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Before Reno—before the riches of Las Vegas—there was
Carson City and the surrounding outposts that serviced the gold and
silver mines that sprang up in Nevada’s silver rush of the latter
1800s. The Comstock Lode and Ophir Mine brought people of all kinds
to the territory, soon after called the Silver State. This land was
rugged—as were the people.
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I. Drop

 With uplifted blacksnake, the stage driver pulled up the
horses in front of Carson City’s St. Charles Hotel. Patricia
Laughlin stepped down. But the driver wasn’t unloading her trunk
and valises. Foot on the brake, he stared at a big man in a Stetson
who had exploded from the Lake Saloon across the street, hands
poised over a bone-handled gun at his hip. Patricia didn’t notice
the easy conceit of the big man’s bearing; his focus forced her
gaze to a man at her left, who had just untied a horse from the
hitchrack.

Beneath the brim of a battered hat was a
gaunt face and a nose that was slightly askew. He seemed unaware of
the large-chested man in the Stetson, the contempt that smoldered
above his unlit cigar (spittle dark from much chewing and little
smoking). As the gaunt man led his horse in a half turn, his mount
was interrupted from the front of the saloon.

“Forester!”

Patricia now saw dark eyes and jet black
hair under the battered hat and a shirt that was streaked with soot
smudges, as though he had just ridden through a burned-over area.
The Colt that sagged at his hip was well used, and the cartridge
belt held only a handful of shells. The dark eyes disappeared again
as the man turned toward the cigar under the Stetson.

The big man stepped deliberately to the
street as all other feet stilled. Subconsciously, the girl read the
faces within the range of her vision. On one, she saw a
self-satisfied smirk. On others, she caught a look of half-hidden
fear. Others were expressionless, as though their owners wished to
be neutral; most were attuned to the prospect of witnessing
violence.

Unfettered tongues had prophesied this
moment, built up its importance until it seemed inevitable. Now
Bridger Calhoun and Wade Forester were finally going to have it
out. Bridger’s voice boomed the length of the street. “You’ve been
saying things behind my back, Forester.”

“Only because you weren’t around for me to
say them to your face,” said Forester, untwisting a rein.

“I’m here.”

“I see you.”

“Then play your hand.”

“I won’t pull on you,” said Wade. “If I
wanted that, I’d have found you long before this.”

“You—”

“Think what you like.”

“I’m thinkin’ it.”

“Your privilege.” Wade put his hands on the
saddle.

Bridger moved forward again, his legs bent
slightly. His eyes shimmied with a lethal desire straining to
explode.

Wade turned from the horse. Spectator eyes
followed his right hand. It moved from the saddle to the buckle of
his gun belt. A quick tug and the belt dropped to the dust.

The only sound now was a paper handbill
fluttering in the breeze; if it had known the disgrace that had
just occurred, it would have held its peace. This was something the
people would long remember.

Forester picked up the gun belt, buckled and
draped it on the saddle horn, then mounted his horse. From his
perch, he saw Bridger’s arrogant face go blank. He reined his horse
slowly about and rode south, out of town.

The people stirred slowly—as if loath to
accept what had happened. Bridger Calhoun was not a professional
gunman in the strictest sense. He was well known. He had called his
man out. Wade Forester had refused the challenge, refused to come
to tow in a public meeting; now he could not but be branded a
coward.

Bridger turned from watching the back of his
foe and caught sight of the young woman on the hotel porch. Her
eyes were fixed on the smudged stranger disappearing in the
distance. Bridger doffed his hat and approached her with a
welcoming smile.

“Am I addressing Miss Patricia
Laughlin?”

“Yes. You must be Mr. Calhoun. My father has
written to me about you many times.” The dark-haired woman extended
a gauntleted hand, “I’m happy to make your acquaintance. Is my
father in town to meet me?”

“Miss Laughlin, I am sorry to report that he
was unable to come at this particular time. He’s been feeling
poorly. Last week, he went to Virginia City on business and ended
up stuck there under doctor’s care. Now don’t be alarmed; they just
didn’t want him traveling too soon. He wired and asked me to do the
honor of escorting you down to the ranch. He said he’d meet us
there in a day or so.”

“Is it serious?”

“I don’t think so. You know how your father
burns the candle, so to speak.” Patricia nodded sullenly. “I must
apologize for the incident you just witnessed,” said Bridger. “Had
I known you were already here, I assure you, this embarrassment
would not have occurred. Believe me, I’m deeply sorry.”

“Who was that man? What was the
trouble?”

“Let’s just say he’s a nobody who got a
little out of line. How was your trip? No trouble from Black Bart,
I hope.”

Patricia’s eyebrows rose. “The Gentleman
Bandit must have had other appointments this week.”

Bridger smiled. “I have a spring wagon over
here. I can load your trunk and baggage, and we can be on our
way.”

“I’m just a little tired from the trip.”
Patricia looked up at the hotel sign. “Couldn’t we leave
tomorrow?”

“If you wish. However, it’s quite a
distance. If we can do twelve miles today, we can stay overnight at
Genoa and then get an early start in the morning.”

“I guess I can stand another twelve miles.
Would you give me a spell to freshen up a little?”

“Surely. I’ll call for you. Is there
anything you need in the meantime, anything at all I can get
you?”

“No, I don’t think so. Thanks very
much.”


 


II. Assessment

 Bridger Calhoun pulled the team up for a short blow as the
dust they had been stirring overcame the wagon. Little rivulets of
sweat darkened the coats of the dappled grays and the skin over
their withers twitched.

During the ride, Bridger had cast a few
surreptitious glances at the girl in her corduroy skirt and
waistcoat. Each had had an opportunity to size the other up.

“Would you like some water?” asked
Bridger.

“No, thank you,” said Patricia. “I may at
the next stop. My father says you’ve managed lots of spreads.”

“Well, mostly I’ve been hired by prospectors
to help them stake their claims. I’ve seen fortunes come and go
like dust devils, from California to Montana.”

“I imagine some people handled that better
than others.”

“Oh, I’m not sure anyone easily endures a
mine petering out or a jumped claim, for that matter. It’s kind of
an infection—avarice. I doubt there’s a person alive that’s
immune.” Bridger stole another glance, and Patricia gave him a
mischievous smile from under her flat-crowned hat.

“Like what you see?” she asked.

Bridger grinned without self-consciousness.
“I’d say you’re a looker in any man’s book.” He lifted his chin.
“What’s the tally on your end?”

“Oh, I’d say you were handsome, aggressive,
and you’ve had an education. Of course women are attracted to you,
and you’re spoiled rotten on that score.”

“Guilty, I suppose. You’re not completely
unconscious of your own charms, but that would be a completely
superfluous statement about any pretty girl.”

“So?”

“So, we may as well get acquainted. Do you
expect to stay out here?”

“I don’t see why not.” Patricia took off her
gloves. “It’s time I got to know my father. He sent me to San
Francisco for finishing school years ago, after my mother left us.
We were living in Sacramento at the time.” Bridger looked at his
boots, and Patricia realized she had better get back to small talk.
“I’ve only been through this territory once.”

“It was first settled by the Mormons,” said
Bridger, grateful to change the subject. “They built an outpost at
Genoa before Carson was ever a city—or anything else. Of course,
the Washoe people have been in the area for quite a while before
any whites came. Then silver was found—I’m sure you know about
that, since it brought your father and so many others here. It’s
still rough country, few conveniences and some tough characters
who’ll slit your throat for the price of a drink.”

“Trying to scare me?”

“No, just preparing you. This isn’t Frisco,
with a policeman at your call in time of trouble.”

“Like that trouble you were in back
there?”

“Maybe.”

“You seemed right noncommittal about that
little affair. What’s behind it, if you don’t mind saying?”

“I guess you may as well hear it from me
first. You’re bound to get several garbled-up versions from gossipy
tongues.

“A few years ago, I married a woman named
Julia Forester, the daughter of Silas Forester, owner of the K-bar
spread. We were going to have a child, but as the pregnancy
progressed, she became mentally unbalanced. When she lost the baby,
she completely lost herself—no memories—just incoherent groans.
Nothing I did helped. She’s back there in Carson now, a face
without a heart or mind.”

“I’m terribly sorry.”

“Then Old Man Forester disappeared without a
trace. The whole thing is a mess. The ranch was heavily mortgaged
and losing a lot of stock to rustlers. I’ve kept it out of the
bank’s hands by making payments on the loans. If the old man is
ever declared legally dead, I can, with Julia’s share, claim title
to the property.

“Now her brother, Wade, shows up with blood
in his eye. He left here because he couldn’t get along with the old
man. He’s been a vagabond, but now swears to get me because of some
gossip he heard about me abusing Julia, causing her illness.”

Patricia nodded again.

“So there it is. I confronted him to bring
this thing out in the open. You saw how he crawled.”

“After an episode like that, I doubt he’ll
have the courage to stay in the country.”

“Oh, he’ll be around stirring up trouble, I
guarantee it.”

Bridger picked up the lines, clucked to the
team, and they proceeded at a trot. Over the grind of the wheels in
the gravel and the clomping of the horses’ hooves, Patricia managed
to continue the conversation.

“You said my father wasn’t well. How long?
He didn’t mention anything in his letters.”

“I suppose he just didn’t want to bother
you. He’s been working so hard and worrying. His plans depend on
whether or not I can get clear title to the K-bar. Your uncle’s
done most of the spade work down in Blossom Valley. He’s secured
options on most of the land there—been working on it for the last
two years. He’s done a good job, believe me. I’ve worked with him
and I have every respect for his ability.”

“Sounds like something big.”

“It’s an empire. You should be proud.
Someday, much of this area will belong to you.”

“Just what is your role in this
kingdom?”

“I have a sizable interest, a holding that
will amount to nearly a third of it all. I’ve sort of been a
trouble-shooter, the guy who handles the tough element—the
rustlers, the hardheads, any bumps in the road.”

Patricia surveyed the scenery ahead. “Will
we get to the ranch tomorrow?”

“We’ll make Gardnerville tomorrow. The ranch
is about ten miles beyond. I think you’d better plan to stay in
town until your father gets back from Virginia City. The ranch
isn’t exactly furnished for a lady, and the crew’s a pretty rough
bunch.”

“I won’t exactly be an Easter lily with all
this grime I’m collecting.”

“All the same, the Kent Hotel will have
everything you need.”

Patricia was so tired; letting the hotel
tend her sounded about perfect.


 


III. Hungry

 Wade Forester was hungry as only a trail-starved man can be
after a day’s fast. Blue dusk touched the sage and the pinion
pines. Wade looked on the green patch of a pond. He had been on
this spot for an hour; the patience of an Indian scout held him to
his task. Slowly, the .30-caliber Winchester came to his shoulder.
A deer had walked warily into the clearing with uplifted head and
sensitive ears keening the wind. It sensed an intruder, whirled,
and sprang for cover in one swift, fluid motion. A slug caught it
in the neck in midair, and it thrashed out its life on the
ground.

Anticipating tender venison fillets, Wade
cleaned the animal, rolled the hams in the hide, tossed them over
his shoulder, and headed for his camp. He stopped to analyze a
half-heard sound that came to him dimly on the wind, like a cry of
distress, but he wasn’t sure. The smell of wood smoke increased his
puzzlement.

Topping a ridge in the dim twilight, he
looked down on his campsite. His possibles were scattered, and the
horse he had carefully staked out was gone. He circled the spot
warily, keeping in the brush as much as possible. A pack rat
scurried for cover, and a quail exploded from a pinion almost at
his head.

Entering the campsite, he found a shambles
of strewn flour, ripped blankets, and a saddle with the leather
slashed beyond repair. In the half dark, he almost stumbled over
his bay gelding. Risking the flare of a match, he whipped it to
life and examined the horse. It had been stabbed repeatedly in the
hindquarters, and its throat had been cut. The ground around it was
cut and gouged by flailing hooves in the agonies of death.

This wanton killing was a warning and a
threat. He was not wanted in this country—and he knew several good
reasons why. He had been gone for three years. He had been sent to
school in San Francisco, but quickly tired of reading about dead
philosophers and dead civilizations. In a moment of bored
rebellion, he shipped out on a freighter. What notion enters a
kid’s head that he has to get out and see what makes the wolf
howl?

When the ship finally docked in New York, he
learned of trouble at home via a letter from Dr. Charles Alexander,
an old family friend. Once back in Carson, he had looked the good
man up.

That experience was something he found hard
to even think about. Dr. Alexander had taken Wade’s sister, Julia,
into his home and made sure her every need was conscientiously
addressed. There she sat, a girl he had been more than a big
brother to after their mother had died in childbirth. They had
shared pranks, picnics, and adventures—real and imaginary. Julia
was always willing to help anyone in need.

Now there was no word of greeting, no sign
that she even knew who he was. Her heretofore sunny face was as
expressionless as a display window dummy’s. She was without sense
or memory. Wade’s frustration and grief combined to make him almost
crazy. He had a wild desire to smash, to destroy whatever foul
thing had gripped his sister and taken her from him.

Worst of all, Wade couldn’t find his father.
He had swallowed his pride, hoping the two of them could bring
Julia back. But no one had heard from the man since he’d taken up
prospecting for gold in the back country a year or so prior.

Later, Wade pieced out the story on Julia
and, in a moment of rage, threatened to get the man who was
responsible. But was any person responsible? Julia had been such a
thoroughly healthy person. The doctor had pointed out that
pregnancy, shock, or any number of things can throw the mind off
balance.

But the word had gone out that Wade had
threatened a brother-in-law he had never met. He hadn’t meant to
make accusations, but his rage and grief had been so great that he
had spoken out of turn.

Now he thought on the episode in Carson
City. For the first time in his life, he had been made to eat crow.
Of course, he could have stood up like a man and drawn his gun, but
some force stayed his hand. He was not sure of any person’s guilt,
and there was a vague warning bell deep within him that seemed to
tell him to feel his way—slowly.

Now he was sure that something more than a
single mortal enemy threatened his survival. He was unhorsed and
alone, not knowing what men or group opposed him.

Since his return, he had heard of shady
interests in the territory. A Pat Laughlin was buying up land in
Blossom Valley until few privately owned acres remained. Terror
seemed to be the main instrument for procuring titles to various
small ranches. With no blood family to welcome him, even his mother
territory seemed gravely against him.

He shook himself, hunched his shoulders into
his mackinaw jacket, and considered his next move. There wasn’t
much of his camp gear to salvage. He slung the meat to his
shoulders again and took off southward in hopes of finding someone
who would lend him a horse and saddle.

It was dark except for a mere crescent of a
moon. As he slogged along the trail, he was tempted to rid himself
of the venison that weighed on his thin frame. The trail turned
down a ridge and passed through a dense clump of sage.

Clearing the sage, he heard a rustle and a
footfall in the distance to his right. Before he could turn, two
flaming streaks lanced out at him in the darkness. He plunged
forward and laid still, the reverberations of the shots rolling
over him.

A voice called to another out of the
darkness. “We got the sucker dead center. I heard them thirties hit
like they was going into a gut-shot doe. May as well see if it’s
the hombre the boss wanted. He sure came from the right
direction—and the wrong trail, for him.”

“Suppose it ain’t the right feller?”

“His tough luck for being out here.”

Two figures materialized out of the dark
blob of sagebrush. As they approached the prostrate form, they were
voluble in bragging about their straight shooting skills, in the
dark, at long range. When they were within eight feet of Wade’s
prone figure, he suddenly came to life like a striking rattler.
Light blossomed from Wade’s guns. The reports went rolling across
the sagebrush as the acrid odor of burnt powder hung in the
air.

Both men went down, the taller one with a
horrible scream rattling from his throat. Wade rolled away from the
venison and held a ready pistol on the two. Moving closer, he
cautiously prodded one with a boot toe. He was dead. Squatting by
the second man, Wade looked for signs of life, but found none. This
was somewhat of a disappointment because he would like to have
asked a few pertinent questions.

After a little scouting, Wade found two
horses. He stripped the gear from one and turned it loose. Mounted
on the other, he felt whole again. He rode all night, angling out
of the desert to the higher country to the west.

The sage grew higher and the pinion pines
more profuse. Wade was emerging from a little copse of tamarack as
daylight broke. Suddenly, over a shallow ridge came the baying of
hounds. Two tan and white dogs, ears flapping wildly, came loping
down the trail. Wade’s horse danced and shied as the dogs snapped
at its muzzle, blooping and baying as though they had treed a
grizzly. A shrill whistle floated out on the morning air.


 


IV. News

 A
scarecrow caricature of a man appeared. He rode a dun-colored pony
with short hind legs, a huge chest, and narrow hips that gave it a
high-in-front, buffalo effect. When he saw Wade, the rider flipped
a long leg over the saddle horn and hit the ground in a mad forward
charge. Wade leaped to the ground and met this man with a terrific
impact that landed them both in the brush clawing, struggling, and
cursing with uncomplimentary language. The dogs closed in, snapping
and howling.

Finally the scuffle subsided and the two sat
up, blowing and red-faced from the exertion. Each had a grin that
threatened to split his face.

The tall man had a long, protruding chin
that earned him the nickname—behind his back—of Hatchet-Face Milo.
He was a government trapper who spent his time shooting or trapping
predators. He had few friends, but Wade was the best of the select
few.

His voice was a booming, gratey bass that
could carry across a canyon. He said, in his quietest manner, which
made the manzanita leaves vibrate, “Where ya been you ol’ slab o’
sea-jerky? Man, you’s a sight for sore eyes, even if you’s
homelier’n a fin-horned toad.”

“So I ain’t pretty like you.” Wade rubbed
the ears of one of the sprawling hounds.

“Say, that’s how come I quit shaving so
often. Got so’s I couldn’t stand the sight of my own face. It’s
God’s own mercy I can push this mess around in front of me without
having to look at it myself. Course with all my smarts, I don’t
need good looks.”

“How long does it take your
Adam’s apple to traverse that turkey neck?”

“Never mind the flattery. You’s up here for
something besides palaverin’ about me. You want a breakdown of
happenings, no?”

“I thought you’d be as good a one to see as
any.”

Milo scuffed at the soil with a worn,
run-over boot heel and squirted an accurate charge of tobacco juice
that upended a wandering beetle.

“Your pa disappeared a couple a summers
back,” he said with sudden somberness. “I tried to cut his trail,
but pffft, no luck. Once he was out of the way, somebody jumped the
Jason mine. Of course, the K-bar’s bein’ run by Julia’s husband.
We’s had two rotten years. Not only has the ore petered out, most
of the cattle is gone, and the small ranchers have been sold out or
scared out. Them’s as stayed was hit by a passel of fires and such.
Some night-lead flew around—careless like, if you know what I
mean—ended up under some people’s skin. Mighty discouragin’ to lose
your barn, your house, or your skin that way.”

Wade held his soot-smudged shirt out from
his chest. “I’ve seen the pattern. Found Chet Southworth dead
behind his burned out ranch house. Who’s behind it?”

“Dunno for sure. They’s some wompin’ big
doin’s goin’ on. Scum and saddle tramps is gettin’ big wages. Whole
sections of land is bein’ took over—some big operation with big
plans.”

“How did they get hold of the K-bar?”

“Ain’t you heard what’s happened to Julia?”
Wade could only nod. “I found her heading on foot toward Alkali
Lake—didn’t even know me. I brought her to Doc Alexander’s,
but—”

“I’ve seen her,” Wade broke in. “She was in
no condition to tell me anything. She just sits there and stares at
nothing.”

Milo’s long face grew longer. “Wade, if I
was sure who’d done it, I’d get him out in the middle of a salt
flat and turn my dogs on him. I’m dang near sure; but a body cain’t
go mixin’ into somebody else’s private affairs without no proof.
Julia married this Bridger Calhoun. Bein’ her husband, he’s got
some rights, ’specially with you gone. She went off of her . . .
Heck! He’s been runnin’ the ranch with no one to tell him
otherwise.”

“There’s a deed of transfer made out to a
Pat Laughlin in Carson. I doubt if it’s legal.” It was more of a
question from Wade.

“See, this Laughlin’s a mystery to most
folks,” said Milo. “Hard to fight a body you never see. And, legal
or not, it’d be a heck of a fight for you to get any say-so about
the ranch. Your pa didn’t leave no will, and since you waren’t
’round, it’s Julia’s spread . . . well, leastwise till you turned
up. Calhoun’s been some sort of trustee of her share. Was her name
on the deed?”

“It looked like her signature.”

“As I say, it’s all mixed up, and unwindin’
’er is liable to be migh-ty tricky.”

“Any way you look at it, half of the ranch
is mine.”

“Sure, sure. And what good is a range
without cows? They’s a few head of horses, like the one you’re
riding, wearing your brand. You just sashay down there and move in
on the ranch and see what happens. There’d be buzzard shadders
flittin’ over your carcass in less than forty-eight hours. Word
being around that you’s in the country, you don’t need to claim the
ranch or the mine to get yourself killed. Just stand still long
enough for them bounty hunters to get you in their sights.”

“It’s been tried.”

“Ain’t surprised none.” Milo spat again.
“Now Wade, don’t be seven kinds of a fool. Shuck outta here while
your skin don’t leak. You’s young. No sense at all in gettin’
yourself killed. They’s other ranges and places to get another
start.”

“You know better than to give me that kind
of advice.”

“Yeah, dang it, I know. All a same, don’t
try ’er alone. You got some friends left. Get help afore you tackle
it.”

“Pull you into something that isn’t your
affair?”

“Heck, boy, she’s my affair whether you want
her that way or not! Your pa and me was real close. Besides, all
your old friends is already in it. Them as could help you the most
is bein’ rawhided to get them out of the territory. They got to
fight or go under.”

“I tangled with Calhoun in Carson.”

“Heard about that already.” Milo put his
head down. “Bad news travels fast.”

“I couldn’t pull on him. Julia might be in
love with him. Heck of a note if I killed her husband.”

“Heard he made you crawl.”

“He sure did.”

“He probably don’t know how lucky he was you
backed down.”

“I’m praying Julia gets her senses back. One
word from her, and he’s bought and paid for. What kind of a
character is this guy?”

“Brother Bob, there is a migh-ty cool one.
He hits this country just after you left, sweet talkin’ as a Don
Juan. He sweeps Julia off of ’er feet a couple of years back, and
she ain’t but just barely growed. No mistake, he’s the front man
for them big augers in this here section. He’ll chin with you and
give you that big smile, perlite as peaches, then he’ll send some
boys ’round to set fire to your hayfield. Soon he’s dropped by
lookin’ sorrowful-like and offerin’ to buy you out—as a favor to
you! He’ll take some watchin’ and a sight of lickin’ afore he backs
down.”

“What about the Jason mine?”

“Ain’t been worked since your pa dis’peared.
She’s in the same boat as the K-bar as far as title is
concerned.”

Wade straightened. “I’ve got to go alone for
a spell, until I get the lay of the land.”

Milo rose to one knee. “I’ll keep my eyes
peeled. If I run onto anything, I’ll find you some way. What you
got wrapped in that there deer hide?”

Wade untied the bundle he’d been lugging
around. Milo flipped the green hide away from the meat and stared
in slack-jawed disbelief. With no effort to hide his sarcasm he
boomed, “Where’d you learn t’ shoot, Junior? Forget all I learned
you about saggin’ your belly, figurin’ windage and light? It looks
as how you was tryin’ to grind the meat afore the deer quit
kickin’.”

He threw a rock in disgust. “I ain’t never
seen a more messed up pair of hams. You gettin’ so’s you can’t hit
the biggest part of a target?”

“Don’t go yipping down the wrong trail, you
old lizard-eater,” said Wade, standing. “I broke that buck’s neck
at two hundred yards in bad light. Those slugs in there were meant
for me. They won’t
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