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Jim Bannister thought the savage hills would hide him. Instead, they become a killing ground.

Hunted by lawmen and bounty riders after a deadly showdown with a powerful land syndicate, Bannister rides into the high country looking for cover—and finds himself saddled with Clay Evans, a hot-headed young drifter who’s just put a bullet in a man’s chest. With posses gathering behind them and hard country ahead, the two fugitives ride straight into a range war ruled by brutality, greed, and fear.

The Foley clan owns these mountains through terror. Ranchers disappear, cattle vanish, and anyone who stands against them ends up beaten, broken… or buried. But Jim Bannister has never been the kind of man to back down from killers.

Now the hills are about to erupt in gunfire.

Packed with savage fistfights, blazing shootouts, outlaw justice, The Savage Hills delivers a hard-riding Western where every trail leads to trouble—and every mistake can get a man killed.
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Chapter One



THE PIEBALD WAS an ugly, knot-headed brute that didn’t want to be ridden, but the fellow up top was taking no foolishness from him. He had a coiled rope, and at every pitch, he slammed it against the hard skull, did it again and again until the horse lay back its ears and squealed with fury. Jim Bannister, who had been a mustanger himself, knew a superb job of riding when he saw one; reining in to watch, he could feel his own teeth aching to the lunge of those braced forelegs that fairly made the dust-streaked air tremble. Yet he could tell that the horse was already beaten and fast losing steam.

He spoke to his sorrel now and rode slowly forward as the piebald came to a stand, trembling and snorting and dripping sweat into the dust. Bannister pushed his hat back with a thumbnail. “Nice going,” he observed.

The rider, apparently unaware till now of an audience, snapped his head around sharply. Intent black eyes peered at him. They looked old, and so did the mouth, tight-lipped between deep, bracketing lines; still, Bannister could see that the face was young—very young, in fact. He was really only a kid, not yet eighteen, in all likelihood. He wore jeans that were out at one knee and frayed along the pockets. His shirt was faded, colorless; the boot he lifted across the piebald’s shoulder while lighting down was badly scuffed and worn at the heel. Not troubling to answer the stranger’s comment, he began stripping off the saddle.

Jim Bannister indicated the corral where there were a dozen or so other horses, all about a match for the piebald. “These broncs belong to you?”

The youngster looked at him again, shoved lank black hair back from his forehead. “These bangtails?” he said, with a touch of scorn. “Naw. They’re old man Murdock’s. He picked ’em up cheap, off some Indian, and he’s payin’ me to knock the rough edges off. Thinks he’s got a buyer over to Cabra Springs.”

“They worth anything?”

“For glue, maybe. Ain’t nothin’ but range scrubs. Only a skinflint like Murdock would waste time on ’em!”

This jibed with Bannister’s own estimate, now that he had had a closer look. “No, they don’t look like much.”

“They can fight like hell, just the same! I’m glad that was the last of ’em!”

The young fellow dragged his saddle free and let it drop into the dust, using the spare and studied movements of one whose body had been pounded stiff and sore. The piebald didn’t want to go back into the pen; the boy was trying to drag it in by main force when Jim Bannister quickly kneed the sorrel over, swung his hat in the brute’s face and sent him skittering across the lowered bar. The youngster, breathing hard, threw Jim a brief look of thanks and went in after the horse to retrieve his bridle. When he climbed out of the corral and set the poles in place again, he appeared close to exhaustion, moving almost like someone in a stupor.

He looked around, located a shapeless hat where it lay trampled in the dust, picked it up, and beat it against his knee. Pulling it on, he said, “Nothing left to do now, I guess, but go collect what I got coming.” He hung the bridle over one shoulder and leaned down for the battered saddle. Its weight pulled him into a slantwise stride as he walked away across the clearing in the jackpine.

This place was obviously a species of trailside trading post, built to deal with the scattered ranches and the occasional traveler through these parts. It was likely doing well enough. The store itself, a good-sized log building, had a shake roof and a gallery, and a storage room tacked on at the rear. There was a horse shed and other smaller buildings scattered around haphazardly. There was the pole corral, with the dozen head of range scrubs in it, and a parked wagon that the trader must use for hauling supplies. A spring had been rocked in to form a pool, the runoff making a stream that meandered across the clearing; here, a couple of planks served for a bridge.

The kid crossed the bridge and walked over to the horse shed, leaving his saddle on the ground while he opened the door to what appeared to be a tack room. When he came out, carrying a skimpy-looking blanket roll, Jim Bannister was helping himself to a drink at the spring while the sorrel muzzled the water of the runoff. The boy dropped the blankets by his saddle, then came over and took the dipper Bannister handed him. He flipped out the last drops, filled it again, and drank.

Bannister said, “I don’t know this country. You mentioned something called Cabra Springs. Would that be the nearest town?”

“Naw—it’s only a shipping point on the railroad.” The kid gestured vaguely eastward with the dipper. “Nearest town is Downey, the county seat. Maybe ten miles south by the wagon road.”

Bannister, who had ridden in from the west, now knew three compass points to avoid. “What’s that way?” he asked, indicating the pile-up of timbered ridges that marched northward, always climbing. The youngster looked, considering it for a moment, but he shook his head.

“Couldn’t tell you. Seems I heard there’s a pass, then some more up-and-down country like this, with some cattle outfits. But you better ask old Murdock. I don’t know the country either.” He bent and splashed spring water over his face and head, cutting the dust.

“I thought your folks might live around here.”

“My folks?” The young fellow peered at him through the fingers he had spread to comb back dripping black hair. It was, somehow, a look of such eloquence that Jim Bannister knew he would never forget it. But when the boy answered, his voice was completely matter-of-fact and without a trace of self-pity. “I got no folks.”

He palmed water from his cheeks, pulled on the shapeless wad of felt he called a hat, and went on to the main building that housed the store. Jim Bannister watched him cross the porch, not certain what it was about the boy that intrigued him, unless it was that air of defiant independence—the manner, unusual in one so young, of having survived rough going without asking quarter of anyone.

Bannister paused for a moment to lean and examine the sorrel’s right foreleg, running big, trained hands over the hard muscle. Afterward, straightening, he stood with one hand on the sorrel’s neck while he studied the warm stillness, concentrating especially on the stretch of country he had just traveled. He was a big man, this Jim Bannister, bigger than most—a yellow-haired giant of a fellow, with the trail-stained clothing of one constantly on the move; his pale eyes held a thoughtful, ingrained wariness.

As the boy had named it, this was indeed up-and-down country, rock-ribbed, range-and-timber country. It was remote and little traveled, which suited Jim Bannister’s purpose, but a man in his position would do well to learn as much as he could about it, rather than trying to ride it blind. Accordingly, though a shade reluctant, he led the sorrel over to the log store building; there he hung the reins over a porch rail that still bore patches of rough bark and walked inside.

The interior was about what he would have expected—crudely built, poorly lit, overcrowded with merchandise. Everything imaginable that a hill-country rancher might be induced to buy here, rather than ride the extra miles to town, could probably be found among the stuff that filled the wooden bins, overflowed the counters, and dangled from wall pegs.

A sound of quarreling voices greeted Bannister as he paused on the threshold; he looked and saw the black-haired horsebreaker glaring, tense with fury, at an old man who leaned toward him across a counter with both hands pressed flat upon its top.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the boy was saying stoutly. “I did my job, and now I want my money—like you promised.”

“And I’m telling you, I’ll pay after you and Harry Jones deliver those broncs at railhead.”

“Oh, no, Mr. Murdock—you’re wrong! There was nothing in our deal about me helping deliver. We agreed I was to get two fifty a head, three rides each to take the starch out. I’m willing enough to trail along to Cabra Springs, if you want me to—but I’ll have to ask extra pay.”

“Why, you young pup! Are you trying to dictate terms to me?” Murdock came to his full height. He had a mean eye and a mouth like a trap. His unhealthy, yellowish skin was furred below the gaunt cheeks with a patchy beard stubble of black and gray and white—nearly the same colors as the piebald in the corral. What hair he had left lay thinly across his scalp. His neck was like a turkey gobbler’s inside the candy-striped shirt he wore buttoned at the throat without a collar.

“You’ll take whatever I say you’re worth, Evans!” he snapped. He reached down to open a cash drawer below the counter; coins clinked, and paper money rustled under his searching fingers. “As for making delivery—you can forget about that. I want no more dealings with the likes of you … Here!” He pushed the drawer closed, tossed a coin on the wood in front of the boy. Bannister saw the dull gleam of gold—a double eagle. “Take this and get out!”

The Evans kid merely looked at the money, without touching it. He said, “That’s only twenty dollars. It’s thirty you owe me.”

Old Murdock shoved a bony forefinger under the kid’s nose; plainly, he thought he could get away with anything, so long as he backed it up with bluster. “You took near a week with those horses—eating my grub while you did it, feeding my oats to that crowbait roan of yours. Maybe you figured I wouldn’t deduct for it.”

“Ten dollars’ worth?” The youngster looked as though he’d been slapped. His whole body went stiff, and when he spoke again, he had trouble keeping his voice under control. For all his toughness, he gave Bannister the impression of fighting back a sob of frustration. “You damned skinflint! Maybe we’ll see what the sheriff has to say!”

“Suits me!” The old man bobbed his gaunt head. “Sure, you just go tell Sid Parrott I agreed to give thirty dollars to some out-of-pocket’s drifter kid and see how much of that he believes!” He set a forefinger on the gold coin, shoved it firmly across the counter. “This is probably more than you ever had in your pocket at one time in your life. It’s every red cent you’ll get out of me!”

The tall man in the doorway said quietly, “Pay him the other ten, Murdock.”

“Who says?” The man’s glance jerked around. His eyes narrowed in quick hostility. “You stay out of this—whoever you are!”

“Looks like somebody better get in it,” Bannister said, walking forward. “I’ve gentled some horses in my time. I figure the kid’s asking a fair price—and a deal’s a deal.”

His calm insistence seemed to set Murdock back a little. But the old man still had plenty of argument left in him. “How about the piebald? He’s as wild as the day I bought him—I seen you two through the window, fighting him into the corral.”

“The piebald’s an outlaw,” young Evans told him flatly. “Nobody’ll ever do much with him. But the rest all took to gentlin’ real good. I done a job for you, Murdock. I swear I did!”

Murdock sneered openly in disbelief. Jim Bannister’s lips felt stiff with anger as he repeated crisply, “Pay him!”

This time, the old man’s attention was brought fully on the tall stranger; his yellow-lidded stare narrowed, the sharp black eyes crawling with thought. They mirrored a decision, and for a moment, Bannister actually thought the old man was knuckling under to pressure.

For Murdock reached a hand below the counter again as though to open the cash drawer. But instead, his hand found a big hogleg revolver and came up holding it. The thing was done so deliberately that, for once in his life, Bannister was taken by surprise.

“Lift ’em, mister!” the old man snapped. “Don’t touch your holster!”

Chagrin was a sour emotion in Bannister, but as yet, he felt no real alarm. More curious than anything else, he slowly lifted his hands to shoulder height. Murdock rested his wrist on the edge of the counter, steadying the weight of the weapon he held. Without turning his head, he sent a shout toward a closed door that, Bannister judged, must lead to the storeroom. “Harry! Come in here. Make it quick!”

When there was no immediate response, he called again, louder. A moment later, the door opened. The man who hurried in was rail lean, of an indefinite age, with a slight cast in one eye and shoulders rounded by heavy labor. He laid a hammer on the counter and stripped off a pair of heavy gloves, waiting for orders. Murdock nodded curtly toward Jim Bannister.

“His gun. Get it.”

Bannister felt the muscles across his shoulders and belly go suddenly tight. “Hold on, now! Don’t make any mistake!” he said sharply.

“Don’t you!” the old man retorted, and the hogleg’s muzzle centered more definitely on the middle of the blond stranger’s chest.

The handyman, Harry Jones, was circling the counter, coming up behind Bannister. The latter flicked a look at Young Evans and saw him scowling, puzzled at this turn of events. Then an arm roped with stringy muscle snaked into the edge of Bannister’s vision, and he felt his holster lose its weight. Harry stepped back, moving away again toward the counter. Murdock nodded approval.

“Just keep him covered while I do a little checking. But watch him close. If I’m guessing right, he could be dangerous!”

Harry Jones took a two-fisted grip on the weapon. Seeing the wild edge to his look, Bannister’s breathing went shallow; a scared amateur, with a gun in his hands, was twice as dangerous as any professional killer. Meanwhile, Murdock had laid his own gun aside and, from somewhere under the counter, brought out a considerable stack of what Bannister recognized instantly to be reward dodgers.

“I make a collection of these,” he said briefly. “Keeping a place here on the back trails, a man never knows who might come along. And it’s paid off, a time or two.” He wet a splayed thumb on his tongue and began riffling through the stiff sheets of paper with practiced swiftness. Bannister watched in growing apprehension. A glance at the Evans kid showed him looking on with an expression of blank puzzlement.

Almost at once, old Murdock gave a grunt of satisfaction, pulled one poster out of the stack, and shoved the rest aside. “I knew I remembered!” He looked from the block of printing to the prisoner and nodded. “Description fits; size, everything!”

“Probably fits a thousand other men, too,” Bannister said in chill anger.

But the old fellow was unperturbed. “Not many come that big. And not many carry that big a price, either!” Greed made his hand tremble as he ran it across his sunken cheeks; he picked up the hogleg revolver again. “I’ll take him now, Harry. You saddle a horse. Scoot down to town and find the sheriff. Tell him I’m holding Jim Bannister here—with twelve thousand in syndicate money on his head!”








Chapter Two


BANNISTER QUELLED THE sharp rise of alarm that bothered his breathing. “This is damned foolishness!” he snapped. “You think I’m going to stand around waiting while you get a sheriff up here? Just because you’ve mixed me up with somebody on a stupid reward dodger?”

“Why not? I got nothing to lose if I’m wrong,” Murdock pointed out complacently. “And everything to gain if I’m right. Yeah, I think you’ll wait!” He threw a look at his helper. “I told you to get started.”

Harry Jones nodded, mumbling something. He laid the captured six-gun on the counter and went hurrying out through the back of the store, whipping off his apron as he went. Murdock stepped to close the storeroom door, saying as he did so, “What tipped me off was the thing you said about having worked with horses. I remembered then that Jim Bannister was a horse rancher down in New Mexico, before he got into that trouble with Western Development and killed their man for them. It started me thinking.”

To go on denying the truth was a waste of effort. Bannister said coldly, “Do I have to keep my hands in the air?”

“No, that’s all right, Bannister—you can put ’em down.” Murdock waved the gun barrel. “There’s a crate behind you. Have a seat. We might as well be easy.” He rounded the end of the counter, carefully straddled a nail keg, and leaned his shoulders against the wood. Outside, there was a sudden noise of a horse departing; Bannister, turning, saw Harry Jones go flashing past the open door, astride a bony-looking gray. The sound of galloping hooves quickly thinned and faded.

“I said, have a seat,” Murdock repeated, and Bannister shrugged as he complied. “I’m right curious,” the storekeeper went on pleasantly, “to know how any man can be worth twelve thousand to the syndicate. Must have been a pretty important kingpin you salivated.” His eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Or do they just want to set an example for other people who don’t happen to like the outfit? Show ’em nobody can murder a Western Development agent and get away with it? I never knew one of them Eastern syndicates that was what you called popular.”

Bannister wasn’t even listening. He had suddenly seen what the Evans kid was up to.

Unobserved by Murdock, who sat with his back against the counter with the heavy six-shooter resting on one thigh, the youngster was staring as though in fascination at that other revolver—the one Harry Jones had taken from the prisoner and left lying on the wood. The gleam of gunmetal seemed to act on him like a magnet. Bannister saw him lift a boot, move it cautiously forward, and set it down again without sound. His hand began to reach. His eyes had a kind of desperate intensity.

In the light of what was to happen next, Bannister could wish he had shouted at the kid and ordered him to stand away. But just at the moment, it seemed to be his job to keep the old man talking, keep him unconscious of the thing happening behind him. He found his voice; it sounded too loud as he spoke the first thought that entered his head, “You seem to like the syndicates well enough—at least, you don’t mind turning their enemies over for them to hang!”

The old man positively smirked. “For twelve thousand? Know anyone that wouldn’t?”

It was from a depth of bitter experience that Bannister answered heavily, “Damned few! Precious damn few, at that!”

And then the boy made his play. He took the remaining distance in a single stride, grabbing for the six-shooter—and in his anxiety, overreached. His fingers struck the barrel, set the thing spinning. Helpless to do more than watch, Bannister saw the boy’s face go deathly pale as he fought to seize the weapon and prevent it from dropping out of reach on the far side of the counter.

Old Murdock had already taken warning and was twisted about on his keg, his mouth gaping. He seemed belatedly to remember the gun in his own hand and brought the barrel swinging around just as the kid managed to get his fingers on the elusive six-shooter. Young Evans shouted at him hoarsely, “No! Don’t!”

Murdock fired.

He was too hasty, and he missed widely. But the boy didn’t. Half sprawled against the counter, he reacted to the blast of muzzle flame by yanking the trigger, with an unthinking convulsion of his whole body. His bullet took Murdock squarely in the chest and knocked the old man backward, his nail keg overturning under him. Murdock fell, all in a tangle of flung arms and legs, with a look of the most utter incredulity stamped upon his face.

It was over and done, as quickly as that. With the concussion of mingled gunshots still throbbing in his head, Bannister got his legs under him. He strode forward, gave the keg a boot so that it rolled ponderously out of the way; he stood a moment looking at the blood on Murdock’s chest and at the wide and staring eyes. He turned then and nodded to the boy. “You fixed him,” he said bluntly. “You fixed him good!”

“You mean he’s dead?” The boy’s eyes were black holes in a face drained of color. “He shouldn’t’ve—I never meant—”

“Maybe you never meant, but you sure as hell did!” Though there could hardly be any doubt, Bannister knelt for a closer look. As he did, something started to churn inside him; his throat clogged on a rising obstruction, and he had to swallow, hard. He had never learned to look on death with indifference—not the kind of bloody wreckage the bullet, at these close quarters, had made of this man.

So he turned away his eyes—and saw the hogleg revolver lying where it had fallen from the dead man’s fingers. He was moving to pick it up when he heard the boy’s quick exclamation, “No, you don’t!” He lifted his head, found the muzzle of his own gun trained squarely on him.

“Don’t touch it!”

“Now what’s got into you?” Bannister demanded, scowling, but something stayed his hand.

The young fellow said, in the same hard voice, “Stand up!” And after Bannister had done so, moving slowly, “Now give it a kick!”

Face expressionless, Bannister nudged the gun with a boot and sent it scooting over the tough floorboards to strike the wall. “Go easy, kid!” he said gruffly. “Don’t lose your head! I know you were only trying to give me a chance to make a break. You and I are on the same side in this!”

“I’m on nobody’s side!” the boy retorted. “And now that I’ve killed a man, I guess I can always do it again—so don’t crowd me!”

He searched the room, almost as though looking for hidden enemies, and thus his glance lit upon the double eagle that still lay on the counter where Murdock had placed it. He picked it up in his free hand and fingered it, and Bannister could see the idea building behind his eyes. Their expression settled into a crafty keenness; abruptly, he shoved the gold coin into his pocket and was on his way around the end of the counter. He found the cash drawer, yanked it open, and stood for a moment staring hungrily at what he saw inside. He thrust a hand in, brought it out, gripping a wad of crumpled bills.

Jim Bannister said coldly, “I’d put that back, kid. All but ten dollars—that’s how much he still owed you.”

The youngster’s angry stare whipped at him; his mouth tightened in defiance. “The hell with what you’d do!”

“All right.” Bannister shrugged. “Maybe he forced you to shoot him. It gives you no excuse to turn thief. That’s your own doing!”

His words got him a glare of rage. The young fellow’s hand clutched the money defiantly and, in the stillness, Jim Bannister could hear the harsh rasp of the boy’s breathing. So complete was the stillness, there with the body of the dead man lying between them, that the unexpected sound of a ridden horse seemed to break startlingly loud across the sunlit world outside.

The youngster’s head jerked in alarm, and a step carried Bannister to the window where, through dusty glass, he saw a rider moving out of the timber. “Somebody coming?” the boy demanded hoarsely.

Bannister gave a grunt. “It’s Harry Jones. Must not have been out of hearing yet—at least, he seems to have heard those gunshots …”

The boy stood motionless in an agony of indecision, while the mutter of hoof-sounds swelled. Suddenly, with a grimace, he plucked a single bill from the wad and flung the rest back into the drawer. Bannister nodded in approval. “Now you’re using your head,” he commented, but young Evans didn’t even seem to hear. Pocketing his ten dollars, he came around from behind the counter, and his boots pounded the floorboards as he crossed the room to the open door. On the gallery outside, he halted, legs spread and Bannister’s gun in his hand. Harry Jones was still scarcely in pistol range when the boy whipped up the revolver and threw off a hurried bullet.

The kick of the gun flung the boy’s arm head high; he pulled it down and fired again, echoes of the two shots bouncing and threading away across the slopes and timbered ridges. Bannister, through the window, saw the rider pull in so sharply that his horse reared and all but spilled him off the saddle. While the gray danced nervously under him, Harry Jones craned to peer at the figure on the shadowed porch. One look was enough. Next moment, he had pulled the animal around and was gone again, abruptly melting back into the safety of the timber; the dust he had lifted hung golden-yellow in the air behind him.

But his appearance must have triggered panic in the Evans youngster, for already the boy was in motion, vaulting the porch rail to hurl himself at Jim Bannister’s sorrel. He tore the reins loose, got a stirrup, and was reaching for the pommel before he seemed to remember his right hand still had a gun in it. He stuffed the weapon clumsily behind his waist belt and was just hauling astride when Bannister came hurrying out onto the store veranda.

“Kid!” Bannister shouted at him. “What are you up to? Wait, damn it!”

The boy flung him a single, frantic look; then he was kicking the sorrel’s flanks with both bootheels, and the horse was leaping forward under him. Bannister’s second shout went totally unheard; he hauled up, one hand against a roof prop, and scowled as he saw his sorrel disappearing in the direction of the hills to the northward—his horse, his gun and saddle, and every other thing he owned. In a matter of moments, the pound of shod hooves was quickly swallowed by the crowding timber, as though by a blotter.

Jim Bannister moved his shoulders angrily and swore. Having vented his feelings, he looked again to the south where Harry Jones had vanished. The tawny dust there had long since thinned and settled. The shots had scared the fellow off, and this time, Jim Bannister was willing to wager that he wouldn’t be coming back until he found a lawman. Forgetting any danger from that source, at least for the time being, he turned and walked back into the building.

His first thought was a covering for the body of the dead man, this partly from consideration for the dead but also because the sight of the staring eyes made him feel queasy in the region of his stomach. He found a pile of cheap blankets on the counter, shook one out, and spread it over old Murdock’s bloody remains, and then felt somewhat better. Next, he went and picked Murdock’s hogleg revolver up off the floor. The old man wouldn’t be using it any longer, and it loaded the same caliber cartridges as the ones in his own belt. He replaced the empty shell and shoved the weapon into his holster and, with that important item taken care of, set about his further business.

The store carried a small stock of groceries, canned goods, mostly. Bannister got himself a gunnysack and chose sparingly—beans and peaches and tomatoes, coffee and salt and sugar—estimating the price and scrupulously counting it out of the small amount of cash in his pocket. He added a few dollars to cover what he judged the gun was worth; in placing his money on the counter, he noticed the reward poster again, and his expression turned bleak as he picked it up and glanced over the glaring block of print.

He had seen these things all too often before; every word he read was already emblazoned on his memory. He started to toss the poster aside, changed his mind, and instead shoved it into a pocket. Taking his purchases, he walked out of the store, carefully closing
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