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  About the Author


  Dwight Bennett Newton was born in Kansas City, Missouri, and began to write short stories for Western magazines while studying history at the University of Missouri at Kansas City. After graduating with a master’s degree in 1942, he served in the Army Corps of Engineers until 1946, based at Camp Abbot, a training center near Bend, Oregon.


  After the war, he settled in Bend and became a professional writer, and in 1952, Newton was one of the six founder members of Western Writers of America, Inc., serving as its first secretary-treasurer and as a board member for ten years.


  In the late 1950s, Newton moved to Hollywood to work as a writer and story consultant for several television shows, including Death Valley Days, Wagon Train, and Tales of Wells Fargo, before returning to Bend in 1965. 


  During the 1970s, he gave classes in fiction writing at Central Oregon Community College and at the Haystack summer school at Cannon Beach. He died at his home in Bend, aged 97, in 2013. 


  During his sixty-year writing career, Newton published seventy-four Western novels and hundreds of short stories under various names, including Dwight Bennett, Clement Hardin, Ford Logan, Hank Mitchum, and Dan Temple. 
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  Chapter One


  


  IT WAS HARD going. From below, through the glasses, picking a route across the shoulder of the mountain had seemed feasible enough. But already, the bay was laboring, and Jim Bannister began to think he could have made a serious mistake. Halting at last in a clump of scrub pine, he swung down from the saddle and laid one hand on a heaving flank.


  “I’m sorry,” he told the horse, gruffly. “Traveling with me must be a damned nuisance!”


  The day had turned out warm enough. The air, though thin and brisk, was filled with the busy music of a hundred tiny rivulets, as packed snows of the high country gave way before the advance of springtime. When he raised his head, the blinding blue intensity beyond the peaks seemed to throb with the pulse of his own eyeballs.


  A man felt drowned and lost here, in splintered, brilliant light.


  Bannister unhooked the fastenings of his coat and flung it open, then thumbed the sweated Stetson back from his forehead where it stuck briefly. Afterward, he left the bay on grounded reins and, shouldering through a timber screen he had been careful to keep always below him, achieved a point where he could look down through gulfs and abysses of empty air, toward the settlement he was going to so much effort to avoid.


  It looked like a scatter of toy houses from this height. The flats where they stood were actually, he could see now, a low pass or saddle protected by shouldering peaks. Where a brown ribbon of wagon road approached its widest point, the buildings had grouped themselves into a sort of pattern. Bannister doubted the place had a name. Its obvious reason for existence was a big, two-storied log building, steep-roofed against the mountain winters, flanked by a couple of huge fieldstone chimneys. Tall racks of firewood, constantly replenished, stood against the walls. A sign above the veranda roof held painted letters which he had been able to read earlier through his glasses. They spelled a single word: CASINO.


  Since he knew no actual town nearer than fifty miles, he could imagine that a gambling hall must pull in good business here, not only from the cattle ranges lying on either side of the saddle, but also from among the prospectors, logging crews, and mining outfits scattered through the high country. And it supported other enterprises. He saw a livery barn with pole corral adjoining, a low and sprawling store building of some sort; while farther back from the road, and nearer the creek, were dwellings and the usual complement of sheds and outhouses. This afternoon in early spring, smoke rose lazily from stovepipe chimneys.


  Now, in the trembling, crystal light, he watched a man step out of the open double doors of the barn, as though for a short break from whatever labor occupied him within. Bannister left him there, enjoying the sunshine, as he turned back to where his horse waited. Very probably, he thought, a place that small and that remote would have held no real danger. Still, its inhabitants were bound to note and remember any strange rider long after he had passed through.


  And Jim Bannister didn’t fit the description of the usual backtrail drifter. With his six-feet-four of solid build, his yellow hair, and pale eyes against a weather-darkened face, he was someone who stayed in the mind. There were good reasons why he could not afford to have casual strangers remember him. So he mounted and, driven by the pressures that seldom ceased to hound a wanted man, set himself again to the task of finding a way along the mountain flank.


  He seemed to run into better luck, for he soon struck a definite game trail that had been marked by deer or, he thought almost more likely, by mountain sheep. He was nearly at timberline now, amid the detritus of old slides. Abruptly, a spine of rock he was following curved to debouch onto a shallow bench where the tag-ends of last winter’s snows clung fetlock deep. And it was here Jim Bannister pulled up with a sudden start, for he had discovered the absolutely fresh tracks of a pair of horses.


  This barren ledge, hanging between empty sky and mountain-face, was the last place he would have looked for other riders. They had come out of a break in the rocks and picked a way down to the edge of the drop, where they had halted and let their horses stand for some little time, looking off into the distance, obviously, while the animals moved restlessly under them. There were even boot signs where one man had swung down to stand by his horse briefly. Turning his head, Bannister saw the only thing that the riders could have possibly found so interesting: from here, they had a fair view of the settlement in the pass far below. Evidently having seen what they wanted, they had turned their horses and ridden straight back again, up the slight slope, and into the rocks the way they had come.


  Even as he frowned, considering a tiny bit of crusted snow crumbled from the edge of one of the prints and collapsed into it. That was a very small thing, but to Bannister, it was like a shout of warning, telling him how very new these tracks were. His chest swelled on a sudden, caught breath; his hand went back, shoved aside the skirt of his blanket coat, and touched the butt of the gun in his belt holster. But though he searched the slant of living rock that rose before him, he could see no way off this bench except by following the tracks into that shadowed opening at the head of it, obviously the mouth of a steep draw. He didn’t like it, but he kicked the bay ahead.


  He passed into the shadow of the rocks and into a chill that was a good twenty degrees colder than the sunshine he had left. There was at once a hard breeze too, that pressed at him like a hand, snapping up the brim of his hat and plucking at his coat. It blotted out any warning sound that might have alerted him. On guard as he was, the voice that spoke from his right still caught him by surprise. “Stop right there, pilgrim! And toss down that gun.”


  The voice held the authority of a drawn weapon. Suddenly tense, Jim Bannister pulled the bay to a stand and turned his head.


  There they were—both of them. They had clambered up the bank of the draw and were waiting for him, holding their horses steady under the sparse canopy of a pine that had somehow found a foothold in this thin soil. Jim Bannister saw both the faint gleam of a six-shooter and a rifle barrel trained squarely at his chest. He felt a congestion clog his throat.


  The one who had challenged him spoke again, “By God, either I see your gun on the ground, or I put you there instead!”


  He had a youthful-sounding voice, and this time Bannister was alarmed to detect a faint strain of hysteria in it. With great deliberation, he laid hold of the butt of his holstered six-shooter with thumb and forefinger, lifted it from the leather, and tossed it down. That done, he placed both hands on the horn and waited.


  The six-gun barrel moved in a small circle as the younger of the pair told his companion, “Get it, Ruser.”


  “You watch him then,” the other warned the rifleman, uneasily.


  He dropped his reins and climbed out of the saddle. There was a shallow drop of a yard or so. He took it sliding on his boot heels, clutching at a clump of brush and swinging the rifle for balance. He snatched Bannister’s gun out of the chopped-up snow and hastily backed out of reach, a weapon now in either hand.


  A quick jab with the spurs into the bay’s flanks might have resulted in running him down, but there could be no evading that other gun in the hands of the horseman on the bank. Instead, sitting motionless, Bannister said coldly, “All right, what more do you want from me? I’ve got my horse and my saddle and exactly eighteen dollars in cash.”


  He could almost believe they might be tempted, now that he had a better view of them. They looked a desperate pair, hard-ridden and half-starved. Ruser, who had the prisoner’s gun, showed a harried scowl and sunken, unshaven cheeks. The younger one, still mounted, had a sleeve of his coat partly ripped loose at the shoulder. But his answer was definite enough.


  “The hell with your money!” he said harshly. “We want to know what your idea is, bird-dogging our tracks?”


  “I’m not bird-dogging anybody. I happened to be going in the same direction.”


  “Oh, sure!” It was an incredulous snarl. “Maybe you’ll tell us where you could be trying to get to, up in this back end of nowhere!”


  “I could ask you the same question,” Jim Bannister reminded him, “only, I stick to my own business.” He looked at the man who had his gun. “If I can have that back, I’ll be getting on with it.”


  Ruser seemed to waver. He looked at his friend uncertainly. “I don’t really think this fellow’s got anything to do with us, Henry. I sure never seen him before.”


  Henry said stubbornly, “You’ve seen him now—and he’s had a good look at us!”


  At this, Bannister shook his head, impatient and angry. “Believe me, I couldn’t be less curious about either of you. Now, let’s cut out this foolishness!” Urging the bay forward a step, he leaned from the saddle as Ruser blinked and gave ground before him. “You!” he said sharply. “Hand me that gun!”


  There was a curse, and a scrabble of hooves. The young fellow, Henry, sent his rawboned sorrel down into the draw, snow and rubble sliding under it; only a twist of the reins in Bannister’s fist pulled the bay against the opposite bank in time to prevent a collision. The other horse lost its footing and regained it again. Then Henry was pressing hard against the bay, and Bannister saw the glint of the raised six-shooter and, behind it, the furious brown eyes of the young fellow on the sorrel.


  He was hardly more than a boy, Bannister decided now. Hair the color of straw, hanging in long wings below a battered hatbrim, framed smooth cheeks that held only a scatter of downy beard. A straggling attempt at a mustache dropped from either corner of the mouth that was shouting at Bannister now in a kind of wild fury, “By God, you don’t seem to know when you’re in trouble!”


  This was something less than true. Jim Bannister looked at the six-shooter recklessly brandished in front of his face, and cold sweat broke out on him.


  Ruser, too, appeared considerably alarmed. “Henry!” he yelled. “Cut it out! There’s no call to get tough.”


  The young fellow’s eyes glared savagely at the tall stranger, across the narrow distance between their saddles. “By God, I ain’t convinced of that. I ain’t gonna be, till we make this pilgrim tell us who he is and what he thinks he’s doing poking around these hills.” He nodded, a decision forming. “Mister, I reckon we’ll just tote you along with us!”


  Jim Bannister bit back a startled protest. Again, it was Ruser who exclaimed, anxiously, “I dunno! The rest ain’t gonna like that.”


  “Not even if we’re able to show them what we picked off our trail?”


  Jim Bannister’s face hardened. He saw what had seemed a momentary nuisance beginning to turn into something more than that. He said harshly, “You’re carrying this too far! Use your head for a minute, and you’ll realize I rode up here from below. I couldn’t possibly have been tailing you.”


  “You could still have been lookin’ for us.” Henry had made his decision and was stubbornly set on it. Swinging away from Bannister now, he told his companion, “Go ahead, Mart. Get your bronc.” Mart Ruser shrugged, and shoving Bannister’s gun behind his waistbelt, he went scrambling up the bank after his horse, a scrawny gray that looked almost yellow from the patches of winter hair still clinging to it. Henry turned again to the prisoner.


  “By rights, I should tie you, but you’ll be needing both hands to manage your bronc, where we’ll be riding. And there’ll be a gun at your back, all the way. So, don’t get any ideas.”


  “Now, lead out. Right up this draw …”


  It was an uneasy ride. Jim Bannister soon saw his captors were backtracking on themselves, returning over their own trail in the rotten and melting snow. Neither said very much, and they completely ignored Bannister the time or two he was moved again to try and talk sense with them. The sour irony of the thing hit him—that an hour ago he had been concerned for what he’d thought the best of reasons, to avoid that nameless huddle of buildings in the pass. Now, instead, he found himself riding he knew not where, the prisoner of a pair of saddle tramps, with a wild youngster’s unpredictable six-shooter leveled at his back.


  The second one, Mart Ruser, leading the way now, gave the impression of being highly uneasy about the whole business, but he plainly lacked the spirit to put up any real argument. Henry Finch, which seemed to be the young fellow’s full name, was the aggressive member of the pair and the real menace. Thinking of that gun of his, Jim Bannister began to develop an area of real agony in the nerves and muscles between his shoulder blades.


  The broken, up-and-down nature of this wild country didn’t encourage haste. Soon the short, spring afternoon began to wane, bringing a pearly luster to ragged drifts and a chill to the thin air of this spine of the Rockies. At last, young Finch called a halt, and Bannister was somehow not at all surprised when he said, “From here on, I think I’d better blindfold you.”


  It was the sort of melodramatic flourish that would appeal to him. Bannister submitted resignedly as the young fellow kneed his horse closer and took a dirty-looking bandanna from his pocket, while Mart Ruser fingered his rifle nervously. When the cloth had been folded and tied roughly about the prisoner’s eyes, Finch’s voice warned Bannister, “You’ll leave that cloth alone, if you know what’s good for you!” After that, they went on again, Bannister’s horse being led now by its reins.


  There followed a curious interlude when the bay seemed to travel on a perilous and uneven treadmill. Bannister felt it climb and descend again, while he held onto the saddlehorn, because there was no way to prepare himself for the constant shiftings of the saddle. Now and again, the bay’s hooves struck rock or were muffled in snow or forest litter. Shadows of timber crossed the prisoner’s bandaged eyes in flickering succession. He heard running water and felt the dampness of it. For one short stretch, the sound of the shod hooves bounced echoes off a shadowing wall of rock, and his elbow brushed scrub growth, briefly.


  A whiff of woodsmoke caught his nostrils. Then grass was whispering under his horse’s hooves, and somewhere nearby, another horse whickered a greeting, and the barrel of the bay swelled between his knees. Abruptly, all motion ceased. The woodsmoke tang was keener, and he was aware of voices near at hand.


  One rose clearly above the rest, “Now what have you two gone and done? Who the hell is this?”


  Henry Finch, at Bannister’s elbow, countered with a question. “Where’s McLowery?”


  Someone answered. “He took Nate Hovack with him and went on a scout. Been gone a couple of hours. Grif said—”


  “The hell with what McLowery said!” It was the initial speaker again. There was a heavy, unyielding irritability in his voice. “I want to know just what kind of games you two knotheads been playing? Where’d you pick this up? And who is he?”


  Mart Ruser answered quickly, as though in a hurry to brush his own hands clean. “Don’t look at me, Morgan. This was the kid’s idea. Henry insisted on bringing him in with us. I was all against it. I told him it was a dumb thing to do.”


  “You both go to hell!” Henry Finch retorted, and his voice had that same uncontrolled note in it that had already alarmed Bannister, a note almost of hysteria when he was crossed. “What would you have me do—leave him loose to follow our trail and find this place for himself?”


  Jim Bannister drew a breath. “Can I say something?”


  There was a brief stillness. The one called Morgan said gruffly, “Well?”


  “I tried to tell these two, if they’d only stop to think a minute, they’d realize I ran across their sign by accident.”


  Finch insisted, “You still ain’t told us what else you could be doing in these hills!”


  “That has nothing to do with you,” Bannister said. “I don’t know any of you. So far as I’m aware, I never heard of any Grif McLowery …” But even as he repeated the name, it suddenly seemed to strike a chord. And some hint of this must have come through in his hesitation, for when Morgan spoke again, it was with a new hardness of tone.


  “Fetch him down off that bronc. Let’s have a look at his face.”


  At once, someone stepped close and hands grabbed at Bannister’s arm. He was hauled unceremoniously down, only managing to catch the saddlehorn to keep from going to his knees. He staggered, got his balance.


  Seeing him on the ground, someone exclaimed, “Hell! He’s a big one!”


  Bannister himself reached up, seized the bandanna, and snatched it free.


  






  Chapter Two


  

  HE WAS LOOKING directly into the fire. Squinting, he glanced away, but its bright afterimage followed.


  The camp had been made in a protected bay of timber and tall rock slants. Last sunlight gilded the highest crests of granite, but down here, an early dusk was already settling. There was no wind. Blue smoke drifted in layers against the trees, where three more horses, gaunt animals in the last of their winter coats, stood droop-headed on a picket line, with saddles and packs lying about in no order.


  Under the shelter of a stretched tarp, a man lay propped on an elbow to see what was going on. His right arm was bandaged to the shoulder. Accidentally broken, Jim Bannister supposed, or maybe a gunshot wound. Blinking the firelight from his eyes, he turned to look at the rest of his captors.


  They made five altogether, counting Finch and Ruser. The rest were a match for the pair he’d already met, and they all seemed a piece with this misery camp—the tired-looking horses, the lack of supplies. Hard-worn and gaunt, they suddenly made Jim Bannister think of so many half-starved lobo wolves, turned dangerous by adversity.


  He would not let himself show fear. He looked coldly at the shabby figures around him and said, “Well, you’ve had your look at me. Haven’t we wasted enough time with this foolishness? It already appears as though I’m going to be stuck in these mountains tonight.”


  “Then what’s your hurry?” demanded a big fellow, only an inch or two short of Jim Bannister’s own height. He had the blustering, domineering voice of the one called Morgan. “We got us a fair camp here, and some grub. And you look to be traveling light.”


  “I manage.”


  But from the way the big man shook his head, it was clear his offer had been an order and no mere suggestion. “I reckon you’ll stay.” He had massive shoulders and a broad, high-cheeked face, whose unshaven whiskers held a ruddy glint. There was a hint of the same color in the eyes, in their deep sockets. He looked to Ruser and Henry Finch, who had now dismounted. “You take anything from him?”


  “Nothing but this.”


  Mart Ruser produced the prisoner’s gun from behind his belt. Morgan held out his hand for it, and after the briefest pause, the other passed it over. Holding it, the big redhead turned to Henry Finch, “You, kid! Take care of his animal and put it with the others.”


  For all his aggressiveness, young Finch apparently took orders meekly enough from those he accepted as his leaders. Without hesitation, he gathered up the reins of all three horses and led them over toward the picket line. Bannister was none too happy to see the bay taken out of reach, but there was nothing he could do about it.


  Morgan looked around. “Where’s the Deacon?” And, locating the man he was looking for, “This damn fire of yours needs tending …”


  The Deacon was the fifth member of the outfit, smaller and older than the rest, with unshorn and gray-streaked hair that straggled almost to his shoulders, and a sore at the corner of his thin and bitter mouth that he kept dabbing at with his tongue. There was a certain seedy distinction about the way he bore himself, as though at one time he might have lived differently. Answering big Morgan with no more than a look, he sullenly leaned and tossed some sticks onto the fire.


  As the flames roared up and sparks poured toward the rock crest, where the last of daylight had now faded, Morgan moved in closer toward the fire’s warmth, motioning Bannister ahead of him with the barrel of his own captured gun. The one with his arm in a sling, meanwhile, had come crawling out from underneath the tarp. He seemed to be in considerable pain. His beard-stubbled cheeks were drawn taut, his mouth looked pinched, and his eyes that peered at Bannister from beneath a tangle of sandy brows were feverishly bright. The intensity of their stare troubled him.


  Suddenly, the man’s head seemed to jerk. “By God!” he cried hoarsely. “Don’t any of you know who this is?”


  The breath caught in Bannister’s throat. The gray-haired man they called the Deacon lifted a quick glance from the fire, spearing the stranger with the meanest pair of eyes Bannister had ever
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