane Brett, out at the Diamond B, isn’t he?”

“Mmm ...”

“What’s wrong, dad? Is there some problem with him?”

“I dunno. He seemed reasonable enough, a quiet-spoken feller, not at all like I heard. But prison changes a man, one way or another. It’s just that I got a feelin’ about this one. So far, he doesn’t look like he’s huntin’ trouble, but, well, we’ll see, I guess.” He grinned suddenly and offered the girl his arm. “Come on, Della. I’ll buy you a sody pop at Gresham’s.”

Della smiled, and her whole face lit up as she transferred her shopping basket to the other arm and took her father’s arm.

The woman was not Paula Westmeyer. Fargo could see that through the window of the small schoolhouse even before he stepped up onto the porch and rapped his knuckles against the door. The children inside had been intoning some multiplication tables as the middle-aged, spinsterish teacher pointed to lines of chalk-written figures on the blackboard.

Now they stopped at once, glad of the interruption. The teacher frowned irritably and dropped the pointer to her side as she glared at Fargo. She patted the bun of gray-streaked hair at the back of her head and turned to face the class, rapping the pointer against the edge of her desk.

“The noise will stop!” she snapped in a thin, crotchety voice, and the murmuring that had started died away as the kids looked at her apprehensively. “You will open your arithmetic books to page eleven and complete problems three and five ... and you will do it quietly!”

She gave them a final glare and strode in a distinctly unfeminine step to the door, still holding the pointer and glaring with disapproval.

“Well?” she demanded, adjusting the wire-framed spectacles as she spoke.

Fargo doffed his hat, the sunlight gleaming on his hair.

“I’m looking for Miss Paula Westmeyer, ma’am.”

The spinster frowned and again adjusted her eyeglasses. “You will not find her here—see for yourself.”

“Yes, ma’am, I do see that. But I expected to find her here. Can you tell me where I will find her?”

There was a small titter from the class which ceased instantly as the teacher whirled and glared. Then she turned back to Fargo.

“You will not find Miss Paula Westmeyer in Tempest ... or anywhere in the Wind River Valley for that matter.” She began to smile thinly when she saw disappointment showing on his face, and added a trifle viciously, “But you might well locate Mrs. Paula Brett some twenty miles out of town up the valley at a ranch called—”

“Diamond B,” Fargo finished for her. “Yes, ma’am, I know it. I know it well. She married one of the Bretts then?”

“Obviously! Now, if you’ll excuse me ...”

“Hold on, ma’am. Which one?” Fargo said.

When the puzzled woman frowned, he added in a breathless and tense voice that annoyed him;

“There are only two Brett men at Diamond B, far as I know. Ned and old man Duane.”

“Well, she married the young one, of course. Duane is old enough to be her father! She married Ned nearly six months ago.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Obliged for your help.”

She frowned as he put on his hat, nodded and walked away. Somehow, she felt disappointed at the way he had taken the news. At first, she thought she had really shaken him, but then his face closed and he sounded calm enough. Still, it was rather intriguing, a man like that asking about Paula Westmeyer, and it would no doubt enliven the supper table this evening at her sister’s boardinghouse. She only wished she had thought to ask his name ...

By the time Fargo strode back into Main Street, his face was like thunder, and he walked with purposeful strides. His shoulders were set aggressively, and even the way his right hand brushed his holstered gun as he walked gave some folks cause for concern.

So that was the thanks he got, he thought bitterly as he made his way along the plank walk. While he sat rotting in that goddamn jail, Paula went and married Ned! He knew all along that she had set her sights on a slice of the Brett fortune, but he figured she had some genuine affection for him, too. Instead, no sooner was he behind bars than she was walking down the aisle with brother Ned.

Poor, pampered Ned! He was the younger brother who never went without a thing all his life, who went to War for a desperate South at the very end of the fighting and never did see real action. Why, even that terrible head wound came from a wagon accident that could have happened just as easily on a shopping trip to Tempest. But the old man didn’t know that. He believed Ned when the young man told him he had been wounded by flying shrapnel in the thick of battle, during hand-to-hand combat with bayonets ...

It was no skin off Fargo’s nose, for he learned long ago who his father favored. He had known nothing but hard work and the sharp edge of the old man’s tongue and the toe of his boot since before his teens. Fargo carried four bullet scars on his body from the War, but as far as the old man was concerned, they counted for little. He came back a whole man, didn’t he? But Ned ... now he was different. He would never be quite right ever again because of the pressure from a bone splinter resting against his brain where the medics couldn’t get at it.

He had a hard life ahead of him, so old man Brett figured to smooth the way as much as possible, by pampering his younger son even more than before the boy went off to War ...

And now, it seemed, Ned had even managed to marry the girl Fargo was fool enough to think would wait for him. Likely the old man had a hand in that, too ...

He was savagely angry now as he stormed along the boardwalk. His old, quick temper was back, and the familiar rage was building inside him. Once again, he had been fooled.

‘Serve the time, son,’ Duane had persuaded him. ‘Charley Barnes owes me. He’ll keep it quiet and get you outta town so folks’ll never know. When it’s over, you can come back, an’ they still won’t know. There’ll be your share of Diamond B waitin’ ... that an’ Paula Westmeyer. I’ll see to that. Trust me, Fargo. I know I been rough on you, but that’s only ’cause you were the first-born, and I wanted to make a man outta you. An’ I reckon I’ve done that, too. You can prove it by doin’ this thing for me ...’

What a goddamn fool he had been, to believe his father. Ned had likely decided he wanted Paula, so the old man just went out and got her for him.

He wouldn’t be surprised to find there wasn’t even a share of Diamond B waiting for him.

He was surprised to find himself in the saloon with Birch blinking apprehensively across the bar at him. Fargo frowned, perplexed.

“What? You say somethin’, Birch?”

“Er, yeah, I asked you what you’re drinkin’? The usual?”

Fargo nodded curtly, and when Birch brought the bottle of whiskey, he took it and slopped some into a shot glass. He tossed it down even before the man had pulled the pump handle to fill a glass with beer.

“And this time,” Fargo said tautly, pausing to toss down his second shot of whiskey, “you can put it on Diamond B’s tab ... ’cause I sure as hell don’t have enough to pay for the binge I aim to go on!”

The color drained from Birch’s face on hearing that.

 


Chapter Two – Hell Raiser


IT WAS JUST after dark when Fargo Brett cut loose in the saloon bar. Despite Birch’s misgivings, the man had taken his whiskey and beer to a corner table and sat there morosely drinking and calling for more beer from time to time, but not bothering anyone. For a time there, Birch figured Fargo Brett had mellowed. Maybe the young hell-raiser wasn’t going to take on a load of booze like in the old days, then cut loose and start wrecking the place ...

Birch even breathed a sigh of relief when he looked up once and saw Fargo apparently dozing in his chair, the empty shot glass still in his hand. Maybe the man was simply going to drink himself into insensibility, and that would be it ...

He should have known it was too much to hope for, Birch thought bitterly when trouble erupted. It was about an hour after dark. The barroom was crowded, and smoke hung in a heavy layer above the heads of the barflies lining the counter. The saloon gals were conscientiously plying their trade, and the piano was pounding out some semblance of a tune when Fargo Brett suddenly lurched to his feet, picked up the empty whiskey bottle and hurled it against the wall.

As it shattered, silence fell, and Birch felt the blood drain from his face once more as he signaled to his swamper.

“Go fetch the sher’ff,” he rasped hoarsely. “Pronto, dammit!” Fargo glared around at the drinkers eyeing him askance. A cold smile touched his lips as a bouncer came hurrying down the room. Birch desperately tried to signal the man not to bother, but it was too late. The bouncer figured to earn his keep and free drinks when he confronted Fargo across the table.

“Out!” the man grated, jerking a thumb toward the bat wings. “Now!”

Fargo continued to smile coldly, and suddenly he threw the table at the bouncer. The big man staggered back, howling as the edge of the heavy table landed on his toes. He danced around on one foot, and Fargo laughed but without real amusement. Then he grabbed the man by the back of the neck and ran him straight at the bar, slamming his head down on the counter. The zinc edge took the man across the forehead, and the bouncer collapsed to the floor. Then Fargo grinned up into Birch’s strained face.

“No more, Fargo! C’mon, just take it easy, an’ I’ll get you a drink from my special bottle, huh?”

“No thanks, Birch. I’ve seen you use them knock-out drops on my cowhands ... whoops! I mean on my father’s cowhands ... an’ my kid brother’s cowhands ... not my cowhands, no sir, ’cause I don’t have any cowhands. All I got is broken promises an’ a load of grief ... ahh, but what the hell do you care? What does anyone care ...?”

He snatched up a bottle from the bar and hurled it past Birch’s head. It shattered the mirror and bottles tumbled down from the shelves. Birch’s face reddened with anger as he roared and snatched up his cudgel from under the bar.

“Goddamn, that mirror cost me two hundred dollars!”

“Put it on the old man’s tab!” Fargo laughed, and ducked as the club swished over his head.

As Birch stumbled and made ready to strike again, Fargo vaulted the bar and kicked him in the chest with both boots.

Birch went down with a grunt, and as he started up dazedly, Fargo casually kicked him in the side of the head and knocked him unconscious. He laughed as the other barkeep scurried for the beaded curtains leading to the back of the saloon, and then he came around the bar again as percentage girls screamed and ran for the stairs leading to the floor above. Someone tried to get behind him and hit him with a bottle—the man with the flattened nose. But Fargo caught a glimpse of his fractured image in what was left of the mirror. He dodged, and the bottle shattered on the edge of the bar. He slammed a fist into the man’s kidneys, and although the man went down on one knee, he kept his hold on the neck of the bottle.

“Still like to take a man from behind, Marty?” Fargo gritted.

Then he jumped back as the man tried a backhanded slash with the shattered bottle. The jagged glass whistled past Fargo’s belly with only an inch to spare, and when he kicked out, his boot cracked against the man’s wrist. It spun the towner off-balance, and he fell against the bar. As he tried to straighten up, Fargo kicked him under the jaw, and the man’s head snapped back. His eyes rolled upward, and he toppled to one side, unconscious.

Now two of Marty’s sidekicks waded into the fight. One man threw his thick arms around Fargo’s shoulders and pinned his hands to his sides. The other man then stepped in and swiftly hammered several blows into Fargo’s midriff. Fargo gagged and then threw himself back, swinging his legs up and forcing the man behind to take his full weight. As his feet came off the floor, they caught the man in the front in the kneecap, and he howled and stumbled away in pain.

Then Fargo’s feet thudded down, and he swiftly stomped his heel into the instep of the man behind him. The man roared, and his grip slackened. Fargo broke free, spun around and drove an elbow into ribs that cracked audibly. The man fell, gasping and sobbing in pain. Fargo spun back to the man with the injured knee, the man who was clawing now at his six-gun as he hobbled nearer. Fargo’s .45 was in his hand as if it had jumped there by magic, and he took one lunging step forward and slammed the barrel across the side of the man’s head. Fargo stepped back but froze when a hard voice snapped from the batwings.

“Put up the gun, Brett! Pronto, or I’ll smear you all over the walls!”

Fargo whirled and saw Willard Lott crouched just inside the batwings with a double-barreled shotgun in his hands. Fargo shrugged and let his six-gun drop back into his holster. There was an audible sigh of relief around the room and men who had ducked for cover stood up slowly, grinning a little shamefacedly now as the lawman strode down the room with his eyes on Fargo, stepping over the two downed men in front of the bar. He took a sidelong look at the overturned tables and chairs, the smashed mirror and bottles and the liquor still dripping to the floor, and shook his head sadly.

“Somebody told me you was a hell-raiser when you started drinking, but they didn’t say just how much of a hell-raiser you could be. Had yourself quite a time, didn’t you?”

Fargo said nothing, and Lott asked;

“Feel better now?”

Fargo merely glared at the man. “You arrestin’ me or running me outta town or what, Lott?”

“Mmm, I ain’t quite decided what-all to do, but for a start, yeah, I’m arrestin’ you.” He jerked the shotgun’s barrels an inch or two. “Let’s go. You know where the jailhouse is. It ain’t moved since you been away.”

When Fargo unbuckled his gunbelt and the sheriff had stowed it in an office cupboard, Lott gestured toward the heavy door that led to the cells, taking down a ring of keys from a wall peg. Fargo moved to the door and waited for the lawman to unlock it.

As Lott closed the cell door and turned the key, the sheriff squinted through the bars and said;

“Where you learn to drag iron so fast? I never heard you tabbed as a gunfighter.”

“I learned from a feller name of Tank Hallam. He was my cell mate in prison. Helped pass the time. We even carved wooden guns and made calico holsters till one of the guards found them, and we both did a stint in solitary.” His face hardened. “Tank never came out. Had a bum ticker nobody knew about.”

“That how you lost your suntan?”

Fargo stared at him hard. “The warden gave me five weeks solitary. He thought Tank and I were planning a bust-out. He figured that was why we made the wooden guns.”

“Uh-huh. Well, you seem to have learned your lessons well. But you could’ve shot and killed that feller in the bar tonight before he could snatch a breath, and you only slugged him.”

Fargo shrugged. “I wasn’t really mad at him.”

Lott snorted. “Just mad at the town in general, huh? Just mad enough to do about three hundred bucks’ worth of damage to Birch’s saloon.” He shook his head slowly. “Ain’t like the old days when Charley Barnes was totin’ this star, mister. Diamond B or the name Brett don’t get you no special privileges from me. You cut up rough, you pay the penalty, and the hell with who you are.”

Fargo arched his eyebrows. “Well, well ... Pa must be riled he couldn’t get you in his pocket.”

“We get along fine. We’ve kind of agreed to an armed truce, of sorts. You want me to let him know you’re back?”

“No!” Fargo snapped, and immediately cursed himself when he saw the thin smile touch Lott’s lips. “Dammit, Sheriff, there’s no reason to drag him in on this.”

“That so?”

Fargo said nothing more, and the sheriff nodded and walked back down the passage. He paused just inside the door and turned back to face the cells.

“By the way, I was doin’ some paperwork a little earlier and I came across a warrant sworn out by the marshal in the next county—rustlin’, assault, the whole works—about six months back. Strange thing, though, it’s sworn out agin Ned Brett ...”

Fargo gave no sign that he’d heard.

“Just thought you might like to say somethin’ about it,” the sheriff added. “Damned if I can find any records that say Ned served any time, but they’re the same charges you did six months for. Well, I guess it don’t matter much now. It’s over and done with ... ain’t it, Fargo?”

Still Fargo Brett said nothing. The sheriff went back to his office, turned the key in the lock behind him.

Duane Brett was in his sixties, but he had the body of a man ten years younger. His face was like Spanish leather, and his silver-gray mustache and sideburns stood out starkly against the tan. He still had all his own teeth, and they were white and even. Maybe it was because he preferred a pipe to cigarettes and only smoked two a day, one after breakfast, the second after supper.

He sat back in the easy chair in his large parlor and packed his pipe as his daughter-in-law poured coffee from a silver pot on a tray. She was a tall, beautiful woman with carefully arranged auburn hair and a full-skirted dress that emphasized her hips and pert bosom. She smiled as she offered Duane his cup.

“There you are, father,” she said with a smile that was both friendly and deferential. “Just the way you like it—strong and black.”

Duane Brett took the cup and gave her a fleeting smile.

“Thank you, Paula,” he said in a neutral tone as his eyes flicked over her, giving away little of what he was thinking. “You seem to go out of your way to learn our likes and dislikes fast.”

“I believe that’s the mark of a good wife and daughter-in-law, father,” she said, smiling demurely. Then she turned and walked to the high-backed chair where her husband slumped. His fingers were interlocked on his chest as he looked up at her with cool, gray eyes, staring out of a boyish face with a petulant mouth. It was difficult at times to remember he was twenty-two years old ...

“You’ll have to sit up if you want coffee, Ned.”

“I ain’t decided yet if I do want it,” he told her sourly.

“Very well. When you make up your mind, the tray will be over here on the table, and you can help yourself.” She started to turn away but paused as he called sharply.

“Hey! You wait there till I make up my mind!” He still hadn’t moved from his sprawled position, but his face was harder. His father looked at him sharply over the rim of his cup and then turned his eyes on the woman.

Paula continued to smile, although it was a trifle stiff at the corners now.

“I’m your wife, not your servant, Ned. The coffee will be on the corner table.”

As she turned away, Duane chuckled to himself. Ned pulled himself to a sitting position and scowled after here. His mouth showed that he was angry, but he said mildly;

“I guess I will have some after all then.”

Paula had just set the tray down. She took her own cup to her chair and sipped daintily before setting it on the wide arm and picking up a book she had been reading. “It’s
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