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Chapter One

LONG JIM EVERS reined in his bronc, a scowl
creasing his long face as he glared at his pint-sized
companion.

“Forty miles from nowhere,” he grumbled. “And me with my
stummick riding my backbone! Dang it!, Windy —ever since we left
the Brazos to hunt up yore nephew in Goliath we ben heading into
trouble!”

He waved a sinewy hand in wide sweep,
embracing the inhospitable country ahead of them. “What’s the idea
cutting cross country from Las Cruces?”

“Shorter,” his companion answered calmly. Windy Harris
worked his chaw of tobacco into a pocket of his leathery cheek and
spat over his roan’s left ear. “An’ cows. From what I heard back in
Las Cruces, this section’s full of mavericks an’ sleepers jest
waiting for a running iron. No law in forty miles—”

“And no grub in fifty!” Long Jim snapped. It was a
consideration the long-shanked man viewed with a sense of imminent
disaster.

Windy ignored this, to him, inconsequential
remark. He was studying a small mound of stones ahead … a flat rock
topped it and someone had drawn a crooked arrow with a piece of
white chalk on it. Neither the rock mound nor the arrow had been
recently constructed.

Long Jim followed his companion’s gaze.
“Injuns?”

Windy spat a stream of tobacco juice.
“Mex.”

Evers eyed him. “Howdja know?”

“Jest know, that’s all.”

Windy had a mysterious fund of knowledge,
picked up through the years. To hear him tell it he had been left
an orphan in the Michigan woods, worked as a water hauler for the
lumberjacks, worked in mines, punched cows, filibustered in Central
America, sailed around the Horn on a whaler, tracked Indians and
fought the Johnny Rebs. All this before he had teamed up with Long
Jim right after the Civil War.

Long Jim knew him as a liar, but not in
things that mattered.

“Were close enough to the Mex Border to make it profitable,”
Long Jim muttered. Then, remembering he was hungry, he growled, “An
a hell of a long way from anything resembling a
restaurant—”

Windy cut him off. “That all you kin think
of, yore stummick?”

“What else is there?” Long Jim snapped. He shifted in his
saddle then, his tone growing serious. “Ain’t no jobs left for us
old folks, Windy. But I ain’t ready to set in a rockin’ chair an’
wait for that grim reaper them sky pilots always talk
about—”

“It’s a young man’s world,” Windy agreed. “But I ain’t sure
they know what to do with it.” He gazed off into the distance.
“Once you get over forty nobody’s hiring …”

“They got old folks’ homes for us, I heard … there’s a place
up in Ohio—”

Windy’s glance cut Long Jim off.

“You figgerin’ to end up in one of them homes?” Windy asked
sarcastically.

“At least they feed yuh,” Long Jim snapped back. “I’m ready
to eat the hide off a jack, if I spot one. In fact, right now I’m
ready to—”

Out on the flats ahead, under a brush-topped
butte, a light suddenly winked on. Long Jim’s scrutiny made out the
outlines of a rambling low building and the outbuildings of some
land of spread.

A hopeful smile lighted up his homely
features. “Windy,” he said, “Were saved. I see a ranch in yonder
distance … I kin smell food already. Good, solid, home-cooked—”

Windy just grunted. “All right, Jim—let’s
go. ’Fore you starve us to death.”

 


It was a surprisingly large spread, shaded
by trees that were old. The main building was of yellow-painted
adobe and thick timber framing and it was built around a huge patio
in which was an enclosed well.

A high wall enclosed the ranch house and
outbuildings, but it was breached in several places and it had
never been repaired. It probably had been a grand place, once.

Giant pepper trees shaded the main house and
several tall pecans towered above the corral, providing shade for a
few horses from the fierce sun.

Now the evening shadows had softened most of
the disrepair and the place seemed grateful for the night.

A man came out of the barn as they rode into
the yard. He was a fast-stepping, horse-faced gent with a
suspicious look in his eyes. Starlight, seeping through the trees,
reflected from the rifle barrel he pointed at them.

“Howdy, gents,” he greeted them. But his voice was neither
warm nor friendly. “What’s on yore minds?”

Windy Harris leaned on his saddle horn and
stared innocently at the man. He was broad across the shoulders,
thick through his Levi-clad waist, and he seemed less interested in
finding out who they were than in getting them the hell out of
here.

Windy said apologetically: “Just now it’s that Henry yo’re holding. A rifle muzzle
sets uneasy on my stummick … thanks,” he chuckled easily as the man
lowered the muzzle slightly. “Me an’ this human beanpole are
looking for the foreman of this ranch.”

The blocky man did not move. His gaze
narrowed on Long Jim’s six-feet-three of saddled indolence, shifted
to Windy’s bare five-feet-four of wiry frame. An incongruous pair,
these. Seamed of face and slouched in saddle—saddle bums,
evidently. Then his attention was drawn to thonged-down Colts
riding snug on lean thighs and a cold suspicion spread further
across his face.

“You’re looking right at him,” he answered, curtly. “Spill
your business and then ride out of here!”

Windy looked hurt. Long Jim edged his bronc
up closer to the foreman and shook his head sadly. “Don’t mind my
partner, mister. We’re harmless. We haven’t had a decent meal since
we left Las Cruces. We was riding up yonder, lost and helpless
like, when we seen yore lights. So we figgered—”

Off to their right lamplight suddenly made a
long oblong among the dappled shadows. A woman loomed up in the
ranch house doorway. She was a tall, angular figure in faded
clothing, her hair tied up in a bun on her neck.

“Rolly!” she called with quivering eagerness. “Who is
it?”

The redheaded ramrod shrugged, eased his
rifle into the crook of his right arm. “It ain’t him, ma’am,” he
answered sullenly. “Just a coupla chuckliners askin’ for a
handout.”

The woman came out to the broad,
vine-covered veranda. The eagerness faded from her voice. There was
a tired, hollow ring to it as she said, “Suppers ready, Rolly. Have
them come in.”

Rolly scowled. Windy and Long Jim were
already out of saddle, heading for the stairs. He followed with
soft, springy steps. Twice he paused to look out, beyond the yard,
to the darkening prairie. Little lines etched his mouth corners.
Then his attention swung back to the two old reprobates and his
discontent deepened as he followed them into the house.

The meal was solid, the best Windy and Long
Jim had eaten in a long time. Meat and potatoes and biscuits—and
plenty of it. The lamp on the table made a circle of light that
barely reached beyond them.

The angular woman picked at her food. She
looked tired, without hope. Forty, perhaps, she looked twenty years
older.

Rolly sat at one end of the long table,
still scowling; he kept eyeing the wanderers with an intentness
that caused Windy to squirm.

At the other end of the table sat a man in a
wheelchair. Short, grizzled, he had a stubborn, harsh mouth and
furrows in his ruddy cheeks. His name was Lincoln Fervans, and he
owned the V-Bar ranch. The woman was his wife, Lucy. They had no
help save Rolly, who looked after things for them—and they made it
known they weren’t thinking of hiring.

This information had been given almost
curtly by the crippled rancher. Windy and Long Jim were bidden to
draw up chairs and dig in. Two extra plates were added to the three
already on the table. They ate in silence, with none of the usually
eager questions asked by people living in out of the way
places.

Windy, stuffed long before his more
voracious companion, felt the tension in the room. And he began to
notice things now, little things that had escaped his first casual
glance.

Rolly had deposited his rifle in a corner by
the door, as though he expected to use it. The table had strange
grooves in it—some old, several fresh, as though bullets had
scoured its surface.

Windy kept his curiosity from showing in his
eyes, but they narrowed slightly as he noticed ragged tears in the
old cupboard across the room from the near window.

The uneasiness grew in Windy Harris. He
could see Rolly eyeing the old wall clock, leaning forward
intently, his fingers clenched on the table surface. Half past
seven. Even as he looked the clock struck the half hour with a
solemn, jangling stroke…

The lamp went then, its glass globe
disintegrating. The sound of breaking glass mingled with the sharp
crack of the rifle from the darkness of the yard.

Windy surged back, hearing Long Jim’s
surprised grunt. He lunged up in the sudden darkness, headed for
the door. A squat figure cut across Windy’s path. They collided and
he heard the foreman’s ugly voice swear in his ear. A hand shoved
him roughly aside.

When Windy reached the porch more glass
fell, as if something heavy had been thrown through the pane.
Harris edged away from the swearing ramrod, the Colt in his fist
held cocked and ready. His searching gaze caught a glimpse of a
vague figure low-hung in the saddle of a black horse just clearing
the adobe wall.

Windy’s Colt slapped heavily, its report
mingling with the sharper crack of Rolly’s rifle. Adobe spurted a
foot behind the fleeing rider. But the potshooter continued on,
crossed a patch of starlight that revealed him as a small,
indistinct figure wearing an anthill sombrero. Then he disappeared
and the low drum of hoofs faded into the stillness of the
night.

Windy remained by the door, staring off into
the shadows. A long figure loomed up beside him. Long Jim’s voice
rasped in his ear.

“Get the potshooting galoot, Windy?”

Rolly eased toward them, still swearing in a
flat monotone. He said: “Reckon that’s all, gents—for tonight!” He
said it as though the visit had been expected.

They reentered the house in silence and
watched as Lucy Fervans lighted a candle and placed it on the
table. She looked at them with a dull flatness in her voice:
“You’ll have to get more lamps, Rolly, next time you drive in to
town. That was the last one we had.”

Rolly shrugged, his eyes searching the dimly
lighted floor. He paced forward, bent down to pick up something
near the table leg. Windy’s puzzled gaze followed him, then he
turned to look at the crippled rancher still sitting in his wheel
chair. There was a baffled rage in the man’s eyes. His big-knuckled
fists were tight about the chair wheels as though he had tried to
lift himself up, force life into his paralyzed limbs.

Behind Windy Long Jim muttered: “Mebbe I’m
loco,
but—”

The foreman interrupted him. Rolly was
holding a chunk of sandstone with a piece or paper wrapped around
it. He undid the paper, glanced at it, then he handed it to the old
cattleman.

“Just like the others,” he said harshly. “’Cept this time
he’s giving you a deadline. You got until Saturday to clear
out!”


Chapter Two

THE CRIPPLED RANCHER slowly crumpled the
message within his big fist. His wife walked to his side, placed a
hand on his broad shoulder.

“We’ll go, Lincoln. We’ve had nothing but misfortune since
we bought this place. We can’t hold out—”

She glanced at Rolly, as if for
confirmation.

The foreman nodded. “He’s got us by the
throat, Mr. Fervans. And he knows this country better’n we do.
We’ve tried everything. And you know how the sheriff feels—”

“He thinks we’re crazy,” the woman said bitterly. She turned
toward the stove and the coffee pot. “Maybe we are—I don’t know any
more …”

Windy and Long Jim shifted uncomfortably,
feeling out of place here and not knowing quite what to do. The
others seemed to have forgotten their presence.

Fervans shifted in his wheel chair. “Did you
see Strauss?” he asked his ramrod. “Maybe if he gave us a
hand—”

The foreman sneered. “I saw Box-Ear Strauss
all right,” he aSid harshly. “Strauss said he had enough trouble of
his own watching out for the Diamond L without chasing after
ghosts. He said something about losing cattle, too—and I didn’t
like the way he looked at me when he said it!” Rolly scowled. “The
Diamond L may not be behind this Mex killer, but they sure as hell
ain’t losing any sleep over our troubles!”

Windy cleared his throat. “Sorry if we
busted in at the wrong time, folks. Me and Jim didn’t know. Who is
this Miguel ghost?”

The old rancher chewed thoughtfully on his
upper lip for a moment, eyeing them—then he held out the crinkled
paper Rolly had handed him.

Long Jim looked down over Windy’s shoulder. The message was
simple: “This is your last warning. You have until Saturday. Miguel.”

Long Jim turned to the rancher. “One
man—driving you off your spread?”

Lincoln’s eyes glittered in futile
anger.

“It ain’t as easy as you think, stranger!” he snapped. “A
man can’t lick a thing he can’t get close enough to fight!” He
wheeled himself away from the table as Lucy put the coffee pot down
on the table and started to clear away the mess made by the
ambusher’s bullets.

“I bought this spread over a year ago,” Fervans went on.
“There was a story went with it—that made me get it cheap. But I
didn’t hear the story until later.

“This place was once the old de Santoro hacienda—had been in Santoro’s hands for
generations. But the only rights they had to the place was the
right of possession. Santoro claimed the land was granted to his
ancestors years ago, by the King of Spain. But he never was able to
produce the land grant. Or maybe he was too proud—he had given his
word that he had the old document and he didn’t feel he had to
prove
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