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DAVY Mather was eighteen when he left Pineville, a scrawny, peaked-faced kid with blue eyes and an impish grin. He was older now, five years, as time is counted; a thousand years older in wiseness. There was ice in the blue eyes and the grin was lost somewhere under that taut layer of weathered hide.

There had been a lot of rivers to cross and those crossings had made him hard, gun-wise. There had been Hays and Baxter Springs and Dodge, on those long cattle trails north, and Ogallala and Miles City. There had been saloons and honkatonks and gambling houses for a kid to learn about, and trail wolves and toughs and drunken Texas men, setting their guns aflame.

In those years Pineville had seemed a long way off. A lot of times he had wished he was back in this sleepy town, nestling under the gray crags of the Saddlehorn. Funny, how a kid took fiddle-footed notions. Kinda figgered he'd make plenty money  an' come back some day with a fancy saddle, a twenty-dollar Stetson an' a lot of shine to him, talkin' big of the places he'd been.

Davy Mather reined in where the road bent around the hill, looking down on the town. Approaching the bridge his ears caught the sing-song chant of the blacksmith's hammer, a cheery, friendly sound. Shod hoofs striking the planking turned attention his way and the loungers there eyed the rider, mildly curious.

Riding on toward the livery barn, Davy saw familiar faces but no one recognized the dusty horseman with his Texas rig. He stabled his pony and went toward Fred Hardy's barber shop, conscious of his trail grime and unkemptness.

Fred Hardy stared at the lean figure pushing through the door; then he said slowly, "Well, dog my cats ! Say, when we hoe ye out from behind them whiskers. I bet seven dollars ye turn out to be Davy Mather." He wrung Davy's hand.

"How's things in Pineville?" Davy said.

"Just like always." Fred Hardy's glance dropped to the worn gun-belt, the holstered six-shooter. "Where ye been keepin' yourself all these years, boy?"

"Punchin' cattle back on the big trails."

"Ye- don't tell."

It was good to soak in the old tin-lined tub in back of the barber shop, and after Fred had given him a haircut and a shave Davy Mather examined himself in the mirror with a curious half smile. "Don't look quite so much like an owlhooter."

"Been in to see Eben yet?" Fred said.

"Not yet."

Davy went out to the street and stood at the sidewalk's edge, shaping up a cigarette, looking around. Fred Hardy had been right; everything was the same. Pineville didn't change. It was a remote world, far removed from the dust-fogged rivers of hoofs and horns that flowed north out of Texas and the gun-belted men that rodded them—or rustled them.

Davy Mather took a slow drag at his cigarette, having for the first time an awareness of the gun slung at his hip and feeling some small embarrassment. Pineville men didn't pack six-shooters. His glance swung toward the bank, thinking about Eben, about the solid, respectable pattern of Pineville. The name Mather was interwoven into this pattern with inflexible design.

Davy Mather's eye touched the loungers on the gallery of Oddie Orrum's store, the forming group by the post office. Over at the depot Andy Parker, the agent, was trundling a baggage truck along the platform, marking preparation for the arrival of the noon train. 

Davy's glance moved on to the hotel and came hard against Will Tracey on the gallery. His lids pinched down. If Will was around, Neal and Dade wouldn't be far off.

Davy thought about this as he angled slowly across the street toward the bank. The Traceys had left a red scar of outlawry all across the Nations and on into Kansas, robbing trains and banks, ripping open the trail towns with their brawling and the flame of their guns.
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There was coolness in the bank, coolness in the eyes of Eben Mather when he looked up and saw Davy standing there. Neither spoke for a little and Davy felt the edge of that old hostility. There had always been a dark gulf between them—the oldest and the youngest of the Mather boys. It had been one of the reasons Davy had gone away.

"So you're back, Davy," Eben said finally.

"Just like a bad penny," Davy said with a tight smile. Somehow, he had felt that Eben might be glad to see him after five years away.

Eben's scrutiny took in the soiled Stetson, with its rolled brim, the faded Levi's, the scuffed boots, resting finally on the gun-belt with marked disapproval. "So you're a gun-toter now."

It would be useless, Davy thought, to attempt to point out to Eben that on those roaring trails he had traveled a six-shooter was as much a part of a cowboy as his spurs; Eben wouldn't understand. 

"We never did see things the same," Davy said, ignoring Eben's scornful thrust.

"It makes you look ridiculous," Eben said stiffly.

Eben didn't drink or smoke; he went to church on Sunday. His pride had always been a strong, polished surface that marred easily, Davy remembered. So afraid of what people would say.

"Reckon yuh would just as lief I stayed away," Davy said.

"I have a position to maintain," Eben said, "and the thought of a Mather strutting around with a gun on is not pleasing to me."

"Don't fret," Davy said, his temper rising, "I wouldn't rigger on stayin' long." He added, "How's dad an' Amos an' Jason?"

"Father is quite well," Eben said stiffly. "He is out at the ranch with Amos. Jason is building a new home."

"Reckon I'll ride out an' see dad after I eat," Davy said.

"Do," Eben said. "He speaks of you often. I appreciate the fact that you have written him occasionally."

On the way to the hotel Davy met Oddie Orrum. The little store-keeper seemed genuinely glad to see him. "Well, well. Davy!"

"Howdy, Mister Orrum."

"We've been hearin' about ye."

When Pineville folks had asked about Davy his father would say, "Why, Davy is fine. Got a letter just the other day from Ogallala, Nebraska. He was headin' north with a Granville Stuart trail herd." Or, perhaps, it had been Dodge City or Abilene.

"Last we heard ye was trailin' 'em north with Ab Blocker," Oddie Orrum went on.

"The big drives are about done," Davy said.

Oddie 's glance touched the gun-belt, "Expect Pineville seems pretty tame to ye."

"It's different from trail towns," Davy said.

"Ever git to see any of them gunfighters like this Doc Holiday an' Bill Hickok?"

"I've seen a few."

"As a Hooker, here in town, was back in Ellsworth, Kansas, a year ago an' was tellin' about a feller they called the Cimarron Kid."

"I heard of him," Davy said.

"Asa showed us a piece that was in the Ellsworth Reporter about him," Oddie said. "Come up with a Texas trail herd. A big fight started an' this cowboy helped out the marshal one night when a gang of toughs jumped him."

Davy watched Will Tracey walking across from the hotel to the drug store corner. He saw Neal then, coming on past the bank. The Traceys were wearing derby hats and town clothes. Eben came out of the bank and Neal stopped for a word with him. After a little he went on to join Will, who said something that turned Neal's glance toward Davy Mather.

Davy's lips tightened and a hardness came into his face. "How long have those hombres in the hard hats been in town?"

"A week-ten days," Oddie said. "Been dickerin' fer some minin' property up Piney Crick that Eben foreclosed on." 

"They alone?" Davy queried the man.

"No, there's a minin' man an' another feller with 'em." Oddie nodded at an acquaintance; then turned to Davy again.

"Ye back fer good, Davy?"

"I don't know. Might stay to help Amos with fall roundup, if he needs a hand."

"Kinda hard fer a fiddle-foot to put down roots, I expect," Oddie said, "but the Saddlehorn is a good country, Davy."

Davy Mather went on toward the hotel, slowly turning over in his mind the names that had been associated with Will and Neal Tracey back there in Kansas. There had been a man called Luke Fargo, who had given town marshals a bad time. And Sonny Tate, gangling, baby-faced—a killer. Dade, the younger of the three Traceys, was a vicious hard-bitten youth, more inclined to treachery than any of them.

Davy was nearly finished with his meal when Will and Neal entered the dining room. They came to his table and Will said, "Ain't I seen you before?"

"Mebbe." Davy said.

"Ellsworth, wa'n't it?" Neal said. He had slightly protruding eyes, which pressed hard against Davy Mather. "Yuh was with that Texas bunch." 

"Anythin' wrong with that?" Davy finished the last bite of his pie, drained his coffee cup.

"There was a little trouble," Will said, "with these Texicans an' that badgetoter."

"Yuh was on the wrong side. Kid," Neal said. "Don't let it happen ag'in."

Davy brought out cigarette tobacco and paper's, shaped a cigarette and got up slowly, hunting a match. "Yuh ain't meanin' yo're lookin' trouble?" The match hand came up fast and hard. The blow caught Neal Tracey on the side of the head and sent him crashing back against a table.

"That's bad, Kid," Will Tracey said, his eyes hot, dangerous, "Very bad."

The waitress screamed. Ben Briden, the hotel proprietor, rushed in from the office and was stopped suddenly by the danger there.

Davy Mather was facing the Traceys, his hand poised above his holster. Neal had regained his balance and the fingers of his right hand were clawing for the blind gun inside of his shirt. Will moved in between them, his voice sharp-pitched.

"Stop it, Neal!"

"The man don't live who can lay his hands on me!" Neal snarled hoarsely, his face livid with fury.

"Use yore head," Will said.

Davy's blue eyes were as cold as glacier ice. He saw Neal's mad play stopped by Will's cooler head and his spread fingers relaxed. "Just keep out of my way, that's all." He swung on his heel and went out past the open-mouthed Ben Briden.
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Davy Mather geared his horse at the livery barn and
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