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The Pilar Hide and
Tallow Company were
in trouble—their enormous profits looked like dropping if Colonel
Charles Goodnight’s scheme of driving cattle across country came to
fruition. In order to protect their interests the five partners
came to an agreement—an agreement that Mark Counter had to
break.

This was all fine and dandy, except that the
hide and tallow men were ruthless, unscrupulous and had small
regard for the sanctity of human life. Their women were even worse.
And Mark Counter found himself in the middle of the conflict, with
lead likely to be thrown his way from every side...


[image: tmp_3d62958489888c7993d0c114ecbd2f98_x4KCWa_html_2c9c0c3a.jpg]


 


 


THE FLOATING
OUTFIT 7

THE HIDE AND
TALLOW MEN

By J. T.
Edson

First published
by Transworld Publishers in 1974

Copyright ©
1974, 2017 by J. T.
Edson

First
Smashwords Edition: January 2017

Names,
characters and incidents in this book are fictional, and any
resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons
living or dead is purely coincidental.

All rights
reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in
any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying, recording or by any information or storage and
retrieval system, without the written permission of the author,
except where permitted by law.

This is a
Piccadilly Publishing Book

Series Editor:
Ben Bridges

Text ©
Piccadilly Publishing

Published by
Arrangement with the Author’s Agent.


CONTENTS

Dedication

Author’s Note

In Explanation

One – Are You Threatening
Me?

Two – None of
Us Dare Betray Him

Three – Profaci Was Talking to
Gomez

Four – We’ve Got Us A
Standoff

Five – You Might Have Got Me
Killed!

Six – He’s Got Some Kind of Hold On
You

Seven – He’s One of Ribagorza’s
Scouts

Eight – He Was In Cahoots With
Ribagorza

Nine – They’ve Nearly Killed You
Twice

Ten – Take Them At His Price

Appendix One

Appendix Two

Appendix Three

About the Author

About Piccadilly Publishing


 


 For my new boss, Diane ‘Calamity Jane’ Lloyd, and
her twelve foot bull whip.

Honestly, Di, I will ‘work hard’.


 


 


Author’s Note

Once again, to enable my regular readers to avoid
repetition but to explain things to new chums, I have included the
histories of Dusty Fog, Mark Counter and the Ysabel Kid in the form
of Appendices.


 


 


In Explanation

 While complete in itself, this book continues the
events recorded in SET TEXAS BACK ON HER FEET. Points to be remembered from the previous
portion of the story are:

Hearing that Colonel Charles Goodnight was
to tell the Ranch Owners’ Convention—which was being held at Fort
Worth in conjunction with the Tarrant County Fair—of his plan to
rebuild the War-ruined economy of Texas by utilizing the vast
numbers of longhorn cattle that were roaming the range country, the
five owners of the Pilar Hide & Tallow Company had seen a
threat to their enormous profits. At that time, they and similar
organizations were the only market for the cattle; paying at the
highest four dollars a head, with the calves thrown in free.
Goodnight hoped to prove that herds could be driven to the railroad
in Kansas and sold for much higher prices. As he was known as a
cattleman of ability and was backed by General Ole Devil Hardin
among others, the partners had believed that he would succeed. If
he did, the ranchers would not be compelled to sell to hide and
tallow factories for want of a more lucrative market. The benefits
which would accrue from Goodnight’s plan, even the possible
salvation of Texas, had meant nothing to Bernard Schweitzer, Pierre
de Froissart, Giuseppe Profaci, Austin and Marlene Viridian. They
had decided that they must take action to save their
investment.

Austin Viridian had gone to Fort Worth
disguised as a cowhand and accompanied by the factory’s floor
supervisor, Gus Roxterby, an ex-outlaw with numerous useful
contacts. They had had the dual purpose of trying to prevent
Goodnight’s plan from being accepted and persuading ranchers to
sign contracts to continue supplying the Company with cattle even
if it should be.

Knowing that, under an agreement they had
all signed on forming the Company, no owner could dispose of his
or—in Marlene’s case—her holdings except to the remaining partners,
Viridian had taken precautions to protect himself. He had forced
them to put into writing and sign that they had known about and
concurred with whatever actions he found necessary to carry out his
task. Harlow Dolman, a corrupt captain of the State Police who had
been present, had been a reluctant witness to their signatures.
Each of the affected parties had retained a copy of the
incriminating document Viridian had taken two and had warned that
they would be used if he should be arrested, to ensure the others
did not try to desert him.

Helped by two of the men
Roxterby had hired on their arrival, Viridian had forced a rancher,
Paul Dover, to sign a contract. However, his first attempt at
preventing Goodnight’s views from being circulated had ended in
disaster. Learning that Dover had been discussing the matter with
what he had described as a ‘short-growed, blond-haired kid’,
Viridian had left the rancher unconscious and gone to silence the
youngster. While the description had been correct physically, Dover
had deliberately failed to mention the ‘kid’s’ name. He had proved
to be the legendary Captain Dusty Fog! i The omission had cost Dover his life
and had resulted in both of Viridian’s men being killed. One had
been shot by Dusty’s amigo, the Ysabel Kid.
ii Before escaping, Viridian had
murdered Dover and the second man to prevent them from being able
to identify him.

Finding that he had not been pursued,
Viridian had changed into his usual style of clothing and returned
to confer with de Froissart, who was to act as the Company’s
official representative at the Convention. The hour was late when
he had reached the Creole’s room. De Froissart had been sleeping
with a woman, but had hidden her in the wardrobe before allowing
his visitor to enter. She had remained in hiding all the time
Viridian had been there and he had pretended to be unaware of her
presence. De Froissart had stated that Dusty was not fooled by
Viridian’s disguise and had given the local peace officers an
accurate description of his surviving attacker. Fortunately, the
investigation had been put in Dolman’s hands and, taking out a
posse, he had made sure that they did not follow Viridian.

Accepting that it would be
unwise and unsafe for him to remain, Viridian had taken his
departure. He had been puzzled by the Creole’s behavior on his
arrival and worried over the way they had discussed the affair with
the woman able to overhear every word. Wondering who she was,
Viridian had taken advantage of the desk clerk’s absence and
examined the register. From what he had read and remembered about
the visit, he had realized that she was his wife. There was no love
between the Viridians, but he had still been furious over her
infidelity,
mainly because he had felt that she and de Froissart might be
laughing at him. Even as he had thought of rushing up and
confronting them, using the incident as an excuse to get rid of two
partners, a better and safer way had presented itself. Having run
into difficulties, Roxterby had arrived to ask de Froissart for
advice. Telling the supervisor not to mention they had met,
Viridian had bribed him to arrange for the errant pair to be
murdered—in such a way that it would seem they were killed in a
hold up—on their way home.

Although unaware that she had
been found out, Marlene had decided to establish an alibi to
‘prove’ that she
had not been in the hotel while her husband was there. Going to a
ball given by friends, she had seen Dusty Fog and had decided that
he had great potential as a supporter of Goodnight’s plan. Later,
she had met Mark Counter who was representing his father’s R Over C
ranch and had discovered that he had several qualities which could
be turned to her advantage. In addition to having proven very
skilled in fist fighting and using a gun, he had expressed doubts
regarding the feasibility of driving herds to Kansas and appeared
to harbor considerable resentment towards Dusty Fog. Realizing
that, in Goodnight’s absence, Dusty would be a leading protagonist
of the plan, Marlene had hoped to induce Mark to kill him. They had
fought, but with bare hands, and Mark had accidentally strained his
right shoulder. While the injury had not been serious, it had
precluded any hope of a showdown with guns.

While disappointed, Marlene had
continued her friendship and invited Mark to accompany her when she
went home. She had explained to de Froissart and Dolman that other
ranchers who had been disinclined to believe Goodnight’s plan would
work had also been asked to visit Pilar. It was hoped that they would sign
contracts and being able to show them Mark’s signature when they
arrived might sway them favorably. However, she had not mentioned
her real reason for inviting Mark. She intended to spend the week
until the other ranchers arrived winning him over and use him as
the means of gaining complete control of the Company. As its
profits would be reduced when herds began to trail north, she had
decided that five partners were excessive to share in them. Not
only did she intend to become the sole owner, but she suspected
that her partners and Dolman had similar sentiments. Although she
had once considered Dolman as an ally, she no longer trusted him
and felt that the blond youngster would be far more satisfactory
and safe.

What Marlene did not know was
that Mark was Dusty Fog’s amigo. While he had been representing his
father, who was in full agreement with Goodnight, he rode for Ole
Devil Hardin’s OD Connected ranch. iii Before reaching Fort Worth, Dusty and
Mark had decided to take advantage of the fact that, as yet, few
people knew of their association. In that way, Mark’s support for
Goodnight would have a greater effect upon those who were doubtful.
Certain remarks made by Marlene on their first meeting had caused
Mark not to mention his true status. On hearing of her interest in
Mark, Dusty had decided that they would make use of it. From
various pieces of evidence, they had come to suspect Viridian was
Dover’s murderer. So Mark had won Marlene’s confidence in the hope
of obtaining proof of her husband’s guilt. The fight and Mark’s
‘injury’—which had been ‘diagnosed’ by his uncle, who was a
doctor—had been carried out to avoid him having to face Dusty with
guns. Having failed to obtain the necessary proof in Fort Worth,
Mark had accepted Marlene’s offer in the hope that he might find it
at Pilar.

THE HIDE AND TALLOW MEN
commences on the
Monday following the end of the Tarrant County Fair.


 


 




One – Are You
Threatening Me?

As Austin Viridian
strolled out of the
main entrance to the Pilar Hide & Tallow Company’s factory,
there was nothing about him to suggest that he believed his wife
would be dead before sundown.

Tall, broad shouldered and in his late
thirties, Viridian had close-cropped brown hair that was receding
from coarse, irregular features. Reddened and puffy from much good
living, they had surly lines which warned of an ill-tempered
nature. Clad in a white ‘planter’s’ hat, black broadcloth coat,
fancy vest, white silk shirt and black cravat of the same material,
yellowish-brown Nankeen trousers and black Hersome gaiter boots,
there was an ivory handled Remington New Model Police revolver in
the cross-draw holster on the left side of his gunbelt. It was
anything but a decoration. Although there was a pronounced
thickening at his waist, he still looked strong and powerful.

Until a few minutes earlier, clad in just
his vest and trousers, he had been killing the cattle which the
corral crew—under their supervisor, Stack Leathers—had sent up the
chute which led into the factory. As one of the five partners who
owned the Company, there had been no real need for him to work as a
slaughter-man. He did so when the mood took him because he enjoyed
carrying out the task and derived considerable pleasure from
watching a large, powerful creature tumble dead as a result of his
expert wielding of a pole-axe. It was his frequently-made boast
that he could down a longhorn—be it a yearling, steer, full grown
cow or prime bull, the factory took and used them all regardless of
age or sex—faster and more neatly than any man on the Company’s
payroll.

As always when carrying out his
self-appointed task, Viridian had found himself experiencing a
sensation of sexual stimulation. So, having told one of the Negro
factory hands to continue the slaughtering, he had dressed and set
off to find female company with whom he could satisfy the feeling.
His wife had been attending the Tarrant County Fair and, if all
went as planned, would not be returning alive. Not that he had
considered her as the means of gratifying his lust. Giuseppe
Profaci had left Pilar the previous Friday on a business trip. So
Viridian hoped to find his Italian partner’s wife in an
accommodating frame of mind. Gianna had been on two occasions, but
they had failed as yet to make the most of her husband and his
wife’s absence.

Viridian felt certain that an assignation
could be accomplished with little danger of them being caught in
the act. Every Monday morning, Gianna could be found doing the
family’s laundry—herself, not the servants, just like Momma back in
the Old Country, Profaci had often explained with pride—in the
stream that flowed through the woodland to the rear of hers and the
Viridians’ homes. He wondered if he should give Gianna a hint of
his hopes regarding Marlene and decided to do so only if she
continued to display the reluctance to yield to his wishes that had
been in evidence since Profaci’s departure.

Standing just inside the open double doors,
Gus Roxterby watched his employer leaving. The floor supervisor was
a tall, lanky, unhappy-looking man with a broken nose and a
partially bald head. As always, his well-worn range clothes had
acquired numerous splashes of blood. Slanting down from his left
hip, a gunbelt supported a Colt 1860 Army revolver—the barrel of
which had been cut down to four inches and the rammer adjusted
accordingly—in a tied-down, contoured holster. Despite his
lugubrious appearance, he was reasonably fast with the gun and used
it if the slaughter-man should fail to make a clean kill.

Taking his opportunity while Viridian had
been dressing, Roxterby had brought the conversation around to the
task he had been given in Fort Worth. He had assured his employer
that only the leader of the gang he had hired would know of their
real purpose in committing the hold up. With it carried out, the
outlaw would come to Frog Creek—about a mile from Pilar—on
Wednesday night to collect the balance of his payment. On Viridian
querying the advisability of allowing the man to come so close to
the town, Roxterby had replied that it would be lead and not gold
he would receive on his arrival.

However, despite Roxterby having mentioned
that he had been compelled to advance the outlaw a hundred and
fifty dollars—the actual amount had only been a hundred—the hide
and tallow man had not been receptive to a hint that he would like
the money which had been promised for making the arrangements. To
do the supervisor justice, he could appreciate his employer’s
reluctance to making the payment at that time. If their positions
had been reversed, he most certainly would not have handed over the
five hundred dollars until he was sure that it had been earned. So
he could hardly blame Viridian for refusing. The trouble was that
Roxterby also knew that he would have tried to find some way of
paying the promised sum. Doubting that Viridian would prove any
more honorable, he saw danger to himself. From now on, if Widge
carried out his instructions, he might have to step warily if he
wanted to stay alive.

Without realizing that his floor supervisor
was watching him, or guessing at the thoughts which were running
through Roxterby’s head, Viridian glanced to his right. He did not
expect to find the small office annex occupied. Concentrating upon
their second business interests in Pilar, his male partners left
him to run the factory. So the office was used only for general
administrative purposes. All of the Company’s business deals were
carried out in the back room of Schweitzer’s General Store.
Previously, having felt that it belittled his abilities, Viridian
had disapproved of the system. He was now compelled to admit that
it had certain advantages.

A faint grin creased the hide and tallow
man’s face as he gazed at the office. In the small safe, concealed
among the unimportant papers which were usually all that it held,
were three items which his wife, partners or Harlow Dolman would be
very pleased to see destroyed. He did not doubt that the two copies
of the statement they had all signed were responsible for his safe
return from Fort Worth. Without them, Dolman would have hunted him
down and, having killed him, buried him to prevent his body being
identified.

The third document was the contract which
Viridian had compelled Paul Dover to sign. Although he had realized
that it was even more incriminating than the statements, he could
not bring himself to destroy it. He hoped that he might still be
able to make the rancher’s widow honor it at a later date.
Retaining it might be dangerous, but he felt sure that nobody would
suspect him of using such an obvious hiding place.

Hearing the sound of hooves
approaching, Viridian turned his gaze from the office. What he saw
drove all thoughts of the safe from his head. Three riders had
turned from the stagecoach trail and were coming along the track
which connected it to the factory. Clad in sombreros, filthy charro clothing and
well-armed, they were Mexicans.

Studying the trio, Viridian felt
worried. He could identify only one of them, Juan
Ribagorza’s segundo, who went by the name ‘Gomez’. While the
segundo's lack of stature, straggling moustache and apologetic
manner made him seem harmless and even comical, Viridian knew him
to be as unpredictably savage as a stick-teased diamondback
rattlesnake. He was probably far more dangerous than either of his
larger, heavier companions. Which did not imply that they would be
harmless. Individually, or as a group, they were real bad
hombres. Ribagorza did not hire any other kind of men.

There was, Viridian tried to tell himself,
no reason why he should feel uneasy over the trio’s arrival.
Although Ribagorza did not own a ranch, he had frequently delivered
herds of cattle for sale to the Company; for which he had received
only one dollar a head, but without having embarrassing questions
about how the longhorns—invariably bearing a variety of brands—had
come into his possession. None of his hard case crew had ever
caused any trouble. Being aware of how useful the lack of
questioning was, Ribagorza had always ensured that the visits went
off peacefully. Yet Viridian had always sensed that Gomez nursed a
bitter hatred towards white people and was only held in check by
his employer.

Instead of riding right up to the factory
and dismounting, the three men acted in an unusual manner. They
swung their horses in a half circle, to halt facing away from the
building. Then, leaving the one-piece reins draped over the huge
horns of their single cinched saddles, they swung to the ground.
With Gomez in the center, they walked towards Viridian. All the
time, their eyes were darting about them in a wary
fashion.

Standing apparently relaxed, but with his
right hand's thumb hooked just to the left of the gunbelt’s buckle,
Viridian examined his visitors with considerable interest and
growing concern. Even when Ribagorza had been present, he had never
felt completely at ease with Gomez. To add to his perturbation,
there was something sinister in the way the trio was slouching
forward. They looked like men who were expecting
trouble.

Wondering what had brought the trio to the
factory, for they had never come except when accompanying Ribagorza
and a herd of cattle, Viridian noticed that there was a partly
healed weal running across Gomez’s left cheek. It looked like the
kind of an injury that would be caused by a blow from a riding
quirt.

‘Saludos, Senor Viridian,’ Gomez greeted, coming to a halt about
two yards away from the burly man. As if sensing that the ridge of
reddened flesh had attracted the other’s notice, he raised his left
hand towards it. Without completing the gesture or referring to the
injury, he darted a glance at the open double doors of the factory
and continued in Spanish, ‘My patron sent me to speak with you.’

‘You’ll have to talk
English, I don’t savvy Mex,’ Viridian answered, confident that the
other did not know he was lying. He had always conducted all his
business with Ribagorza in his native tongue, although reasonably
fluent in Spanish.

‘My patron said I should come and see you,
senor,’
Gomez obliged in
broken but understandable English.

‘What about?’ Viridian
asked, genuinely puzzled.

At no time had Ribagorza ever
allowed even his segundo to discuss business with the owners of the factory. Nor had
he, being aware of Gomez’s antipathy towards white men, allowed the
other to precede him on a visit.

‘He said I should tell you
he’s got maybe five hundred head of cattle down the river a ways,’
Gomez replied.

‘I reckon we might be able
to use them,’ Viridian said in a disinterested manner and
concealing his elation. With the threat of many ranchers driving
herds to Kansas, he believed that it would be advisable to obtain
as many cattle as possible.

‘We thought you might,
senor,’
Gomez said, in a
mocking tone.

‘Why’d Ribagorza send you?’
Viridian demanded, scowling. ‘He’s never needed to let us know he’s
coming.’

‘No, senor,’ Gomez admitted with a sly grin. ‘But
things aren’t like they was before any more, are they?’

‘What might that mean?’ Viridian growled, although he
could guess what was coming.

‘People are saying that cattle
taken to Kansas’re going to be worth a lot of money,
senor,’
Gomez explained, in
the whining voice and exhibiting the pathetic attitude which made
him appear to be a nervous and frightened little man.

‘If they can be got there,’
Viridian countered.

‘Colonel Goodnight says they
can.’

‘That doesn't make it so. And,
anyways, even if you got them there, you'd have to prove how you got hold of
’em. You know what I mean?’

‘Just about, senor,’ Gomez admitted.

‘Ribagorza’ll know, when you tell him,’
Viridian declared. ‘So what's on his mind, huh?'

‘These cattle,
senor. We went to a lot of trouble to get them—’

‘No more than any other
time,’ Viridian interrupted unsympathetically.

‘And, with them being so
valuable,’ Gomez continued as if the other had not spoken,
‘my patron says they’re worth six dollars a head.’

‘Six dollars a head?’ Viridian
repeated. That was two dollars higher than the legitimate price and
the Mexicans, bringing in stolen cattle, had never received more
than a dollar for each animal they had delivered. ‘If this’s
Ribagorza's idea of a joke—’

‘Is no joke, senor,’ Gomez put in, looking and acting at
his most meek and mild. Which, as Viridian was all too aware, meant
that he was more dangerous than ever. He had behaved like that just
before killing one of his companions on a previous visit.
‘My patron says he wants six dollars a head. And you’ve got to send
him two hundred dollars to show you'll have the herd when he gets
it here.’

Cold rage boiled inside Viridian as he
listened to the small Mexican. He knew that if he yielded to such a
demand, he would be leaving the Company wide open for further
abuses. Any sign of weakness would be exploited in full by
Ribagorza.

‘So that's what he says,
huh?’ Viridian gritted.

‘That’s just what he says,
senor,’
Gomez confirmed.
‘So, if you'll give me the money … ’

‘I'll give you nothing!’ Viridian
snarled furiously, his normal dislike for Mexicans combining with
indignation at the request to make him ignore the menacing
attitudes of the men flanking Gomez. ‘You get the hell back and
tell him this from me. He’ll get the same price we’ve always paid
him and not a thin red cent more. And he’ll get the money when the
cattle are in the corrals, not before. If he doesn’t like it, he
can try to sell them to somebody else.’

‘If I tell him that,
senor,’
Gomez almost whined,
‘he’s going to be very angry. He’s got a lot of men with him. Maybe
it’s better you give me the two hundred dollars, so I can take it
to him and he don’t get angry at you.’

‘Are you threatening me?’
Viridian challenged.

‘Who me, senor?’ Gomez yelped. ‘I don’t threaten nobody. All I can
say is my patron’s not going to be happy if a gringo sends him a message like that. He’ll be
very angry at you, senor.’

‘I’ll take my chance on
it!’ Viridian
stated.

‘Maybe if you gave me just one
hundred dollars … ’ Gomez began hopefully.

‘I wouldn’t give you a
hundred wooden nickels!’ Viridian assured him. ‘So you can go and
tell him what I said.’

‘Well, I tried,’ the
little
Mexican sighed, sounding genuinely distressed. ‘We’ll go and tell
our patron what you said. I only hope you don’t be sorry.’

‘I’ll take my chance on it,’
Viridian replied coldly. ‘Just don’t you do anything you’ll be sorry for.’

‘Who me, senor?’ Gomez answered. ‘As if I would.’ Then he
addressed his companions in their native tongue. ‘We don’t get the
money. Do what I told you.’

Nodding in an apologetically
amiable fashion, as if he regretted having to deliver such a
message, the segundo swung on his heel towards the waiting horses. His two men
also turned and they started to walk away.

Scowling, Viridian watched them go. He was
puzzled by the incident. Knowing him, Ribagorza ought to have had
better sense than expect that he would yield to such a demand.
While he was pondering on the matter, a snort from one of the
horses drew his gaze to where they were standing with their rumps
turned in his direction.

Why had the trio left their mounts in
such a position?

Could it be because they had believed that
they might need to take a hurried departure?

If so—

‘Ahora!’ snapped the small segundo, stabbing his right hand to its
gun.

Instantly, showing that they had been
waiting for Gomez to say ‘Now!’ the other two Mexicans joined him
in pivoting to face Viridian with their revolvers beginning to lift
from the holsters. They discovered that their surprise attack had
not been an unqualified success.

Already diving sideways and down to his
left, the burly hide and tallow man was snatching his Remington
from its cross-draw holster. For all his size, he was moving very
fast.

Realization of his peril had added speed to
Viridian’s movements as he too had heard and translated Gomez’s
command. Taken with what he had just commenced to think, it had
given him enough of a warning to set off his defensive reflexes.
For all that, he knew that he was in bad, even desperate, trouble.
Although his actions had been unexpected by his assailants and
despite the fact that he would be the first man holding a gun, he
would not be able to deal with the three of them swiftly enough to
save his own life. He would certainly down Gomez and might get one
more, but the other was sure to kill him.

Oblivious of the impact as his body landed
on the ground, Viridian concentrated on lining his weapon. He was
determined on two things, to sell his life dearly and to make sure
that he took Gomez with him. With the Remington pointed to his
satisfaction, while the little man was still in the process of
throwing down on him, he squeezed the trigger. Flying upwards at an
angle, the .36 caliber bullet entered beneath the small Mexican’s
chin. Driving on to pass through the roof of his mouth and his
brain, it burst from the top of his skull and caused his sombrero
to jerk as it emerged out of the crown. Killed instantly, Gomez
allowed his revolver to slip from his fingers. It went off, but the
bullet did no more than drill into the ground a couple of feet
ahead of Viridian.

Any satisfaction that Viridian might have
felt at having settled Gomez’s hash was swamped by the knowledge of
how he was himself in imminent danger of getting shot by his
victim’s companions.

What the hide and tallow man did not realize
was that help was available for him.

Gus Roxterby had been on the point of
returning to his work when he had seen the Mexicans approaching.
Curiosity had impelled him to watch and listen to what was
happening; but prudence had dictated that he remained out of sight
so as to prevent Viridian from discovering that he was not
attending to his duties. When he had heard the trend which the
conversation was taking, he had suspected that it might lead to
trouble. So he was not sorry that he had taken the precaution of
remaining concealed behind the edge of the door. Although the
Mexicans had looked in his direction, he had escaped detection as
he kept them under observation. Sharing his employer’s mistrust of
Gomez, he had drawn and cocked his Colt. The sound of the action
being brought to full cock had been drowned by the various noises
which were coming from behind him.

Money, not loyalty, was Roxterby’s reason
for being willing to protect Viridian. If he should be killed and
Widge was successful in carrying out the two murders, the floor
supervisor would have no way to collect the payment he had been
promised.

Nor was Roxterby the only person
who had taken an interest in the arrival of the Mexicans. Having
come into contact with Gomez on previous visits, the corral
supervisor, Stack Leathers, had never trusted him and knew that he
had a hatred of gringos that was only held in check by Ribagorza’s presence. Seeing
the segundo was coming without the restraining influence of his
patron, Leathers had decided to keep an unsuspected eye on him.
So, collecting the Spencer carbine from the boot of his horse’s
saddle, he had moved unnoticed to the end of the building. Staying
out of sight, he had listened to what was being said and had just
looked out when Gomez’s party launched their attack.

Shock twisted at the faces of
the two burly Mexicans as they realized that their leader’s plan
had gone completely wrong. Not only had they failed to take the
hide and tallow man by surprise, but he had support in defending
himself. A tall, skinny gringo holding a revolver appeared at the main entrance
to the factory. Swinging a carbine into the firing position, a
medium-sized, well-built, bearded man in range clothing stepped
into view around the northern end of the building.

Supporting his right hand by cupping the
left under it, Roxterby took swift aim along the shortened barrel
of his Colt. Unfortunately, he selected the same target as
Leathers. Carbine and revolver crashed at almost the same instant.
Struck in the breast and the head by the bullets, the man was
pitched sideways. Spinning helplessly, he collided with Gomez’s
crumpling body and they fell together.

Being unaware of the two supervisors’
intervention, Viridian was trying to select the more dangerous of
his remaining assailants. Both appeared to be equally as fast and
deadly. Thumbing back the hammer of his Remington, he became aware
that they had looked away from him and were displaying considerable
consternation. Even as he wondered what had brought this about, he
learned the answer. The deep roar of a heavy revolver and sharper
detonation of a carbine sounded from behind him, the bullets
finding their billets in the man on the right.

There was no time for the hide and tallow
man to feel gratitude, or relief. While the surviving Mexican was
flustered by the unexpected turn of events, he held a weapon and
was still anything but harmless. All that was saving Viridian was
the man’s irresolution. Confronted by three enemies, he wavered
uncertainly as he tried to work out which of them posed the
greatest threat to him. Before he could reach a decision, Viridian
had swung the Remington into alignment. It spat and kicked,
throwing its load into the Mexican’s right breast. Reeling back a
couple of steps, the man neither fell nor dropped his gun.

Seeing that their employer had failed to
disable his last attacker, Roxterby and Leathers devoted their
respective attentions to him. Working the carbine’s combined
trigger guard loading lever, Leathers ejected the spent cartridge
case and replenished the chamber with a live bullet from the
seven-shot magazine tube in the butt. However, with that done, he
still had to cock the big side-hammer manually. So Roxterby fired
first, but missed. The bullet flew by its intended mark, to plow
into the rump of Gomez’s mount. Down went the stricken animal,
kicking and squealing. Already made restless by the shooting, the
other two horses bolted as its agony-filled screams assailed their
ears. Snorting in alarm, they fled towards the stagecoach
trail.

Snarling out curses that were rendered
almost incoherent by rage and pain, the Mexican heard the horses
running away. He knew that he could not hope to escape, so he tried
to aim at Viridian. Even as he was starting to squeeze the trigger,
the .52 caliber bullet from Leathers’ Spencer carbine slammed into
his right temple and tore away half of his face as it came out of
the other side.

Having re-cocked the Remington, Viridian
was on the point of firing. He refrained from doing so as he saw
the
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