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The hired gunmen came to Mahon’s
place to take him away and kill him. But instead of Mahon they
found a black-dressed Texas boy with a fast gun, and left him for
dead, taking his horse. They had made their first big mistake.

In the town of Escopeta they
met two more Texans, one a handsome blond giant, the other a small
insignificant-looking individual, the sort of man one would pass in
the street without a second glance.

The hired gunmen passed him
without a second glance and in so doing made their second, and
biggest, mistake. For the small man was none other than the famous
Rio Hondo gun wizard, by name of Dusty Fog.
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Publisher’s
Note:

As with other books in this series, the
author uses characters’ native dialect to bring that person to
life. Whether they speak French, Irish, American English or English
itself, he uses vernacular language to impart this.

Therefore when Scottish
characters
use words such as “richt” instead of “right”; “laird” for “lord”;
“oopstairs” for “upstairs”; “haim” for “home”; “ain” for “own”;
“gude sores” for “good sirs” and “wha” for who” plus many other
phrases, please bear in mind that these are not spelling/OCR
mistakes.




 


One – The Man on the White Horse

 


“He’s the fastest gun in Texas
and the bravest of them all,

In the street you’d walk right by him for he
isn’t very tall,

Comes trouble he’s the
boldest,
fights like a Comanche Dog,

He’s from the Rio Hondo and they call him
Dusty Fog.”

 


Lindy Mahon rested her aching back as she
heard the pleasing tenor voice singing on the other side of the rim
which overlooked her home near the Gunn River in New
Mexico.

It was hot, even at this early
hour of the morning, but then, it was nearly always hot in New
Mexico.
Looking up at the rim Lindy tried to see who was singing but failed
for he was still out of sight. So with a sigh she went back to her
hoeing. Lindy hated hoeing, hated it bitterly, yet she did it
because the small place would not run to hiring a man to do the
chores. The small farm paid only enough to keep herself, her father
and mother in fair comfort. There was nothing left over to hire any
help.

The rider came into view, halting his
seventeen hand, white stallion and looked down at the small,
stone-built house. His eyes took in the white picket fence which
surrounded the property, the truck and flower gardens and the small
area where the Mahons’ pair of milk cows grazed. He glanced next at
the well by the side of the house, then once more at the girl.
Kneeing his horse forward he allowed it to walk down the
slope.

Once more Lindy lowered the
hoe, straightening her back and looking at the approaching man
with
interest. There was a hint of panic in her eyes as she saw the way
he sat his horse. He rode with the easy grace of a cowhand and in
the Gunn River Valley country cowhands were no longer the most
welcome people for a nester. The girl studied the rider closely
deciding she had never seen him around the town of Escopeta or in
the Valley.

He was tall.
That was
obvious even as he sat the huge white horse. She put his height at
around the six foot mark and there was a lean, whipcord strength
about him: wild, alien, almost Indian. It showed in the easy grace
of his riding but more so in the cautious way his eyes examined the
surrounding country. On his head was a low-crowned, wide-brimmed
black Stetson hat. His hair, from what Lindy could see of it, was
also black: so black it almost looked blue. His face was handsome,
dark and very young-looking, a strangely innocent face. Around his
throat, tight rolled and knotted was a black silk bandanna, the
ends hanging over his black shirt. All his clothing, including the
gunbelt, was black: relieved only by the walnut grips of the old
Colt Dragoon revolver holstered butt forward at his right side and
the ivory hilt of the bowie knife sheathed at his left.

Lindy’s attention never left
the man. She tried to act as if he was not there or as if she did not care if
he was there or not, but failed. The horse was a beauty, one of the
finest she had ever seen: big but far from slow or clumsy, giving
the impression of being as light on its feet as a mountain goat and
meaner than two starving silvertip grizzlies. The saddle, as might
be expected of a man who dressed in such a manner, was a good Texas
rig, low horned and double girthed. A long Manila rope was coiled
and strapped to the saddlehorn; the rider’s bedroll fastened to the
saddle’s cantle and from under his left leg rose the butt of a
Winchester rifle in a leather boot. Even at that distance the girl
could see it was no ordinary Winchester, the woodwork was black,
not brown, and shone in the light of the sun.

She felt
disturbed by
the sight of the young-looking man who was riding towards her.
There was something latent, deadly and dangerous about him despite
his youthful appearance. It was not the gun, nearly every man in
the West wore at least one gun, particularly when riding alone and
near an Indian reservation and the White Mountain Apache
reservation was less than ten miles from the Gunn River. No, she
decided, it was something deeper than that, a vague instinct she
could not account for.

Yet for all of that there was
nothing
menacing or alarming in the young cowhand’s attitude as he brought
his horse to a halt outside the fence. He removed his hat as the
girl came towards him, his voice, as he greeted her, a pleasant
southern drawl.

“Howdy, ma’am. I rode a
considerable piece since sunup. Take it kind if I could water my
hoss.”

Lindy looked at him. The Gunn
River was just beyond the next rim, not more than half a mile away. He
must be a stranger or he would know that. But the place had a well
in the grounds and company would be welcome. Then she saw his eyes.
They were a curious red-hazel color, hard eyes, old eyes, eyes
which did not go with such an innocent and young-looking face.
Lindy guessed he was a Texan. A man did not dress, ride, or talk
like that unless he was a son of the Lone Star State and real proud
of it. She made her decision. Cowhand he was, hard, tough fighting
man he might be, but he was a traveler and as such could expect
certain hospitality.

“Of course,” she said,
indicating the well. “Come in and draw some water.”

The young man swung down from
his horse at the invitation; it was the way of the land
never to
dismount unless invited to do so. Opening the gate, he entered with
the big white horse on his heels like a well-trained hound-dog. The
Texan looked at the girl, liking what he saw.

Lindy was suddenly conscious of
his gaze and wished she was not wearing an old, torn, gingham dress. She was
a plump though shapely girl with mousy brown hair. Her face was
pretty and friendly, the sort of face which was meant to have a
smile on it. Her blue eyes were alight with merriment and showed an
inner joy mingled with a love of the world in general. She saw how
handsome this young man was and wished she was wearing her best
dress and shoes instead of being barefoot and clad in a tight, torn
old frock.

Then she smiled; the young
stranger did not look more than sixteen years old; too young for a mature woman
of eighteen.

“Thanks, ma’am,” he said,
making for the well. “Sure is hot today.”

“It’s always hot in New
Mexico,” she
pointed out.

“So they tell me, ma’am,” he
drawled, although he sounded as if he did not believe
anything he was
told. “It’s hotter than this, even in the middle of winter, back
home to Texas.”

Lindy smiled, thinking how like
a Texas man that was. They always held that Texas was bigger, wider, hotter,
colder than any other place in the world. She walked alongside him
to the well, noticing the almost Indian silence as he put his feet
down on the ground. She got the impression he could walk over
sun-dried sticks without making a sound.

At the well the young man let
down the bucket and drew up water for his big horse. Her attention was
drawn to the white again, for Lindy was Western enough to know a
real fine horse when she saw one. Her eyes were glowing with
admiration and she reached out to pat the sleek white neck.
Instantly the young man’s hand shot out, catching her wrist and
holding it. She felt a momentary panic and tried to jerk
free.

“Don’t try and touch him,
ma’am,” said the Texan, his voice still friendly, but with an urgent note of
warning. He released her wrist and went on, “Sorry if I scared you,
but this ole Thunder hoss of mine don’t take to folks touching him
... not even me.”

With this he reached out a hand
to pat the horse’s neck. The white snapped at him, teeth clicking scant
inches from his arm as he avoided the bite. The Texan laughed,
slapping the muzzle, then allowing the horse to drink from the
bucket. Lindy watched the byplay between man and horse, then
asked:

“Would he really bite
me?”

“Sure would, ma’am. See,
ole Thunder’s part catch-dawg, part-cougar, with just enough
hoss throwed in to let a man ride him sometimes.”

 


The house door opened and Mrs.
Mahon came out, squinting against the light as she looked at the
cowhand. She felt a momentary panic at seeing the young man talking with her
daughter. Then she saw he was a stranger, a drifter passing
through. To a Western woman this was a heaven-sent opportunity to
hear some fresh talk and news of the outside world. “Who is it,
Lindy?” she called.

“A stranger just passing
through, mama,” answered Lindy. “He stopped to water his horse
and get a
drink for himself.” Mrs. Mahon walked towards them and the young
man turned to greet her with the same politeness he had showed
Lindy. He did not need to be told who she was, there was enough
family likeness between the girl and her mother to make it
unnecessary. The woman was looking at him. She thought at first he
was just a youngster travelling from one job to another. Now she
could tell he was a hard, tough man full grown and older than he
first appeared. He might look sixteen, but if that was his true age
they had been sixteen hard packed, dangerous years.

“You look hungry, young man,”
she said, after looking him over. “Come in and take
something with us.”

“Why thank you, ma’am. A
man gets tired of his own fixings.”

“Turn your horse to graze
behind the
house, if you think he won’t stray,” Mrs. Mahon said, “then come
in. Leave the hoeing, girl, and take care of our guest.”

Lindy followed the young
man and watched him
loosen the girths of the saddle. “Why do you have two cinches?” she
asked, as he allowed the horse to walk away.

“Makes it safer, only we call
them girths in Texas,” he explained. “Texas man ropes something, he
figures to hang on to it ... so he ties his rope to the horn. A single
girth rig won’t stand up to that, so we use two of ’em.”

His eyes were constantly
moving, looking around him. He saw the lean-to behind the house and
the old buggy and plough, then made a careful scrutiny of
the
country.

Satisfied all was well, he
followed the girl around the side of the building to the
front. Lindy
opened the door and entered first. He followed, stepping into the
cool passage which ran the length of the house. On the left side
were three doors, he guessed they led to the bedrooms. The doors on
the right would lead into living room and kitchen. The whole place
was clean and neat, with the care and attention a woman would
lavish on her home. The girl led him into the first door on the
right, his guess was correct, it was the living room. Telling him
to sit at the table, Lindy left, making for the kitchen to help her
mother.

The young Texan sat in a
straight-back chair at the table, looking around the room. There
were a couple of paintings on the wall and gay curtains at the windows. The
room was like the rest of the house, clean and homely, the
furniture not new but good quality. Over the fireplace, on pegs,
hung an old single shot, Springfield rifle, one of the earliest
models, chambered for metallic cartridges. By it was an old Union
Army pistol belt; the holster’s flap was cut off and a revolver
butt showing. The young man studied the holster, seeing that a fast
draw would be almost impossible with such a rig. The gun was
unusual, a type he had rarely seen and not in recent years; a
Pettingill Navy revolver, hammerless, percussion fired and long out
of date. Unless the man of the house was carrying better weapons
with him they would be in bad trouble if ever attacked. Anyone
living near an Apache reservation needed better weapons than an
old, single shot rifle and a percussion-fired revolver of such
light caliber. His own revolver was percussion fired, but it was a
Colt Dragoon, .44 in caliber and effective. Besides that, he owned
a Winchester repeating rifle.

Lindy and her mother came into
the room, the girl carrying a loaded tray. She set it
down on the
table and passed the Texan a plate of bacon and eggs and a steaming
cup of coffee. Handing the second cup to her mother she took the
third herself and sat down. There was no talking, the Texan ate
with the healthy appetite of a young man who had not bothered to
cook himself a meal since noon the previous day. He finished the
meal, then took up the coffee-cup and smiled at the two
women.

“Thanks for the meal, ma’am. My cooking’s
not what it used to be—fact being, it never was.”

Mrs. Mahon laughed,
then seeing
the bulge of a tobacco sack in the Texan’s vest pocket gave him
permission to smoke. He took out the tobacco, spread a paper and
rolled a cigarette, then carried on with the
conversation.

“Nice place you’ve got
here, ma’am.”

“It is. But you look
like a big ranch
man, yourself.”

“Man’d say you were right,
ma’am,” agreed the Texan, pride in his voice. “The biggest of them
all. I ride for the OD Connected, in the Rio Hondo country of Texas. The
name’s Loncey Dalton Ysabel.”

It was a name which
meant nothing to Lindy or her mother, but in Texas or among the
cowhands in New Mexico, it would have meant plenty.

Loncey Dalton Ysabel, the
Ysabel Kid, was well enough known. He rode for the OD Connected ranch, a
member of the elite of the ranch, Ole Devil Hardin’s floating
outfit. More, he was the particular friend and sidekick of the
segundo of the ranch, the' Rio Hondo gun wizard, Dusty Fog. The
Ysabel Kid, son of a wild Irish-Kentuckian father and a French
Creole-Comanche mother. From his father he inherited a love of
fighting and the rifle skill of a legendary backwoodsman of old.
From his mother came a skill with horses; the inborn skill of the
finest tribe of horse-Indians, and the love of cold steel as a
fighting weapon, a love which led him to carry that James Black
bowie knife wherever he went. He was fair with his old Second Model
Dragoon, fair when it meant to be able to draw and shoot in a
second—and hit his man at the end of that time. To these talents
was added an ability to read sign and follow tracks where a buck
Apache might falter; also a fluent knowledge of Spanish and six
Indian tongues. Wherever cowhands met and talked, the Ysabel Kid
was known as a fighting man, a real good friend and a real bad
enemy.

But neither of the women knew
this. They
noticed how he spoke with pride about his ranch, but this was not
unusual. Most cowhands were proud of their brand. To the women the
Ysabel Kid was still the same young, friendly, yet somehow
dangerous, cowhand they brought in for a meal.

Disappointment
tinged Lindy’s
voice as she looked at the Kid. “You’re a big ranch man,
then?”

“Like I said, the biggest of
them all,” the Kid replied amiably. “You sound like you don’t cotton to big
ranch men. Now me, I don’t care. Big or small it don’t make no
never mind to me.”

“It does in Gunn
River
County,” Mrs. Mahon replied, trying to keep the bitterness out of
her voice. “Or, it does to the big ranch men.”

There was nothing but polite interest in
the Kid’s voice as he drawled, “You sound like you’re having
troubles, ma’am.”

The answer came
fast, too
fast. “We’ve no trouble.”

“No, ma’am?” the Kid
answered, his voice showing nothing that he felt.

“All right, we are
having
trouble with the big ranchers.”

“Not with the Lazy S, mama,”
Lindy corrected. “Mary Simmonds and her father are trying to find
out who’s making all the trouble.”

Mrs. Mahon nodded, then a
sudden suspicion came to her and she looked at the Kid. “Are
you going to
work around here?”

“No, ma’am. I helped take a herd
to ole Texas John Slaughter’s place over to Arizona, now I’m heading home
again. I couldn’t agree with my two pards which’d be the best way
for us to go, so we split up for a spell. Mark and Dusty went along
to see some of Mark’s kin and I cut through Azul Rio county. We’re
meeting up again in Escopeta today, unless they’re late, which same
they allus are.”

That was true enough as far as
it went. The Ysabel Kid’s true purpose in going to Azul Rio
county was to carry
on a casual flirtation with a certain pretty senorita. Unfortunately, Juanita
Estradre’s father was hospitable and the Kid stayed longer than he
intended. Now he was heading to meet his friends two days later
than promised. They would be waiting for him in Escopeta, ready to
wax sarcastic about people who came late.

“Then you won’t
be working
hereabouts?” Mrs. Mahon asked, sounding relieved. He would make a
bad enemy and she was pleased to hear he would not be riding for
any of the five big ranches which shared Gunn River County with the
nesters.

“Not me, ma’am. This’s a no-good
section. I
wouldn’t work here if they was to pay me what I’m
worth.”

“Could you live on that little?”
Lindy asked, knowing he would not take any offence at her
words.

“Huh! New Mexico,” snorted
the Kid.

“You can always tell a
Texan,” Lindy scoffed.

“Why sure. But you can’t tell us much,” the
Kid replied. He turned back to Mrs. Mahon and went on. “Are the big
ranch boys causing fuss with you folks?”

“Not with us
directly,
but with the other farmers in the valley.”

“It been happening
long?”

“Over the last three
months. We
all got on well at first, have done for a few years. Then some of
the farmers started to find cattle driven over their growing crops,
fences ripped down. There were even a couple of barns went up in
flames.”

“That’s all on your side,
ma’am,” the Kid remarked, his face showing nothing of what he felt.
“How about the ranchers?”

“They
say they’ve been
losing cattle, finding stock butchered and waterholes either fenced
off, or spoiled. I don’t know how true it is. All I know is every
farm except ours has been in some kind of
trouble.”

“With the big ranchers, way you
see it. Why’d you reckon they want you out of the valley?”

“I don’t know,” Mrs. Mahon
replied,
wondering if this young man was getting interested in their
problems. “There’s more than enough water and land for all of us.
We all used to get along well enough until about three months ago.
We bought beef or old horses from the ranchers, they bought hay and
truck from us, then the trouble began. Of course it might be
Apaches causing the trouble.”

The Ysabel Kid shook
his head. He knew
Apaches far better than they.

“Apaches might take cattle. Fact
being, the way they get fed on the reservations they
often have to. But
Indians wouldn’t waste time in butchering stock. They take beef on
the hoof and save having to tote it. Besides, Apaches wouldn’t
fence waterholes and they wouldn’t stop at just burning barns.
They’d either keep at peace with the white-eyes, or be out wearing
paint.”

That was one expression neither
woman needed explaining. They knew an Apache put on his paint before going
to war. Lindy was about to remark on this when she saw the young
man stiffen slightly. Suddenly there was a change in him, he was
tense and alert.

“You expecting six—eight
riders, ma’am?” he asked.

Mrs. Mahon shook her
head. She strained
her ears but could make out no sound. At first she thought her
guest was imagining things, then faintly she heard the sound of
hooves. The sound grew in volume as the riders approached the
house. Her eyes met Lindy’s the same thought in both minds: was
this to be the start of trouble?

Then Mrs. Mahon looked at the
Ysabel Kid, wondering if he knew more than he said about the
approaching riders. If he was working with them he would not have
mentioned their coming. Mrs. Mahon licked her lips worriedly, her
mouth felt dry. It might prove to have been a bad mistake, inviting
the young man into the house, and letting him see there was no man
present.

Lindy pushed back her chair,
then ran to the window. She felt sick and afraid at what she
saw. Eight
men sat their horses just beyond the picket fence, eight grim-faced
men. The biggest of them shouted as she looked out.

“Mahon! Mahon. Come out of
there, we
want to talk to you!”

Mrs. Mahon was pale as she came
to her feet. She glanced at the young Texas man but he sat back, not moving
or showing any interest. Without a word Mrs. Mahon turned and
walked from the room, along the passage and opened the front door.
The eight riders tensed in their saddles as the door opened, then
relaxed when they saw it was a woman coming out. Mrs. Mahon looked
the men over, they wore cowhand’s clothes, but she could not say
which ranch they were from.

“My husband isn’t
here!” said
Mrs. Mahon, trying to hide her fear.

The biggest of the men laughed
harshly. “Tod, Sam, go in there and drag him out!”

Two of the men swung from their
saddles, walking to the gate, kicked open the gate and stepped into
the ground. Mrs. Mahon opened her mouth to say something, then a hand gripped
her arm and she was drawn into the house. She saw the Ysabel Kid
move by her, stepping into the garden to one side of the door. In
that brief instant she caught a glimpse of his face and wondered
how she had ever thought of him as young and innocent.

“That’s far enough!” said the
Ysabel Kid, not raising his voice. The soft words brought the two men to a
halt.

All eyes were on him now,
reading him for what he was. It took more than an innocent face to
fool men
like these. They could read the signs and knew this was no boy but
a man grown in the land, a man the peer of any of them.

The big man who had done all
the talking studied the Kid, then called. “Them’s lousy sod-busters you’re
siding, boy. Shy out of it.”

“The lady’s telling you
true. Her man isn’t here.”

The Ysabel Kid’s right hand
hung negligently at his side, palm turned out near the walnut grips of his
old gun. He watched the men all the time, no move
overlooked.

“You ain’t backing nesters, are
you?” the
big man asked.

“Like the lady said,” growled
the Kid, Comanche mean, “her man isn’t home—now
I’m telling
you.”

Putting it that way the Ysabel
Kid gave the men no choice: they either took his word or called him
a liar. It was as easy as that. The men on foot were worried, they were close
in and would bear the brunt of any hostilities. One of them looked
over his shoulder at the men behind.

“What about it,
Lloyd?”

The big man’s hand dropped to
his side before he replied. It was a casual move and would
have gone
unnoticed by a less suspicious man than the Ysabel Kid.

“Go get Mahon out of
there!”

The Kid’s right hand twisted, lifting the
old Dragoon clear of leather in a smooth cavalry draw. His left
hand was chopping to knock back the hammer as he dropped to the
ground. The old Colt boomed out just as he hit the hard-packed dirt
of the path.

Lloyd rocked
back in the saddle,
smashed against the cantle by the round lead ball powered by a full
forty grain of powder. His horse reared wildly, throwing all the
others into confusion and hindering the riders. The men shot wildly
at the smoke-wrapped figure in front of the house.

The Kid was on the ground, his
old Dragoon booming and black powder smoke whirling eddies around
him. One of the two men in the garden spun around, a hole between his eyes and
the back of his head burst open. Even as he went down the second
man screamed: the ball hit him on the knee, cutting the leg from
under him. Another of the Kid’s bullets struck a horse, felling it,
the rider kicking his legs free and dropping clear.

By this time the gunmen were
more or less in control of their horses and shooting back. The thick pall of
powder smoke hid the Kid and made him a poor mark. But his old gun
was empty and he knew he would soon be facing the music; the wind
would shift the powder smoke. He whistled and heard the big white
horse coming towards him. If he could get to the rifle in the
saddle-boot and find shelter at the side of the house he would make
the men wish they had never come.

The Kid came
to his feet in a
fast, lithe move, hurling himself towards the horse. He felt a blow
as lead caught him and was slammed back into the wall of the house,
going down before his hands could reach the butt of his rifle.
Lying on the ground, red mists of agony welling through him, the
Kid wondered why other bullets were not smashing into him, and what
the weight on him was.

Lindy Mahon had joined her
mother by the door when the Kid went out. She had watched the fight
and seen the Kid take lead. Without any thought for her own safety she flew
from the house and dropped, covering him with her own body. The men
held their fire for they would not risk killing a woman. They
dismounted, and a tall, heavy-set man, opened the gate and came
into the grounds. Gun in hand he walked forward, passing the Kid’s
victims. The wounded one groaned out and the man stopped, looked at
the girl as she crouched over the Kid’s body and holstered his
gun.

“He’s cashed in, anyways.
That boy could fight.”

“Sure. And I lost me a hoss,”
another
answered, his eyes went to the big white. “I’ll take that
one.”

The first man looked down
at the
terrible wound in the victim’s leg, made a wry face and asked,
“What the hell was that kid using?”

“Dragoon,” the other answered.
“I’d as soon be hit by a buffalo gun.”

“And me,’ the first man replied,
then turned and called. “Load Lloyd on his hoss,
boys. Then
come in and get these two.” He looked at the other man who was
going towards the Kid’s big white horse. “I wouldn’t touch him was
I you, Sanger. Take Tod’s hoss, he don’t need it.”

Sanger stopped, looking the big
white over and seeing it was a fine animal. He disregarded the advice and
stepped nearer, hand reaching out towards the white’s reins.
Thunder watched the man, then snorted and charged, rearing high;
iron-shod hooves slashing at the air. Sanger jumped back, yelling
in fright. He missed death by scant inches for the horse was a
killer. One of the men leapt on his horse and rode forward,
unstrapping a rope as he came. He threw and dropped a noose over
the white’s head. Thunder knew a rope, and knew the futility of
fighting one, so stood still, snorting.

Sanger, still shaking at his
narrow escape, dropped his hand to the butt of his gun. Fingers
gripped his wrist, holding the gun in leather.
Snarling
angry curses Sanger looked into the face of the big, heavy-set
man.

“What the hell, Jarman?”
he said.
“I’m going to kill that hoss.”

“No, you aren’t,” Jarman
answered, pushing the other man away from him. “I’m going to take
it into Escopeta. Banjo’ll pay well for a hoss as good as that white. Take it
out there, Smith. Sanger, get a couple of hosses here and load Tod
and Sam on them.” With that he turned his attention to the girl
again. “He dead, gal?”

Lindy’s tear-stained face
lifted to look at the man. “He’s dead! Keep away from us and leave him
alone!”

Jarman did not attempt to go
near the girl. The young cowhand must be dead so there
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