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Dave Waldo was the pseudonym employed by David Waldo Clarke. Born in Wales and educated at Swansea University College. Known to all as Waldo, he attended Swansea Grammar school where he was taught English by David John Thomas, father of Dylan Thomas. To entertain his daughters, Jennifer and Joanna, he also wrote a series of popular Wild West novels, including Warbonnet, The Man from Thunder River and many others, set in Montana and Wyoming under the name of Dave Waldo. Waldo had four Grandchildren, Julia, Emma, David and Kate who to this day, still remember his exuberant greeting from Shelley, “Hail to thee blithe Spirit!”
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To Emma

 


Chapter One


I’D RUN INTO a bit of trouble on my way north in a saloon in Julesburg with two gents who thought I was someone else and before you could say a good goddam I was hightailing it out of there with a posse on my trail. Well, that wasn’t the first time and I shook ’em off in some wild country just north of the Platte and continued on my way to look for what was worth seeing in Wyoming territory. It wasn’t long since Custer and his men had been trapped at the battle of the Little Big Horn and the country was still pretty wild and empty except around the few towns that had grown up near the railroad. I made a big circle west of Cheyenne where they have a lot of law, especially for those who can afford it. A couple of days’ riding brought me into country that looked mighty fine. It was late afternoon and I’d come up over a sunbaked ridge. What I saw was unexpected. Pines and oak grew up out of the hillside just below where I sat on Bessie. They shaded off some hundreds of feet down into a wide basin, golden now in the late afternoon sunlight except where the surrounding hills threw shadows across the valley grass. And the basin itself ran for a long way, twenty-thirty miles I figured, up to some big mountain peaks at the far northern end.

I just sat there drinking it all in, the golden sunlight, the green valley, the distant high country shouldering up into the soft blue afternoon sky, the solitude, the peace.

‘This is the place for folks like you an’ me, Bessie,’ I said.

Bessie twitched her left ear to show she’d heard and I just went on leaning on the saddle-horn and dreaming about having a snug couple of quarter sections somewhere in that valley and a neat little herd of cattle a-grazing on them.

Then, Crack! Wham! A gun went off and my Stetson took to the air and sailed downhill. There wasn’t any more time for dreaming. I dug spurs into Bessie, pulling her head round at the same time and we shot off along the ridge back into the shelter of some pines west of where we’d been resting and under the lee of the ridge. When we were well in among the trees I pulled Bessie to a halt and climbed out of the saddle. There hadn’t been much time for thinking or feeling, but now I felt pretty mad, especially without my Stetson. I’d had it a long time and only took it off to go to bed. Anyways, I kind of objected to being a target for some gent with a grudge. The whole goldarned incident was too familiar. It reminded me of the past, which I figured I was riding out of, and my little dream of a happy future was all shot to pieces along with my best hat.

Well, I made sure Bessie was tied to a pine branch. Then I made my way back to the ridge and began a bit of plain and fancy scouting.

The slug that got my hat had come from east of where I’d been admiring the view so I made my way down the southern slope of the hill and worked across to a point below where I thought the bushwhacker ought to be. Any kind of dispute, as far as I’m concerned, has got to be settled at close quarters. As you may or may not know, I’d lost the use of my right hand in a little fracas with the Owens boys at Newtown in Arizona a few months back. I’d learned to use my left hand when I’d teamed up with Dan Maffrey in New Mexico and it had had a busy time when we’d had a run-in with the Fenton gang in and around Gilburg Crossing. But that’s another story. What really mattered was that I could use a Colt pretty well but rifle work was a more difficult matter so far as I was concerned.

Well, I inched my way up through bushes and small-growth pines until at last I was a long way east of where I’d originally been sitting peaceably on Bessie. There was a knob of rock ahead of me just on the spine of the ridge and I worked my way round east of it, figuring that if some mean hombre was still there he’d be keeping an eye on the western side.

And I was right. As I edged my way round the rock there he was, a small jasper with his back to me, sitting cross-legged on a ledge which looked down along the whole length of the ridge. He had a useful-looking Winchester cradled across his knees. I eased my six-gun out of the holster and spoke kind of soft, not to flurry him.

‘Jest raise your hands, mister, an’ grab a little air.’

I saw him go rigid with surprise so I gave him a few more instructions.

‘Don’t try anything fancy with that cannon on your lap. Jest stand up slow an’ easy an’ let it slide on to the ground. In case you’ve got any foolish notions, jest listen.’

And I clicked back the hammer of the Colt in my left hand. Well, that settled it. He raised his hands well above his head. Then he edged the rifle off his knees on to the ground and slowly stood up, still with his back to me. A neat, fairly small man and a bit of a dandy too judging from the tight-fitting pants he was wearing. Still these hombres are often the most dangerous.

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Now you can turn round but do it slow an’ easy.’ He did as he was bid and I saw that he wasn’t wearing a gun. Then I saw him and was even more surprised. Instead of a rough, sinful-looking hombre I was face to face with a handsome boy with soft blue eyes and what looked like flaxen hair showing under the brim of his Stetson.

‘Well,’ I said, kind of stern. ‘What in hell do you mean by ventilatin’ my best hat an’ giving me grey hairs at my time of life?’

He just stood there, saying nary a word and actually going slightly red in the face.

‘There’s folks I’ve known down the trail who’d have filled you full of lead instead of jest a-talkin’ as I am,’ I went on. ‘What goes on around here, if a feller like me can’t sit in his saddle for a breathing while and admire the scenery?’

He mumbled something under his breath but I couldn’t hear what it was. He was a mighty shy and retiring kind of hombre, especially for a gunslinger and drygulcher.

I said, ‘I figure you owe me a debt. To put it in a word—a hat. Reckon yours ought to fit. Throw it over, mister.’

He sort of yelped out, ‘No.’

I said, ‘All right. Then I’ll come an’ get it.’

So I holstered my Colt and strode purposefully towards him. I could see panic in his soft blue eyes and then suddenly he whipped off the Stetson and I stopped in my tracks, dumbfounded. It wasn’t a boy at all. It was a girl whose golden hair now glistened and waved in the sunlight on the ridgetop.

‘Well,’ I said at last. ‘If this don’t beat all.’

‘Now that you’ve satisfied your curiosity,’ she said, a mite haughtily, ‘perhaps you’ll let me ride on my way.’

This remark, added to the shock of my first surprise, left me with my mouth open like a fish out of water. But I recovered and spoke again with some sternness; not an easy matter when you’re talking to a beautiful young girl.

‘There’s jest two things wrong with what you’ve said, ma’am. First I ain’t curious. Second it was you who tried to stop me riding on my way with a slug from that Winchester of yours.’

‘Yes,’ she sort of sighed. ‘I was just hoping I could get away with it.’

‘A slug from a rifle takes a lot of getting away from,’ I said, sociably. I was beginning to feel a certain pleasure in her company. There are worse ways of spending a nice summer afternoon. ‘I’d still like to know why you put a slug through my best hat.’

She just stood there a while saying nothing. Then at last she seemed to make up her mind.

‘I’m beginning to think that perhaps after all you’re a genuine stranger and not another of the drygulching scoundrels driftin’ into the Basin and stirring up trouble.’

‘Ma’am,’ I said. ‘I’ve been side-steppin’ trouble for as long as I can remember. I was jest a-ridin’ through and then you came after me with that gun of yours.’

‘There’s a gang of rustlers operating in the hills around the valley,’ she said in her direct crisp sort of way. ‘Some of ’em make out that they’re small ranchers and now they’re banding together against my Pa and his friends. Lately they’ve begun bringing in gunslingers from all over. We’re aiming to discourage ’em, which is why I put a bullet through your hat.’

‘You’ve kind of reached the point of firin’ first and askin’ questions afterwards?’ I said, with growing respect.

‘That’s about it,’ she said. ‘And now if I were you I’d ride on a couple of hundred miles or so until you’re well out of range and as fast as that old jughead of yours will carry you.’

Now I can take a lot of hard words about myself but when folks start calling Bessie rude names like ‘jughead’ and such I get kind of riled so when I spoke I sounded a bit dry even to myself.

‘That hoss of mine ain’t old, miss, and I sure take exception to the word “jughead”.’ I gave her a pretty fierce look. ‘Above all I don’t take kindly to threats or advice.’

‘Have it your own way, stranger,’ she said more than a mite proudly. ‘I was trying to do you a favor. This Basin’s a powder-keg and if you’re not careful you’ll find yourself sitting on the lid when she blows up.’ She paused and gave me a look as chilly as a January wind in the high Sierras. ‘With your kind permission I’ll now be on my way home.’

‘Where’s home?’ I said.

‘Ask anyone you see in this valley where the Urquharts are and they’ll tell you, stranger. I am Sarah Urquhart.’ She said it just like ‘I am Queen Victoria.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘You may go.’

That really burned her up but she held back the words and walked away towards a clump of pines just east of where we’d been having our little chat. I waited and after a bit I heard a horse move away into a trot and then go tearing away downhill.

Well there wasn’t much more for me to do up on that ridge so I decided to try and find my Stetson. I went back to where I’d originally halted and looked around but there wasn’t any trace of the hat anywhere. I poked around for a good fifteen minutes but in vain. My much prized J.B had vanished. I went back to where I’d left Bessie. Being without a hat is, next to being without a gun, like being naked. There was only one thing to do and that was to ride down to the nearest township and buy another hat, so I climbed on to Bessie and we ambled off eastwards and then downgrade more or less in the direction taken by my drygulching lady-friend.

We followed a trail that led right down the ridge slope through pines and oak. It swung east after a time and levelled out. We came out of the timber at last and then, not more than half a mile away, was a small town. As I rode nearer I could see it was a quiet sort of place with a wide main street running between two long rows of buildings with a few shacks spreading out at the rear of each row. Just the kind of settlement you find anywhere in the West. I rode on in.

The first houses I passed were dwellings—a bit quiet and closed-up-looking but in pretty good shape with fence-rails and white painted porches. The kind of place a man could sit on and have a bit of peace. There were some stores after the houses. Dry goods, a gun-shop, another dry goods, a livery stable, Abraham’s Emporium, a barber-shop, a saloon—The Cattleman’s House—a photographer’s studio, a saloon called The Trail. I gave it a careful look. Saloons are mighty fine places but you have to be careful about which one you go into.

There was a tie-rail outside the next saloon—The North Platte. I angled over to it, climbed out of the saddle and flung Bessie’s reins around the rail. The saloon was pretty large with a big false front of weathered boards and the name in fancy script across the width of it. It had batwing doors at the entrance. I climbed on to the sidewalk and pushed them inwards with a practiced hand.

Maybe I’ve had too much practice. Maybe I never learn from experience. Maybe I should’ve remembered The Golden Nugget and the Owens boys back in Newtown or Mitch Fenton and Dan Maffrey in The Bonanza at Gilburg Crossing. But just then I didn’t remember any of these things. All I knew was that I hadn’t eaten for a good many hours and that my throat and mouth were as dry as the Arizona desert.

There was a long bar down the left side of the room and some hombres sitting at a table at the back. A couple more were propping up the bar behind which a fat man with a curled mustache was pouring something into a glass. As I stood in the entrance whatever talk was going on died away and when I walked across to the bar it was in a silence so loud that I could hear the watch in my vest pocket ticking. I got to the bar, choosing a spot so that the two men were between me and the other group at the table.

The barman looked at me and said, ‘What can I do for you?’

Now this seemed to me a mite peculiar.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘there’s one thing you can’t do, bartender, and that is do my drinking for me.’

That one sank well in. The silence boomed away around us and the barman’s face changed color—medium red to dark red.

Before he could say any more, I said, ‘I’ll have whisky. The kind you keep for your friends.’

He hesitated a moment and looked across at the group around the table but no one said anything and he reached for a bottle and shot-glass. It was just about as cozy as a rattlesnake’s den. He pushed the bottle at me and I filled myself a snort. It was out of the right bottle and I poured myself another. I drank the second one slowly and between sips I rolled myself a cigarette and admired the bar-furnishings. For a small town in the middle of the Wyoming desert they were pretty fancy. A solid mahogany bar and back of it a long gilt-edged mirror which gave me a good view of the room behind me. Above the mirror there was a big oil-painting of some deer with mountains behind them. There were a pair of silver spurs hanging from a nail on the wall. The bartender stood and watched me as my eyes roved round.

‘Everything to your taste, mister?’ There was a sort of edge to the question that I didn’t really like but I replied mildly.

‘It’s all mighty fine. Who paid for it all, I wonder?’

‘What’s that to you?’ said a voice behind me. I looked in the mirror. One of the men who’d been sitting at the table when I came in had snuck up on me.

‘You shouldn’t do things like that,’ I said, turning slow and careful and getting myself a good look at the man as I did so. At first I just had an impression of a pint-sized hombre with very white hair and pale blue eyes—an old-timer full of small curiosities. Then I had a second look and saw that the eyes were the kind of blue you see in thick winter ice, the skin of his face was like saddle leather, lined with wear but not with age and that he wore a gun low-down. It looked as if it had been used—a lot.

‘And why shouldn’t I do things like that?’ he was saying. It was just a question asked in a gentle sort of way. But with something underneath the gentleness that I didn’t understand—not just then.

‘I knew a gent once,’ I said, ‘that did just what you did.’

‘And what was it he did?’ Just a quiet prompting sort of question.

‘He snuck up on another gent just like you snuck up on me.’ I paused but he didn’t say anything, just stood there, sort of idly curious.

‘It was kind of unfortunate,’ I continued, looking him smack in his cold blue eyes. ‘My friend had itchy fingers and when the gent spoke suddenly my friend just spun round and blew a hole through him.’

‘Like this,’ said the small man softly and drew his gun so fast that I only knew he’d drawn when I saw the gun in his hand pointing straight at me. I dropped the butt of my cigarette on the bar-room floor. I only moved my fingers an inch or so to do this. Sudden movements seemed unsuitable just then.

‘Now don’t you get any false notions about me, mister,’ I said. ‘My fingers are steady-like an’ I don’t go round blowing holes through folks.’

‘What do you go around doing, stranger?’ We had come to the inevitable question at last.

‘Well now,’ I said. ‘I figure that would be my business.’

‘Let’s talk about it, stranger.’ The small white-haired man spun the Colt around on the trigger-guard. I watched him for a moment or so, always interested to see someone perform the road-agent’s spin.

‘Reckon you could call me a wayfaring man,’ I said at last. ‘Me and Bessie, we just ride around and take the air.’

‘Where you from?’ The question was no longer idly spoken.

‘Way down the trail,’ I said, beginning to feel a mite irritated now.

‘There’s nothing for you here, stranger. The Basin’s closed to you an’ all your kind. Just get on that hoss of yours an’ ride on. Anywhere. North, south, east or west, but don’t hang around here.’

‘There’s a sizeable piece of Government land around here,’ I said. ‘Also a few acres here an’ there that belong to other folks. There’s nothing to stop me riding around on land that don’t belong to you.’

I could see from his eyes that we’d reached a dead stop. It was beginning to look as if we could only settle our problem in one way—by gun smoke. And then came an interruption. The doors of the saloon opened with a bang and two-three men in range clothes pushed in. Between them they half-carried, half dragged, a wildly-struggling figure. They heaved him across the floor and finally flung him down at the white-haired man’s feet. They stood away panting and getting their breath back for a bit. Then the one nearest me, a tall, broad-shouldered ranny with a two-day growth of beard said:

‘We found him over in Bow Canyon, Mr. Antrim. He was driving off six of our steers. He’s one of the Cartledge bunch.’

Antrim, as he had been called, had turned away from me when his men came bursting in. He’d also holstered his gun. The figure, half-crouching on the floor, not much more than a boy, hatless, his black hair disheveled, stared up at Antrim.

‘I wasn’t,’ he shouted. ‘It’s a goddam lie
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