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Someone had given the unknown cowboy a rough
ride. When Sam Spur found him, sprawled unconscious on the prairie,
his hair was matted and filthy, his face bloody, his breathing
shallow. With Spur’s help the unknown made a painful comeback, told
his story, and the two of them set out on a vengeance ride that has
become a classic of the West.
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Chapter One

His name was Spur. Sam Spur.

It was maybe not his real name, but men knew
him by no other. At that time and in that place men did not enquire
what a man’s real name was. A man was judged not by his name, nor
what his parents had been, but what the man did, what he was.

Spur was a tall, spare, easy-smiling man,
the front of his brown hair bleached by sun and wind where he had
pushed his hat back from his forehead. His face was not a thing of
beauty, but women and children liked it and men trusted it. He was
unhurried, calm and used his hands as a man does who likes to use
them. Clothes: the rough
ones worn on the range - Levis pants under the shotgun chaps; an
old army shirt; well faded; red bandanna, also faded; an ancient
coat over a leather vest, torn at one sleeve; scuffed boots. The
rig on the roan gelding he rode was Texan, the rifle in the boot
was a Henry and the revolver he carried in a worn holster high on
his right hip for easy riding was a Remington that had been
converted from cap-and-ball.

The roan and the man were tired, bearing the
stamp of having come a long way; dust lay thick on them both. Yet
they both had the look of being able to find a further burst of
power if they were called upon to do so.

The mule on the end of the lead line was a
big Kentucky, dust-coated and showing signs of travel, but looking
as though it were as fresh now as when it started.

The three of them were standing motionless in
the shadow of timber on high ground above the valley. Below them
was a great sweep of grass, miles long, dotted with mottes of
trees, a coolly running creek, a haven for man and beast. Here and
there were cattle, busy at their perpetual feeding, sleek animals.
This, Spur could see, was a fat land. Here was prosperity, the kind
of land where a man could make a home, marry, raise kids.

A sudden flurry of movement off to his
right, caught his eye. A wisp of dust rose. Faintly on the hot still air came a cry.
Spur rose in the stirrup-irons to see clearer, saw a horseman dart
his horse forward, suddenly in a spurt of speed, then stop and
turn, but not before the watching man had seen the dark shape on
the end of his rope that bounced on the roughness of the ground. It
was a man. It could be nothing else but a man.

There were two other riders there. They rode
their horses forward and halted to stare down at the man on the end
of the rope. The distance was too great for Spur to make out
details or to hear their voices.

Some protest rose in Spur. Not that he knew
the rights and wrongs of what was being done below, but he had
within him the cattleman’s fear of being dragged. That a man should
do it intentionally to another turned the blood cold.

The man who had done the dragging flicked his
rope free of its encumbrance, slowly coiled it, tied it to the
right of his saddle-horn and turned his horse away. The three
riders bunched together and rode slowly away to the right and
disappeared behind a bluff from Spur’s view. They didn’t give the
man lying in the grass another glance.

Spur knew that it was possible that the man
was dead, but he thought not. The dragging had been short. It took
more than that to kill a man. But that didn’t rob the situation of
its brutality. He would ride down there and see the effects of
being abruptly torn across rough ground on the end of a rope. The
human body was a soft and vulnerable thing.

He spoke to the roan and headed down-slope,
the mule walking daintily behind. When he hit the flat he put the
roan into a canter along the valley floor.

The man on the ground had not moved by the
time he reached him. Heat on his face. Spur stepped from the
saddle, ground-hitched the roan and looked down at the man. A
cowhand, cow thief,
ridge-rider - who could tell? Spur rolled him onto his
back.

A fellow of about his own age - thirty. Thin
tanned face, black hair and week-old stubble. Broken finger-nails
and hands that had known hard work. Cowman’s boots and tarnished
spurs; empty holster; his hat was missing. Back and front he was
covered with dirt, cloth was torn; the face bore a mask of
dirt.

Spur reached for his canteen, unstoppered
it and kneeled to get some water down the man’s throat, lifting the
head with one hand. The man choked and spluttered on the water,
soaking the front of his shirt, turning the dust there to mud. Spur
tried again and this time the man swallowed. His eyes opened,
looking blankly at the
face above. Spur laid the head back in the grass, stoppered the
canteen, hung it back on the saddlehorn and examined the man for
breaks. He winced when Spur touched his ribs and muttered:
“Christ”.

Spur asked: “Can you stand?”

The man stared at him for a moment. He wasn’t
frightened, but he was wary. His eyes were those of a man who was
concerned with survival and only feared enough to survive. Not a
coward, just a man equipped to keep alive in his environment.

When Spur went to help him up, the man
wordlessly pushed his hands away. Independent.

He stood uncertainly, trying to give no
physical sign that he was in pain, but the tightening of his face
showed that he was hurt.

“I’ll live,” he said. He started
knocking dust from his clothes, stopped and added: “I’m obliged to
you.”

“Where’s your horse?” Spur
asked.

The man looked around, pushing his hair back
out of his eyes. “They drove it off, I reckon.” He stiffened and
kept his gaze across the valley beyond the bluff. Spur didn’t turn
his head. He could guess what the man saw.

The man said: “They’ve come back. You gotten
yourself into a heap of trouble, mister. Ride out.”

Spur didn’t move beyond turning slowly to
see the three oncoming riders. By habit he looked at their horses
first. Cow-ponies. A bay, a sorrel and a dun. Nothing special. The
men were nothing special either. Cowhands. Each with a gun at his
hip, ropes coiled,
battered hats, worn Levis and chaps that had seen better days. They
worked for wages, never saved a cent, dreamed of owning their own
spreads and never would because they were broke after every
pay-day. They would be irresponsible boys till the day they were
thrown out on the scrap heap as no longer of any use to a rancher.
They were loyal and fairly honest, but would make an easy dollar
out of their boss if they saw the chance. They might rob him of a
cow here and there, but God help the man outside the outfit who
touched the same cow.

Two of them were young, no more than boys.
The man on the dun was past thirty, a hard man. He was big. He
looked too big for his horse.

“So there’s two of you,” he said. His
voice had a curious grating quality.

Spur didn’t speak.

The man who had been dragged said: “He ain’t
with me. He just rid up.”

One of the younger men was smiling. There was
nothing serious in the world to him. Everything was fun, including
what was happening here. It had been fun to drag a man. It would be
fun to drag another. He reached forward for his rope. The movement
wasn’t lost on Spur.

“Who’re you?” the big man
asked.

“It don’t matter too much who I am,”
Spur told him.

The big man said: “I say it matters.”

The man who had been dragged said: “He ain’t
nothin’ to do with me, I tell you. I never saw him before.”

“Check for a runnin’ iron,” the big man
said and the smiling youngster walked his horse toward the
roan.

Spur said: “Stay clear of my horse, boy.”

The cowhand halted. The big man said: “You’re
on Box R range an’ we search who we want.”

“No,” Spur said. “That’s where you’re
wrong. You don’t search me.”

The man who had been dragged looked worried
now. His eyes flicked this way and that as each man spoke.

“For Crissake,” he said. “Leave this
feller ride. He ain’t in this.”

“Ain’t in what?” the big man said. “You
told us you wasn’t doin’ nothin’ wrong. You said you was just
ridin’ through. Maybe we ought to of put that rope around your fool
neck instead of your feet.”

The smiling boy was eyeing the brand on the
roan. He raised his eyes to Spur and asked: “What kind of a brand
is that?”

“My brand,” Spur told him.

“I never saw one like that before. What
is it?”

“It’s a spur.”

There was a moment’s silence. The boy turned
in the saddle and looked at the big man who had gone very still.
The man who had been dragged, jerked his head around to stare at
Spur, uncertain, wondering.

“Mister,” said the big man, “give us
your name? This range belongs to Mr. Randerson and he has to be
told about anybody that rides through.” His tone had
changed.

“It’s Spur.”

Again a small silence.

“Your given name?”

“Sam.”

The man who had been dragged said:
“Jesus.”

The smiling boy said: “Anybody could say his
name was Sam Spur.” He looked for encouragement from the big man,
but he didn’t get it.

Spur said: “Do I have to prove it?”

Before the boy could reply, the big man said
quickly: “Back up, Dallas.”

Spur stood still, watching them from the
shadow of his hat brim, idle and easy. The boy neck-reined his
horse around and joined the other two. The big man swallowed once
and said in an over firm voice: “Spur, you ride on through. Don’t
you stop for nothin’. You’re one man an’ you’re in Box R
country.”

Spur said: “I’ll ride whichever way I want. I’ll stop off where I
want.”

“I said my piece,” the big man said, not
pushing, “You want trouble, the Box R’ll give it to you.” A big man
who needed the weight of an organization behind him. There were plenty of that kind in
the world. To the man who had been dragged, he said: “We catch you
on our grass again, Lowe, an’ we’ll decorate a tree with you.” The
three of them turned their horses, lifted them to a lope and rode
away behind the bluff. Spur didn’t move till they were out of
sight.

Then he said: “Come on. I’ll take you into
town.”

Lowe said: “I ain’t goin’ into town.”

“A doctor should look at
you.”

“I don’t have the money to waste on
doctors.”

Spur smiled a little. “Do I have to rope
you?” he asked. The man grinned wryly and shrugged.

“Hold on a minute,” he said. He walked
away and stooped, picking up his fallen hat, then, after searching
around in the grass, picked up a belt-gun. Spur stepped into the
saddle and rode to him.

“What,” he asked, “No runnin’
iron?”

“They know I don’t brand ’em,” he said. “I just do what every other
cattleman does - eat my neighbor’s beef.” It was frank and Spur
smiled again. He kicked his foot out of the left stirrup-iron, Lowe
put his foot in it and Spur heaved him up onto the roan’s rump.
They headed up the valley until they sighted the man’s horse,
grazing placidly. Lowe caught him without trouble and mounted.
Together they rode on, not talking.


Chapter Two

“Clayburn,” Lowe told Spur as they
halted on the rise across the creek from the town.

“Named for a man?”

“I never heard. I reckon.”

They approached at a walk, hoofs sounding
hollowly on the plank bridge. A pleasant town, sleepy; starting in
a wide plaza that gave Spur the idea that it had once been a wholly
Mexican town. But now the Anglos were here, putting their stamp on
the place; frame houses; a bank; a feed store; blacksmith’s shop;
saloon; livery stable and corral; all the rest that went to make up
a Western town in a
prosperous area. Trees gave delightful patches of shade; a trough
of water with a horse drinking at it while its rider built a smoke.
A woman dismounted from a buggy outside the bank, helped down by a
man in a store suit. Her dress added a light splash of color. Two
Mexicans unloaded a wagon at the side of a store.

Spur on the roan with the Kentucky mule
trailing behind, Lowe on his runty bay, cut through the scene
slowly; heads turned to see them go, showing curiosity, no
hostility. A nice town where a man could buy what he wanted, have a
drink, a woman maybe, play checkers in the cool of the evening,
gossip. Spur liked what he saw. Lifting his eyes, he saw “Randerson
House”. That would be the hotel. Further along was another
“Randerson” in bright new lettering. A store. So Randerson owned
the range and some of the town. Idly, he wondered:
How
much?

They turned into the yard of the livery
stable, exchanged howdies with a man who had plainly been a
cowhand. His right leg had been smashed and wasn’t much use to him
now. He was lucky to be in work at all. He hadn’t reached forty
yet, but he was an old man, faded eyes without much hope, voice
querulous. He smelled of unwashed clothing and flesh, of horses and
manure. He was friendly enough to Spur, but he obviously
knew and did not like Lowe. He
took the horses and mule, demanding payment in advance. This
irritated Spur, but he paid both for Lowe’s horse and his
own.

He hefted the gear from the mule and walked
across the plaza to the hotel, Lowe following. In the gloom of the
hotel lobby, he rang the bell on the counter. Somebody walked with
quick steps from the rear of the building. It was a woman, several
years younger than Spur, light-haired, smiling, hands together,
businesslike.

Spur uncovered his head and asked for a room.
He was pleasantly surprised at the richness of her voice when she
replied.

“For two?”

“One, ma’am.”

Her glance showed that she too knew Lowe and
didn’t like him.

She went around the counter, reached down a
key from the hooks and handed it to Spur. “Room Four, front.” She
turned the register for him to sign. He did so in his bold
flourishing hand. She turned the book back and looked at what he
had written, pursing her lips and raising questioning eyes to his
for a brief moment. There was nothing smiling about her now.

“If it’s all right with you, ma’am,” he
said, “I’ll leave my gear here and take it up when I get back. I
have some business in town.”

She nodded without speaking and walked down
the lobby

Lowe sniffed and they walked out onto the
street.

“Which way to the doctor’s?” Spur
asked.

“There ain’t no call.”

“You owe me a favor.”

Reluctantly, “All right.” The man led the way
along the edge of the plaza into a street of frame houses that gave
way after a block to old buildings of adobe. Here pungent smells
met their nostrils, a guitar sounded softly, a Mexican passed with
a patient string of burros, ragged children played in the dust, a
straight-backed woman passed with a loaded basket on her head. She
walked like a queen. They came to a dark alleyway and went down it,
came to a door in the wall to the right and knocked. A long wait
and it opened revealing the face of an old woman, puckered as an
ancient apple.

“Manuela,” Lowe said. “Doc
home?”

The old woman stepped back and they
entered. At once Spur entered another world of somber gentle light, a lived-in
world that was the fond familiar of one man; Navajo rugs on the
floor and walls; leather-bound books on the shelves; a grand piano;
a guitar hanging by a silken cord from a peg. The old woman
disappeared behind a curtain at the far end of the room. Spur
wondered about the man who owned this place.

He appeared a moment later, small,
narrow-headed, fluid hands and soft brown eyes. The skin was
parchment, the hair white, the body frail, yet the man did not give
an impression of frailty nor weakness nor age. Even before he spoke
he gave Spur the impression of untiring strength, tenacity,
will-power.

He greeted Lowe with: “Ah, Jim. Good to
see you,” There was a
faint accent which Spur guessed was Spanish. The two men shook
hands.

Lowe said: “This is Sam Spur, Doc.”

If the name meant anything to the doctor, he
did not show it. He showed the rare capacity of giving the man in
front of him his undivided attention. Spur felt that the man looked
at him and immediately made an indelible record of innumerable
details of his appearance. He knew also that he had been assessed.
He did not resent it.

“Miguel Municio, señor.”

They shook. The slender hand was Ann. The
narrow head was put on one side, the thin lips smiled, the brown
eyes seemed to brighten with humor. “Is this a courtesy call or is
one of you gentlemen needing the services of a doctor?”

“It’s Jim,” Spur told him. “He had an
accident.”

“What kind of an accident?”

Spur said: “Just lay him out, Doc, an’ have a
look at him from head to toe.”

The doctor led the way into the next room
which proved to be as vast as the first, but bare and whitewashed.
A table, two chairs, a desk, cupboards on the walls, shelves with
bottles on them, a smell of carbolic in the air. This seemed to
suit the doctor as much as the other room, clean, orderly.
On the far side was a couch; the doctor gestured
toward this and Lowe lay down on it. A word from the doctor and
Lowe pulled up his shirt. Miguel Municio drew in his breath gently,
stooped and gently felt around the ribs.

“And how did you do this?”

Lowe looked at Spur.

“I was drug.”

“You mean you were dragged on the end
of a rope?”

“That’s about the size of
it.”

The doctor talked gently. In his opinion,
Lowe had two broken ribs. They would give him pain for some time.
The many abrasions which he had suffered would give no trouble. He
supposed that Lowe was lucky to be alive. Yes, Lowe agreed, they
could have put the rope around his neck. Quickly, the doctor said
that he did not want to know any more about the incident. He was a
doctor - indicating that the little foibles of the human race were
of no interest to him. Men could drag or shoot each other: he would
declare them dead or patch them up. He had no wish to be further
involved. He strapped the broken ribs gently, cleaned the
abrasions. Spur paid him. They shook hands, walked out of the cool
house into sudden breathless heat of the town, made their way to
the plaza and stopped in front of the hotel.

“I’ll be on my way,” Lowe said.
“Anythin’ I can do ... you just say. Any time.” They shook. “Was
you just gettin’ us out of a fix? Are you really Sam
Spur?”

“Yes.”

The man wagged his head incredulously,
nodded and walked away across the plaza toward the livery. Spur
went into the hotel. He lifted his gear and climbed the stairs. He
found his room at the front of the house, spacious, almost bare of
furniture, but fine for his needs. He felt the bed - fine. Clean
water in the jug, a small mirror on the wall. Everything clean. He
found himself a clean shirt, socks, underpants, rolled them into a
bundle and went down onto the plaza, walked east to the barber’s
and demanded a bath. There was one man in the chair, another
waiting; both looked with curiosity at Spur, but replied civilly to
his greeting. The barber was a Mexican, all smiles, jolly rolling
eyes and in need of a haircut and shave. Sure, sure, a bath for
the señor, where in the
name of the Virgin and all the saints was that stupid boy … Chico?
Chico, a bath for the señor. Make it quick and make it hot. Then a
nice haircut and a magnificent shave for the señor. He would go out
of here in such a condition that the ladies would be wild about
him, smelling like a desert rose.

Laughing, Spur went into a rear room, hung
up his gun and stripped, sank into scalding hot water, soaked till
it was cool, dried himself, strapped on his gun and stepped into
the front room. The two customers were gone. The barber’s face
shone with smiles, the quick hands lathered Spur’s face, the quick
tongue prattled. This was a fine town and Vittorio Gomez was
the finest barber in it, nobody
could deny that. Ha, ha, the town was full of Gomezes. All Mexico
was. Like the Smith, no? Spur relaxed, parting gladly with a
two-week beard, feeling freshened by the loss of his long hair.
Years seemed to peel away. He learned a little about the town and
the country, colored no doubt by the little barber’s
opinion.

Dirk Randerson was the great man hereabouts.
A fine and wonderful man, rich as Croesus, had as many cows as the
state of Texas, an army of riders, beautiful horses, and a
daughter. Dios, what a daughter. Many men had been shot over the
daughter. Men went crazy over her. She was a queen, imperious,
charming, haughty, kind as an angel.

Yes, this was a good town and it was a
good country. All men were happy here. There was good law and a
fine sheriff. A compatriot, the sheriff. A just man of great
impartiality. Ha, ha, his name was Gomez also. A cousin. There were
a hundred cousins. Maybe more. Was the señor in town for long? Could a man enquire where
he was staying? The Randerson House? A fine hotel. In the hands of
Maria Regan, was it not a home from home? She had owned the place
after her father died. There had been some question of debts. The
great Dirk Randerson had saved the day by buying her out and
installing her as the manageress. A fine man, Mr.
Randerson.

There - was not the señor now a man of great beauty? The chin
so smooth, the hair so elegant. No man could deny that Vittorio
Gomez was an artist of the finest quality. Spur did not deny it. He
paid liberally, received a little bow, was guided to the door by
several closely-herded smiles and stepped out onto the street
feeling that he was one of the chosen.

Maria Regan, he thought. What did the name signify? A mixture
of Mexican and Irish blood. That could intrigue a man. The girl had
recognized his name, was not sure, but the dislike and distrust was
there.

She was in the lobby as he walked in. At
first, she did not recognize him, fooled by the shave and haircut. But when
she did, the smile that started was abruptly terminated. Spur
nodded, walked past her and mounted the stairs.

In his room was a stranger.

A small, neatly-dressed man sat on his
bed, an unlit cigarette
in his mouth. Black hair, black eyes, firm brown skin. Face and
hands Mexican, dress Anglo. Neat brown suit, hand-tooled boots
showing below; startlingly white linen; a ring that flashed on the
finger of the left hand. To the left, under the coat, the ivory
butt of a revolver. On the lapel of the jacket a badge showed. The
man rose gracefully.

“Mr. Spur?”

The accent was faultless, more perfect than
any American ever used. A firm, masculine voice.

“Yes.”

“Please forgive this intrusion. I am
the sheriff of this county. Juan Gomez.” He offered his hand and
they shook.

Spur felt for his pipe and said: “What can I
do for you, Mr. Gomez?” The pipe came out and he started stuffing
it with tobacco. Seeing him do this, the sheriff fired his smoke
and puffed.

“You must know, Mr. Spur—” a slender hand waved, gracefully
cutting the air. “This kind of thing distresses me beyond
description. But I am sheriff. I am paid and must expect to do my
duty. You understand?” Spur nodded.

“I understand. You’re the law and I’m a
stranger. You’ve come to look me over.”

The hand waved again.

“There is perhaps a little more to it
than that. There are one or two little points that I would be happy
to clear up.”

“Such as how long do I intend to stay? Am
I the
Sam Spur? Am I in this country
for any purpose? Am I going to cause you trouble?”

A brief flash of teeth. “You anticipate
me. I would have gotten around to such questions in my roundabout
Mexican way. Eventually. Politeness forbids—”

“I can answer all those questions easily. I
don’t know how long I intend to stay. I am the Sam Spur. I am in this country for a purpose. I
may be goin’ to cause you trouble, but I do not intend it. I never
intend trouble. It looks me up.”

“You have a certain
reputation.”

Spur picked up a chair, reversed it and sat
with his elbows resting on its back.

“All reputations lie. Reputations in
the west lie more than others. So you want to move me
on.”

“I regret that I would be happier if
you did that.”

“I’m stayin’ as long as I want,
sheriff. You can’t move me on. You can try, but you won’t do
it.”

“I am sure you are right. You have been
in this situation before. It is familiar to you. You know all the
moves.”

“Just about. Now I’ve answered your
questions—”

“Permit me to contradict you, Mr. Spur.
You have answered my questions with the exception of one. What is
the purpose of your visit to this town?”

Spur puffed at his pipe for
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