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Chapter 1

Even the coming of an autumn dusk could not subdue the color of this
land. Shadows here were not gray or black; they were violet and purple.
The crumbling adobe walls were laced by strings of crimson peppers,
vivid in the torch and lantern light. It had been this way for days, red
and yellow, violetNcolors he had hardly been aware existed back in the
cool green, silver, gray-brown of Kentucky.

So this was Tubacca! The rider shifted his weight in the saddle and
gazed about him with watchful interest. Backin '59 this had beena flour-
iIshing town, well on its way to prominence in the Southwest. The mines
in the hills behind producing wealth, the fact that it was a watering place
on two cross-country routesNthe one from Tucson down into Sonora of
Old Mexico, the other into CaliforniaNhad all fed its growth.

Then the warE . The withdrawal of the army, the invasion of Sibley's
Confederate forces which had reached this far in the persons of
Howard's Arizona RangersNand most of all the raiding, vicious, deadly,
and continual, by Apaches and outlawsNhad blasted Tubacca.Now, in
the fall of 1866,it was a third of what it had been,with aragged fringe of
dilapidated adobescrumbling backinto the soil. Only this heart core was
still alive in the dusk.

Smell, a myriad of smells, some to tickle a flat stomach, others to
wrinkle the nose. Under the rider the big stud moved, tossed his head,
drawing the young man's attention from the town back to his own im-
mediate concerns. The animal he rode, the two he led were, at first
glance, far more noticeable than the dusty rider himself.

His saddle was cinched about the barrel of a big gray colt, one that
could not have been more than five years old but showed enough power
and breeding to attract attention in any horse-conscious community.
Here was a thoroughbred of the same blood which had pounded race
tracks in Virginia and in Kentucky to best all comers. Even now, after
weeks on the trail, with a day's burden of alkali dust grimed into his
coat, the stud was a beautiful thing. And his match was the mare on the




lead rope, plainly a lady of family, perhaps of the same line, since her
coat was also silver. She crowded closer, nickered plaintively.

Shewas answered by an anxious bray from the fourth member of the
party. The mule bearing the trail pack was in ludicrous contrast to his
own aristocratic companions. His long head, with one entirely limp and
flopping ear, was grotesquely ugly, the carcassbeneath the pack a bone
rack, all sharp angles and dusty hide. Looks, however, as his master
could have proven, were deceiving.

"SooooN" The rider's voice was husky from swallowing trail grit, but
it was tuned to the soothing croon of a practiced horse trainer.
"SoooNlady, just a little farther now, girlE ."

From the one-story building on the rider's right a man emerged. He
paused to light along Mexican cigarillo, and as he held the match to let
the sulfur burn away, his eyes fell upon the stallion. A casual interest
tightened into open appreciation as he stepped from under the porch-
overhang into the street.

“That is some horse, sir." His voice was that of an educated gentleman.
The lantern at the end of the porch picked out the fine ruffled linen of his
shirt, avest with a painted design of fighting cocks,and the wink of gold
buttons. The rather extravagant color of his clothing matched well with
the town.

"l think so0." The answer was short and yet not discourteous.

Again the mare voiced her complaint, and the rider turned to the gen-
tleman. "There is alivery stable here, suh?" Unconsciously he reverted in
turn to the rather formal speech pattern of another place and time.

The man in the painted vest had transferred his attention from stallion
to mare. "Yes. Quickest way is down this alley. Tobe Kells owns it. He's a
tolerable vet, too. She's near her time, ain't she?"

"Yes." The rider raised one finger to the straight wide brim of his low-
crowned black hat. He was already turning his mount when the towns-
man added:

“"No hotel here, stranger. But the Four Jacksservesa pretty good meal
and keeps a couple of beds for overnighters. You're welcome back when
you've settled the little lady. She Virginia stock?"

"Kentucky," the rider answered, and then his lips tightened into a com-
pressedline. Was it a mistake to admit even that much? He would have
to watch every word he said in this town. He tugged gently at the lead
rope and walked Shiloh ahead at a pace which did not urge Shadow to
any great effort. The mule, Croaker, fell in behind her so that they were
strung out in the familiar pattern which had been theirs clear from Texas.



Minutes later her owner was rubbing down the fretful Shadow, mur-
muring the soothing words to quiet her. The lean, gray-haired man who
had ushered them into the stable stood eyeing the mare's distended
sides.

"I'd say, young fellow, you didn't git her here a mite too soon, no, sir-
ee. She's due right quick. Carryin' a blood foal, I'm thinkin'N"

"Yes. How soon? Tonight?"

Tobe Kells made a quick examination. The mare, after a first nervous
start, stood easy under his sure and gentle hands. "Late, maybe. First
foal?"

"Yes."Her owner hesitated and then added, "You give me a hand with
her?"

"You bet, son. She'sa pretty thing, an' she's been a far piece, I'd say.
Now you looky here, boyNyou sure look like you could take some cur-
ryin' an' corn fodder under your belt too. You git over to th' Four Jacks.
Topham's got him a Chinee cookin' there who servesup th' bestdanged
grub in this here town. Fill up your belly an' take some ease.Then if we
do have this little lady gittin' us up tonight, you'll be ready for it. I'll seet'
th' stud an' th' mule. That colt's not a wild one." Kells surveyed Shiloh
knowingly. "No, | seedhe was gentle-trained when you comein." He ran
his hand down Shiloh's shoulder, touched the brand. "Spur R? That ain't
no outfit | heard tell of before."

"From EasternE TexasN" That much was true. All three animals had
beengiven the brand in the small Texastown where the wagon train had
assembled. And perhaps this was the time when he should begin build-
ing up the background one Drew Kirby must present to Tubacca, Ari-
zona Territory. "All right, I'l go eat." He picked up his saddlebags.
"You'll call me ifNN"

"Sure, son. Say, | don't rightly know your nameE ."

"Drew Kirby."

"Wal, sure, Kirby, Tobe Kells is a man o' his word. Iffen there's any
reason to think you'll be needed, I'll send Callie along for you. Callie!"

At Kells' hail a boy swung down the loft ladder. He was wiry thin,
with athick mop of sun-bleached hair and a flashing grin. At the sight of
Shiloh and Shadow he whistled.

"Now ain't they th' purtiest things?" he inquired of the stable at large.
"Bout th' beststock we've had here sinceth' last time Don Cazar brought
in a couple o' hissen. Where'll 1 put your plunder, mister?" He was
already loosing Croaker's pack. "You be stayin' over to th' Jacks?"



Drew glanced up at the haymow from which Callie had just descen-
ded. "Any reason why | can't bunk up there?" he asked Kells.

"None 'tall, Kirby, none 'tall. Know you want to be handy like. Stow
that there gear up above, Callie, an' don't you drop nothin'. Restyourself
easy, son. These here hossesis goin' to be treated jus' like th' good stuff
they is."

"Croaker, also." Drew stopped by the mule, patted the long nose, gave
a flip to the limp ear. "He's good stuff, tooNserved in the cavalryE ."

Kells studied the young man by the mule. Cavalry saddle on the stud,
two Colt pistols belted high and butt forward, and that military cord on
his hatNarmy boots, too. The liveryman knew the signs. This was not
the first veteran to drift into Tubacca; he wouldn't be the last either.
Seemslike half of both them armies back eastdidn't want to go home an'
sit down peaceful like now that they was through wi' shootin' at each
other. No, siree, a right big herd o' 'em was trailin' out here. An' he
thought he could put name to the color of coat this young'un had had on
his back, too. Only askin' more than a man volunteered to tell, that
warn't neither manners nor wise.

"He gits th' best, too, Kirby." Kells shifted a well-chewed tobacco cud
from one cheek to the other.

He could trust Kells, Drew thought. A little of his concern over Shad-
ow eased.He shouldered the saddlebags and made his way back down
the alley, beginning to see the merit in the liveryman's suggestions.
FoodNand a bath! What he wouldn't give for a bath! Hay to sleep on
was fine; he had had far worse beds during the past four years. But a hot
bath to be followed by a meal which was not the jerky, corn meal, bitter
coffee of trail cooking! His pace quickened into atrot but slackenedagain
as he neared the Four Jacksand remembered all the precautions he must
take in Tubacca.

In the big room of the cantina oil lamps made yellow pools of light.
The man in the painted vest was seated at a table laying out cards in a
complicated pattern of a solitaire game. And at one side a round-faced
Mexican in ornate, south-of-the-border clothing held a guitar acrossone
plump knee, now and then plucking absent-mindedly at a single string
as he stared raptly into space.A third man stood behind the bar polish-
ing thick glasses.

"Greetings!" As Drew stood blinking just within the doorway the card
player rose. He was a tall, wide-shouldered man, a little too thin for his
height. Deep lines in his clean-shaven face bracketed his wide mouth.



His curly hair was asilvery blond, and he had dark, deeply seteyes."I'm
Reese Topham, owner of this oasis," he introduced himself.

"Drew Kirby." He must remember that alwaysNhe was Drew Kirby, a
Texan schooled with kinfolk in Kentucky, who served in the war under
Forrest and was now drifting west, aswere countless other rootless Con-
federate veterans. Actually the story was close enough to the truth. And
he had had months on the trail from SanAntonio to SantaFe,then on to
Tucson, to study up on any small invented details. He was Drew Kirby,
Texan, not Drew Rennie of Red Springs, Kentucky.

"For a man just off the trail, Kirby, the Four Jacksdoes have a few of
the delights of civilization. A bathE ." One of Topham's dark eyebrows,
so in contrast to his silvery hair, slid up inquiringly, and he grinned at
Drew's involuntary but emphatic nod. "One of nature's gifts to our fair
city is the hot spring. Hamilcar!" His hand met table top in a sharp slap.
The Mexican jerked fully awake and looked around. From the back of
the cantina emerged a middle-aged Negro.

"Yes, Mistuh Reese, suh?"

"Customer for you, Hamilcar. | would judge he wants the full treat-
ment. This, Mister Kirby, is the best barber, valet, and general aid to
comfort in town, the sultan of our bath. Hamilcar, Mister Kirby would
like to remove the layers of dust he has managed to pick up. Good luck
to you both!"

Drew found himself laughing as he followed Hamilcar to the rear of
the building.

Topham had reasonto be proud of his bath, Drew admitted sometime
later. A natural hot spring might be the base of the luxury, but man's
labor had piped the water into stone-slab tubs and provided soap and
towels. To sit and soak was a delight he had forgotten. He shampooed
his unkempt head vigorously and allowed himself to forget all worries,
wallowing in the sheer joy of being really clean again.

Hamilcar had produced a clean shirt and drawers from the saddle-
bags, even managing to work up a shadow of shine on the scuffed cav-
alry boots, and had beat the worst of the trail dust from the rest of the
traveler's clothing. Drew had re-dressed except for his gun belt when he
heard a voice call from the next cubicle.

"HamNHam! You git yourself in here, ‘fore | skin that black hideN"

"Johnny!" Topham's voice cut through the other's thickened slur. "You
soak that rot-gut out of you, and mind your tongue while you do it!"

"Sure, sure, ReeseN" The voice was pitched lower this time, but to
Drew the tone was more mocking than conciliatory. Drunk or sober, that



stranger did not hold very kindly thoughts of Topham. But that was
none of the Kentuckian's business.

"Yore hat, suh." Hamilcar brought in the well-brushed headgear, much
more respectable looking than it had been an hour ago. The cord on it
glistened. Army issueNbrave gold bullionNmade for a general's wear-
ing. Drew straightened it, rememberingE .

Sergeant Rennie of the Scouts, in from an independent foray into
enemy-held Tennesseereporting to the Old Man himselfNGeneral Bed-
ford Forrest. And Forrest saying:

"We don't give medals, Sergeant.But | think a good soldier might just
be granted a birthday present without any one gittin' too excited about
how military that is." Then he had jerked the cord off his own hat and
given it to Drew. It was something big to remember when you were only
nineteen and had been soldiering three years, three years with a dogged
army that refused to be beaten. That hat cord, the spurs on his boots,
they were all he had brought home from warNsave atough body and a
mind he hoped was as hard.

"Mighty pretty hat trimmin’, that, suh," Hamilcar admired.

"Mighty big man wore it once." Drew was still half in the past. "What
do | owe you more'n the thanks of a mighty tired man you've turned out
brand new again?" He smiled and was suddenly all boy.

"Foah bits, suh. An' it was a pleasure to do fo' a gentleman. It truly
was. Come agin, suhNcome, agin!"

Drew went down the corridor, his spurs answering with a chiming
ring eachtime his heels met planking. Worn at Chapultepec by a Mexic-
an officer, they had been claimed as spoils of war in '47 by a Texas
Ranger. And in '61 the Ranger's son, Anson Kirby, had jingled off in
them to another war. Then Kirby had disappeared during that last scout
in Tennessee,vanishing into nowhere when he fell wounded from the
saddle, smashing into a bushwhackers' hideout.

On a Sunday in May of '65, back in Gainesville, when Forrest's men
had finally accepted surrender and the deadness of defeat, a Union
trooper had worn those spurs into church. And Boyd Barrett had sold his
horse the same day to buy back those silver bits becausehe knew what
they meant to his cousin Drew. Now here Drew was, half the continent
away from Gainesville and Tennesseewearing Anse's spurs and half of
Anse's nameNto find afather he had not known was still alive, until last
year.

The Kentuckian was sure of only one thing right now, he was not go-
ing to enter a town or a stretch of country where Hunt Rennie was the



big man, and claim to be Rennie's unknown son. Maybe later he could
come to a decision about his action. But first he wanted to be sure. There
might well be no place for a Drew Rennie in Hunt Rennie's present life.
They were total strangers and perhaps it must be left that way.

There was no reason for him to claim the kinship. He was independ-
ent. Drew Kirby had a mule and two good horses, maybe three by to-
morrow. Aunt Marianna had insisted that he accept part of the Mattock
estate, even though his Kentucky grandfather had left him penniless.
He'd made his choice without hesitation: the colt Shiloh, the mare Shad-
ow, and she bred to Storm Cloud for what should be a prize foal. His
aunt had made him take moreNgold in his money belt, enough to give
him a start in the west. He was his own man, not Rennie's son, unless he
choseE .

Two more lamps had beenlighted in the cantina. Drew sat down at a
table. There was a swish of full skirts, and he looked up at a girl. She
smiled as if she liked what she saw of this brown-faced stranger with
quiet, disciplined features and eyes older than his years.

"You like, se—or E tequila E whiskee E food?"

"Food, se—orita. You see a most hungry man."

She laughed and then frowned anxiously. "Ah, but, se—or, this is a
time when the cupboard is, as you would say, bare! When the wagons
comeNthen what a difference! Now, tortillas, frijoles, maybe some
fruit E sweet for the tongue, like wine in the throat. Perhaps an eggN"

“To me that is a feast." Drew fell into the formal speechwhich seemed
natural here. "You see one who has done his own trail cooking too long."

"AhNel pobreteNpoor man! Surely there will be an egg!" She was
gone and Drew began covertly to study the other men in the room.

In any western town the cantina, or saloon, was the meeting place for
masculine society. Even if Hunt Rennie did not appear bodily in the Four
Jackstonight, Drew could pick up information about his father merely
by keeping open ears. As far away as SantaFe he had heard of Rennie's
Rangeand Don Cazar (the name the Mexicans had given its owner, Hunt
Rennie).

Escapedfrom a Mexican prison in 1847,believing his wife and the son
he had never seento be dead, Hunt Rennie had gone west. In contrast to
the tragedy of his personal life, whatever Rennie had turned his hand to
in the new territory had prospered. A prospector he had grub-staked,
found the Oro Cruz, one of the richest mines in the Tubaccahills. Rennie
owned two freighting lines, one carrying goods to California, the other
up from Sonora. And his headquarters in the fertile Santa Cruz Valley



was a ranch which was also a fort, a fort even the Apaches avoided after
they had suffered two overwhelming defeats there.

That was Rennie'sRangeNcultivated fields, fruit orchards, manadas of
fine horses.Don Cazar supplied Tucson and the army posts with veget-
ablesand superb hams. He had organized a matchless company of Pima
Indian Scouts after the army pulled out in '61, had fought Apaches, but
had sided with neither Union nor Confederate forces. During the war
years he had more or lesswithdrawn within the borders of the Range, of-
fering refuge to settlers and miners fleeing Indian attacks. Don Cazar
was a legend now, and a man did not quickly claim kinship with a
legend.

"Want a room, Kirby?" Topham paused beside his table.

“No. | have to stay close to the mare."

"Yes. | can understand that. Kells is good with horses, so you needn't
worry. Ever raced that colt of yours?"

"Not officially." Drew smiled. There was that lieutenant with the sup-
ply wagons. The man hadn't talked so loudly about Johnny Rebs after
Shiloh showed his heels to the roan the soldiers had bragged up.

“This is a sporting town when the wagons come in, and they're due to-
morrow. Johnny Shannon just rode in to report. Might be some racing.
You aim to stay on in Tubacca?"

"Have to until Shadow can trail again. How's the prospect for a job?"

"With cattleNhorsesNteaming?"

"Horses, | guess."

"Well, Don CazarNRennieNruns the bestmanadas. You might hit him
for work. He'll be riding in to meet the wagons. Carmencita, did you
bring all that was left of the supplies?" Topham's quizzical eyebrows lif-
ted in greeting to the waitress's loaded tray. "I'd say, young man, that
you are facing a full-time job now, getting all that inside of you."

Drew ate steadily, consuming eggs and beans, tortillas, and fruit. To-
pham joined three men at the next table, substantial town citizens, Drew
judged. The owner of the cantina raised his glass.

"Gentlemen, | give you another successful trading trip!"

"Saw Johnny ride in," one of the men returned. "Kid seemsto be settlin'
down, ain't he? That ought to be good news for Rennie."

"One believes in reformations when they are proven by time, Se—or
Cabhill," the man wearing rich but somber Spanish clothing replied.

"It sure must go hard with a man to have his son turn out awild one,"
commented the third.

Drew's cup was at his lips, but he did not drink. Whose son? Rennie's?

10



"No son by blood, that much comfort Don Cazar has. But foster ties are
also strong. And the boy is still very youngN"

"A rattler with only one button on the tail carries as much poison asa
ten-button one. Rennie ought to cut lossesand give that kid the boot. The
way he's going he could involve Hunt in a real mess," Cahill said.

"You are Don Cazar's good friend, Don Reese,his compadre of many
years. Can you not do something?"

"Don Lorenzo, all men have blind spots. And Johnny Shannon is
Rennie's. Bob Shannon helped free Hunt out of Mex prison in the war
and was killed doing it. SoonasHunt setup here he sentfor the boy and
tried to give him a father.”

"It is a great pity he has no child of his own blood. | have seenhim
stand here in Tubaccagiving toys and candy to the little ones.Yet he has
only this wild one under his roof, and perhaps that Juanito will break his
heart in the endE ."

Drew put down his cup. It was very hard not to turn and ask ques-
tions. Dropping some coins on the table, he rose and started back to the
stable, to the world of Shiloh and Shadow where he was unable to betray
Drew Rennie. But there was so much Drew Kirby must learnNand soon!
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Chapter 2

Two lighted lanterns hung from pegs along the center of the stable, and
Callie had mounted a barrel to put up a third as Drew entered. There
were the soft peaceful sounds of horses crunching fodder, hoofs rustling
in straw. Shadow turned her head and nickered as Drew came up to her
box stall. She was answered by a blowing from Shiloh, a bray out of
Croaker.

"It's all right, girlNpretty ladyN" Drew fondled her mane, stroked the
satin-smooth arch of neck. Callie dropped from his barrel perch.

"She sure is right purty, Mister Kirby. Mister Kells said asto tell you
he's sleepin' on a cot in th' tack room over there, should you be needin'
him." Callie pointed. "Me, I'm beddin' down in the last stall. | put your
gear up right over here, so's you can hear if she gits to movin'N"

“Thanks." Drew felt in a pocket, tossed Callie the coin his fingers
found.

The boy caught the piece, his eyesround as he looked at it. "Lordy!
Thanks, Mister Kirby! You must be near as shiny as Don CazarNor
Mister Topham!"

"Shiny?"

Callie laughed. "Silver-shiny! Ain't too many men as goes round
Tubaccathrowin' out good money thataway. 'Less it's ringin' down on
th' bar, or slidin' ‘cross some table ‘causethey found out ashow they was
holdin' Jacksagainst some other fella's Kings. You want anythingNyou
jus' holler, Mister Kirby!"

"Mister?" Drew thought he did not have the advantage of Callie by
more than four or five years.

"OhNCaptain Kirby, maybe? Or Lieutenant? Johnny ShannonNnow
he was a lieutenant with Howard's Rangers."Callie gave Drew a shrewd
measuring look.

"Sergeant." Drew corrected automatically and then asked: "How did
you know I'd been in the army?"

"Well, you wear them two shootin' irons army style, belted high an'
butt to front. Must useaflip-hand draw asdo all th* hosssoldiers. Listen,
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Mister Kirby, iffen you rode with th' Rebs, you better keep your lip
buttoned up when th' Blue Bellies hit town. There's beena pile of fightin'
an' folks is gittin' mad 'bout itN"

"Blue Bellies?" Drew was wrenched back months, a year, by that old
army slang. "Union troops stationed here?" He had unconsciously
tensed, his body responding nerve and muscle to past training and
alarms. But there were no Yanks or Rebsany more, no riders or marchers
in blue and grayNjust United States troops.

“There's a garrison out to the Mesa camp. An' Cap'n Bayliss, he don't
take kindly to Rebs.You see,it's this wayE . Out in th' breaks there's a
bunch of Rebs-leastwaysthey claim ashow they's RebsNstill holdin' out.
They hit an' run, raidin' ranches an' mines; they held up a coacha while
back. An' so far they've ridden rings round th' cap'n. Now he thinks as
how any Reb blowin' in town could be one of 'em, comin' to sniff out
some good pickin's. Soanyone as can't explain hisself proper to th' cap'n
gits locked up out at camp till he canN"

"“Trifle highhanded, ain't he?"

"Well, th' cap'n's for law an' order, an' he'sarmy. But folks ain't likin' it
too much. So far he's been doin' it though."

Drew frowned. Soeven this far away from the sceneof old battles the
war still smoldered; the black bitterness of defeat was made harder by
the victor. Drew's hand rubbed acrossthe bulge beneath his shirt. In one
pocket of the money belt were his papers, among them the parole writ-
ten out in Gainesville which could prove he had ridden with General
Forrest's command, far removed from any Arizona guerrilla force. But to
produce that would change Drew Kirby to Drew Rennie, and that he did
not want to do.

"l rode with General Forrest, attached to General Buford's Scouts,"he
said absently.

"General Forrest!" Callie glowed. "Lordy, Mister Kirby, that's sure
somethin’, it sure is! Only don't be sayin' that round Cap'n Bayliss
neither. He has him a big hate for General ForrestNseems like Bayliss
was a colonel once till th' General outsmarted him back east. An' there
was a big smoke-up 'bout it. They cut th' cap'n's spurs for him, an' he
ended th' war out here. Now he ain't no patient man; he'sth' kind asuses
his hooks hard when he's ridin'.

"You know, you sure cantell alot 'bout a man when you give alook at
his hoss after he's come off th' trail. That there Shiloh colt o' yours, an'
this here lady hoss,an' that old mule E anyone can seeas how they's al-
ways been handled nice an' easy. They ain't got no spite ‘gainst nobody
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aswants to rub 'em down an' give ‘em a feed. But some hosseswhat git
brung in hereNthey's white-eyed an' randy, doesyou give 'em a straight
stare. For that there's always a reason. Mostly you can see what it is
when you look good an' steady at th' men who was ridin' 'em!"

Drew laughed. "Glad | passedyour test, Callie. Guess!'ll turn in now.
Been a long day travelin'N"

"Sure thing. An' from up there you can hear this little old mare, does
she need you."

The Kentuckian's pack had been hoisted into the mow, and Callie had
even humped up the fragrant hay to mattress his bedroll. A window was
open to the night, and as Drew stretched out wearily, he could hear the
distant tinkle of a guitar, perhaps from the Four Jacks.Somewhere a wo-
man began to sing, and the liquid Spanish words lulled him asleep.

He roused suddenly, his hand flashing under his head before he re-
turned to full consciousnessfingers tightening on the Colt he had placed
there. Not the mareNnoNrather the pound of running feet and then a
cryE .

"No, se—or, no! No es verdadNit is not true! Teodoro, he meant no
harmN!"

Drew scrambled to the window. Out in the alley below, three figures
reeled in the circle of light afforded by the door lantern. The Kentuckian
marked the upward swing of a quirt lash, saw a smaller shape fling up
an arm in a vain attempt to ward off the blow. Another, the one who
cried out, was belaboring the flogger with empty fists, and the voice was
that of a girl!

To slide down the loft ladder was again nearer instinct than planned
action. Shiloh snorted as Drew's boots rapped on the stable floor. The
Kentuckian had no idea of the reason for that fight, but he ran out with
the vague notion that an impartial referee was needed.

"You thereNwhat's goin' on!" SergeantRennie cameto life again in the
snapped demand.

The one who fled the quirt came up against the side of the building al-
most shoulder to shoulder with Drew. And he was only a boy, about
Callie's age, his black hair flopping over eyeswide with shock and fright.
Drew's hand moved, and the lantern light glinted plainly on the barrel of
the Colt. For a moment they were all still asif sight of the weapon had
frozen them.

The attacker faced Drew directly. He was young and handsome, if you
discounted a darkening bruise already puffing under one eye, a lip cut
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and swelling, a scowl twisting rather heavy brows and making an ugly
square of his mistreated mouth.

"An' who th' devil are you?"

His voice was thick and slurred. Drew guessedthat he had not only
beenin afight but that he was partly drunk. Yet, ashe faced the stranger
eye to eye, the Kentuckian was as wary as he had been when bellying
down a Tennesseeridge crestto scout a Yankee railroad blockhouse. He
knew what he fronted; this was more than a drunken bullyNa really
dangerous man.

That queer little moment of silence lengthened, shutting the two of
them upNalone. Drew could not really name the emotion he felt. Delib-
erately he tried to subdue the sensation as he turned to the girl.

"What's the matter?"

At first glance he might have thought her a boy, for she wore hide
breechesand boots, a man's shirt now hanging loosely about her hips.
She jerked her head, and a thick braid flopped from under her wide-
brimmed hat.

"Se—or, por favorNpleaseNwe have done no wrong. We are the Trin-
fansNTeodoro and me. Teodoro, he finds Se—or Juanito's purse in the
road, he follows to give it back. He is not a bandidoNhe is not esp’a, a
spy one. We are mustangers. Ask of Don Reese,of Se—or Kells. Why,
Se-orJuanito, do you say Teodoro spy on you, why you hit him with the
whip?"

“"Not thief, not spy!" The boy beside Drew dropped a wealed hand
from his face. "The man who says Teodoro Trinfan is ladr—nRNbad
oneNhim 1 kill!"

Drew's left arm swept out acrossthe boy's chest, pinning him back
against the stable.

"Now, what's your story?" the Kentuckian asked the man he fronted.

"An' jus' what's all this smokin' 'bout?" Kells came out. "You, Shannon,
what're you doin' here? Beendrinkin' again, fightin', too, by th' look of
you."

"Se—orKells." The girl caught at the older man's arm. "Por favor, se—or,
we are not thieves, not spies. We come after Se—or Juanito because he
dropped his purse. Then he see Teodoro coming, he not listenNhe beat
on him with quirt. You know, we are honest peoples!"

"Now then, Faquita, don't you git so upset, gal!" She was wailing
aloud, making no effort to wipe away the tears running down her
cheeks."Johnny, what kinda game you tryin*? You know these kids are
straight; them an' their ol' man's come to work th' Rangefor wild oneson
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Rennie'sown askin'. Takin' a quirt to th' kid, eh?"Kells' voice slid up the
scale. "You sure have yourself a snootful tonight! Now you jus' walk
yourself outta here on th' bounce. I'm doin' th' sayin' of what goeson, on
my own property."

"You do a lotta sayin', Kells." The scowl was gone; Shannon's battered
mouth was actually smiling. But, Drew decided, he liked the scowl better
than the smile and the tone of the voice accompanying it. "Some men
oughtta put a hobble on their tongues. Sure, | know these young whelps
an' their pa too. Sniffin' round where they ain't wanted. An' mustangers
ain't above throwin' a sticky loop when they seea hossworth it. We ain't
blind on th' Range."His head swung a little so he was looking at the girl.
"You'd better hold that in mind, gal. Double R hosseshave come up
missin' lately. It's easyto run afew prime head south to do some moon-
light tradin' at th' border. An' we don't take kindly to losin' good stock!"

The boy lunged against Drew's pinioning arm. "Now he says we are
horse thieves! Tell that to us before the Don Cazar!"

Shannon curled the quirt lash about his wrist. "Don't think | won't,
Mex! He don't like havin' his colt crop whittled down. YouN" Thoseblue
eyes, brilliant, yet oddly shallow and curtained, met Drew's for the
second time. "Don't know who you are, stranger, but you had no call to
mix in. I'll be seein'you. Kinda free with a gun, leastwise at showin' it.
As quick to back up your play?"

“Try me!" The words came out of Drew before he thought.

Why had he said that? He had never been one to pick a fight or take
up a challenge. What was there about Shannon that prodded Drew this
way? He'd met the gamecock breed before and had never known the
need to bristle at their crowing. Now he was disturbed that Shannon
could prick him so.

Odd, the other had been successfully turned from his purpose here.
Yet now as he swung around and walked away down the alley Drew
was left with a nagging doubt, a feeling that in some way or other Shan-
non had come off even in this encounterkE . But how and why?

Teodoro spat. His sister tugged at Kells' sleeve."It is not true what he
said. Why does he wish to make trouble?"

"Lissen, gal, an' you, too, TeodoroNjus' keep clear of Johnny Shannon
when he'son th' prod that way. I've knowed that kid since he didn't have
muscle enough to pull a gun 'less he took both hands to th' job. But he's
not needin' any two hands to unholster now. An' he's drinkin' a
lotNmean, ugly drunk, he is. Somethin' must have riled him good
tonightN"

16



“In the cantina there was a soldier from the camp," Faquita volun-
teered. "They call names. He and Se-—or Juanito fight. Don Reese,he put
them both out in the street. Se—or Juanito he falls, drops purse. Teodoro
picks it up, and we follow. When we try to give it back Se—or Juanito
yell, 'spy," hit with whip. That is the truth, por Dios, the truth!"

"Yeah, sounds jus' like Johnny these days. Him with a snootful an’
somebody yellin' Reband Yank. Some men can't forgit an' don't seemto
want to. Johnny sure takes it hard bein' on th' losin' sideNturned him
dirt mean. Now, you kids, you stayin' in town?"

"S’." Faquita nodded vigorously. "With T'a Mar'a."

“Then you git there an' stay clear of Johnny Shannon, sabe?No more
trouble.”

"S’, Se—orKells. You, se—or," she spoke to Drew, "to you we owe a big
debt. Come, Teodoro!" She caught at her brother and pulled him away.

"What makes a kid go sour?" Kells asked of the shadows beyond
rather than of Drew. "Johnny warn't no real trouble ‘fore he skinned off
to ride with Howard. Sure he was always a wild one, but no more'n a
lotta kids. An' he'd answer th' lead rein. 'Course we don't know what
happened to him in Texasafter th' big retreat th' Rebsmade outta here.
Could be he larned a lot what was no good. Now he sops up whisky
when he hits town an' picks fights, like he didn't git his belly full of that
in th" war. You can't never tell how a kid's gonna turn out."

"Hey! Mister Kirby, you better git in here!" Callie hailed from the
stable. "Th' mare E she'sk ."

Drew jammed the Colt under his belt and ran.

The scentof hay, of grain, of horseE . Drew's head rolled on the pil-
low improvised from hay and blanket as sun lay hot acrosshis face. He
rubbed the back of his hand over his eyesand then came fully awake to
remember the night before.

It took only a minute to get down the ladder into Shadow's stall where
a broom tail jiggled up and down above absurdly long baby legs and
small rounded haunches. Shadow's small daughter breakfasted. Callie
squatted on his heels near-by watching the process benignly.

"Ain't she 'bout th' best-favored filly you ever saw?" he asked. "How
come all your hosses is grays? Shiloh her pa?"

Drew shook his head. "No, her sire's Storm Cloud. But all that line are
grays."

"This Storm Cloud, he's a runnin' hoss?"

"About the runnin'est horse in his part of the country, Callie. This filly
ought to pick up her heels some, if she takes after her dam and sire."
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"What you namin' her?"

Up to that moment Drew had not really thought about it. The crisp air
blowing into the stable, carrying something beside the scents of the
town, gave him a suggestion.

"How about Sage, Callie?"

The boy thought seriously and then nodded. "YeahNSage. That's gray
an' it's purty, smells good, too."

Drew pulled up his shirt, dug into the pocket of the money belt for the
horse papers. "Got a pencilNor betterNpen and ink around here
anywhere?"

"Mister Kells, he keepsledgers over in th' tack room. Got someink an'
a pen there. How come you needthat? You ain't makin' out no bill of sale
on her already, are you?" Callie was shocked.

"Hardly. Just want to put her down right and proper on the tally
sheet."

The boy followed to watch Drew make the record on the margin of
Shadow's papers. As the Kentuckian explained, Callie was deeply
interested.

"You mean as how you can tell way back jus' what hossesbred your
hosses?That's sure somethin'! Round here we knows a good hoss, but
we ain't always sure of his pa, not if he's wild stuff.”

“Lots of wild horses hereabouts then?"

"Sure. Some'rejus' mustangs; other's good stuff gone wildNrun  off by
th' 'Paches an' broke loose, or got away from a 'wet hoss' bandN"

“Wet horse' band?"

Callie glanced at him a little sharply. "How come you ain't knowin'
'‘bout 'wet hosses'?Heard tell as how they have ‘em that same trouble
down Texas wayN"

"But | don't come from the border country."

"Well, Texassure is a great big piece o' country, so maybe you don't
know 'bout them river tricks. Wet hossesNthey's hosseswhat is run off
up here, driven down to th' border where they's swapped for hosses
what some Mex bandidos have thrown a sticky loop over. Then th'
Mexes take them Anglo hossessouth an' sell ‘em, where their brands
ain't gonna git nobody into noose trouble. An' th' stolen Mex hosses,
they's drove up here an' maybe sold to some of th' same fellas what lost
th' others. Hossesgit themselveslost 'long them back-country trails, spe-
cially if they's pushed hard. Sothem strays join up with th' wild ones. If-
fen a mustanger can rope him one an' bring it in E well, if it's a good
one, maybe so he'll git areward from th' man what's lost him. Heard tell
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that Don Cazar, he's set some good rewards on a coupla studs as was
run off th' Range this summer."

"Don Cazar has good horses?"

"“Bout th' best in these here parts. He runs 'em on th' Range th' old
styleNstud an' twentyNtwenty-five mares together in a manada, all one
color to a band. They sure is a grand sight: band o' roans, then one o'
duns, an' some blacks. He's got one manada all of grullas. Sells some to
th' army, drives more clear to Californy. An' th' old Dons down in
Sonora come up once in a while to pick them out some fancy saddle
stock. He sure would enjoy seem'these grays o' yours. Iffen you ever
want to sell, Don Cazar'd give you top price."

"But I'm not sellin’." Drew folded the piece of paper he had beenwav-
ing to dry the ink and put it back in the belt pocket. "What's that?"

He could almost believe he heard an army bugle, but the call it soun-
ded was unlike any cavalry signal he had known. Callie was already on
his way to the door.

"Wagon train's comin'!" he cried as he ran out.

Drew lingered by Shadow's box. The filly was resting in the straw, her
match-stick legs folded under her, and the mare was munching the extra
feed of oats the Kentuckian had tipped in for her. He could hear the
sound of other running feet outside. It would seemthat all Tubaccawas
turning out to welcome the wagon train of traders from the south.
Drew's curiosity got the better of him. He went on out to the plaza.
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Chapter

Only a well-armed and convoyed set of wagons with a highly experi-
enced and competent master could dare travel the Apache-infested trails
these days. The first of the freighters, pulled by a sixteen-mule team,
fairly burst into the plaza, outriders fanning about it. One of the moun-
ted men was dressed in fringed buckskin, his shoulder-length hair and
bushy black beard the badge of a frontier already passing swiftly into
history. He rode a big black mule and carried a long-barreled rifle, not in
the saddle boot, but resting acrossthe horn asif even here in Tubacca
there might be reason for instant action.

The mule trotted on to the middle of the plaza. Then the weapon poin-
ted skyward asits owner fired into the air, voicing a whoop aswild as
the Rebel Yell from the throat of a charging Texas trooper.

He was answered by cries and shouts from the gathering crowd asfive
more wagons, each with a trailer hooked to its main bulk, pulled in
around the edge of the open area, until the center of the town was full
and the din of braying mules was deafening.

Drew retreated to the roofed entrance of the Four Jacks.The extra step
of height there enabled him to get a good look at two more horsemen
pushing past the end wagon. Both wore the dress of Mexican gentlemen,
their short jackets glinting with silver braid and embroidery; their
bridles, horse gear, and saddles were rich in scrolls and decorations of
the samemetal. Navajo blankets lay under the saddles, and serapeswere
folded over the shoulder of one rider, tied behind the cantle of the other.

They pulled up before the cantina, and one man took the reins of both
mounts. If the riders' clothing and horse furnishings were colorful, the
horses themselves were equally striking. One was a chestnut, a warm,
well-groomed red. But the other E Drew stared. In all his years about
the stables and breeding farms of Kentucky, and throughout his travels
since, he had never seena horse like this. Its coat was pure gold, a per-
fect match to one of the eaglesin his money belt. But the silky locks of
mane and tail were night black. Its breeding was plainly Arab, and it

20



walked with a delicate pride as gracefully asa man might foot a dance
measure.

Drew had a difficult time breaking his gaze from the horse to the man
dismounting. The ranchero was tall, perhaps an inch or so taller than
Drew, and his body had the leannessof the men who worked the range
country, possessing, too, a lithe youthfulness of carriage. Until one
looked directly into his sun-browned face he could passasa man still in
his late twenties.

But he was older, perhaps a decadeolder than that, Drew thought. Too
high and prominent cheekboneswith slight hollows below them, and a
mouth tight set, made more for strength of will and discipline of feeling
than conventional good looks. Yet his was a face not easily forgotten,
once seen. Black hair was pepper-salted for a finger-wide space above
his ears, which were fronted by long sideburns, and black brows were
straight above dark eyes. In spite of his below-the-border dress and his
coloring, he was unmistakably Anglo, just as the man looping both
horses' reins to the rack was Mexican.

"So,you're still wearing your hair in good order? No trouble this trip?"
Topham had come to the door of the cantina, his hand outstretched.
"Welcome back, Hunt!"

"Paugh!" The Mexican spat. "Where is there one Indio who is able to
face Don Cazar on his own ground? The folly of that they learned long
ago."

Don Cazar smiled. That mask of aloofness was wiped away as if he
were ten years younger and twenty years less responsible than he had
beenonly secondsearlier. "And if they did not beware our rifles, Barto-
lomZ here would talk them to death! Is that not so, amigo?" His speech
was oddly formal, asif he were using a language other than his own, but
there was a warmth to the tone which matched that sudden and surpris-
ing smile.

Topham's arm went about the shoulders under the black-and-silver
jacket, drawing Don Cazar into the light, music, and excitement of the
cantina. While Drew watched, the stouter back of BartolomZ cut off his
first good look at his father.

SoE that was Don CazarNHunt Rennie! Drew did not know what he
had expected of their first meeting. Now he could not understand why
he felt so chilled and lost. He had planned it this wayNno demands, no
claims on a stranger, freedom to make the decision of when or how he
would seehis father; that was the only path he could take. But now he
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turned slowly away from that open door, the light, the laughter and
singing, and walked back toward the stable, loneliness cutting into him.

Tubaccahad slumbered apathetically before; now the town was wide
awake. In a couple of days the wagon train would head on north to Tuc-
son, but now the activity in the plaza was a mixture of market day and
fiesta. Small traders from Sonora took advantage of the protection af-
forded by Don Cazar's outriders and had trailed along with their own
products, now being spread out and hawked.

Parrots shrieked from homemade cages;brightly woven fabrics were
draped to catch the eye. As he wandered about viewing cactus syrup,
sweet, brown panocha-candy, fruit, dried meat, blankets, saddles, Drew
was again aware of the almost strident color of this country. He fingered
appreciatively a horn goblet carved with intricate figures of gods his An-
glo eyes did not recognize. The hum of voices, the bray of mules, the
baa-ing and naa-ing of sheepand goats, kept up aroar to equal surf on a
seacoast.Afternoon was fast fading into evening, but Tubacca, aroused
from the post-noon siesta, was in tumult.

A fighting cock tethered to a cart wheel stretched its neck to the ut-
most in an attempt to peck at Drew's spurs. He laughed, attracted,
wrenched out of his own private world. The smell of spicy foods, of fruit,
of animals and people E the clamor E the sightsE .

Drew rounded one end of a wagon and stepped abruptly into yet an-
other world and time. All the stories which had been dinned warningly
into his ears since he had left the Mississippi now brought his hand to
one of the Colts at his belt. Most of the half-dozen men squatting on their
heels about a fire were three-quarters bare, showing dusty, brown bod-
les. Two had dirty calico shirts loose above hide breech-clouts. Dark-
brown eyes, as unreadable as Johnny Shannon's, surveyed Drew, but
none of the Indians moved or spoke.

Common sensetook over, and Drew's hand dropped from the gun
butt. Hostiles would not be camping peacefully here in the heart of town.
He could not be facing wild Apaches or Navajos. But they were the first
Indians he had seen this close since he had ridden out of Texas.

"Somethin' buggin' you, boy?"

Drew's war-trained muscles took over. He was in a half crouch, the
Colt flipped over and out, pointing into the shadows where the new-
comer emerged. Then the Kentuckian flushed and slammed his weapon
back into the holster. This was the buckskinned man who had whooped
the train into town that morning.
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"Mite quick to show your iron, ain't you?" There was a chill in the
guestion, and Drew saw that the long rifle was still held at alert by its
owner.

"Cat-footin' up on a man ought to make you expect somethin' of a re-
ception,” Drew countered.

"Yep, guess some men has sure got 'em a bellyful of lead doin' that."
To Drew's surprise the other was now grinning. "You huntin' someone?"

“No, just lookin' around." Drew longed to ask some things himself, but
hesitated. Frontier etiquette was different from Kentucky custom; it was
safer to be quiet when not sure.

"Wal, thar's aplenty to seetonight, right enough. MeNI'm Crow Fen-
ner; | ride scout fur th' train. An' these hereNthey're Rennie's Pimas,
what o' 'em is runnin' th' trail this trip."

Sothesewere the famous Pima Scouts!No wonder they took their ease
in the Tubacca plaza. Every man, woman, and child in those adobe
buildings had reasonto be thankful for their skill and cunningNthe web
of protection Rennie's Pima Scouts had woven in this river valley.

“I'm Kirby, Drew Kirby." He hastenedto match one introduction with
another. "This is my first time in the valleyN"

"From th' east, eh?"

"Texas."

"TexasE ." Something in the way Fenner repeated that made it sound
not like a confirmation but a question. Or was Drew overly suspicious?
After all, as Callie had agreed last night, the late Republic of Texaswas a
very large strip of country, housing a multitude of native sons, from the
planting families of the Brazos to the ranchers in crude cabins of the
Brasado. There were Texans and Texans, differing greatly in speech,
manners, and background. And one did not ask intimate questions of a
man riding west of the Pecos.Too often he might have come hunting a
district where there was a longer distance between sheriffs. What a man
volunteered about his past was accepted as the truth.

"Rode a far piece then,” Fenner commented. "Me, I've been trailin'
round this here country since th’ moon was two-bit size. An' | ain't set
my moccasinson all o' it yet. Thar's parts maybe even an Injun ain't seed
neither. You jus' outta th' army, son?"

Drew nodded. Apparently he could not escapethat part of his past,
and there was no reason to deny it.

"Iffen you be huntin' a jobNDon Cazar, he's always ready to hire on
wagon guards. Any young feller what knows how to handle a gun, he's
welcomeN"
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"Can't leave Tubacca,at least for now. Have me a mare over in the liv-
ery that just foaled. I'm not movin' until she's ready to travelN"

"Must be right good stock," Fenner observed. "Me, | has me a ridin'
mule askin smell Apachestwo miles off. Two, three times that thar mule
saved m' skin fur me. Got Old Tar when he turned up in a wild-hoss cor-
ral th' mustangers set over in th' Red River countryN"

"l saw him when you rode into town. Good-lookin' animal."”

Crow Fenner nodded vigorously. "Shore is, shore is. Don Cazar, he's
partial to good stockNfavors Tar, too. Th' Don has him a high-steppin’
hoss every hoss thief in this here territory'd like to run off. Bright
yallerN"

"Saw that one, too. Unusual colorin' all right."

"He put awhite studNwhite asmilkNto run with some light buckskin
mares back 'fore th' war. First colt out of that thar breedin' was that Oro
hoss. Never got 'nother like him; he's special. Shows his heels good, too.
They's gonna race him out on th' flats tomorrow if anyone is fool 'nough
to say as he has a hoss as can beat Oro. Thar's always some greenhorn as
thinks he hasN"

"Oh?" Drew wondered aloud. The black-and-gold horse was beautiful
and plainly of good breeding. That he was also a runner was not out of
the question. But that Oro could best Gray Eagle-Ariel stock on the track,
Drew doubted. There were unbroken records set on eastern tracks by
horses in Shiloh's direct blood line. And the local talent that had been
matched against Oro in the past had probably not been much competi-
tion. The Kentuckian beganto speculate about a match between the gray
stallion and the horse foaled on the Arizona range.

"Yep, we'll seesome race, does anyone turn up with a hosst' match
Oro."

One of the shirted Indians rose to his feet. With rifle sloped over fore-
arm, he padded into the dark. Fenner'srelaxed posture tensed into alert
readiness. His head turned, his attitude now one of listening concentra-
tion. Drew strained to seeor hear what lay beyond. But the noise from
the plaza and torchlight made a barrier for eye and ear.

Fenner'srifle barrel dropped an inch or so; he stood easy again. Drew
heard a jingle of metal, the creak of saddle leather, the pound of shod
hoofs.

"Soldiers!" Fenner sniffed. "Wonder what they's doin’, hittin' town
now. Wal, that ain't no hair off m' skull. Me, I'm gonna git Tar his treat.
Promised him some time back he could have a bait o' oatsNoats an' salt,
an' jus' a smidgen o' corn cake. That thar mule likes t' favor his stomach.
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Kells, he ought t' have them vittles put together right 'bout now. This
mare o' yourn what's so special, young fellerE . Me, I'd like t' seea hoss
what's got to be took care of like she was a bang-up lady!"

He put two fingers to his lips and whistled. A mule head, attached to a
rangy mule body, weaved forward to follow dog-at-heel fashion behind
the scout.

A squad of blue coats was riding inNan officer and six men. They
threaded their way to the cantina where the officer dismounted and
went inside. The troopers continued to sit their saddles and regard the
scene about them wistfully.

“Looks like a duty patrol," Fenner remarked. "Maybe Cap'n Bayliss.
He's gittin' some biggety idear as how it's up t' him t' police this here
town. Does he start t' crow too loud, Don Cazar or ReeseTopham'll cut
his spurs. Maybe he setsup th' war shield an' doesth' shoutin' back thar
in front o' all them soldier boys. In this town he ain't no gold-lace
general!"

“Troops and the town not friendly?" Drew asked.

"Th' soldiersNthey ain't no trouble. Some o' 'em have their heads
screwed on straight an' know what they's doin' or tryin' t' do. But alot o'
them officers nowNthey come out here wi' biggety idears 'bout how t'
handle Injuns, thinkin' they knows all thar's t' be knowed 'bout fight-
in'Nan' them never facin' up to a Comanche in war paint, let alone
huntin' 'Paches.'Paches,they know this here country like it was part o'
their own bodiesNcan say 'Howdy-an'-how's-all-th'-folks, bub?'t' every
lizard an' snakein th' rocks. Ain't no army gonna pull 'em out an' make
‘em fight white-man style.

"Don CazarNhe goeshuntin' 'em when they've come botherin' him an'
doesit right. But he knows you think Injun, you live Injun, you eat Injun,
you smell Injun when you do. They don't leave no more trail than an ant
steppin' high, 'lessthey want you should foller them into a nice ambush
as they has all figgered out. Put Greyfeather an' his Pimas on 'em an'
then leg it till your belly's near meetin' your backbone an' you is all one
big tired ache.lffen you kin drink sand an' keep on footin' it over red-hot
rocks when you is nigh t' a bag o' bones, then maybeNjus' maybeNyou
kin jump an Apache. Comanches, now, an' Cheyenne an' Kiowa an'
Sioux ride out to storm at youNguns an' arrows all shootin'Nwantin' to
count coup on a man by hittin' him personal. But th' 'Pacheain't wastin'
hisself that way. NopeNgit behind a rock an' ambush E put th' whole
hell-fired country t' work fur them. That's how th' 'Pachedoes his fight-
in'. An' th' spit-an-polish officers what come from eastwardNthey's got
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t' larn that. Only sometimes they ain't good at larnin', an' then they gits
larnedNgood an' proper. Hey, Kells!"

They were at the stable and Fenner lifted a hand, palm out, in greeting
to the liveryman. "Here's Ole Tar wantin' his special grubN"

Drew went on to Shiloh's stall. Reese Topham, the Spaniard Don
Lorenzo who had beenin the cantina last night, the stout Mexican Barto-
lomZ, and Don Cazar himself were all there before him.

"Here he is now." Reese Topham waved a hand at Drew. "This is
Mister Kirby, from Texas."

"You have a fine horse there, KirbyNthe mare, too. Eastern stock, |
would judge, perhaps Kentucky breeding?" Rennie asked.

Drew was taut inside. To say the wrong thing, to admit the line of that
breeding, might be a bad slip. Yet he could only evade, not lie directly.

"Yes, Kentucky." He answered the first words his father had ever ad-
dressed to him.

"And the line?"

To betoo evasive would invite suspicion. However, the Gray Eagle get
was in more than one Kentucky stable.

"EclipseE ." Drew set back the pedigree several equine generations.
Shiloh tossed his head, looked over his shoulder at Drew, who entered
the stall and began quieting the stallion with hands drawn gently over
the back and up the arch of the neck.

“The mare also?" Don Cazar continued.

"Yes." The Kentuckian's answer sounded curt in his own ears, but he
could not help it.

“This Eclipse, amigo," Don Lorenzo turned to Rennie for enlighten-
mentN"he was a notable horse?"

"S’, of the Messengerline. But a gray of that breedingN" Don Cazar's
forefinger ran nail point along his lower lip. "Ariel blood, perhaps?"

Drew busied himself adjusting Shiloh's hackamore. This was getting
close. Hunt Rennie had lived in Kentucky over a year once. He had vis-
ited Red Springs many times before he had dared to court Alexander
Mattock's daughter and been forbidden the place. His visits to the stable
must have familiarized him with the Gray Eagle-Ariel strain bred there.
On the other hand, horses of the same combination were the pride of
several other families living around Lexington.

"A racing line of high blood," Don Lorenzo said thoughtfully. "S’, this
one hasthe pride, the appearance.You have raced him, se—or?"he asked
Drew with formal courtesy.

“Not on any real track, se—or. During the war there were no races."
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"He wasn't a cavalry mount?" Don Cazar looked surprised.

“No, suh. Too young for that. He was foaled on April sixth in sixty-
two. That's why they called him Shiloh."

There was a moment of silence, broken by a hail from the door.

"You thereNRennie!"

Drew saw the involuntary spasm of Don Cazar's lips, the shadow of
an expression which might mean he anticipated a distasteful sceneto
come. But the quirk disappeared as he turned to facethe man in the blue
uniform.

"Captain Bayliss." It was acknowledgment rather than a greeting, de-
livered in a cool tone.

"I want to seeyou, Rennie!" The officer stamped forward a step or so,
to stand in the full light of the first lantern. He was of medium height,
and his blue blouse had been cut by a good tailor, though now it was
worn. He was a good-looking man, though jowly about the mouth,
above which a closely cropped mustache bristled. His color was high un-
der a pink skin which in this hot country must burn painfully. And there
was the permanent stamp of uncertain temper in the lines about his
prominent eyes.
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Chapter

"So, you see me, Bayliss," Don Cazar returned evenly. "There is some
trouble?"

BartolomZ shifted from one foot to the other, his spurs ringing. Don
Lorenzo's expression was one of withdrawal, but on the round counten-
ance of the Mexican was open dislike.

The sun-reddened skin flushed darker. "All right, Rennie!" the captain
exploded. "If you want it straight, that's the way you're going to get it!
You've been hiring Rebs again!”

Once before Drew had seenexplosive anger curbed visibly by a man
who knew the folly of losing control over his emotions. It had beenon a
hilltop back in Tennessee,with the storm clouds of January overhead.
General Bedford Forrest, watching men driven to the limit by necessity
and his own orders, had looked just that way when he had rounded on
Drew, bearing news of yet another break-through by the Federals. Now
it was this Anglo wearing Spanish dress and standing in a dim stable,
reining temper to meet the open hostility of the captain.

"Captain Bayliss." The words sounded asremote as if the speaker be-
strode some peak of the Chiricahuas to address a pygmy in a canyon be-
low. "I know of no law which states that | may not employ whom |
chooseon my own land. If a man does his job and makes no trouble, his
past does not matter. | am asready to fire aformer Union soldier asl am
a ConfederateN"

"l tell you again: I'm not going to have Rebsaround here passing on
information to Kitchell!"

"And | say once again, Captain, that men who ride for me do not in ad-
dition ride for Kitchell."

"S'NI" BartolomZ's face was as flushed as Bayliss' now. "We do not
help those bandidos. Do they not also raid us? Two weeks ago Francisco
Perez, his horse comesin with blood on the saddle. We ride out and find
himNshot, dragged with the rope. That is not Apache trick, that, but the
work of Kitchell and his snakes!"
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"Peace,amigo.” Don Cazar'sraised finger silenced his man. "BartolomZ
Is right, Bayliss. Kitchell is beginning to nibble at the Range.He has not
many sourcesof supply left. Soon he will either have to crossthe border
to stay or make some reckless raid which will give us a chance at him."

"These damned Rebsaround here will keep him going! You can't tell
me they don't back him every chancethey get. And I'm warning you,
Rennie, if you hire any man you can't answer for, he's going to the stock-
ade and you'll hear about it from the army!"

"And you also listen, Captain. | will not be dictated to, and the army
had bestunderstand that. | do not want Kitchell in this country any more
than you do. He has made a boast of being Confederate leading what he
terms Mounted Irregulars. But to my knowledge he never held a com-
mission from the South, and he is nothing but an outlaw trading on the
unsettled state of the territory. That is recognized by every decentman in
Arizona. And that covers those you call 'Rebels'aswell asformer Union
men."

Bayliss was silent for a long second, and then he jerked his hat farther
down on his peeling forehead. "You've had notice, Rennie, that's all |
have to say. I'm going to clear all the Rebsout of this section. Then we
will be able to get at Kitchell, and the army will settle him for good and
all’"

"Bayliss!" The captain had half turned, but Don Cazar's call halted him.
"Don't you try harassing any of my riders. They mind their businessand
will not make any trouble aslong asthey are left in peace.If there are
any problems in town, Don Lorenzo Sierra, here, is the alcalde and they
must be referred to him."

The captain favored Rennie with a last glare and was gone. Tobe Kells
spoke first.

“That one's chewin' th' bit an' gittin' ready to hump under th' saddle.
This business of tryin' to run out th' Rebs, it'll cause smokin'!"

"He has no right to give such an order,” Don Cazar was beginning
when the alcalde interrupted:

"Compadre, for a man such asthat your talk of rights means nothing.
He is eaten by the need to impress his will here, and that will bring
trouble. | do not like what | have heard, no, | do not like it at all.”

"You know what may be really eating at him this time, Hunt?" To-
pham spoke from where he was leaning against the wall of Shadow's
box stall. "Johnny was throwing his weight around again last night. Had
a set-to in the Jackswith atrooper. Unlessthe kid quits trying to fight the
war over again every time he seesan army blouseNor until he stops
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pouring whisky down him every time he hits townNthere may be shoot-
ing trouble. There're some equal hot-heads in Bayliss' camp, and if
Johnny goes up against one of them, a scuffle could become a battle."

"Yeah, an' that warn't all Johnny was doin' last night." Kells shifted his
tobacco cud from one cheekto the other. "Iffen Kirby here hadn't beento
hand, Johnny would have skinned th' Trinfan kid with his quirtNjus'
‘cause he dropped his purse outside th' Jacksan' th' kid followed him to
give it back. Johnny's meanerthan adrunk Injun thesedays. That's Bible-
swear truth, Rennie."

“To lose a war makes a man bitter,” Don Cazar said slowly. "Johnny
was far too young when he ran away to join Howard. And after that de-
feat at Glorieta, the retreat to Texaswas pure hell with the fires roaring.
It seems to have done something to the boyNinside."

"Johnny wasn't the only boy at Glorieta. From what I've heard most of
them weren't old enough to grow a good whisker crop." Topham's voice
had lost its detached note. "And he sure wasn't the only Confederate to
surrender. Hunt, he's got to learn that losing a war doesn't mean that a
man has lost the rest of his life. But the way he's been acting these past
months, Johnny might just lose it. Bayliss' tongue is hanging out a yard
or more he's panting so hard to get back at you. That captain has heady
ambitions under his hat, maybe like setting up here asa tinpot governor
or something like. If he can discredit you, well, he probably thinks he's
got a chanceto rake in the full pot, and it's a big one. Get Johnny back on
the Range, HuntNput him to work, hard. Sweat that sour temper and
whisky out of him. He used to be a promising youngster; now he's turn-
ing bronco fast. All he seemsto have learned in the war is how to use
those guns of his to lord it over anyone he believes he can push around.
And someday he'll try to push the wrong manN"

Don Cazar was staring ahead of him now at Drew and Shiloh. But
Drew knew that Hunt Rennie was not seeing either man or horse, but a
mental picture which was not too pleasing.

"He's just a boy." Rennie did not utter that asan excuse;rather he said
it asif to reassurehimself. Then his eyesreally focused on Drew, and he
changed the subject abruptly.

"Kirby, when the train comesin we sometimes set up a race or two.
Any thought of trying your colt against some of the local champions?"

"Oro perhaps?" Drew counter-questioned.

Rennie laughed. "Oh, so you've been talking, Fenner?"

The scout came away from where Tar was still very audibly munching
his treat. "Didn't know as how th' younker had him arunnin' hoss, Don
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Cazar." He inspected Shiloh critically. "But that thar sure looks a lotta
hoss. 'Course maybe he ain't used t' runnin' out here whar th' ground
ain't made all nice an' easy fur his feet. But | dunno, | dunno at all."

"Anyway he'll give Oro stiffer competition than he's had in the last
two races.Unless that Lieutenant Spath up at the camp tries again with
that long-legged black of his,” Topham added. "What about it, Kirby?
You willing to match Shiloh?"

"He's green, but, yes, I'll do it."

Drew's motives were mixed. His pride in the colt had been pushing
him toward such atrial ever since he had heard Fenner speak of Oro. In
addition, as the owner of a noted horse, he would take a place in this
community, establish his identity as Drew Kirby. And in some way he
could not define, this put him, at leastin his own mind, on an equal foot-
ing with Don Cazar.

But by the next morning a few doubts troubled him as he tightened
saddle cinches on the stallion. Shiloh's only races so far had been im-
promptu matches along the trail. Though the colt had been consistently
the victor, none of his rivals had beenin his class.And if Oro's speedwas
as striking as his coloring, the Range stud would prove a formidable
opponent.

"Walk him up and down here by the corral." The Kentuckian handed
the reins to Callie. "Got something | have to do."

Drew went directly to the Four Jacks.This time the cantina was filled,
with a double row of the thirsty demanding attention at the bar. But To-
pham was seated at a table with Don Lorenzo and Zack Cabhill of the
stage line. The Kentuckian went over to them.

"You have come to back your horse, se—or?"Don Lorenzo smiled up at
Drew. There were piles of coins on the table as Cahill listed bets for the
men crowding around.

"Yes, suh." Drew spun down two double eagles. "What're the odds?"

"Started six to one for Oro," Topham told him. "Coasted down after a
few of the boys had a look at Shiloh. Can give you four to one now.
Anything else we can do for you?"

Drew dropped his voice. "Do you have a safe here?"

Topham's eyebrows climbed. "Do you foresee a deposit or a
withdrawal?"

"Deposit. | want to ride light today."

“Then I'll admit possessionof a safe,such asit is. Don Lorenzo, por fa-
vor, will you act as banker?" He beckoned Drew after him into a small
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back room which was in sharp contrast to the main part of the Four
Jacks.

On one wall was a fanned display of old daggers and swords which
dated a century or so back to the Spanish colonial days. A bookcase
crammed with tightly squeezed volumes provided a resting place for
pieces of native pottery bearing grotesque animal designs. On the far
wall were strips of brightly colored woven materials flanking a huge
closed cupboard, a very old one, Drew thought. Its paneled front was
carved with deeply incised patterns centering about a shield bearing
arms. Only the battered desk and an attendant chair with a laced raw-
hide seat were of the frontier.

Topham took a chained key from the pocket of his fancy vest and went
to fit it into a lock concealedin the carved foliage of the cupboard. The
shield split down the middle, revealing shelves of metal boxesand pack-
ets of papers. Drew unfastened his money belt and handed it over. As he
was tucking his shirt in his belt once more the gambler nodded at the
cupboard.

“This is about as near a bank as we boast in Tubacca. Cahill has a
strongbox at the stage station, and Stein some kind of a lockup at his
storeNthat's the total for the town. We haven't grown to the size for a
real banking establishmentN"

"Hey, Reese, th' Old Man aboutN?"

Shannonwas in the doorway. In the full light of day he looked young-
er. Drew was puzzled. That strange animosity which had flashed
between them last nightNwhy had he felt it? There was nothing like that
emotion now. But as Johnny Shannon's gaze flitted from Topham to the
Kentuckian, Drew was once more aware that, whatever he might out-
wardly seem, Johnny Shannon was no boy. Behind that disarmingly
youthful fasade was another person altogether.

"Kirby, ain't it?" Shannonsmiled. "Understand | got outta line th' other
night E stepped on a lotta toes." That gaze flickered for the merest in-
stant to the Colts at the Kentuckian's belt. "I sure had me a real snootful
an' | guess | was jus' fightin' th' war all over again. No hard feelin's?"

That guileless confessionwas very convincing on the surface. How did
you assessan emotion you did not understand yourself? Drew was
teasedby a fleeting memory of the past, of atime when he had faced an-
other pair of eyessuch asthose, surface eyesbehind which you could see
nothing. Then he became conscious that the pause was too lengthy, and
he replied with a hurry he immediately regretted:

“No hard feelin's."
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This time he was able to recognize the meaning of that quirk of
Shannon'slips. But prudence controlled the small flare of temper he felt
inside him. It did not really matter. Let Shannon think he was backing
down. If the time ever came that they did have to have a showdown,
Johnny Shannon might be the surprised one.

"You're sure a trustin' fella." Shannon'sfingers hooked to the front of
the gun belt riding low on the hip. "Not askin' for no receipt or nothin'E

Topham laughed. "We don't forget what is due a customer, Johnny."
He went to the desk, scribbled a line on a piece of paper, and held it out
to Drew. "This should meet all contingencies, such as some patron out
there getting downright ornery and putting a couple of extra buttonholes
in my vest by the six-gun slug method."

"Heard tell as how you're fixin' to race your plug 'gainst Oro, Kirby,"
Johnny drawled. "Also as how you laid down some good round boys to
back his chance.| took me a piece of themNeasy pickin's." The sneerwas
plainer in his voice than it had been in his smile.

Drew's puzzlement grew. Why was Shannonleaning on him this way?
Becausehe had stepped in to stop the quirting of Teodoro? That was the
only reason the Kentuckian could think of.

"That's a matter of opinion." Topham was studying them both with in-
terest. "I'd say Oro has him some real competition at last. None of the
Eclipse blood was ever backward on the track."

"You ridin' yourself?" Shannon paid no attention to the gambler's
comment.

Drew nodded. "He knows me, and | ride IightN"

"Sure, | suppose you doNnow." Shannon's eyes flickered again, this
time to the locked cupboard. "Heard tellNleastways Callie's been
spoutin' it aroundNthat you was with General Forrest."

"Yes."

"You sure musta pulled outta th' war better'n th' rest of us poor Rebs.
Got you a couple of blooded hossesan' a good heavy money belt. A sight
more luck than th' rest of us hadN"

"Don't include yourself in the empty-pocket brigade, Johnny,"” Topham
rapped out. "I don't see you going without eating money, drinking
money either, more's a pity. And if you're really looking for Rennie now,
you'll find him down at the course."

Shannon's smile was gone. He straightened away from the door frame
which had been supporting his shoulders. "Thanks a lot, Reese."He left
with the same abruptness as he had from the stable alley.
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"So you're riding yourself." Topham ignored the departure. "Le—n
Rivas, BartolomZ's son, will be up on Oro; he always rides for Rennie.
He's younger than you, but I'd say"Nthe gambler studied Drew's lithe
body criticallyN"you're about matched in weight. I'd shuck that gun
belt, though, and anything else you can. And good luck, Kirby. You'll
need all of it you can muster."

An hour later Drew followed Topham's advice, leaving gun belt, car-
bine, and everything else he could unload in Callie's keeping before he
swung up on Shiloh. The big colt was nervous, tending to dance side-
ways, tossing his head high. Drew concentrated on the businessat hand,
striving to forget the crowd opening up to let him through, shouting en-
couragement or disparagement. Ahead was the appointed track, a beaten
stretch of earth, part of the old road leading to the mines. The Kentucki-
an talked to Shiloh asthey went, keeping up a stream of words to firm
the bond between horse and rider.

There was a knot of men surrounding the golden horse, and as his
rider mounted, Oro put on a good show, rearing to paw the air with his
forefeet asif he wished nothing better than to meet his gray rival in an
impromptu boxing match. Then he nodded his head vigorously, ac-
knowledging the shouts from his enthusiastic supporters. Beside that
magnificent blaze of color Shiloh was drab, a shadow about to be put to
flight by the sun.

They were to break at a starting shot, head to the big tree which made
an excellent landmark in the flat valley, rounding its patch of shade be-
fore returning to the starting point. Drew brought Shiloh, still prancing
and playing with his bit, up beside Oro. The slim boy on the golden
horse shot the Kentuckian a shoulder-side look and grinned, raising his
quirt in salute as Drew nodded and smiled back.

Some of the noise died. Don Lorenzo pointed a pistol skyward. Drew
strove to make his body one with Shiloh's small easy movements. The
big gray knew very well what was in progress, was tensing now for a
swift getaway leap. And he made it on the crack of the gun.

But if Shiloh had easily outdistanced all opposition before on those im-
provised tracks, he was now meeting a far more equal race. The gray
colt's stride was effortless, he was pounding out with powerNmore than
Drew had ever known him to exert. Yet those golden legs matched his
pace, reach for reach, hoofbeat for hoofbeat.

"Come on, boy!" Drew's urging was lost in the wild shouting of the
spectators. Somewho were mounted were trying to parallel the runners.
But Shiloh responded to his rider's encouragement even if he could not
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hear or understand. Drew would never use quirt or spur on the stud.
What Shiloh had to give must come willingly and becausehe delighted
in the giving.

They swept in and around the shade of the tree, made the arc to re-
turn. That golden head with its tossing crown of black forelock; it was
slipping back! Oro was no longer nose to nose with Shiloh, rather now
nose to neck. Drew could hear Rivas' voice encouraging, pleadingE .

A mass of men, mounted and on foot, funneled the runners down to
where the line of rope lay straight to mark the finish. Oro was creeping
up once more, inch by hard-won inch.

Drew's head went up, his throat was rasped raw by the Yell which had
taken desperate gray-coated troopers down hedge-bordered roads in
Kentucky and steep ravines in Tennessee,sending them, if need be,
straight into the mouths of Yankee field guns. And the Yell brought
Shiloh home, only a nose ahead of his rivalNas if he had been spurred
by the now outlawed war cry. Then Drew found he had his hands full
trying to pull up the colt and persuade him that the race was indeed
over.
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Chapter

A black mule cameup beside Drew ashe slowly pulled Shiloh down to a
canter. Fenner, a wide grin splitting his beard, bellowed:

“That shore was a race! Need any help, son?"

Drew shook his head, wanting to bring Shiloh under full control at a
rate which would quiet the colt before they headed back to the furor
about the finish line. And only now did he have time to relish his own
excited pride and pleasure.

Since he had first seenShiloh on that scouting trip back to Kentucky in
'64, he had known he must someday own the gray colt. He had lain out
in the brush for a long time that morning to watch the head groom of
Red Springs put the horse through his pacesin the training paddock.
And watching jealously, Drew had realized that Shiloh was one of those
mounts that a man discovers only once in his life-time, though he may
breed and love their kind all his years.

Drew would have beencontent with Shiloh asa mount and a compan-
lon, but now he was sure that the colt was more, so much more. This
gray was going to be one of the Great Ones, a racer and a sireNto leave
his mark in horse history and stamp his own quality on foals throughout
miles and years in this southwestern land. Drew licked the grit of dust
from his lips, filled his lungs with a deep breath as Shiloh turned under
rein pressure.

It was a long time before the Kentuckian was able to separate Shiloh
from his ring of new admirers and bring him back to the stable. Drew re-
fused several offers for the colt, some of them so fantastic he could only
believe their makers sun-touched or completely carried away by the ex-
citement of the race.

But when he found Don Cazar waiting for him at Kells', he guessed
that this was serious.

"You do not wish to sell him, | suppose?” Hunt Rennie smiled at
Drew's prompt shake of head. "No, that would be too much to hope for,
you are not a fool. But | have something else to suggest. ReeseTopham
tells me you are looking for work, preferably with horses.Well, | have a
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contract to gentle some remounts for the army, and | need some experi-
enced men to help break themN"

Drew could not understand the sudden pinch ofNcould it be alarm?
Here it was: a chanceto work on the Range,to know Hunt Rennie, and
learn whether Don Cazar was to remain alegend or becomea father. But
now he was not sure.

"I'm no breaker, suh. I've gentled, yesNbut eastern style."

"Breaking horsescan be brutal, though we don't ride with red spurs on
the Range. Suppose we try some of the eastern methods and see how
they work on our wild ones. Do you think you can do it?"

"A man can't tell what he can do until he tries." Drew still hedged.

There was atrace of frown now between Rennie'sbrows. "You told To-
pham you wanted work." His tone implied that he found Drew's present
hesitancy odd. AndNfrom Don Cazar's point of viewNit was. Tubacca
was still in a slump; the rest of the valley held about as many jobs for a
man as Drew had fingers on one hand. The Range was the big holding,
and to ride there meant security and an established position in the com-
munity. Also, perhaps it was not an offer lightly made to an unknown
newcomer.

"l can't promise you blue-grass training, suh. That hasto begin with a
foal." He hoped Rennie would credit his wavering to a modest appraisal
of his own qualifications.

"Blue-grass training?"

As his father repeated the expression Drew realized the slip of tongue
he had made. And if he took the job, there might be other slips, perhaps
far more serious ones.But to refuse, after Topham had spoken for him E
he was caught in a pinch with cause for suspicion closing in on either
side.

"I was in Kentucky for about a year after the war. | went to stay with a
friendN"

"But you are from Texas?"

Was Rennie watching him too intently? No, he must ride a tighter rein
on his imagination. There was no reason in the wide world why Don
Cazar should expect him to be anyone except Drew Kirby.

"Yes, suh. Didn't have anythin' to go back to there. Thought I'd try for
a new start out here." There was the story of several thousand veterans.
Rennie should have heard it a good many times already.

"Well, come and try some blue-grasstraining on our colts. And should
you let this stud of yours run with a picked manada of mares, | could
promise good fees."
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"Suppose | said yes if the fees were some of the foalsNof my own
choosing, suh?" Drew asked.

Rennie ran a finger acrossthe brand which scarred the gray's hide.
"Spur RNthat's a new one to me."

"My own. Heard tell ashow there's a custom of the country that a slick
this old can be branded and claimed by anyone bringing him in. | wasn't
going to lose him that way should he do any straying, accidental or
intentional."

Don Cazar laughed. "That's using your head, Kirby. All right. It's a
deal asfar asI'm concerned. You draw wrangler's pay and take stud fees
in foalsNsay one in three, your choosing. Register that brand of yours
with Don Lorenzo to be on the safe side. Then you're welcome to run
Spur R with the Double R on the Range."

He held out his hand, and Drew grasped it for a quick shake to seal
their agreement. He was committed nowNto the Range and to a small
partnership with its master. But he still wondered if he had made the
right choice.

Two days later he dropped bedroll and saddlebagson the spare bunk
at one end of the long adobe-walled room and studied his surroundings
with deep curiosity. It was a fort, all right, this whole stronghold of
Rennie'sNnot just the bunkhouse which formed part of a side wall.
Bunkhouse, feed store, and storage room, blacksmith shop, cookhouse,
stables, main house, the quarters for the married men and their famil-
iesNall arranged to enclosea patio into which choice stock could be her-
ded at the time of an attack, with a curbed well in the center.

The roofs of all the buildings were flat, with loopholed parapets to be
manned at need. A sentry post on the main house was occupied twenty-
four hours a day by relays of Pimas. A loaded rifle leaned at every win-
dow opening, ready to be fired through loopholes in the wooden war
shutters. The walls were twenty-five inches thick, and mounted on the
roof of the stable, facing the hills from which Apache attacks usually
came,was a small brasscannonNDon Cazar'slegacy from troops march-
ing away in '61.

What he saw of the resourcesof this private fort led Drew to acceptthe
other stories he had heard of the Range, like the one that Don Cazar's
men practiced firing blindfolded at noise targets to be prepared for night
raids. The place was self-contained and almost self-supporting, with
stores of food, good water, its own forge and leather shop, its own crafts-
men and experts. No wonder the Apaches had given up trying to break
this Anglo outpost and Rennie had accomplished what others found
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impossible. He had held his land secure against the worst and most un-
beatable enemy this country had nourished.

There were other Range forts, smaller, but as stoutly and ingeniously
designed, each built beside a water source on Rennie landNdefense
points for Don Cazar's riders, their garrisons rotated at monthly inter-
vals. And Drew had to thank that system for having taken Johnny Shan-
non away from the Stronghold before the Kentuckian arrived. Rennie's
foster son was now riding inspection between one water-hole fortifica-
tion and another. But Drew was uncertain just how he would rub along
with Shannon in the future.

"Se—or Kirby, Don CazarNhe would speak with you in the Casa
Grande," Le—n Rivas called through one of the patio side windows.

"Coming." Drew left the huddle of his possessions on the bunk.

The Casa Grande of the Stronghold was a high-ceilinged, five-room
building about sixty feet long, the kitchen making a right angle to the
other rooms and joining the smoke house to form part of another wall for
the patio. Mesquite logs, adze-hewn and only partially smoothed, were
placed over the doorways, and the plank doors themselves were slung
on hand-wrought iron hinges or on leather straps, from oak turning-
posts. Drew knocked on the age-darkened surface of the big door.

"Kirby? Come in."

Here in contrast to the brilliant sunlight of the patio was a dusky cool-
ness. There were no glass panesin the windows. Manta, the unbleached
muslin which served to cover such openings in the frontier ranches,was
tacked taut, allowing in air but only subdued light. The walls had been
smoothly plastered, and asin Topham's office, lengths of colorful woven
materials and a couple of Navajo blankets served as hangings. Rugs of
cougar and wolf skin were scattered on the beaten earth of the floor.
There was a tall carved cupboard with a grilled door, a bookcase, and
two massive chests shoved back against the walls. And over the stone
mantel of the fireplace hung a picture of a morose-looking, bearded man
wearing a steel breastplate, the canvas dim and dark with age and
smoke.

Don Cazar was seated at a table as massive as the chests,a pile of pa-
pers before him flanked by two four-branch candelabra of native silver.
BartolomZ Rivas' more substantial bulk weighed down the rawhide seat
of another chair more to one side.

"Sit downN" Rennie nodded to the seatin front of the table. "Smoke?"
He pushed forward a silver box holding the long cigarillos of the border
country. Drew shook his head.
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"Whisky? Wine?" He gestured to a tray with waiting glasses.

"Sherry." Drew automatically answered without thought.

"What do you think of the stock you saw down in the corral?" Don
Cazar poured a honey-colored liquid from the decanter into a small
glass.

As the Kentuckian raised it to sip, the scent of the wine quirked time
for him, making this for a fleeting moment the dining room at Red
Springs during a customary after-dinner gathering of the men of the
household. The talk there, too, had been of horsesNalways horses. Then
Drew came back in atwitch of eyelid to the here and now, to Hunt Ren-
nie watching him with a measuring he did not relish, to BartolomZ's
round face with its close-to-hostile expression. Deliberately Drew sipped
again before answering the question.

"I'd say, suh, if they're but a sample of Range stock, the breed is excel-
lent. HoweverNN"

"However what, se—or?" BartolomZ's eyes challenged Drew. "In this
territory, even in Sonora, there are none to compare with the horses of
this hacienda."

“That is not what | was about to say, Se—or Rivas. But if Don Cazar
wishes to try the eastern methods of training, these horses are too old.
You begin with a yearling colt, not three-year-olds."

"To break a foall What madness!" Now BartolomZ's face expressed
shock.

"Not breaking," Drew corrected, "training. It is another method alto-
gether. One puts a weanling on a rope halter, accustoms him to the feel
of the hackamore, of being with men. Then he grows older knowing no
fear or strangeness."

The Mexican looked from Drew to Don Cazar, his shock fading to puz-
zlement. Rennie nodded.

"S’, amigo, so it is doneNin Kentucky and Virginia. But this time we
must deal with the older ones. Can you modify those methods, gentle
without breaking? A colt with the fire still in him, but saddle-broke, is
worth much moreN"

"I cantry. But you have already said, suh, that you don't allow rough
breakin' here." Drew's half suspicion crystallized into belief. Don Cazar
had not really wanted another wrangler at all; he had wanted
ShilohNand his foals. Well, perhaps he would find he did have a wran-
gler who could deliver the goods into the bargain.

“No, but it is always well to learn new ways. | have beenin Kentucky,
Kirby. Perhapssome of their methods would not work on the Range.On
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the other hand, others might. As you have saidNwe can but try." He
picked up the top sheet of paper and began to read:

"Bayos-blancosNlight dunsNtwo. Bayos-azafranadosNsaffronsNone.
Bayos-narajadosNorange dunsNnoneNN"

"There was one," BartolomZ interrupted. "The mare, she was lost at
Ca—on del Palomas."

Rennie frowned, "S’, the mare. Bayos-tigresNstriped ones Nthree.
Bayos-cebrunosNsmoked dunsNtwo. GrullasNbluesNfour. RoansNsix.
BlacksNthree. BaysNfour. Twenty-five three-year-olds. You won't be ex-
pected to take on the whole remuda, Kirby. Selectany six of your own
choosing and use your methods of gentling on them. We'll make a test
this way."

BartolomZ uttered a sound closer to a snort than anything else. And
Drew guessed how he stood with the Mexican foreman. Rennie might
have faith, or pretend to have faith, in some new method of training, but
Rivas was a conservative who preferred the tried and true and un-
doubtedly considered the Kentuckian an interloper.

"Now, the matter of ShilohE "

Drew finished the sherry with appreciation. He was beginning to see
the amusing side of this conference. Drew's work on the Range settled,
Rennie was about to get to what he really wanted. But Don Cazar's first
words were a little startling.

"We'll keep him close-in the water corral. To turn a stud of eastern
breeding loose is dangerousNN"

"You mean he might be stolen, suh?" Drew clicked his empty glass
down on the table.

“No, he might be killed!" And Rennie's tone indicated he meant just
that.

"HowE why?"

“There are wild-horse bands out there, though we're trying to capture
or run them off the Range.And awild stud will always try to add mares
to his band. Becausehe has fought many times to keep or take mares, he
Is a formidable and vicious opponent, one that an imported, tamed stud
canrarely best.Right now, coming into Big Rock well for water is a pinto
that haskilled three other stallionsNincluding a black | imported back in
'60Nand two of them were larger, heavier animals than he.

"The Trinfans are moving down into that section this week. | hope
they can break up that band, run down the stud anyway. He has courage
and cunning, but his blood is not a line we want for foals on this range.
So Shiloh stays here at the Stronghold; don't risk him loose."
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"Yes, suh. What about these wild onesNthey worth huntin'?"

“They're mixed; some are scrubs, inbred, poor stuff. But a few fine
ones turn up. Mostly when they do they're strays or bred from
straysNescaped from horse thieves or Indians. If the mustangers here
pick up any branded ones, they're returned to the owners, if possible, or
sold at a yearly auction. By the old Mexican law the hunting seasonfor
horses runs from October to March. Foals are old enough then to be
branded. Speaking of foals, you left your mare and the filly in town?"

"Kells'll give them stable room till next month. | can bring them out
then."

"We'll have a delivery of remounts to make to the camp about then.
You can help haze those in and pick up your own stock on return.”

Le—nappeared in the doorway. "Don Cazar, the mesteneoesNthey
arrive."

"Good. Thesepeople are the real wild-horse experts, Kirby. Not much
the Trinfans don't know about horses." Don Cazar was already on his
way to the door and Drew fell in behind BartolomZ.

The Trinfan outfit was small, considering the job they intended, Drew
thought. A cart pulled by two mules, lightly made and packed high, was
the nucleus of their small caravan. BurrosNtwo of themNwere roped
behind and, to Drew's surprise, a cow, bawling fretfully and intended, he
later learned, to play foster mother to any unweaned foals which might
be picked up. The cart was driven by a Mexican in leather breechesand
jacket over ared shirt. Behind him rode the boy and girl Drew had seen
in the Tubaccaalley, mounted on rangy, nervous horsesthat had speed
in every line of their under-fleshed bodies. Eachrider trailed four spare
mounts roped nose to talil.

"Buenos d’as, Don Cazar." For so small a man the Mexican on the cart
seat produced a trumpet-sized voice. He touched the roll-edged brim of
his sombrero, and Drew noted that his arm was crooked asif in the past
it had been broken and poorly set.

"Buenos dias, Se—or Trinfan. This house is yours." Rennie went to the
side of the cart. "The west corral is ready for your use as always. Draw
on the stores for any need you may haveN"

"Gracias, Don Cazar." It was the thanks of equal to equal. "You have
some late news of the wild ones?"

"Only that the pinto still runs near the well."

"That spotted oneNs’, he is an Apache for cunning, for deviltry of spir-
it. It may be that this time he will not be the lucky one. Thereis in him a
demon. Did | not seehim, with my own eyes,kill afoal, tear flesh from
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the flanks of its dam when shetried to drop out of the run? S’Na real di-
ablo, that one!"

"Get rid of him one way or another, Trinfan. He is a danger to the
Range.He killed another stud this season.l am as sure of that asif | had
seen him in action."

"Ah, the blue one you thought might be arunner to match Oro. S’, that
was a great pity, Don Cazar. Well, we shall try, we shall try this time to
put that diablo under!"

An hour later Drew was facing a diablo of his own, with far lesscon-
fidence than Hilario Trinfan had voiced. Just how stupid could one be?
Around him now were men trained from early childhood to this life, and
he could show no skill at their employment. All the way out from Texas
he had practiced doggedly with the lariat, and his best fell far short of
what a range-bred child could do.

Yet he had an audience waiting down at the corral. Drew's mouth was
a straight line. He would soon confirm their belief that Don Cazar had in
truth hired Shiloh instead of his owner. But there was no use trying to
duck the ordeal, and the Kentuckian had never been one to put off the
inevitable with a pallid hope that something would turn up to save him.

Only this time, apparently, fortune was going to favor him.

"Which one you wish, se—or?" Teodoro Trinfan, rope in hand, stood
there ready to castfor one of the milling colts. Why the boy was making
that offer of assistanceDrew had no inkling. But to acceptwould give
him a slight chance to prove he could do part of the work.

He had already made his selection in the corral, though he had des-
paired of ever getting that animal at rope's end.

"The blackN"
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Chapter 6

He worked in the dust of the smaller corral, with Croaker's help, adapt-
ing his knowledge of easterngentling the way he had mentally planned
it during the days since he had accepted the job. With the excited and
frightened colt roped to the steady mule Drew tried to think horse, feel
horse, even be horse, shutting out all the rest of the world just as he had
on the day of the race.He must sensethe colt's terror of the rope, his hor-
ror of the strange human smellNthe man odor which was so frightening
that a blanket hung up at awater hole could keep wild horsesaway from
the liquid they craved.

Drew talked as he had to Shiloh, as if this black could understand
every word. He twitched the lead rope, and Croaker paced sedately
about in a wide circle, dragging the colt with him. Drew then reached
across the bony back of the mule, pressed his hand up and down the
sweaty, shivering hide of the black. No hurry, must not rush the steady,
mild gesture to the horse that here was a friend.

The Kentuckian had no idea of the passing of time; it was all part of
the knowledge that slow movements, not swift ones,would prevent new
panic. The blanket was shown, allowing the black to sniff down its sur-
face, before it was flapped back and forth acrossthe colt's back, and fi-
nally left there. Now the saddle. And with that cinched into place, the
black stood quietly beside Croaker.

Drew mounted the mule and rode. The saddled black, loosened from
the twin tie, followed the mule twice around the corral. The rider dis-
mounted from Croaker, was up on the black. For perilous secondshe felt
flesh and muscles tense under his weight; then the body relaxed.

His hand went up. "Open the gate!" he called softly.

Seemingto realize he was free of the pole walls, the black exploded in
a burst of speed which was close to Shiloh's racing spurt. Drew let him
go. Three-quarters of an hour later he rode back, the black blowing foam,
but answering the rein.

He found Don Cazar, BartolomZ, and Hilario Trinfan waiting for him
by the corral. The mustanger walked forward with a lurch, his head
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thrown far back so he could look up at Drew from under the wide brim
of his sombrero.

“This you could not do with a true wild one," he commented.

"I know that, se—or. This colt was not an enemy, one who has already
been hunted by man. He was only afraidE ."

"But you have the gift. It is born in oneNthe gift. A man hasit, and the
horse always knows, answersto it. Ride with me, se—or, and try that gift
on the wild ones!"

"SomedayN" That was true. Someday Drew did want to ride after the
wild ones. Anse's stories of horse hunting on the Texas plains had first
stirred that desire. Now it was fully awake in him.

Don Cazar inspected the black closely. "Well, BartolomZ, what have
you to say now?"

"Se-or Kirby knows his business," the Mexican admitted. "Though |
think also that this was no true wild one. He will make a good remount,
but he is no fighter such as others | have seen here."

Drew unsaddled and left the black in with Croaker; he fed both anim-
als a bait of oats. In the morning he would be at this again. And he still
had not solved the problem of roping. He could not expect Teodoro to
come to his aid a second time. He started slowly back to the bunkhouse.

"Se—orN?"

Drew raised his wet head from the bunkhouse basin and reached out
for a sacking towel. "Yes?"

Le—n sat on a near-by bunk. "I have thought of somethingN"

"Sounds as if it might be important,” Drew commented.

"Don Cazar, he has offered moneyNa hundred dollars in goldNto
have off the Range that killer pinto stud. But that one, he is like the
Apache; he is not to be caught.”

"Can't someone pick him off with a rifle?"

"Perhaps. Only that has also beentried several times, se—or. My father,
he thought he had killed him only two months ago. But the very next
week did not the pinto come to steal mares from the bay manada? It
must have been that he was only creased. No, he is a diablo, and he
hides in the rocks where he cannot easily be seen.But there is a plan |
have thought ofN" Le—nhesitated, and Drew guessed he was about to
make a suggestion which he believed might meet with disapproval.

"And this plan of yours?" Why had Le—ncome to him with it? Surely
young Rivas had better and closer friends at the Stronghold. Why ap-
proach a newcomer?
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"That pintoNhe is afighter; he likes to fight. He will not allow another
stud on the ground he claims."

Drew was beginning to understand. Wild ones were sometimes
trapped by a belled mare staked out to draw them in. But a stud to catch
a fighting stud was another plan altogether.

"You would offer him a fight?"

"S’, but not a real fight. Justallow him to believe that there would be
one. Pull him so out of hiding in the rocksN"

"Using what stud for bait?"

"Se—or JuanitoNhe said a stud that would fight too, like Shiloh."

"Shiloh!" Drew wadded the towel in his fist and pitched it acrossthe
room. "Shiloh!"

Le—nmust have read something of Drew's blazing anger in his face,
for the Mexican's mouth went a little slack and his hand came up in an
involuntary gesture as if to ward off a blow.

"It is a good plan!" His boy's voice was thin in protest against Drew's
expression.

“It is a harebrained, dangerous scheme,” began Drew; then he
switched to a question. "Did Johnny Shannon suggest using Shiloh for
bait, or was that your idea?"

"Se—or JuanitoNhe said one must have a good horse, a fighter. But
such a horse would not be hurt. We would wait with rifles and shoot the
pinto quickly before he attacked. There would be no harm to Shiloh,
none at all. Se—or Juanito said that. Only a trick to get the diablo where
we could shoot. MaybeN" Leon's eyesdropped, a flush rose slowly on
his brown cheeksN"maybe it was very foolish. But when Se—or Juanito
told it, it sounded well."

"Did he tell you to ask me about it?"

The flush darkened. "He did not say so, se—or. But one would not do
such a thing without permission. Also, you should be one of the hunters,
no? How else could we go?"

"Well, there won't be any huntin' of that kind, Le—n.Trinfan knows
what he's doin', and | don't think that pinto is goin' to be runnin’
looseNor aliveNmuch longer."

Drew pulled a clean shirt over his head. What kind of game was
Johnny Shannon trying to play? Apparently he had almost talked Le—n
into using Shiloh as bait in this fool stunt. Had he expected the kid to
take the horse without Drew's knowledge? Or for some reason had he
wanted Le—nto spill this? A trick to get Shiloh out of the Stronghold?
But why?
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He buckled on his gun belt, settled the twin holsters comfortably.
ShannonNwhat and why, he repeated silently. Nothing sorted out in his
mind. Drew only felt a prickle of uneasinesswhich began between his
shoulder blades and ran a chill down his spine, asif rifle sights were on
him.

But Shannon did not return to the Stronghold, and Drew was kept
busy at the corrals from dawn to dusk. In a month of hard work it was
easy to forget what might only be fancies.

There was an invigorating crispnessin the air, and the dun gelding the
Kentuckian rode savored the breeze as a desert dweller savors water.
Drew was indulgent with his mount's skittishness as they pounded
along at the tail of the horse herd bound for Tubacca.

From a rocky point well before them there was a flash of light. Jared
Nye, on Drew's left, took off his hat and waved a wide-armed signal to
answer Greyfeather's mirror. Two of the Pimas were scouting ahead on
this two-day drive, and the Anglo riders were keeping the herd to atrot.
Apaches, Kitchell, even bandidos from over the border, could be sniffing
about the Range, eyeing its riches, ready to pick up anything left unpro-
tected. The men rode with their rifles free of the boot, fastened by a loop
of rawhide to the saddle horn, the old Texas precaution which allowed
for instant action. And at each halt the six-shooter Colts' loading was
checked.

Nye swerved, sending a lagger on with a sharp crack of quirt in the
air. He pulled up to match Drew's sobered trot.

"That's the last bad stretch; now it'll be downhill an' green fields all th'
way." Nye nodded at the narrow opening between two hills lying ahead.
"Glad to get this band in on all four legs an' runnin' easy."

"You expected trouble?"

"Kid, in this here country you don't expect nothin' else but. Last time
we brought hosses up th' trail they jumped us four, five miles
backNright closeto where we saw that pile of bones this mornin'. 'Fore
he knew what hit us Jim Berry was face down an' never got up again.
An' th' Old Man took him a crease'crost th' ribs that made him bleed like
a stuck pig. Got him patched up an'into town; then he keeled over when
he tried to git down off his hoss an' was in bed a week."

"Apaches?"

"Naw, we figured it was Kitchell. Couldn't prove it though, an' after
that th' Old Man made a rule we take Pimas every drive. Ain't nothin'
able to surprise them. | never had no use for Injuns, but these here are
peaceful cussesNiffen they don't smell an Apache. With them ridin'
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point we're sure slidin' th' groove. Me, I'll be glad to hit town. I'd shore
like to keep th' barkeep busier than a beaver buildin' hisself a new dam.
Though with th' Old Man off reppin' for th' law down along the border
and needin' hands back on the Range, we swallows down th' dust nice
an' easy an' takes it slow. Anyway, this far from payday | kin count up
mosta m' roll without takin' it outta m' pocket."

"This KitchellE think it's true that some of the ranchers are really
helpin' him?"

"Don't know. Might be he's tryin' to play th' deuce against th' whole
deck. Lessenhe lives on th' kind of whisky aswould make a rabbit up
an' spit in a grizzly's eye hole, he's got somethin'Nor someoneNto back
him. MeE were th' Old Man poundin' th' hills flat lookin' for me, I'd
crawl th' nearestbronc an' make myself as scarceas a snake'stwo ears."
Nye shrugged. "Kitchell's got some powerful reason for squattin' out in
th' brush playin' cat-eyed with most of th' territory. Maybe so there're
some as will sit in on his side, but they've sure got their jaws in a sling
an' ain't bawlin' about it none. 'Course lotsa people were red-hot Rebs
back in '61till they saw ashow white men fightin' each other jus' natur-
ally gave th' Apaches an' some of th' border riffraff idears 'bout takin'
over. But mosta us now ain't wavin' no flag. Iffen Kitchell has got him
some diehards backin' himN" Nye shrugged again. "Git 'long there, you
knock-kneed, goat-headed wagon-loafer!" He pushed on to haze another
slacker.

They were dusty and dry when they dropped the corral gate in place
and watched the horses mill around. Drew headed for Kells' stable.
Shadow nickered a greeting and turned around as if to purposefully
edge her daughter forward for his inspection.

"Pretty, ma'am," he told her. "Very pretty. She'sgoin' to be as fine a
lady as her maNI'm willin' to swear to that."

The filly lipped Drew's fingers experimentally and then snorted and
did a frisky little dance with her tiny hoofs rustling in the straw. Kells
had beenasgood as his promise, Drew noted. Mother and child had had
expert attention, and Shadow's coat had been groomed to a glossy silk;
her black mane and tail were rippling satin ribbons.

"Gonna take 'em back to th' Range with you, Mister Kirby?" Callie
came down from the loft.

"Yes. I'll need a cart and driver though. We'll have to give the foal a
lift. Know anyone for hire, Callie?"

“I'll ask around. Have any trouble comin' up?"

"No. Greyfeather and Runnin' Fox were scoutin' for us."
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"Stagewas jumped yesterday on th' Sonoraroad," Callie volunteered.
"One men got him a bullet in th' shoulder, but they got away clean. It
was Kitchell, th' driver thought. Captain Bayliss took out a patrol right
away. You plannin' on goin' back with Kitchell out?"

"Don't know," Drew replied absently. Better leave that decision to Nye;
he knew the country and the situation. "You ask about the cart, Callie,
but don't make it definite. Have to see how things turn out.”

Drew started for the Four Jacksto meet Nye. Back here in Tubaccahe
was conscious how much he had allowed his personal affairs to drift
from day to day. Of course he had seenvery little of Hunt Rennie at the
Stronghold; his father had ridden south on patrol with his own private
posse shortly after his own arrival there. But whenever Drew thought
seriously of the future he had that odd sense of dislocation and loss
which he had first known on the night he had seenDon Cazar arrive at
the cantina. Don CazarNHunt Rennie. Drew KirbyNDrew Rennie. A
seesaw to make a man dizzy, or maybe the vertigo he felt was the
product of too much sun, dust, and riding.

There was someone at a far table in the cantina, but otherwise the
dusky room was empty. Drew went directly to the bar. "Got any coffee,
Fowler?"

"Sure thing. Nye was in here 'bout five minutes ago. Said for you to
wait here for him. You hear 'bout Kitchell holdin' up th' stage?"

“Callie told me. Said the army patrol went out after him."

"Yeah, don't mean they'll nail him though. He's as good as an Apache
'bout keepin' undercover. Here's your coffee. Want some grub, too?"

The smell of coffee revived Drew's hunger. "Sure could use some.
Haven't eaten since we broke camp at sunup.”

"Sing's in th' kitchen. I'll give him th' sign to rattle th' pans. SayNbeen
racin' that Shiloh of yours lately? Sure am glad | played a hunch an'
backed him against Oro." Fowler's red forelock bobbed over his high
forehead as he nodded vigorously.

“No racin' on the Range."

"Hope you're keepin' him closer. That border crew'd sure like to git a
rope on him! Down Sonora way one of them Mexes would dig right
down to th' bottom of his money chestto buy a hosslike that. I'll go an'
tell Sing."

Drew, coffee mug in hand, sat down at a table where some of the
breeze beat in the door now and then. Lord, he was really tired. He
stretched out his legs, and the sun made twinkly points of light on the
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rowels of the Mexican spurs. Sipping the coffee, he allowed himself the
luxury of not doing any thinking at all.

Fowler brought a heaping plate and Drew began to eat.

"Oh, there you are!" Nye slammed in, swung one of the chairs about,
and sat on it back to front, his arms folded across the back.

"You ridin' out to tell the army we're hereNwith the horses?" Drew
asked.

"Nope, caught sight of them ridin' in. Looked like SergeantMuller was
in commandNhe'll comein here. Hey, Fowler, how's about another plate
of fodder?"

"Steady on, fella. Make it straight ahead now!"

Both of them looked up. A burly man wearing sergeant's stripes
steereda slighter figure before him through the open door. Johnny Shan-
non, a bandage about his uncovered head, lurched as if trying to free
himself from the other's grip and caught at a chair back. Nye and Drew
jumped up to ease him into a seat.

"What'sN?" began Nye.

Muller interrupted. "Found him crawlin' along right near town. Says
as how he was took by Kitchell 'n' got away, but he ain't too clear 'bout
what happened or where. Wearin' a crease'longside his skull; maybe
that scrambled up his thinkin' some."

"Better get Doc Matthews. | think he'sin town." Fowler camefrom the
bar, a glass in hand.

"Right. I'll go." Nye started out.

Johnny had slumped forward, his head on the table encircled by his
limp arms. Drew was puzzled. Shannon was supposed to have ridden
south on the Range, not north. What was he doing this far away from the
water-hole route? Had he found a trail which led him in this direction?
Or had he been jumped somewhere by Kitchell's pack of wolves and
forced along for some purpose of their own?

"Was he ridin', Sergeant?" Drew asked, hardly knowing why.

"NoNfootin' it. Said somethin' about Long Canyon after we gave him
a pull at a canteen. Sure came a long way if that's where he started."

"Il go get Hamilcar. He knows somethin' ‘bout doctorin'," Fowler cut
in. "Maybe Doc Matthews ain't here, after all."

"Hey, Sarge, can | see you a minute?" came a hail from without.

"You manage." Muller made it more order than request as he left.

Drew sat alone with Shannon, one hand on the boy's shoulder to
steady him. He was aware of movement behind him. If the fellow at the
back table had been dozing earlier, he was roused now.
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"Where did you git them spurs?"

Drew turned, his lips shaped a name, tried again, and got it out as a
hoarse whisper. "Anse! Don't you know me, Anse?"

He saw eyeslift from the floor level, the scarred cheekunder aragged
fringe of beard; and then astonishment in the other's expression became
a flashing grin.

"DrewNDrew Rennie! Lordy, it's sure enough Drew Rennie!"

Drew was on his feet. His hands on the other's shoulders pulled him
forward into a rough half embrace. "Anse!" He swayed to the joyous
pounding of a fist between his shoulder blades. "I thought you were
dead!" he somehow gasped.

"An' | seenyou go down; a slug got you plumb center!" the Texan
sputtered. "Rolled 'round a bush an' saw you git it! But for a ghost you're
sure lively!

"Caught me in the belt buckle,” Drew recounted that miracle of the
war. "Knocked me out; didn't really touch to matter, though."

Anse pushed away a little, still holding Drew tightly by the upper
arms. "Anybody told me I'd see Drew Rennie live an' kickin', I'd said
straight to his face he was a fork-tongued liar!"

Drew came partly to his sensesand the present. Fowler E Nye E
either one of them could come back on this reunion. "AnseNlisten! This
is important. | ain't Drew RennieNnot here, not nowN"

"Had to draw a new name outta th' deck?" Anse's grin faded; his eyes
narrowed. "All right, what's the goin' handle?"

"Kirby, Drew Kirby E Il explain later." He had given the warning
only just in time. Fowler and Hamilcar were coming from the back room
of the cantina, and there was a stir at the table.

Johnny was sitting up, his head swaying from side to side, his eyeson
Drew and Anse. But the stare was unfocused; he must still be only half
conscious. Drew had a fleeting prick of worry. Had Shannon heard any-
thing he would remember? There was nothing to be done about that
now.
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Chapter 7

"E and that's the way it is." Drew sat on the stool which was the only
other furnishing in the bath cubicle while Anse splashed and wallowed
in the slab tub.

The Texan swiped soap from his cheek. "An' ain't you gonna tell?"

"l don't know. Would you?"

"Go with m' hat in hand an' say, 'Well, Pa, here'syour wanderin' boy'?
No, | dunno ashow I'd be makin' that kinda play neither. Never was one
to unspool th' bedroll till 1 was sure o' th' brand | was ridin* for. An' you
an' me's kinda hide-matched there. Glad you wised me up in time."

"Maybe | didn't," Drew admitted.

"You mean that Shannon?Il know you think he'sfilin' his teeth for you,
but I'd say he was too busy countin' stars from that skull beltin' to make
sense out of our hurrawin'. [I'll give him th' eye though. Lissen now,
you're KirbyNso am | called for arebrandin’, too? Seemslike two Kirbys
turnin’ up in a town this size is gonna make a few people ask some
questions.”

"You're my cousinNAnson Kirby." Drew had already thought that out.
"Now, you've some tall talkin' to do your ownself. | saw you roll out of
your saddle back in Tennessee. How come you turn up here and now?"

Anse sluiced water over his head and shoulders with cupped hands.

"Do | tell it jus' like it happened, you'll think I'm callin’ up mountains
outta prairie-dog hills, it's that crazy. But it's range truth. Yeah, | landed
outta that saddle on some mighty hard ground. If you'll remember, | had
me a hole in the shoulder big enough to let th wind whistle through. |
rolled between th' bushesjus' in time to seeyou get itNplumb center an'
final, so| thought. Then E well, | don't remember too good for a while.
Next time | was able to take areal interest | was lyin' on a bed with about
a mountain of quilts on top me, weaker'n a yearlin' what's jus' been
dragged outta a bog hole. Seemslike them Yankeesgathered me up with
th' rest of them bushwacker scrubs, but when they got me a mile or so
down th' road they decided ashow I'd had it good an' there was no use
wastin' wagon room on me. So they let me lieE .
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"Only," the Texan paused and then continued more soberly, "Drew,
sometimesNsometimes it seemslike a hombre can have a mite more'n
his share of luck; or else he's got him Someoneas is line ridin' for him.
We had us friends in Tennessee,an' it jus' happened as how | was
dropped where one of them families found me. They sure was good
folks; patched me up an' saw me through like | was their close kin. Hid
me out by sayin' as how | had th' cholera.

"An' most of th' time | didn't know a rope from a saddleNoutta my
head complete. First there was that shoulder hole; then | got me a good
caseof lung fever. It was two months ‘fore | could crawl round better'n a
sick calf what lost its ma too early. Then, jus' as| got so | could stamp m'
boots on th' ground an' expectto stand straight up in 'em, this here Yan-
kee patrol came'long an' dogged me right into a bunch o' our boys they
had rounded up. | had me some weeks in a prison stockade, which ain't,
I'm tellin' you, no way for to spend any livin' time. Then this here war
was over, an' | was loose. No hoss, no nothin'. Some of th' boys got to
talkin' 'bout trailin' back to Texas, tryin' out some ranchin' in the bush
country. A lotta wild stuff down thereNnobody's been runnin' brands
on anythin' much since'61. We planned to get a herd of mavericks, drive
up into Kansasor Missouri, an' sell. A couple of th' boys had run stuff in
that way for th' army, even swum 'em acrossthe Mississippi. It would
maybe give us a start. An'Nwell, there weren't nothin' elseto do. Sowe
tried it." Anse sat staring down at the water lapping at his lean middle.
His was a very thin body, the ribs standing out beneath the skin almost
as harshly as did the weal of the scar on his shoulder.

"And it didn't work?"

"Well, it might've. | ain't sayin' it won't for some hombres. Only we
run into trouble. Texasain't Texasno more; it's th' Fifth Military District.
Any man what fought for th' Confederacy ain't got any rights. It's
worse'n an Injun war. We got us our herd, leastwise th' beginnin' of one.
An' that was back-breakin' workNwe was feelin' as beataswhen we run
out of Tennesseeafter Franklin. Only we kept to it, ‘causeit would give
us a stake. So we started drivin' north, an' they jumped us."

"Who?"

"YankeesNth' brand what probably set at home an' let others do th'
real fightin'Nready to come in an' take over once th' shootin' was done
with. They grabbed th' herd. Shot Will Bachuswhen he stood up to 'em,
an' made it all legal 'cause they had a tin-horn deputy ridin' with ‘em.
Well, we got him anyway an' two or three of th' others. But then they
called in th' army, an' we had to ride for it. Scatteredso they had more'n
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one trail to follow. But they posted us as'wanted' back there. Sol come
whippin' a mighty tired hoss outta Texas, an' | ain't plannin' on goin'
back to any Fifth Military District!"

"Any chance they'll push a star after you here?"

“No. I'm jus' small stuff, not worth botherin' 'bout by their reckonin’,
now | ain't got anythin' left them buzzards can pick offen m' bones.
They's sittin' tight an’ gittin' fat right there."

“Then it's all set." Drew tossed Anse a towel. "Climb out and we'll get
started!"

"Doin what?"

"You've worked horses, and they can use another wrangler on the
Range. Right now they've a lot to be toppedNwant to gentle 'em some
and trade 'em south into Mexico. If you ride for Don Cazar, nobody's
goin' to ask too many questions."

"How d'you know he'll sign me on?" Anse studied his own unkempt if
now clean reflection in the shaving mirror on the wall. "l sure don't look
like no bargain."

"“You will when we're through with you," Drew began. The Texan
swung around.

"Looky here, you thinkin' of grub stakin'? | ain't gonnaN"

"Supposeyou had yourself a stack of cart wheels and my pockets were
to let?" Drew retorted. "l think | remember me some times when we had
one blanket and a hunk of hardtack between us, and there weren't any
'yours' or 'mine' about it! Or don't you think back that far?"

Anse laughed. "All right, compadre, pretty me up like a new stake
rope on athirty-dollar pony. If | don't agree,likely you'll trip up m' fore-
leg an' reshoe me anyway. Right nowNI'll sayit out good'n clearNI'm so
pore m' backbone rattles when | cough."

"Mistuh KirbyN" Hamilcar camein. "Mistuh Nye saysto tell you he!'ll
be back. Mistuh Shannon'sin bed at th' doctuh's; he's gonna be all right
soon's he gets ovah a mighty big headache."

He had actually forgotten Shannon! Hastily Drew expressed his satis-
faction at the news and added:

"This is my cousin from Texas,Hamilcar. He hit town ridin' light. I'm
goin' over to pick him up a new outfit at Stein's. You give him all the
rest, will you?"

"Yes, suh."

Blue blousesNa corporal's guard of troopersNwere pulling up by the
cantina hitch rail as Drew came out into the plaza. Muller's men prob-
ably, he thought. But now he was more intent on Anse's needs.
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Few people had ever broken through the crust of self-sufficiency the
Kentuckian had begun to grow in early childhood. His grandfather's bit-
ter hatred of his father had made Drew an outsider at Red Springs from
birth and had finally driven him away to join General Morgan in '62.
Those he had ever cared about he could list on the fingers of one sun-
browned, rein-hardened hand: Cousin Meredith; her son ShellyNhe had
died at Chickamauga between one short breath and the nextNShelly's
younger brother Boyd, who had run away to join Morgan, too, in the
sunset of the raider's career;and Anse, whom he had believed dead until
this past hour.

Drew was breathing asfast asif he had charged acrossthe sun-baked
plaza at a run, when he came into the general store which supplied
Tubacca with nine-tenths of the materials necessaryfor frontier living.
He made his selection with care.

"You planning atrip, Mister Kirby?" Stein peered at him over a pair of
old-fashioned, steel-bowed spectacles which perched on his sharp
parrot's beak of a nose.

“No. My cousin just rode in; he lost his gear on the road and needs a
new outfit complete."

Stein nodded, patted smooth the top shirt on a growing pile.
"Anything else?"

"Add thoseup. I'll look around." Drew pausedto glanceinto the single
small, glass-fronted case which was Stein's claim to fame in the sur-
rounding territory. The exotic wares on display were a strange mixture: a
few piecesof jewelry, heavy Spanishthings which might be a century or
more old, several six-gunsNone with an ornate ivory handleE . Drew
stopped and pulled a finger acrossthe dusty surface of the glass case.
SpursNsilver spursNnot quite so elaborate asthose he now wore, but of
the same general workmanship.

“I'd like to look at those spurs.”

Stein unlocked the caseand took them out. As Drew unstrapped those
he wore and fitted the new pair to his boots, a brown, calf-bound book
thudded to the floor. BooksNhere in Stein's?

Weighing the volume in his hand, the Kentuckian straightened up.
There were two more books lying on the top of the case. The leather
bindings were scuffed and one was scored clear acrossthe back, yet they
had been handsome, undoubtedly treasured. Drew turned them up to
read the scrolled gold titles on their spines.
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"History of the Conquest of Mexico, The Three Musketeers, The Count
of Monte Cristo E Where'd these come from, Mister Stein?"Drew's curi-
osity was aroused.

“That is a story almost asfanciful asthe onesinside them." Stein rested
his bony elbows on the counter as he talked. "Would you believe, Mister
Kirby, these were brought to me by Amos Lutterfield?"

“Lutterfield? Who's he?"

"| forget, you have not beenin Tubaccalong. Amos LutterfieldNhe is
what one might term a character, a strange one. He goes out into the
wilds alone, seeking always the gold."

“In Apache country?" Drew demanded.

"The Apaches, they do not touch a man they believe insane, and Amos
has many peculiarities: peculiarities of dress, of speech, of action. He
roams undisturbed, sometimes coming in with relics from the old cliff
houses to trade for supplies. Last month he told me a story of a cave
where he found a trunk. Where it had come from or why it was hidden
he did not know, but thesebooks were in it. Like some men who have no
formal education, Amos is highly respectful of the printed word. He
thought the books of great value and so brought them here."

Drew opened the top volume. Back home books as well bound as
these would have carried a personal bookplate or at least the written
name of the owner, but the fly leaf was bare. They had the look of well-
read, cherished volumes but no mark of possession.

"You have perhaps read these?" Stein asked.

Drew picked up The Three Musketeers. "Not likely to forget this one,"
he said, grinning. "Earned me a good ten with the canewhen | read it in-
stead of dealing faithfully with Caesar'scampaigns in Gaul. | did get to
finish it before | was caught out." The pages separated stiffly under his
exploring fingers asif the volume had not been opened for a long time.
He did not notice that Stein was eyeing him with new appraisal.

"These for sale?"

“In Stein's everything is for sale." The storekeeper named a price, and
Drew bargained. When he left, the three books reposed on the top of his
armload of clothing, and a half hour later he dropped them down on a
cantina table. Anse camefrom the bathhouse and sat down in the oppos-
ite chair. His booted foot moved, but now rowel points flashed in the
sun. The Texan regarded the Mexican spurs joyfully, stooped to jingle
them with his finger tip.

"Can't believe it E how they came back to you," he marveled. "One of
them Yankees musta took 'em off me, thinkin' | was cashin'in m' chips.
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Sure feels good to git ‘em back on my heels agin, sorta like they was m'
luck. Pa, he setaright lot by them spurs. Gave 'em to me when | gentle
broke a wild one none o' th' other boys could back. Was | turkey-cock
proud th' first day | rode into town with ‘em playin' pretty tunes, even
though | strapped 'em on over boots as was only three pieces of leather
hangin' to each other restlesslike. Yeah, Pa, he got 'em in the Mexican
War, an' me, | wore 'em mostly through this past ruckus. They's sure
seen a lotta history bein' made by men climbin' up an' down from
saddles!"

"Let's hope E no more wars." Drew set the three books in a pile and
regarded them attentively. Stein's story of their originNout of a trunk
hidden in a desertcaveNwas most intriguing. What elsehad beenin that
trunk?

"Anse," he asked, "why would anyone hide a trunk in a cave?""Might
depend on what was in it," the Texan replied promptly.

"Well, these wereN"

Anse took up the top book. His finger traced each word as he read.
"The Three MusNMusketeers. Whatever kinda critter is that?"

"A soldier. They used to have them over in France a long time ago."

"Army manual, eh? Maybe so the trunk was an army cacheN"

Drew shook his head. "No, this is just a story. A good one with lots of
prime fightin' in it. This one'sa story, too. I've heard about it E never got
a chanceto read it though." He set The Count of Monte Cristo upright on
the table. Anse took the third volume.

"E ConNConquest of Mexico. Hey, conquest meanswinnin' th' coun-
try, don't it? This about the Mex War which our pa's fought?" He flicked
open the pages eagerly.

"No, the earlier oneNwhen the Spanish came in under CortZs and
broke up the Aztec empire E back in the 1500's."

"Kinda stiff readin' E looks interestin' though.” Anse gave his verdict.
"We had us two books. Pa learned us to read outta them. One was th'
Bible Ma brought long when she was married. T'otherNthat sure was
kinda queer how we got that. Pawas in th' Rangers,an' he had this run-
in with some ComanchesN" Anse's eyeswere suddenly bleak, and Drew
remembered the few stark sentencesthe Texan had once spoken to ex-
plain his reason for being in the armyNa return to a frontier ranch to
find nothing left, nothing he wanted to remember, after the Comanches
had swept across the countryside.

"Well," Anse broke that short pause, "Pa shot him one big buck aswas
ridin' straight into th' Ranger line, wantin' to count one o' them coups by
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whangin' some white man personal with his lance, or some such foolish-
ness. This buck had him a war shield an' Pa picked it up when all th'
smoke blew away. What'd' you think that there shield was packed with?
Well, this one had a book all tore apart an' stuffed in between th' front
an' back layers of hide. Th' boys in th* company, they got right interested
in sortin' out all them pages an' puttin' 'em in order agin, kinda like a
game, Pasaid. Pa, he never had much schoolin’, but he could read good
an' write an' figger. He sure liked to read, so he claimed that there book
when it was all tied up together aginN'cause he shot th' buck aswas car-
ryin' th' shield. Sohe made a buckskin caseand kept all th* pagestogeth-
er. That was 'bout soldiers of th' old time, tooNparts of it. Romans they
was called. Wonder nowNdid it maybe go back into a shield agin after-
ward?" He gazed beyond Drew's shoulder into the world outside the
cantina door.

"Why would anyone want to store books in a trunk in a cave?"Drew
changed the subject quickly to break that unseeing stare. He outlined
what Stein had told him, and Anse's attention was all his again.

"Might catch up with this Lutterfield an' ask a few questionsN"

"Stein couldn't get anythin' out of him. Guessthe old man is a little
addled. Maybe someonewas storin' stuff, hopin' to come back when the
war was over. Anyway, there's no way to identify the owner or
ownersN"

Anse picked up The Three Musketeers. "You say this is goodN'bout
fightin' an' such?"

Drew nodded. "Try it E"

"Somethin' like this is good t' have. A hombre gits tired readin' labels
on cans. I'd like to seehow much Pa pushed into m' thick head. Good
coverin' this book has. Wouldn't you say as th' hombre that had it was
kinda heavy in th' pocket?"

"Yes. In fact, these were bound to order.”

"How can you tell that?"

"Thesetwo might have come bound alike." Drew pointed to the book
Anse held and The Count of Monte Cristo. "They were written by the
same author and could have been part of a matched set. But this one is
on a totally different subject and by another writerNPrescott. Yet it is
uniformly bound to match the others. I'd say they camefrom the person-
al library of a man able to indulge himself in pretty expensive tastes."

"Makes you think," Anse agreed. "Wonder what else was in that
trunk."
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"Looky what we've got us here! Regular Ii'l schoolhouse right in this
cantina!"

The table moved an inch or so asa thick body brought up with arush
against it. A hand, matted with sun-bleached hair, made a grab for the
book Drew had just laid down. Before the startled Kentuckian could pull
it back from that grasp, hand and book were gone, and the trooper who
had taken it was reeling back to the bar, waving the trophy over his
head.

"SchoolhouseE right hereE " he mouthed. "Sittin' there E two Ii'l
boys, studyin' their lessons. Now, ain't that somethin*?"

A chair went over with a crash. Anse was on his feet, had taken two
stepsin the direction of the soldier. Drew jumped after him, trying to as-
sessthe situation even as his hand closed restrainingly on the Texan's
shoulder.

There were four troopers. Wide grins on the faces of the three still
against the bar suggested they were ready to back their companion in
any form of horseplay he intended to try.

"Sam, one o' them thar schoolboys is breathin' down yore neck kinda
hot like," the tallest of the bar row observed.

Anse jerked against Drew's hold. There was no expression on his thin
face, but the old saberscarfrom lip to eyeon his left cheekwas suddenly
twice as noticeable.

Samreached up against the bar, squirmed around, the book still in his
hand.

"Wal, now, sonny, you ain't really wantin' this here book back? Never
knowed any li'l boy what warn't glad to seeth' last o' a book. Better git
away from areal man ‘fore you gits yore backside warmed. That's what
th' teacher does to smarty kids, ain't it?"

"You'd better watch out, Sam."Again the tall man cut in. Samwas still
grinning, but there was a curve of lip which was far from any real hu-
mor, even that provoked by the practical jokes of a barracks bully. "One
of them kids had beensayin' ashow he rode with Forrest, regular Ili'l red-
hot Reb, he is. Stomp all over us E that's what you Rebshas been prom-
Isin' to do, ain't it? Gonna stomp all over any Blue Bellies as comesinto
this town? Well, we ain't bein' bootedNnot easyNan' not by you, Reb!"

A second, perhaps moreNthat much warning Drew had before the
speaker lurched from the bar straight for him. What had happened, how
this had sprung up out of nothing, the Kentuckian could not understand.
But he knew well that he was under an attack delivered with a purpose,
and with all the dirty tricks of a no-rules, back-alley fighter.
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Chapter

Only once before, when some river toughs had ganged up on the scouts,
had Drew had to use fists to beat his way out of an argument. But that
had been a round dance at Court House Day compared to this. Within
moments the Kentuckian knew that he was no match for the trooper,
that he would be lucky if he could get out of this unmaimed. The fellow
knew every dirty trick and was eagerto use them all. Drew tried only to
keep on his feet and out of the other's grip. Once down, he knew he
would have no chance at all.

Then he was jerked back, off balance, staggering on to bring up against
the wall. He caught at the solid backing and somehow remained upright,
seeing hazily through one eye. The other was puffing closed, and his lip
was torn, a trickle of blood rising there to drip down his chin. He put
both hands to his middle where more than one of the pile-driver knocks
had landed, and tried to understand what was happening.

Sergeant Muller E that was Muller standing over the man on the
floor. And Nye E ReeseTopham E suddenly the cantina was very well
populated. Drew turned his head cautiously to seeon his blind side.
Anse was down! The Kentuckian stood away from the wall, lurched out
to fall to his knees. He rolled the Texan over on his back. Anse's eyes
fluttered open, and he looked up dazedly. There was an angry red mark
on his chin just an inch or so away from the point of his jaw.

"Now, just what devil's businessis goin' on here?"The sergeant'svoice
was a roar to hurt the ears. Somehow Drew got an arm under Anse's
shoulders and tried to hoist him up. The Kentuckian swallowed blood
from his lip and glared at Muller.

"Supposeyou ask those high-binders of yours!" he snapped. And once
more it was Sergeant Rennie who spoke.

Other hands joined his to boost Anse. With Topham's aid Drew re-
gained his feet and got the staggering Texan, still half unconscious, onto
a chair.

“I'm interested, too." The cantina owner's drawl was as slow as ever,
but it held a note of a whiplash.
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"Them soldiersE ." Fowler appeared, the bar-side shotgun across his
armN"they jumped th' boys. | saw it, myself."

"Yeah, told yuh thesetown buzzards're all th' same. Stick together an'
have it in for th' army!"

Drew could not seewhich of the troopers had burst out with that, but
in his present mood all bluecoats were the enemy.

"Dirty Yanks!" Anse's eyeswere fully focused nowNright on the ser-
geant. Anse struggled to get up, but Topham's hands on his shoulders
held him down. His hand went to his holster, and Drew's fist came down
on the Texan's wrist, hard.

"Seethat thar, Sarge! Th' stinkin' polecat of a Rebwas gonna draw on
you! Told you, they's all alike. Th' war ain't over; we jus' gotta keep on
lickin' 'em. Give us room, an' we'll do it againNnow!"

Anse's facewas green-white under the weathering, savefor the wound
on his jaw. He was watching Muller asif the sergeant, rather than his
men, was the focal point of any future attack.

"YouNStevensNshut your trap!" Muller's roar brought silence. Drew
could actually hear the panting breaths of the men now.

"Mitchell, what happened here?" Muller turned to the man at his far
right.

The trooper was younger than the rest, his face still holding something
of a boyish roundness. His eyesshifted under the sergeant'ssteady, bor-
ing stare, and he glanced at the rest of his companions, the two
disheveled fighters, the lanky man picking up a forage cap and handing
it to one of them.

"I dunno, Sergeant. Th' boys E they was jus' funnin'. They didn't
meant nothin’, jus' funnin'. Then these here Rebs,they come right after
Helms, was gonna jump him from behind. An' Danny waded in jus' to
keep that one"Nthe boy pointed straight at DrewN"offa Helms. That's
what happened. Th' boys didn't mean no harmNjus' havin' a little
funNwhen these Rebs jumped 'em!"

Drew pulled up his neckerchief and dabbed at his cut lip. Anse had
subsided, though he was still watching the sergeantwith an unrelenting
gaze. The Kentuckian tried to remember where Fowler had been during
the fracas. He had spoken up for them already, but would Muller accept
his testimony over that of his own men? There was already ill feeling
between the army and the town. Drew remembered Don Cazar's en-
counter with Bayliss at Kells' stable. What had ReeseTopham said then?
That the captain was only waiting to make trouble for Rennie. And now
here he was himselfNone of Rennie's ridersNinvolved in a saloon fight
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with troopers. Drew began to realize that this could be even worse than
the physical punishment he and Anse had suffered.

"You E bartenderN" The sergeantnow looked to Fowler. "What'd you
see?"

"You ain't gonna take his word for it, for anythin' in this mudhole of a
town, are you, Sarge?They'd all lie their heads off to git a trooper into
trouble. Wouldn't you now?" The lanky man sidled along the bar to snarl
at Fowler.

"Stevens,shut that big mouth of yours, an' | ain't gonna say that agin!
All right, Fowler, tell me what you saw!"

Fowler slid the shotgun out of sight, apparently sure that an armistice,
at least, was assured.

"Th' boys"Nhe nodded at Drew and AnseN"were sittin' at that table,
mindin' their own business. Helms, he went over an' picked up a
bookNN"

"A book!" Muller's craggy features mirrored astonishment. "What
book? Why?"

Topham moved and suddenly they were all watching him. He
stooped, picked up the dark-brown volume, and atorn page fluttered to
the floor. He gathered that up, too, and tucked it back in the proper
place.

"It would seem, Sergeant," he remarked, "that there was a book in-
volved. And if your men didn't bring it in here, then Kirby or his friend
must have. This is certainly not a cantina fixture. Hmm, History of the
Conquest of Mexico," he read the title on the cracked spine. "There are
more books, | see." He stepped to the side of the overturned table,
gathered the other two volumes, and placed them together in a neat pile
on the bar. All of the men continued to watch him asif his actions were
highly significant.

"SoN" he turned to face Muller. "We have established that there was a
book, in fact, three books."

"What'd you want with that book, Helms?" Muller demanded.

He was met by a scowl. "Nothin'. | was jus' funnin'Nlike Ben said.
Then them Rebs started playin' rough, an' we jus' gave ‘em a lesson."

Fowler snorted. "I say Helms started it, an' th' jumpin' went th' other
way 'round, Sergeant. An' that's all | got to say."

"Well, it isn't all | have to say! Sergeant, just what is going on here?"

Whoever, having once heard that turkey cock crow, could ever forget
it, thought Drew. Captain Bayliss strode in, powdery white dust graying
his blue blouse, his face redder and more sun peeled than ever. The

62



troopers behind Muller stiffened into wooden soldiers, all expression
vanishing from their features until they matched each other in exact
anonymity.

"Sergeant,take those two men into custody." A jerk of the head indic-
ated Drew and Anse. The Kentuckian straightened.

"On what charge, Captain?" he got out.

"Attacking a United States soldier."

“In performance of his duty, Captain?" ReeseTopham cut in. "I hardly
think you can say that. Your men were apparently off duty. At leastthey
were in here, drinking, too. You did serve them, Fowler?"

"Sure did, boss! Let's see now E Helms, he had whisky; so did
Stevens. Mitchell, now, he had a beerNN"

"It remains that they were attacked while wearing the uniform!"
Bayliss' glare now included the full company before him.

"From what I've heard, they did the attacking," Topham pointed out.
"At least Helms seemsto have given provocation. No, Captain Bayliss,
your men were in here drinking. They started a brawl. Your sergeant
very rightly broke it up. That's the sum of the matter!"

Bayliss' high color was fading. "You want it left that way, Topham?" he
asked icily. "This only confirms my contention that matters in Tubacca
are completely out of control, that the Rebel element has the backing of
the citizens. | shall so report it."

“That is your privilege." Topham nodded. "But this is still Tubaccaand
not your camp, Captain. And my cantina. If you want to declare my es-
tablishment out of bounds for your men, that is also your privilege."

"| do soNimmediately! Sergeant, get these men out of here!"

"What about the prisoners, sir?"

"l think the captain will agree there are no prisoners," Topham said.
"We would be obliged to give evidence at any army hearing, Captain.
Kirby here is not a troublemaker. | would unhesitatingly vouch for him."

Bayliss looked directly at Drew.

"You have ajob? A reasonfor being in town?" He shot the questions as
he might have shot slugs from his Colt. Nye answered before Drew
could.

"He sure has a job, Cap'n. He's ridin' th' rough string for Rennie. An'
he came to town with them remounts you're buyin'. An' what Topham
says is true, th' kid ain't no troublemaker. He's 'bout th' most peaceful
hombre | ever rode with."

"Rider for Rennie, eh? | might have known!" Bayliss snapped. "And
what about this oneNhe riding for Rennie, too?" He pointed to Anse.
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"He's my cousin," Drew returned. "He just got into town."

"Another Rebel?"

Anse stood up. "If you mean was | with th' Confederate army, Yan-
keeNI sure was, from Shiloh clean through. Got me this to prove it. Do
you want to see?"From the inner band of his hat he brought out a much
creasedpaper. "No, you don't!" He twitched the sheetaway when Bayliss
reached for it. "I'll jus'let Mister Topham read it. | want to keep it safe.”
He handed the paper to the gambler.

"Parole, Captain, signed and made out properly," Topham reported.
"Dated in Tennesseefor a prisoner of warNJune, 1865.1 hardly think you
can claim this is one of Kitchell's men, if that is what you have in mind."

“No, but he'll be out of this town or he'll answer to me. Both of
youNnext time you step over the line, I'm taking you both in!" Bayliss
spoke now to Nye. "I heard young Shannon was here, that you had him
in tow and that he's seen Kitchell. | want to talk to him."

"He's over to th' doc's, an' Doc'll have th' say 'bout that, Cap'n," Nye
replied. "Johnny took a pretty bad crease ‘'longside his skull."

"He'll answer a few questions that badly need answering." Bayliss was
already on his way to the door. Nye stepped back and let him pass. He
grinned.

“Let him have it out with Doc. Ain't nobody runnin' a stampede over
Doc Matthews, not even th' cap'n when he's got his tail up an' ready to
hook sod with both horns. Only, lissen here, kid, maybe you'd better
keep outta sight. Seemslike a man who's waitin' to catch a fella makin'
his boot mark in th* wrong pasture can sometimes do it."

"Nye's right,” Topham agreed. "Bayliss can either catch you off guard
or seeyou're provoked again into doing something he can rope you in
for. I'd get back to the Range and stay there until things settle down a
little and someone else takes the good captain's mind off you."

"What about Anse? You take him on, Nye?" Drew asked.

"l ain't got th' authority to hire, Kirby. But no reasonwhy he can't go
down th' trail with us. Old Man is always on lookout for a good rider.
Soonaswe seehow Johnny'sdoin’, we'll head south. | already sent Grey-
feather back to tell the Old Man th' kid's hurt an' up here. Reese,what'd
you think 'bout Bayliss? That he'll try to take over runnin' the town?"

"Might just,” the gambler replied.

"Could he do it?"

"I hardly think so.What he's really out for is Hunt's hide. He doesn't
want a powerful civilian ready to face up to him all the time. If he can
discredit Don Cazar in this country, he figures he has it made."
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Nye laughed shortly. "Lordy, what bottle did he suck out a dream like
that? A lizard might jus' aswell try to fight it out with a cougar an' think
he hadda chance of winnin'. This here's th' Range, an' ain't nobody but
th' Old Man runs th' Range! Bayliss, he'sridin' for a fall aswill jar them
big grinnin' teeth of his right outta his jaws!"

"Maybe, only there can be upsets." Topham looked thoughtful.

"What kindNand how?" Drew asked quickly.

Topham was playing with the three books, setting them up, putting
them flat again. "Hunt didn't take sides during the war, but he did have
Southern sympathies in part. After all, he was Texas-born. And Johnny
joined Howard when they raised that Confederate troop here. He re-
treated with Sibley's force back east and fought through the rest of the
war on the Southern side. Yes, Bayliss, given the right circumstancesand
a sympathetic listening ear in high circles, could make trouble for Ren-
nie. Especially if the good captain had an incident on which to hang such
a report.”

"You kinda shoved him into that out-of-bounds order for th' Jacks,
didn't you now?" Nye pushed his hat to the back of his head and lit a
cigarillo.

"Muller and most of the boys can be counted on not to causeany more
than the normal pay-night disturbances. But there're someE . What did
happen here today, Kirby?"

Drew told it straight and flat in as few words as possible. And
Topham's facewas soberwhen he had finished. The gambler brought the
top book of the pile down on the bar with a thud.

"l don't like it!"

"Jus'ornery meanness,warn't it? There's always a few hombres in any
outfit as tries to push when they gits a slug or two under their belts,"
Nye observed.

“True. Only Helms went out of his way this time. And I'd like to know
what triggered him into it. | can understand some roughhousing on his
partNStevens, tooNproviding theseboys were on the prod in the begin-
ning. But this book businesswas too deliberate. BooksN" He held up the
volume he was still fingering. "Where'd these come from anyway,
Kirby?"

Drew retailed the story he had heard from Stein. Nye walked over to
look at the display of reading matter, his interest plainly aroused.

“Lutterfield brought 'em in, eh? Now that's somethin'. Trunk in a
caveE Sounds like these might belong to one of them mine menNa su-
per, maybe. They pulled out fast in '61, right after th' army left. Except
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for Hodges, an' th' Rebsthrew him in jail after they took his businessan'’
what cash he had on hand."

"Could be," Topham agreed. "But where they came from doesn't mat-
ter as much as why Helms chose to use them the way he did.
HoweverNand now I'm giving it to you straight, KirbyNthis is once I'd
follow Bayliss' orders. You and your cousin here had better make
yourselves scarce."

"An' jus' why?" Anse demanded. "We ain't givin' you any double-
tongue wag over thisNN"

“I'm not saying you are. I'm just saying that Bayliss and probably
HelmsNmaybe othersNwill be waiting, just as the captain promised.
You can be easily suckered into just such another fight. And they'd be
smarter about it next time, soyou won't have anyone to call their bluff in
your favor. Once they get you into the camp stockade, it might be diffi-
cult to get you out. And this is something else, stranger, you went for
your gun afew minutes ago. Kirby stopped you, but next time that could
lead to real trouble."

"| can't see whyN" Drew began.

"Well'"NAnse was on the defensiveN"a man can take jus' so much
pushin’, an' we had more'n that! Next time anybody lays his dirty hands
on me, he's gonna know he's had him trouble, all right!"

"l don't mean that." Drew waved Anse's retort aside. "l don't seewhy
we were jumped in the first place. Unless it was becausewe happened to
be here at atime when they wanted to start trouble?" He made that into a
guestion and looked to Topham for the answer.

"Could be," the gambler admitted.

"Only you're not sure?" Drew persisted.

"Could be you were handy and they had some kind of a hint to start a
ruckus just to show there ain't any proper law here. Could be that they
knew you ride for Hunt and that made you just the game they wanted."

"Helms's kinda dumb to play any cute game,"” Nye protested. "An' th'
sarge, he's always been a good guy, | don't seehim bitin' happy on any
such backhand orders."

"Not orders, no. Captain Bayliss is still too army to give any such or-
ders. Helms's always beena troublemaker; he wouldn't need much more
than a suggestion or two of the right sort. Helms, Stevens,Danny Birke,
and that kid Mitchell. You're right so far, Nye." Topham grinned. "Like
asnot, I'm imaginin' thingsNa greenhorn huntin' Apaches behind every
bush. None of that crew has the brains to seeanything beyond the tip of
his nose. No, | guesswe can take it that you were handy and they had
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too much red-eye on empty stomachs. Only, | mean it, Kirby, you walk
soft and get back to the Range as quick as you can."

“That suits me," Drew agreed.

"Come on over an' let Doc take a look at that face of yours,” Nye
ordered. "You look like you came up behind a mule an' the critter did a
mite of dancin' backwards! You come 'long, t0o," he extended the invita-
tion to include Anse.

His face patched up after a fashion, Drew lay full length on the hay in
his old place over Shadow's stall back at Kells' stable. Anse sat cross-
legged beside him, the bruise now a black shadow on his jaw.

"Somethin' 'bout this show's bad, plain as a black saddle on a white
hoss. Nobody could be fannin' a six-gun for you personal, Drew, ‘less
you had a run-in before with one of them Blue Bellies." The Texan
paused and Drew shook his head, wincing at the pain from his numer-
ous cuts and bruises.

Anse went on. "Some hombres are always on th' peck once they get
likkered up, but them troopers weren't that deep. Looks to me now,
thinkin' it over, they was out to make sod fly. Could be as they had
trouble with some other riders an' we was handy an' looked peaceable
enough to take easy.But | dunno. You know, a fella who's scouted an'
hunted Injuns an' popped bush cattle, to say nothin' of toppin' wild ones
what canlook like a nice quiet little pony one minute an' have a belly full
of bedsprings an' a sky touchin' back th' nextNa fella who's had him all
that kinda experience an' a saddlebag full of surprises in his time gits so
he can smell a storm comin' 'fore th' first cloud shows. If we had the
sensewe shoulda been born with, we'd ride hell-to-thunder outta here
now!"

"Anse"NDrew wriggled up on one elbowN"you do that. | ain't going
to pull you into anythingN"

"So,"the Texan said, nodding, "you've beenswallowin' down a whim-
wham or two your ownself?"

"Yes, but every one of them could be only a shadow to scare a
jackrabbit."

"Only you plan to go out an' spit in th' shadow's eye?"

"Guess so."

“Then there'll be two of us. Providin' Rennie can use him ‘nother hand.
You know, this might be interestin'. ‘Member what they used to say in
the army? Don't go borrowin' trouble nor try to crossariver till you git
th' water lappin' at your boots."
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Chapter 9

"Times is gittin' better." Crow Fennerrode with one knee cocked up over
the horn of his saddle, allowing Tar to drop into a pace at which he
seemed to be actually sleep-walking. The wagon train was traveling
slow, the wagons riding heavy in the ruts with their burden of northern
goods heading south. But they were strung in good order and Drew,
having seen the screen of outriders and Pima Scouts, thought that
though they offered temptation, they were not to be easily taken by any-
thing less than a small troop, very well armed and reckless.

"Yes, siree, this here's th' second time we made th' trip through
without havin' to burn up a sight of gunpowder! Guessthem army boys
millin' around back an' forth acrossth' territory do some good, after all.
Pretty soon there won't be no need for wearin' guns loose an' tryin' to
grow eyesin th' back of yore skull!'" But Fenner's own rifle still rode on
guard across his knees, and Drew noted that the scout never broke a
searching survey of the countryside.

"Gittin' downright civilized, eh?" Anse brought his mount up equal
with the other two.

Fenner spat. "Now that thar | ain't cottonin' to none. Ride 'long
without some Injun or bandido poppin' lead at m'back. Yep, that's what
aman kin enjoy. But | ain't takin' to have maybe one o' them thar engine
trains snortin' out dirty smoke an' sparks hereabouts. Took me aride on
one of them things onctNnever agin! Why a man wants to git hisself all
stuck up with cinders an' cover territory faster than th' Good Lord ever
intended him to travelNthat's some stupid thinkin' | can't take to. A
good hoss, maybe a wagon, doesa man want to do sometradin' like Don
CazarNthat's right enough. But them trains, they's pure pizen an' a full
soppin' keg o' it!"

Drew looked about him. The road, rutted deep by the heavy wagons,
curled southward. Those wheel tracks had first been cut almost a hun-
dred years earlier when the Spaniards had setup their southwestern out-
posts. This country was far older than Kentucky, and with just as bloody
a history of wars, raids, and battles. Kentucky had beentamed; trains did
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puff along through the Blue Grass and the mountains there. But
hereNhe shook his head in answer to his own thoughts.

"Ain't nobody gonna try to run arailroad through here," Anse replied
promptly. "First place, they're gonna be busy for a while back eastputtin'
up new onesfor all them what were busted up in th' war. Our boys an'
theirs, too, got real expert toward th' endNcould heat up arail an' tie a
regular noosein it, were some tree handy to rope it 'round. Gonna take
th' Yankees some doin' to git all them back into place." He laughed.
"Drew, 'member that time we took them river steamersan' had us areal
feed? Times when | was in that Yankee stockade eatin' th' swill they
called rations | used to dream 'bout them pickles an' canned peachesan'’
crackers with long sweetin' poured on ‘em!"

"Heard tell asyou boys don't think th' war's clear over yet," Fenner ob-
served. "Didn't you have yoreselves a ruckus with th' soldiers at th' Four
Jacks?"

Drew's reminiscent smile faded. But he was not going to keep on
protesting about the right or wrong of what happened back in town. The
way Nye and Topham had hustled Anse and him out with the wagon
train had made it seemasif they were in disgrace, and that rankled a lot.
What was expected of themNthat they should have let Helms pour it
onNmaybe serve asbutts for a seriesof practical jokes without raising a
finger in their own defense?On the other hand, the Kentuckian could see
the sensebehind Topham's arguments. If Bayliss wanted to use Drew's
connection with the Range as a weapon in some scheme against Hunt
Rennie, then Hunt Rennie's son was only too willing to clear out. Per-
haps he should clear out even farther and head for California. Drew
began to think about that. There was Sage.She couldn't hope to make
such atrip for maybe six months. That would mean putting off traveling
until next spring or early summer. But six months E Of course, he could
go now. Don Cazarwould buy the foal and Shadow, too, and give him a
fair price. That would be relinquishing a dream. No Spur R brand would
ever be established here in Arizona. But sometimes dreams were priced
too highE .

"You're mighty grim-mouthed,” Anse commented, glancing at Drew
sideways. "Thinkin' of trains runnin' through here git you down that far?
Or else that roughenin' up you took in town still sit sour on your
stomach?"

"Sits sour all right,” Drew admitted. "Sits sourer to think we were
suckered into it."

The scout glanced from one to the other of the young men.
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"You think there's somethin' in all that talk Topham was givin' lip to?"
Anse asked.

"Could be. Can't say as how I'd like to find out the truth. Look here,
Fenner, we've heard a lot about Captain Bayliss wantin' to make trouble
for Don Cazar. Does everybody believe that?"

"Everybody wot ain't blind, deef, or outta their natural-born wits,"
Fenner replied. "Bayliss come out here two years ago. 'Fore that, Major
Kenny, he was in command between here an' Tucson. Had him an out-
post right on th' edge o' th' Range.Him an' Don Cazar, they never talked
no war, 'cept 'gainst Apaches an' th' bandidos. Was there a raid, th' ma-
jor, he took out th' troops; and Don Cazar, he took out his riders an' th'
Pimas. 'Tween 'em they give everybody wot wanted a spot of trouble all
they could chew off an' a lot more'n they could swallow. Kept things
quiet even if a man hadda rest his hand on his rifle 'bout twenty-four
hours outta every day.

"But this here BaylissNhe's beenlike a mule with a burr under his tail
ever since he hit th' territory. Wants to have th' say ‘bout
everythingNincludin' wot goes on at th' RangeNwhich he ain't never
goin' t' have aslong as Don Cazar kin sit th' saddle an' ride. Backin '62
when th' Rebs came poundin' in here, they spoke soft an' nice to Don
Cazar. They wanted him to back their play an' see'em straight on to Cali-
forny. He was from Texasan' them Texasboys jus' naturally thought as
how he'd saddle up an' ride right 'long wi' 'em. Only he said it loud an'
clearNthat such ruckusin' round only meant th' whole country here'd go
to pot. When th' army pulled out, th* Apaches got it into their heads as
how they finally licked us good an' proper an' this here was their country
fur th' takin'. Nearly was, too.

“Then th' Rebsgot up on their high horse an' said as how iffen Don
Cazarwarn't with 'em, then he was agin ‘em, an' they would jus' move in
on him. He tol' 'em to go ahead an' try. An' seem'as how they was only
one company hereaboutsNHoward's RangersNthey didn't try. That's
when Johnny Shannon had his big bust-up with his pa an'N"

"His father!" Drew could not help that exclamation.

"Wal, Don Cazar ain't Johnny's real pa, o' course. But he shore thinks
th' world an' all of Johnny, raising him up from ali'l cub. Johnny warn't
more'n four o' thereabouts when Don Cazar went back to Texasan' got
him. Don Cazar's beenlike a pa to Johnny since, an' a mighty good one,
too. But when th' Rangerswas round here in '62 JohnnyNhe had a big
row an' run off to join ‘em. Jus'a half-growed kid, not big 'nough to raise
a good brush o' hair on his chin yet. When th' Yankee boys from
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Californy came marchin' in an' th' Rebs had to skedaddleNJohnny, he
went with '‘em. Didn't see Johnny round here agin till last fall when he
cameridin' in lookin' mighty beat out an' down in th' mouth. But when
th' Union men came, they was thinkin' th' same 'bout Don Cazar.
Wanted him to jump right in an' swim ‘longside o' them. But he said as
how th' safety of his people was what was important. He was fightin'

Apaches an' holdin' th' land, an' that was what meant th' most to his
thinkin'. Then the Yankeesdid alot of fancy cussin' out 'bout him, trying
to make out that he was a Reb' cause Johnny lit off with th* Southerners.

"Till they began to discover nothin' much goes on round here lessen
Don Cazar hasafinger in th' pot. An' they had to swaller a lotta them hot
an' hasty wordsNstuck heavy in quite a few craws, | reckon." Fenner
grinned. "Only, th' Don, he's got agin him now a big list of little men
who'd like to be big chiefs. Every once in a while they gits together an’
makes war talk. Never quite got up guts 'nough to paint their facesan'
hit th' trail, not yet. But did somebody like Bayliss look like he was be-
ginnin' to make things move, then he'd have a lotta willin' hands to help
him shove. Up to now Johnny's beentheir bestbet at gittin' th* Rangein-
to trouble."

Drew turned his head to look Fennerin the eye. "Now you think we
are!" He did not know why he uttered that asa challenge; the words just
came out that way.

"Not any more'n any of us wot can be drawed into afight in town. You
keep away from Bayliss. He can't come huntin' you without tippin' his
hand sowide he'd never be able to play agin. Hey, here comessomebody
poundin' leather so hard he's gonna beat it right intuh th' ground!" Fen-
ner pulled up Tar, flung up his hand to signal the wagons to a halt.

Dust rolled in a cloud with two or three riders at its center. They were
pushing the pace all right. Drew jerked his carbine from its saddle boot,
saw Anse beat him to that action by a scant second or two. But the new-
comers were already drawing rein, bringing their foam-lathered horses
to a pawing stop. A buckskin-clad man mounted on a powerful grulla
gelding faced Fenner, his whole tense body and snapping eyes backing
the demand he made:

"Where's Johnny?"

"Back at town, Rennie, at Doc's. He ain't bad. Got him a head crease
wot knocked him silly for a bit. Doc saysa day o' two in bed and then he
kin come home."

"How did it happen?" That second question was as sharp as the first.
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"Nobody's got it straight outta him yet. Army patrol picked him up on
th' road close to townNlooked like he'd beenfootin' it quite a spell. An’
by that time he didn't know wot he was doin'. Nye got him to Doc's an'
they put him to bed. He ain't said much, ‘cept Kitchell jumped him down
Long Canyon wayNN"

"Kitchell” Hunt Rennie repeated the name and nodded. "But E Long
Canyon E " There was a shade of puzzlement in his voice. "All right,
carry on, Crow. I'll try to get back to the Stronghold before you pull
southNif Johnny's all right. Maybe | can bring him back with me."

The grulla made what was close to a standing leap into a gallop and
Rennie flashed along the line of wagons in the opposite direction toward
Tubacca. Fenner signaled once more and the train began the slower trip
southward.

Drew sat watching the dust arise again as the trio of riders pounded
away. He could no longer make out individual riders, just the rising
dust. Rennie on his way to Johnny ShannonE What had Fenner said-"Ii'l
cub E warn't more 'n four." Drew Rennie at fourNhard to sort out one
very early memory from another. There had been that time Uncle Mur-
ray had caught him down at the creek, making paper boats. How could a
child that young know one kind of paper from another? But Hunt
Rennie's son was judged to have torn up a letter with deliberate malice,
not just taken paper found conveniently on the veranda. Was he four
then, or even younger? But he could remember the punishment very
vividly. And the time he'd run off to seethe circus come into town, he
and Shelly E Cousin Jeff, Cousin Merry, they had tried to beg him off
from Grandfather's punishment that time, not that they had succeeded.
Drew Rennie at four, at six, at twelve, at sixteenNriding out at night
with Castleman's Company, weaving a path south through enemy-occu-
pied territory to join General MorganNfew of those would-be cavalry-
men over twenty-one. Yes, he could remember for Drew Rennie all the
way back.

"Hey, you plannin' to claim this here range?" Anse's horse trotted up,
and Drew was suddenly aware that the trailer of the last wagon had
already pulled past him. He tightened rein, and the well-trained horse
broke into a canter.

“Not hardly." He tried to meet Anse's attempt at humor halfway.
"Don't look too promisin'."

"Lissen here"NAnse rode so close their spurs were near to hit-
tingN"you sure you got hold of th' right end of th' runnin' iron now?"

"What do you mean?"
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"Well, 'bout Shannon. You heard what Fenner saidNRennie's like a pa
to him. An' maybe E " His voice died away.

"And maybe that's that? He has my place, and it's really his now?"
Drew asked bleakly. "Could be."

Yes, it could well be that this was a good time to bow out. Maybe he
should not have ridden out of Tubaccaat all. Maybe he should have cut
out of the game yesterdayE . Or never come down into the valley weeks
ago E or left Red SpringsE . Those "maybes" stretched as far back and
asneatly in line asthe railroad tracks they had beentalking about earlier,
one slipping smoothly into another as if cast in one strong string of
doubts. Justas he had had that moment of disappointment the first time
he had seenHunt Rennie, so he felt that identical void now, only twice
as wide and deep.

What had he expected, anyway? Some kind of instant recognition on
his father's part? That all the welcoming would be on the other side,
breaking right through the barrier he had been building for years? His
feelings were so illogical he could have laughed at them, only he had no
laughter left. He had not tried to open the door, sowhy did he care that
it remained firmly shut?

"Did you ever think about California, Anse? Sounds like a place a man
would like to see."

He was conscious that the Texan's horse quickened pace, only to be
reined in again.

"You thinkin' about cuttin' out? YesterdayNN"

"YesterdayNN" Drew tried to think back to how he had felt yesterday
about Topham's warning and how he himself had held the absurd belief
that if Don Cazar was going to be in trouble, Drew himself wanted to be
there. That was yesterday. But still he pointed his horse southNto the
place where Hunt Rennie would return, bringing Johnny Shannon.

The Kentuckian fell back on the old "wait and see."He had learned
long since that time took care of a lot of worries. Now he made himself
grin at Anse.

"Was worryin' about wet feet before my boots were in the river again,"
he confessed.

"Don't let it git to be no habit," the Texan warned. "You try ridin' with
th' bumps awhile, not agin them!"

"Agreed." Drew urged his horse on toward the front of the train where
they wouldn't have to breathe the dust.

"E m' cousin, Anson Kirby E " Drew made, the introduction to Barto-
lomZ Rivas. The wagons were forted up outside the Stronghold, a second
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square, smaller but almost as easily defended asthe adobe walls. In two
or three days the train would pull out again, starting the long trip down
into Sonora.

Rivas surveyed Anse none too amicably, his gaze going from man to
horse and its gear, then back to the Texan once more.

"You are Tejano," he said flatly. "From the NeuscaNN"

Anse showed no surpise at being so accurately identified.

"Been bush poppin'," he agreed, smiling.

"Not much cattle here," Rivas returned.

"Run hossesin th' San Sabe'fore th' war." Anse's tone was offhand, he
might have been discussing the weather.

"Don Cazar decides," BartolomZ said. "There is work at the corrals, but
he will decide."

"Fair enough,"” Anse agreed. When Bartolome had moved out of hear-
ing, he added for Drew's benefit:

"l think it'd be 'no' if that hombre had th' sayin'. He plumb don't like
my style."

"But Rennie does need menNguards for the wagon trains, ridersNN"

Anse shrugged as he off-saddled. "Will he want one asgot into a brawl
about his third day in town? Anyway, maybe I've a day or soto breathe
full before he tells me to roll m' bed again, if he's goin' to."

During the next three days Drew made a new discovery. Justashe had
fallen into an easy,working rhythm with Anse backin the armyNso that
on occasion their thoughts and actions matched without the need for
speechNnow they combined operations in the corrals. Drew's bare and
painfully acquired competence with the rope was paired to the Texan's
range training, while Anse's cruder and faster methods of "toppin’ a wild
one" were smoothed by Drew's more patient gentling process. Both of
them were so absorbed by what they were doing that Tubaccaand what
might be going on there had no more immediate meaning than the
words in the books which had ridden to the Stronghold in Drew's
saddlebags.

In the late afternoon of the third day the Kentuckian was walking a
long-legged bay on a lead when Le—nclimbed to the top pole of the
corral.

“The patr—n comes," he announced.

Drew faced about. Two riders escorted at hardly more than a fast walk
a buckboard in which were two other men. Drew caught a glimpse of a
white bandage under the brim of the passenger's hat and knew that
Johnny Shannon was coming home.
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"Anse!" Drew raised a hand, suddenly knowing that his fingers were
moving in the old scout signal of trouble ahead.

The Texan came across the corral. Drew's bay snorted, took a dance
step or two to the right asif it had picked up sudden tension from the
men.

"What's up?" Anse pushed back his hat, turned up a corner of his
neckerchief, and swabbed the lower half of his sweating face.

"Rennie's back."

Drew watched Le—nhurry to take the buckboard reins, watched Hunt
Rennie give a hand to Johnny. Then he saw Shannon jerk away from that
aid, walking stiffly toward Casa Grande while Rennie stood for an in-
stant looking after the younger man before following him.

Croaker tossed his head so high his limber ear bobbed in the murky
air. He brayed mournfully. Anse glanced at the mule's long melancholy
face.

"That's th' way you think it's gonna be, Croaker? Well, maybe soE
maybe so."
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Chapter 1 O

"This waitin'N" Anse sat cross-legged on the bunk next to Drew's, his
thumb spinning the rowel of one spur. "I never did take kindly to
waitin'. Is he or ain't he gonna sign me on?"

Drew, lying flat, stared up at the muslin-covered ceiling which years
of dust had turned to yellow-brown. "You ought to be used to it by
nowNwaitin', | mean. We had us plenty of it in the army."

"Only that was sorta different, not kinda personal like this here. We
was sittin' round on our heelsthen, waitin' for some general to make up
his mind asto where he was gonna throw some lead fast. This is waitin’
to know if we're goin' to be throwedNout!"

"| heard CaliforniaNIN" Drew began again.

"You've sure taken a shine to Californy lately,” Anse commented.
Under his fingers the rowel whirred. "At leastyou talk about it enough.”
He sounded irritated. "Looky here, Drew, if that's the way you really
feel, why don't you go? I'm sayin' you don't feel that way, not by a long
sight."

What if Drew answered with the exact truth, that he did not know
how he felt?

Nye came in, trailed by three of the other Rennie riders.

"Johnny's got him a hoss-size headache an' maybe so a pair of burnt
ears. Th' Old Man musta lit into him hot an' heavy, chewed him out
good. I'd say they warn't even talkin' by th' time they pulled up here.
Seemslike th' kid got an idear to scout north, struck trace near th' Long
Canyon, rode th' sign on his own an' was bushwacked. Guesswhoever
did it thought Johnny was wolf meat, jus' took his hossan' left him there.
You gotta give th' kid credit for havin' it in him. He kept on goin' after he
came to someNNWalked till that patrol picked him up. I'd say he sure
had him arun of pure solid luck! There wasn't much pawin' an' bellerin'
left in him when Muller's boys brought him to town. Beengittin' a little
of it back, though, seemslike. But maybe this here will learn him a little
hoss senseN"

"It was Kitchell's men who shot him?" Le—n wanted to know.
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"Could be.Warn't no Apaches, that's for certain. No Injun would have
jus' shot him down an' not made sure he was crow bait. Sure a fool thing
to do, ridin' there alone. Anyway, th' Old Man'll stick him into bed here,
an' I'll bet you Johnny ain't gonna ride out anywhere without an eye on
himNnot for a good long while."

"Long CanyonN" PerseDonally, one of the other Anglo riders, paused
in shucking his shirt to look inquiringly over his shoulder. "That sure is
off th' trail th' kid was supposed to be followin'. How come he ever drif-
ted that far north from th' wells round, anyway?"

"You ask him." Nye satdown on a bunk, flipped his hat away, and lay
back. "Sure feels good jus' to stretch out a mite," he observed. "Th' Old
Man, he was movin' like he warn't on speakin' terms with th' law an’
there was a sheriff behind every rock. Usually he's calm asa hosstrough
on a mild day. Johnny gittin' his hair cut with a slug sure shook Rennie
up some, almost as much as it shook Johnny. As for th' kid ridin’'
northNwell, I'd say that was some more of his tryin' to make a real big
brag. Maybe he thought he could run down Kitchell all by hisself. Which
Is jus' about as straight thinkin' askickin' aloaded polecat on th' tail end.
But Johnny's always been like that. Do it now, think ‘bout it later. Got
him into more scrapes'n | can count me on both hands. Hope th' Old
Man gives it to him this time, hot an' heavy, both barrels plumb center!"

"S’, it is true that Juanito looks for trouble." Chino Herrera rolled a
cornshuck cigarette with precise, delicate twists of his fingers. "He is el
chivatoNthe young billy goatNthat one.Ready to take on el toro himself
and lock horns. Sucha one learns from knocks, not from warning words.
But he is yet a boy. Give him time."

"He'd better give himself some time," Nye announced. "Next time it
may be in th' head, not 'longside it, that he gits his lead. Seeyou got back
in one piece, you two fightin' wildcats," Nye said, grinning at Drew and
Anse. "Nothin' like tryin' to take on th' armyNtwo to oneNwith th' army
havin' th' advantage. That eye'sfadin' good, Drew, only two colors now,
ain't it?"

Drew grunted and Nye laughed. "Bet th' captain is astechy asa teased
snake every time he thinks 'bout you two. Wanted to have you all cor-
ralled nice an' neat out to th' camp where he could use his hooks an'
make at least three ride mounts outta you. I'd walk soft near him for a
while, or you'll have about as much chanceashensamblin' into a coyote
powwow."

"Don't look like they was so tough they had to sneak up on th' dipper
to take a drink, do they now?" Donally asked of the room at large.
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"Don't never judge no hoss by his coat an' curryin',” Anse retorted.

"I don't, son. | never do," Nye replied. "As far as|'m concerned, you're
both so wild they have to tie a foot up when they give you a haircut.
Only, that sort of rep don't go down good with th' Old Man."

"We figured it might not," Drew agreed. Nye's warning was only an-
other confirmation of Drew's fears. Topham, Nye, all the rest, had made
it only too plain: no trouble on the Range and no troublemakers.

He gathered up clean underrigging, another shirt. If Rennie did order
him up to the big house for firing, Drew was not going to meet him
stinking of horse and sweat. In the stream back of the water corral there
was a bathing place, and chilly asit was, Drew intended to take advant-
age of it.

"A mite cold, ain't it?" Anse demanded from the bank as Drew
splashed vigorously to offset the chill. But the Texan was shucking boots
and clothing in turn.

There were a lot of shadows this close to twilight. Lamps twinkled in
the Stronghold. A horse nickered from the corrals, was answered from
the barn. Then a brayNCroaker sounding off. From the hills came the
far-off yip-yip-yip of a coyote.

"Hey!" Anse stood up knee-high in the water.

"What's the matter?" Drew called.

"Thought | saw somethin' movin' over there!"

Drew took a scrambling leap out of the water to their tangle of cloth-
ing, his hand reaching for one of the Colts in the belt he had left carefully
on top of the pile. All those stories of Apaches weaseling into touching
distance of the guard at the StrongholdE . Why, only last year the
younger Rivas boy had had his throat slit out in the hay field within
sight of his home!

The Kentuckian crouched, alert, Anse beside him now, both listening
for any suspicious sound. At last they huddled into their clothes, hurried
back to the bunkhouse. BartolomZ was there waiting for them.

"You TejanosN" There was no pretense of friendliness in his hail. "The
patr—n will see you, pronto!"

They went, tugging their clothing into order as they paused outside
the door. Drew rapped, took the sound from within asan invitation, and
pushed aside the heavy oak planks.

Outwardly the room was unchanged. No one had moved those old
Spanish chests, the skin rugs, the table, since his last visit there. But he
had the feeling that it was chill now, cold, asif a hearth fire had beenal-
lowed to die into ashes.Perhaps that thought crossedhis mind because
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Hunt Rennie stood by the fireplace moving the toe of his boot back and
forth acrossa smear of gray powder. His back greeted them unwelcom-
ingly, and the silence lengthened uncomfortably until Drew did ashe al-
ways had and met the unpleasant head-on.

"You wanted us, suh?" It was like being back in the army. Even his
arm twitched asif some muscle was activated by memory to make one of
those informal military salutes the scouts favored.

Hunt Rennie did turn now. His eyesleveled on them. In the light of
the candles his cheekslooked even more hollow tonight, and he moved
stiffy as might a man who was not only bone-tired in body, thought
Drew, but weary in mind as well.

"You are Anson Kirby?" he addressed the Texan first.

"Yes, suh." Anse, too, must be caught up in the sameweb of memory.
That was his old report-to-the-commanding-officer voice.

"I understand you two thought it necessaryto take on some troopers
in the Jacks."

What was the proper reply to that? Drew wondered. Probably it was
bestto follow the old army rule of keep the mouth shut, never volunteer,
no explanations. If Hunt Rennie had had the story from Topham or Nye,
he already knew how the fight began.

"I won't have troublemakers on the Range." Now the voice, too, was
tired. The youthfulness which had impressed Drew on their initial meet-
ing had drained from this man tonight. He was taut as if pulled harp-
string tight inside. Drew knew that feeling also. But what battle had Ren-
nie emerged fromNsome struggle with Shannon or Bayliss?

Then the words made sense,penetrating his concern for the man who
had said them. Well, this dismissal only matched his gloomiest
expectations.

"Can't any of you young fools get it through your thick headsthat the
war's over? Saloon brawling with the army ain't going to change that.
It'll only get you into worse difficulties around here."

A spark of protest awoke inside Drew. Rennie was reading this all
wrong. He and Anse certainly hadn't beentrying to wipe away the bitter
taste of Gainesville by jumping some blue coatsin a cantina hundreds of
miles and more than a year away from where they had been forced to
admit, at last, that bulletless carbines and bare feet could not keep on
shooting and marching.

"Must have been mistaken about you, Kirby." Now Rennie looked at
Drew.
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The Kentuckian met those dark eyes squarely, his first unvoiced
protest stiffening into defiance. But he faced the older man steadily.
Anse, watching them both, drew a small, fast breath. Good thing for
Drew there were no other witnesses now; the likeness between the two
Rennies was unmistakable at this moment.

Hunt Rennie did not follow up his half accusation. He appeared to be
expecting some reply. What? A childish promise to be a good boy, not to
do it again? Drew's half-unconscious concern for this man burned away
speedily, ignited by what he deemed injustice.

Anse broke the too long silence. "l don't know what you heard 'bout
that there fight, suh,” he drawled. "Can't seeashow we could have done
no different nohow. But that's no call to saddle it all on Drew. Me, | had
a handNtwo fistsNin it, too. An' if that's what's th' matter, | can pull
outNN"

“No!" Drew's hand came up in the old gesture to stop the line of
march. "We'll both ride, Mr. Rennie. We don't aim to argue the matter
any. OnlyNthere's onethingNl brought Shadow and the filly down with
the wagon train. The foal's too young to trail on now. They're blooded
stock. I've papers for them. I'll sellE ."

He loathed saying every word of that. It was not only the thought of
giving up Shadow and the foal, though he knew that would cut with a
deeper hurt every day. It was having to ask any kind of favor from this
man. Not that such a sale was a favor; Rennie ought to be glad to get
such blood for the Range.

"You ain't goin' to do that!" Anse was stung into angry protest.

But Drew was unaware of the Texan'soutburst, his entire attention for
Hunt Rennie. The tall man cameover to the table, moved one of the can-
delabra forward as if to throw more light on Drew.

"That your choice of solutions, boyNto run?"

Drew flushed. The unfairness of that jab pushed him off balance. What
did this man want of him anyway? Rennie had said it plain that he did
not want Drew and Anse on the Range.

"Running never settled anything." Rennie'sfingers traced the spread of
the candelabra's arms. "Neither does jumping to conclusions. Has any-
one said you were through here, unless by your own choice?"

Drew was jarred into an answer. "You saidNN"

Rennie sighed. "Do any of you young fire-eaters ever listen to more
than one tenth of what any of your elders say?l am saying and making it
plain: If you make a steady practice of trading punches with atrooper or
with any one else becauseyou take a dislike to his face, the way his ears
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stick out, how he walks or talks, or what color coat he wore in the war,
then you can roll your beds and ride outNthe sooner the better.

"ReeseTopham tells me that he explained the local situation to you,
and you appeared to understand it then. Any difficulty with the army
could have serious consequences,not just for you, but for the Range as
well. This time you were not the aggressors.But after being forewarned,
if it happens again, I'll be hard to convince that you were in the right.
The war's overNkeep on remembering that. This is new country where it
doesn't, or shouldn't, matter whether a man wore a blue coat or marched
under the Starsand Bars. You're far too young to let the past cut off the
future. Wars can finish a whole way of life for a manE ." His eyes no
longer held Drew's; he was looking beyond toward the half-open door or
perhaps at something that he alone could see."You have to learn to
throw away broken things, not cherish them. Never look back!" That dry,
tired voice took on a fierce intensity. Then he was back with them again.

"“Two Kirbys riding for the same spread is going to be rather confus-
ing. You are Drew, and you are AnsonNAnsonN" He repeated the
name. "What part of Texas are you from?"

"Pa had him a spread down near th' San Sabe 'fore th' Comanches
came. He was Anson, tooNin th' Rangers for a while, Pa was."

“Tall man, with a lot of freckles and red hair? Best rider in Miggs'
CompanyNN" It was half question, half assertion.

"You knew Pa!" Anse shouldered past Drew. "That was Pa right
enough. He rode with Lieutenant Miggs in the Mex War."

Hunt Rennie was smiling. Once more years spun away from him. "I
ought to know him, son. He toted me acrosshis saddle for a mighty long
five miles on a blistering hot day, | having asmuch to say about the mat-
ter as a sack of corn, and being three times as heavy in spite of a starva-
tion diet. Yes, I'll remember Anson Kirby. He and his squad were the
first Americans | ran into after | broke out of a filthy prison. Funny
though"Nhe glanced at DrewN"l don't remember his mentioning a
brother. You are his nephew?"

Anse was quick to the rescue."PaNhe an' Drew's PaNthey weren't too
close.Drew's Pawas town folks. He sent Drew to Kaintuck for schoolin'.
Pa, he favored th' range an' th' free land westN"

Rennie nodded. "Well, Anson, if you're asgood arider asyour father,
we can use you here. Horse knowledge seemsto run in your family.
Now, shortly we are expecting a Coronel Luis Oliveri who's to buy
horses for the Juarez forces. He may need some assistancein driving
them as far as the border. If he does, both of you'll go."
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"Yes, suh."

Drew's agreement was drowned out by a harsh cry from overhead.
Rennie went into action, so swiftly that for a startled moment Drew was
left gaping at empty space.Don Cazar had caught up one of the rifles
from under a window and had crossedthe doorway to look back at the
roof of the Casa Grande, calling out an inquiry in another language.

"Apaches don't attack at night!" Drew was heading for the door in
turn.

"Outlaws do, when it pays," Anse shot out grimly.

But on a second hail from the rooftop sentry post Rennie swung the
rifle over his arm and faced the outer gate of the patio.

"Unbar, Francisco!" he called in Spanish.

One leaf of the massive door folded back to allow in a small party of
horsemen. One saddled but riderless mount galloped along with the rest.
Another man held to the high horn with both hands and weaved back
and forth while a comrade riding beside him strove to keep him from
toppling to the ground. Drew had an impression of bright, almost gaudy
uniforms. The men of the Stronghold poured out to take the horses, help-
ing down more than one blood-stained soldier. Their leader, a slender
man with dusty gold lace banding his high collar, came directly to
Rennie.

"Don Cazar." His Spanish was a flood in which Drew was lost almost
immediately, but Anse listened with parted lips and then translated a
guick account.

“This here's th' Coronel. He an' his men was bushwhacked. Got away
‘causethey met th' wagon train goin' south an' whoever was eatin' their
dust huntin' them didn't seemto like the odds. Not Apaches, probably
bandidosNN"

"Kitchell?" Drew asked.

"My guessis they ain't sure. Got hit quick an' had to stampede to save
their skins."

Oliveri's men were taken in and Drew saw Rennie himself going from
one of the wounded to another, applying bandages and once probing
skillfully for a bullet. Drew commented on that, and Nye answered:

"Old Man knows what's he's doin'. He ain't no real doc, of course, but
was | totin' me a hunka lead in some serious part, I'd rather have him
diggin' for it than a lotta docs I've seenout here. Heard tell as how once
he was plannin' to be a real doc hisself. He sure can take care of a fella
good. What I'd like to know is how them bushwhackers knew jus' where
to lay down an' wait for Oliveri."

82



"What do you mean?"

“This here Coronel, he was comin' to buy hossesan' so he was carryin’
money or elsesomethin' ascould passfor money. We all knowed he was
comin'. But we didn't know when or what road, an' he wasn't tellin' that
his side of th' border neither. Only some jasper had such a good idea as
to that what an' where, he an' some amigos was squattin' back of rocks
jus' waitin' for th' Coronel to ride into their little pocket of fire."

"Mexicans could have trailed them up, cut ahead and waitedNN"

"Sure. Only this operation was too slick for most bandidos. They don't
go in for timed, planned things; they jus' cut loose when they see a
chance.This was different. Only Fenner an' some of the train guards rid-
in' in spoiled their game."

"Kitchell then?"

"Sounds more like. Don't think Kitchell's some common ridge-ridin'
bad man. He'd never've lasted this long was that soNnot with th' Old
Man an'th' army an' what law there is in th' territory all gunnin' for him.
Plans things, Kitchell does, an' so far his plannin' has always paid off.

"There's something elsetrue now, too. Was Kitchell plannin' to make a
break south, he'd want him a good big stake to cover him on cold nights
an' winter days. | jus' wonder if this here ain't th' first of a lot of fancy
raidin' jobs. Could be he'll hit fast an' hard, gather up all th' sweepin's an'
light out. Could jus' beE ."

"Don't promise us much shadin' times, does it?" Anse remarked.
"Sounds like everybody's goin' to have to setup a string an' ride hosses
in rotation. That is, always supposin' your supposin' is right."

"Yeah, always supposin' that," Nye agreed.

83



Chapter 1 1

"Magn’fico!"

Drew glanced over Shiloh's back to the speaker. Coronel Oliveri
paused in the doorway of the stable to study the stallion with almost ex-
uberant admiration mirrored on his dark and mobile features.

"Don Cazar'Nthe Mexican officer raised a gloved hand in a beckoning
gestureN"por favor, Excellency E this one, he is of the Blood?"

Hunt Rennie joined Oliveri. "You are right. He is indeed of the Blood,"
he assented.

"It is past all hope then to offer for him?" Oliveri was smiling, but his
eyes held a greedy glint Drew had seen before. Shiloh was apt to pro-
duce that reaction in any horseman.

"He is not mine to sell, Coronel. He belongsto Se—orKirby who stands
there with him."

"So?"Oliveri's open astonishment irritated Drew. Maybe he did have
on rough work clothes and look the part of a range drifter. But then
when the Coronel had arrived here last night, he had not beentoo neat
either.

"A fine horse, se—or." Oliveri came on in, now including Drew in his
gaze.

"l think so, Coronel,” Drew returned shortly. He gave a last brush to
flank and smoothed the saddle blanket.

"From a distance you have brought him, se—or?"Oliveri walked about
the stud as Drew went to fetch his saddle.

"From Kentucky." Was he unduly suspicious or was there a challenge
in the Mexican officer's voiceNa faint suggestion that the antecedentsof
both horse and owner were in question?

"Kentucky E " Oliveri stumbled in his repetition of the word. "I have
heard of Kentucky horses."

"Most people have." Drew tightened the cinch. Then his pride in
Shiloh banished some of his stiffness. "He is of the line of Eclipse."
Maybe that would not mean much to a Mexican, though. The breeding of
eastern American horses probably did not register south of the border.

84



"Se—orNsuch a oneNhe is not for sale?"

“No." Drew knew that sounded curt, but Oliveri ruffled him. He ad-
ded, "One does not sell a friend."

Oliveri gave what sounded to Drew like an exaggerated sigh. "Se—or,
you have spoiled my day. How can one look at lesseranimals when one
has seensuch a treasure? Don Cazar, the Range harbors so many treas-
uresNOro, and now this one. How is he named, se—or?"

"Shiloh."

"Shiloh E " The Coronel made a sibilant hiss of the word. "An Indio
name?"

“No, a battle." Drew prepared to lead out. “In the war."

"So.And this oneis afighter, too. | think. Se—or,should you ever wish
to sell, por favor, remember one Luis Oliveri! For such a horse as
thisNss’, a man might give a fortune! Ah, to ride into camp before that
puffed-up gamecock of a Merinda on such a horse!" Oliveri closed his
eyes as if better to imagine the triumph.

"Shiloh's not for sale, Coronel," Drew replied.

Oliveri shrugged. "Perhaps now, no. But time changes and chance
changes,se—or. Soremember Luis Oliveri will give afortuneNand this is
the truth, se—or!"

"Hunt!" Drew was forced to halt as Johnny Shannon stood straight
ahead of him in the stable entrance. "Teodoro Trinfan's come in with
some news you oughta hear."

"So? Well. I'm coming. Coronel, Johnny can show you the stock we
have ready. | will be back as soon as | can."

"Still | say"NOliveri shook his head as Rennie pushed past Drew and
Shiloh and went outN"that after seeingthis one, all others will be aspale
shadows of nothingness. But since | must have horses, Se—or Shannon, |
will look at horses. Buenos dias, se—or." He raised a hand to Drew and
the Kentuckian nodded.

But Shannon still stood in the doorway, and short of walking straight
into him there was no way for Drew to leave. Johnny was smiling a
littleNjust as he had back in Tubacca in Topham's office before the race.

"Seemslike you've got you a four-legged gold mine there, Kirby," he
said. "Better keep your eyes peeledNgold claims have been jumped be-
fore in this country. Kitchell'd give a lot to git a hoss like that to run
south."

"He'd have to," Drew said grimly. "In leadNif he wanted it that way."

"Kinda sure of that, ain't you?" The smile had not cracked, nor had it
reached those shuttered blue eyes. Why did everyone say Johnny
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Shannonwas a boy? Inside he was older than most of the men Drew had
knownNas old and cold asthe desert rocks in nighttime. Again the Ken-
tuckian was teased by a scrap of memory. Once before he had seenold
eyes in a boy's face, when it had meant deadly danger for him.

"When a man has somethin' as belongs to him, he doesn't step aside
easy if another makes a play to grab it," he said.

For the first time then he did seea flicker in Shannon'seyes. And his
hand tightened so on the reins that some fraction of his reaction must
have reached Shiloh. The horse neighed, pawed with a forefoot.

"Just what I've always thought, too, Kirby." Shannon's voice was
softer, more drawling than ever. And there was menacein itNbut why?
What did Shannon have against him? This was more now than the fact
that they had both bristled, incompatible, at their first meeting. It was
more than just instinctive dislike. No, Johnny Shannonwas not a reckless
boy; Drew Kirby knew that, if no one else on the Range did.

"Coronel"NShannon stepped aside from the doorN"we may not be
able to git you somethin' as fine as this here prancer, but we ain't alto-
gether lackin' in mighty good hosses. Come 'long an' look 'em overE ."

Drew rode off, out of the patio gate, giving Shiloh his daily workout,
trying to guess what Johnny Shannon had against him. Had he been
right in his fear that Johnny had not been unconscious back in Tubacca,
that he had caught Anse's greeting? Rennie was not too common a hame,
but he did not see how Johnny could possibly have hit upon the truth.

What if he had, though? To Johnny, Drew could loom as a threat. He
might be baffled asto why the Kentuckian had not made a move to claim
kinship with Hunt. How much of Rennie's own past history was known
to the people here?His escapefrom prison during the Mexican War was
common knowledge. But, come to think of it, no one had mentioned his
youthful marriage or the fact that he was a widower. Perhaps even
Johnny had never heard that story, close to Hunt as he was. But Drew
dared ask no questions.

He was still puzzling over the situation when he returned an hour
later. Nye, Anse, and a couple of the other riders had some of the re-
cently broken mounts out, showing them off to Oliveri. There was shout-
ing, noise, and confusion around the corrals and Drew slipped past
without pausing. He had finished with Shiloh and was on his way to the
bunkhouse when Hunt Rennie hailed him.

"Drew!" An imperative wave of the hand brought him to join Don Caz-
ar and to discover Anse already there, rolling his bed. For a second or
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two Drew blinkedNthe occupation fitted in too well with their worries
of the night before. But Hunt Rennie was already explaining.

“Teodoro tells me that they've found traces of shod horses being driv-
en back in the canyons. This late the grass is beginning to brown, but
there are still some sectionswhere stock can be wintered. | want to know
more about this. Sinceboth of you are newcomersN" Rennie paused and
then added: "Your riding away from here might appear to others that
you had quit, were joining up with the mustangers on your own."

“To hunt horses?" Drew asked.

"Not wild ones."

"Sounds like trouble." Anse tied his bedroll.

"In this country we expect trouble, from any directionNincluding up
and down!" Renniereturned. "But | find it disturbing that broken stock is
being herded back there. Such maneuvers can mean only one
thingNstolen animals are being gathered for a run to the border. And
some of them could be army owned; aremount corral was raided just be-
fore | left town. | would not care, just now, to have any army mounts loc-
ated on this RangeNno matter where they were hidden or by whom. If
they are there, | want to be the one to find them and return them to the
proper owners. It would please certain parties to find stolen stock here-
aboutsNparticularly army.

"Now"Nhe gave an order he obviously expectedto be obeyedN"if you
do find anything, don't try to take over yourselves. That's final. This is
nothing to rush into just to burn powder. And above all | want no mix-
ing it up with any army patrol riding south. Do you both understand?"

Drew nodded.

"Yes, suh,” Anse replied promptly. "We jus' git high behind an' take
care. What the mustangers got to do with this?"

"Nothing. Exceptthey canshow you the tracks, and with them you can
cover a good part of the country in question. There's been no Apache
sign down there, and Running Fox will accompany youNonly not so
openly as to be noticed."”

"You think someone may be watchin' the Stronghold?" Drew asked as
he buckled his saddlebags.

"l don't know anything for sure. But a couple of incidents lately have
suggested that someone knows a lot more about what's going on here
than | like. It would be easyenough to lie out in the hills and keep field
glasseson us down here. And when a man is familiar with the general
routine of a place, he can guess a sight too much and too close just by
watching the comings and goings. SoNyou're going to ride out within
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the hour and be well along before you camp tonight. We can't waste
time."

The nights were chill and the cold made them huddle turtle fashion in-
to the upturned collars of their short riding coats and jam their hats
down as far as possible on their heads. Winter breathed acrossthe land
now with the coming of dark.

They traveled at an angle, the pace set by Teodoro who led a pack
mule. Somewhere out there in the dark the Pima Scout was prowling.
But he had had his orders: no contact with the three travelers unless
there was fear of attack. And both Anse and Drew were alert, knowing
that the farther one went from the Stronghold the less one relaxed guard.

"Kinda nippy, ain't it?" Anse said. In the very dim light Drew could
just make out that the Texan was holding his gloved hand to his mouth,
puffing at the crooked fingers. "Ain't as bad as ridin' out a norther,
though. | 'mind me how jus' ‘fore th* warNIl was ridin' for wages for Old
Man Shaw thenNwe had a norther hit. I'm tellin' you, it was so cold th'
ramrod cameout to give th' mornin' orders an' his words, they jus' natur-
ally froze up solid. Us boys, we hadda go git th' wood ax an' chop 'em
apart ‘fore we knew what we was all to do. Now that's what | call bein'
cold!

Drew laughed. "Don't think it ever gets quite that cold hereabouts."

It was good being away from the Stronghold, out here with Anse. It
was asif he had beenlet out of lessons,or freed from a senseof duty and
responsibility which was a growing burden.

"Nope. Texassure is a lotta country, a whole bag with odds an' ends
stuffed in any which way. 'Course this is new range to me. But what I've
seenof it, were you jus' able to run off th' bandidos an' git th* Apaches of-
fen it for goodNwhy, it might be a right respectable sorta territory. A
man could carve hisself out a spread as he could brag on."

"You'd like it?"

Anse blew on his fingers again. "MaybeNall things bein' considered,
asthey say. I've heard tell ashow all a man needsto start his own brand
Is aloose rope, arunnin' iron, an' th' guts to use them. It's beendone, an'
is bein' done all th' time. Only | don't think as how th' Old Man would
take to havin' any such big-ideared neighbor here. Not much cattle,
though, to interest awide loop man. Now hossesNeveryone saysas how
they's plenty of wild stuff. You got you Shiloh, Drew, an' you said you
made a foal deal with th" Old Man. Git some more good-lookin' an' actin'
wild onesan' you're in businessNrunnin' your Spur R brand. Three-four
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years, an' th' luck a man has always got to hope for, an' you've more'n
jus' a stakeNyou've got roots an' a spread!"

"We have," Drew corrected. "Why'd you suppose | wanted that foal
deal? There's free land to be had in the valley. Some of the ranchers
cleared out when the Apaches started raidin' and they're not comin'
back. We might look over what Trinfan has picked up aslong aswe are
out here. | know the Old Man hasn't contracted for anything but gettin’
rid of that Pinto stud. We could make an offer for any good slicksNput
the Spur R on them and run them in on the Range. Rennie has already
said that's all right with him."

"Whoee!" Anse muffled one of the old spirited war yells into a husky
whisper. "You an' me, we're goin' to do it! Ain't nobody can put hobbles
on a pair of Tejanos as has their chewin' teeth fast on th' bit!"

It was something to think about, all right. But future chancesshould
not take a man's mind off the job immediately ahead. Only tonight, out
here, Drew had a feeling of being able to do anythingNfrom touching
the sky with his uplifted hand to fighting Kitchell man to man. That,
however, was just what Hunt Rennie did not want and what Drew had
promised not to do.

Horses to be found back in the rough country, hidden away in the
maze of pocket canyons where there was water and enough browning
grass to keep them from straying. There must be hundreds of places
ready to be used that way. But how come Kitchell could hide out in
Apache country? Nothing Drew knew of that tribe fitted in with the idea
of a white outlaw band sharing their hunting ground unmolested. It had
never mattered to an Apache whether a man rode on the north or south
side of the lawNif his skin was white, that automatically made him prey.
Drew said so now.

Teodoro answered that. "Apaches want guns, se—or. Their arrows are
deadly, but guns are always better."

"I'd think," Anse cut in, "that any guns Kitchell'd have he'd be hangin'
on toNneedin' them his ownself. Can't be easy for him to git them,
neither."

“Not here, no," Teodoro agreed. "But south, that is different. There is
big trouble in MexicoNthis French emperor fights Juarez, so there is
much confusion. In wartime guns can be lost. A party of soldiers are cut
off, as was Coronel Oliveri almostNmen can be killed. But a gunNit is
not buried with a man. A gun is still useful, worth money, if he who
picks it up from beside the dead does not want it for himself. SoNsuch a
bandido as this Kitchell, he could take horses, good, trained
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horsesNmaybe from the armyNand he would run them south. He
would sell them for money, s’, probably much money. But also he could
trade for gunsNtwo, three, five guns at a time. Not as good as those his
own men carryNold ones maybe, but good enough for Apaches. He
would then bring these north, give them as payment for being left
alone."

"Why wouldn't the Apaches just kill him and his men and grab what
they have?" Drew pointed out what seemedto him the obvious flaw in
the system.

"Apaches, they are not stupid. Guns they could take. But once such a
gun is broken, where can they get another? They cannot walk into
Tubaccaor Tucson to buy what they need. Kitchell's men do, perhapsNit
Is thought that they do so. Also when he trades at the border it is with
men who would meet the Apaches with fire and bullets. Apache war
parties are never large. Perhaps in all this part of the country there are
not more than half a hundred warriorsNand those scattered in small
bands. | do not say that this is truth, Se—orKirby. | only say that it would
explain many thingsNsuch as why Kitchell has not been caught."

"Makes sense,"Anse commented. "Always did hear as how Apaches
were meaner'n snakesbut they wasn't stupid. Keep a tame gunrunner to
work for 'emNthat sounds like th' tricky sorta play they cotton to. If it is
so, th' man who gits Kitchell may jus' rid this country of some of them
two-legged wolves into th' bargain.”

"According to what I've heard," Drew said, "this Kitchell claims to lead
a regular Confederate force that hasn't surrendered. If he wants to make
that valid, he wouldn't dare any such deal!"

“I'l bet you without waitin' to seea hole card," Anse replied, "that if
that coyote was ever ridin' on our sideNwhich | don't stretch ear toNhe
cut loose them traces long ago. There were them buzzards we had us a
coupla run-ins with back in Tennessee,’member? ScumE some of 'em
wearin' blue coats, some gray, but they was all jus' murderin® outlaws.
What did they whine when they was caught? Did th' Yankeesrun '‘em in,
then they was unlucky Rebscouts. An' when our boys licked up a nest of
th' varmintsNwhy, we'd taken us a messo' respectable Yank 'Irregulars,’
‘cordin’ to their story. 'Course none of their protestin' kept '‘em from
stretched necks." His hand went to his own. "I oughta know, seem'as
how | was picked up with a parcel of 'em an' was close 'nough to feel th'
wind when a noose swung by.

"This here KitchellNI'm takin' Bible oath he's th' same mangy breed.
Maybe so he started out to be Reb, but that was a long time ago an' he
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crossed over th' river long since. An' some of them beauties back east,
they'da lapped muddy water outta an Apache's boot tracks, did it mean
savin' their dirty hides. Sounds to me, Teodoro, like you've some plain,
straightforward thinkin' thereNa mighty interestin' idea. An' maybe
we're jus' goin' to attend to th' provin' of it!"

"Not by ourselves," Drew corrected. "We have our orders."

"Sure. But there ain't no order ever given what saysa man hasto stand
up an' be shot at an' he don't shoot back. No, | ain't sniffin' up trouble's
hot trail like a bush hound. But neither am | goin' t' sit down an' fold my
two hands together when trouble hits as it's like to do out here."

Drew agreed with that, though he did not say so. Rennie must know
the circumstances. They would have to defend themselvesif it cameto a
fight. But he could hope that, if Kitchell had stocked some hidden
canyons with stolen horses,the outlaw leader had left no guards on duty
thereabouts. With Running Fox prowling ahead and with him and Anse
using all the scout tricks they had learned in war-time, they should be
able to learn just how correct Teodoro's suspicions were.
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Chapter 1 2

"See,se—ores,the land lies soE ." Hilario Trinfan's crooked body pulled
together in a lopsided perch as he squatted range fashion beside the
morning campfire. He had smoothed a spaceof ground the width of his
two hands and was setting out twigs and stonesto create a miniature re-
lief map of the countryside. "Here is the water hole to which the Pinto
comes. Above that we wereNmoving in from this side. To do so we
crossed here." A black-rimmed nail stabbed into the dust.

"It is then we seethe tracksNfive aheadNall shod horses, but not rid-
den, save for one."

"Apaches could have been running them," Drew commented.

“No." Trinfan shook his head. "This far from pursuit the Apaches
would not have moved so. The Indio, he eats horseflesh. There would
have been signs of a fire. Or one of the animals cut down. Thesehorses
were being moved with careNnot pushed too hard. We trailed them on
to here." Hilario stabbed his finger into the dust again. "ThenNTeodoro,
now tell them what you saw."

The younger mustanger hung over the crude map. "I climbed, se—ores,
up over the rocks. It is bad, that ground, high, steepNbut with care one
can reach a ledge. And along that one can go to look down into the next
canyon. A good place for horsesNthere is water and grass.| stayed there
watching with the glassesDon Cazar gave my father, the glasseswhich
bring the far close. There were poles set up in the rocks through which
they brought those horsesNmaking it like a pen we build for wild ones.
But those in it were not wild."

"How manyNan' what brands?" Anse wanted to know.

Teodoro shrugged. "There are many trees, rocks; one can not see
everywhere. | counted twenty headNthere is room for more. As to
brands, even the glassescould not make those plain to the eyesof one ly-
ing above. But there is no other ranchero who would run horseson the
Range and Don Cazar's manadas are not driven in hereNdoes he want
the wild onesto run off his mares?Horses would be kept so for only one
reason, that they must be hidden. And in such a place as we found they
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could be left for maybe a month, or more. Don Cazar's riders do not
patrol this far away from the Stronghold. Had it not beenthat the Pinto
causes so much trouble, even we would not be here."

"What about the Pinto? If he'sall you say, wouldn't he try to get at this
band?" asked Drew.

"No reason if they are saddle stockNno mares among them," Anse
said thoughtfully. "But would those hombres who put 'em there jus'
leaveNno guards or nothin'?"

“That is what we do not know," Hilario replied. "We took every pre-
caution against being seen when Teodoro climbed to look into the
canyon. AndNthis | believeNwe were not suspected if there was any
watcher. Otherwise, otherwise, se—ores,we would not have beenalive to
greet you when you rode in last night! This Kitchell, he is like an
ApacheNhere, there, everywhere. Today | am easier becauseyou have
brought the Pima, because we have two more guns in this camp."”

"Why didn't you pull out yourselves?" Anse asked curiously.

"Because,were we watched, that would have made our discovery as
plain asif we stood out in the open and shouted it to the winds. For
three days before we found that trail we had been building a pen for
wild ones, casting about for the tracks and runs of the Pinto's band. Hav-
ing done so, we would not leave without completing our drive. And,
should those out there suspect"NTrinfan shook his headN"we would
not have lived to reach the Stronghold, and that is the truth."

“This is also truth, padre." Faquita came to the fire and picked up the
coffeepot, pouring the thick black liquid into the waiting line of tin cups.
"It is time for us to finish and be on the moveNnot to just talk of what
must be done."

Drew looked up in surprise. The girl was wearing breeches,ready to
ride. In addition, instead of the gunbelts which all the men wore as a
matter of course, Faquita had tucked a pair of derringers in the front of
her sash belt. Their small grips showed above the faded silk folds.

"Shegoin' with us?"the Kentuckian asked, asthe girl kicked dust over
the campfire and stowed the empty pot in the cart. "Ain't that danger-
ousNfor her?"

Hilario got to his feet with alurch that made his crippled state only too
plain. "Se—or, to hunt the wild onesis dangerous. You see me, twisted
like aroot, no? Not tall and straight as a man should be. This was done
by the wild onesNin one small moment when | was not quick enough.
Among usNthe mustangersNit is often the daughters who are the best
riders. They are quick, eager, riding lighter than their brothers or their
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fathers. And to some it is a loved life. With Faquita that is true. As for
dangerNis that not always with us?

“In war danger is a thing which one man makes for another. In this
country the land itself fights manNwar or no war. A cloudburst fills an
arroyo with a flood without warning, and a man is drowned amidst
desert sand where only hours before he could have died for lack of that
same water. There is a fall of rocks, a fall of horse, a stampede of cattle,
sickness which strikes at a lone traveler out of nowhere. Yet have you
not ridden to war, and come now to live on this land? S’, we have
dangerNbut a man can also die in his bed in the midst of a village with
strong walls. And to everyone his own way of life. Now we rideE ."

They did indeed ride, following atrail which, asfar asDrew could see,
existed only in the minds of the mustangers. But the three Mexicans
swung along so confidently that he and Anse joined without question or
argument.

At a distance they circled the waiting pen with walls of entwined
brush and sapling, ready to funnel driven horses into a blind canyon.
The Pinto's band must be located, somehow shaken out of the rocky ter-
ritory their wily leader favored, before that drive could begin. Water,
Trinfan said, would be the key. Horses must drink and they were
creatures of habit, never ranging far from some one hole they had made
their own. Trinfan blankets already flapped about the Pinto's chosen
spring. They had seenthe horses approach several times in the past two
days and shy away from those flapping things with the fearsome man
scent.

"As long as La Bruja is with them," Faquita said, coming up beside
Drew, "they will not come."

“La Bruja?"

“The Witch, as Anglos would say. We call her so becauseof her cun-
ning. Sheis the wise one who keeps lookout. | say she is possessedby
the Evil One. It is possible the Pinto is her son. Together they have al-
ways outwitted the hunters. But La Bruja is oldNshe runs more stiffly.
Last time in the chaseshe beganto drop behind. Sheis of no use,only a
nuisance. It is the White One | wish to drop rope over!"

“The White One?"

"S’. She is NieveNthe snow of the upper mountains. Among our
people you will hear many tales of white ones, without a dark spot on
themNthe Ghost Stallions that run the plains and no man may lay rope
over. But this mare is the truth! And somedayN" Her eyesshone and she
seemedto be making some vow Drew would be called to bear witness
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to. "Someday she will be mine! Not to trail south and sellNnoNbut to
keep, always!"

"She must be very beautiful," he commented.

"It is not only that, se—or. You have a fine horse, one which beat Don
Cazar's Oro, is that not so?"

"Yes. ShilohE "

"And to you that one is above all other horses. If you lost him, you
would beNlike hungry E inside you, is that not also so?"

"Yes!" Her earnestness triggered that instant response from him.

"Soit is with me since | have seenNieve. Men find such a horse; for
years they follow the band in which it runs to snareit. They will suffer
broken bones, asdid my father, and hunger, and thirst, becausethere is
one tossing head, one setof flying heels before them. Sometimesthey are
lucky and they catch that one. If they do not, there is in them a pinch of
winter even when the desert sun is hot. Once | loved all horsesNnow
there is this one which | must have!"

"l hope you get her!"

"Se—or, last season| hoped. This seasonNthis season| have belief that
my hopes will come true. Ah, look, the Indio!"

Shepointed with quirt and Drew glanced left. He saw what appeared
to be an outcrop of rock among many others move, then rise on sturdy
legs to meet them.

Running Fox, a brown blanket twisted over one shoulder, the rest of
him stripped down to breechclout and moccasins, padded up to Hilario
Trinfan and spoke in the guttural Pima. The mustanger translated.

"The horsesare still there. But there is a camp of two men on the north
slope above the canyon. Both men are Anglos. They are armed with rifles
and take turns watching."

"Can we reach a place from where we can read the brands on the
horses?" Drew asked.

Trinfan questioned the Pima.

"S’. But you can not go there by day. You must go in at dusk, wait out
the night, and then seewhat you could in the early morning. Leave be-
fore sunup. Otherwise the watchers may be able to locate you. He
says"NTrinfan smiledN"that he could go at high noon and would not be
seen. But for a white man is a different matter."

"Waste a whole day jus' waitin'!" Anse protested.

"Se-or,when one balancestime against death, then | would saytime is
the better choice,"Hilario replied. "But this day will not be wasted. If any
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watch usNas well asthose horsesNthey will seeus about our business
and will have no doubt that we hunt wild horses, not stolen ones."

So Drew and Anse joined the mustangers' hunting. To Anse this was
something he had done before. Drew remembered that the Texan had
been working with just such a hunting party when his family had been
wiped out by the Comanchesin '59. But to Drew it was a hew experience
and he was deeply intrigued by what he saw and the reasonsfor such
action.

All they sighted of the Pinto's now thoroughly thirsty band was the
stud himself and a black mareNLa BrujaNlooking down from a vantage
point high on a rocky rim. And the hunters did not try to reach them,
knowing that all the wild ones would be long gone before they could
reach that lookout.

"This is the fourth day." Hilario Trinfan sat his buckskin at the water
hole, watched Teodoro make careful adjustment of the blankets tied on
the bushes."They will bewild with thirst. Tomorrow the blankets will be
taken down. There will be no sign of man here. By mid-afternoon the
mares will be ready to fight past the Pinto for water. He can not hold
them away. So, they will come and drinkNtoo much. Perhaps he will
come, too. If he does"NTrinfan snapped his fingersN"l shall be waiting
with arifle. We take no more chanceswith that one! Anyway, the mares
will be heavy and slow with all the water in their bellies. They can be
herded into our trap. Then he will come, s’, that one will comeNno one
can take his mares from him! He will be mad with rage, too angry to be
any longer so cunning. We shall have him then. And there will be no
more Kkillings of studs here."

At dusk Running Fox slipped down to the camp, but not far enough
into the circle of firelight to be sighted by any watcher in the night. Then
with Drew and Anse he was off again.

Within lessthan a quarter-hour Drew could have laughed wryly at his
past satisfaction in his prowess asa scout. Compared to this flitting shad-
ow he was a bush bull crashing through the brush. Anse was better,
much better, but even he was far below the standard set by the Pima.
The trio climbed, crept, crouched for long moments waiting for Drew
knew not whatNsome sound, some scent, some sight in the night which
Running Fox would accept as assurance of temporary safety.

The Kentuckian had no idea of how long it took them to reach the
perch into which they at last pushed. A breastwork of rock was before
him; the half circle of a shallow cave cut off a portion of the star-pointed
sky above. "StayNhere." The two words were grunted at them out of the

96



dark. Then nothing E Running Fox had vanished in a way which could
make a man believe they had been escorted not by a living Pima, but by
a ghost from that long-forgotten race which had left their houses
scattered in canyon niches up and down this country.

It was cold, even though the half cave shielded most of the wind.
Drew unrolled the blanket he had carried tied about him, and he
squeezed down beside Anse. Their combined body warmth ought to
keep them fairly comfortable. Drew doubled his hands inside his coat,
wriggling his gloved fingers to keep them from stiffening.

"Sure do wish there was some way a fella could bring him a little in-
visible fire along on atrip like this,” Anse commented. "Ain't goin' to be
what I'd name right out as a comfortable night."

"Never seemsto be any easyway to do a hard thing," Drew assented.
He hugged himself, his hands slipped back and forth about his waist.
Under his two shirtsNhe had added the second before he left the Strong-
holdNthe band of his money belt made a lump and now his hands ran
along it.

He had had no occasionto open any of those pockets since he had left
Tubaccathe first time. Now, to take his mind off immediate discomfort,
he tried to estimate by touch alone how many coins still remained in the
two pockets. The middle section of the three divisions held his papers.
There were those for the horses, the parole he had brought from Gaines-
ville, the two letters he had not been able to bring himself to deliver to
Hunt Rennie. One was from Cousin Merry, and the other was a formal,
close-to-legal statement drawn up by Uncle Forbes' attorney. Both were
intended to prove the identity of one Drew Rennie beyond any reason-
able doubt.

Drew's fingers stilled above that pocket. It felt too thick, bunchy under
his pinching. WhateverN? He squirmed around, free of the blanket, and
began to pull off his gloves.

"What's th' matter?" the Texan began in a whisper.

"Justa minute!" It was a clumsy business, pulling the belt free from un-
der his layers of heavy clothing. But Drew got it across his knee. His
chilled fingers picked at the fastening of the pocket. There was no packet
of papers thereNneither the sheetsfor the horse, nor the much-creased
strip of the parole, nor the sealed envelope which had held both letters.
Instead he plucked out what felt like shreds of grassand leaves,dry and
crackling.

"What is it?" Anse leaned forward.
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"My papersNthey're gone!" Drew rummaged frantically, turning the
pocket inside out. WhenNwho?

"What papers, compadre?"

Drew explained.

"You've been wearin' that there belt constantly, ain't you?"

"Yes. ExceptN" He suddenly tensed. "That night, down by the swim-
min' hole, when you thought you saw somethin' in the bushesE
remember?"

"| remember. Looky here, who'd want ‘emNan’ why?"

"Shannon!" And in that moment Drew was as certain of that asif he
had actually seen Johnny stripping them out of the belt.

"How'd he know you were carryin' anythin'?"

"He knew | had the belt. | left it with Topham when | raced Shiloh, and
he saw me give it to him. And, Anse, he must have heard you call me
'Rennie’ in the Jacks!If he did, he'd want to find out moreNRennie's not
a common name. And Shannon's not stupid. He'd figure anything valu-
able I'd be carryin' would be in this belt.”

"How come you didn't know it was gone?"

"I don't know. Seemedjust as heavy and that pocket didn't ride any
different when | had it on. No reason to open it lately."

"SoNwhat's he got? Your hoss papers, your parole outta th' army, an'
them two letters. Yeah, he's got jus' 'bout all he needs to make one big
war smoke for you."

"And | can't prove he has them," Drew said bleakly.

"Jus' by makin' him one little private fire,” Anse went on, "he could
about put you outta business, compadre. There's only one thing to do."

"Such as?"

"Johnny Shannon has got to do some talkin' his ownself. An' we can't
wait too long to invite him to a chin-waggin' party, neither!"

Anse was right. Shannon had only to slip that collection of papers into
the nearest fire and he would put an end to Drew Rennie. Of course
Drew could obtain duplicates of the letters and horse papers from Ken-
tucky, but that might take months. And he did not know whether the pa-
role could be reissued from army records. Why, at this moment he could
not prove that he had served in the eastwith the Army of Tennesseel et
Bayliss come down on him now and he was defenselessE .

"We can't ride tonight,” Anse added. "But come first light we give a
look-see here an' then we moveNstraight back to th' Stronghold an'
Shannon. AlsoNI'm sayin' this 'cause | think it's good advice, Drew.
Now's th' time you've got to go to th' Old Man an' tell him th' truth,
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qguick asyou can. Sure, | know why you didn't want to claim kin before,
but now you'll have to."

Drew shook his head. "Not nowNnot with nothing to back up my
story. Shannon could give me the lie direct."

“I'm thinkin' you're showin' less brains than a dumb cow-critter,
amigo. But, lissenNI'm backin' your play. Does Shannon cut up rough,
he's got two of us hitchin' a holster steady an' gittin' ready to loose lead."

“No, I'm not goin' to drag you in."

"YeahNan' | mean yeah! We joined trails a long time back, by that
there mill pond in Kentucky, and we ain't splittin' now. If a storm's
walkin' up on us slowNor comin' fast with its tail upNit's goin' to be
both of us gittin' under or out together."

Drew put on the belt again. His impatience bit at him, but what Anse
said made sense.They had beensent here to do ajob and in the morning
they would do it. Then they could ride back to the Stronghold. How he
was going to handle Shannon he had no idea, but that he would have to
he was sure.

The first light was a gray rim around the world asthey lay flat, train-
ing the glassesHilario had loaned them on two horses grazing not too
far below.

"Well, that's it. U.S.As big an' plain asth' paint on a Comanche facean'
almost as ugly. Them's army mounts an' | don't see no troopers here-
abouts," Anse said.

Running Fox materialized in his ghostly fashion, and they retraced at a
better speed and less effort the path which had brought them to the
canyon perch. Justasthey were about to top the ridge behind the mus-
tanger camp, the Pima held up a warning hand.

"Long knivesE ."

“Troopers?" They went to their kneesand made a stealthy crawl! to the
crest of the ridge.

There were troopers down there, all right. The Trinfans sat on their
saddles while an officer walked up and down before them. Running Fox
put a finger on Drew's arm and motioned to the left. The horses of the
mustangers were browsing in a small dell, their night hobbles unloosed.
Together the trio moved in that direction.

The Pima slipped ahead with a speed and efficiency of motion his
companions envied. He had the two nearest horses in hand, leading
them toward the bushes.

"Looks like we ride bareback." Anse caught at a hackamore, then
mounted.
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"Move!" Drew waved Running Fox to the other horse. "We can't wait
to get another horse. You ride for the Stronghold, make it straight to
Rennie and report. I'm stayin' here. | can say we were fired and Trinfan
took me on as a hand."

Anse was the better rider under these circumstances, and the better
scout. To wait to pick up a third horse was folly.

"What about Shannon?"

"Shannon'll have to wait!" Drew slapped the Texan's horse. It reared
and then pounded off. Drew turned to walk back to the camp. He roun-
ded the end of the ridge and stopped short. The round and deadly
mouth of an Army Colt was pointed straight at his middle, covering the
disastrously empty pocket of his money belt.
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Chapter 1 3

A lantern provided a very small and smoky light on a table of three
boards mounted on boxes.|If the furniture was makeshift, the walls of the
room were not. Logs and adobe were just as effective for the purpose of
confinement as stone blocks. Drew sat up on a bunk shell of board hold-
ing straw, and rested his head between his hands. He could follow the
action which had brought him here, trace it back almost minute by
minute over the past three days. How he had come here was plain
enough; why was another matter.

Lieutenant Spath, back in the mustangers' camp, might have accepted
the Kentuckian's story. Or he might at least have been uncertain enough
not to arrest him, if only Trooper Stevenshad not been one of the patrol.
Once before Stevenshad been most vocal about Rebswho were too free
with their fists. Spath's trooper guard, reporting the escapeof Running
Fox and Anse, had condemned his captive fully asfar asthe lieutenant
was concerned. The troopers had then searched their prisoner and to
them a loaded money belt worn by a drifter did not make good sense,
eitherNunless too much senseon the wrong side of the ledger. Drearily
Drew had to admit that had he stood in the lieutenant's boots, he would
have made exactly the same decision and brought his prisoner back to
the camp.

So here he was nowNjust where Bayliss had promised to seehimNin
an army detention cell, with no proof of identity and the circumstantial
evidence against him piling up by the minute. All they needed was some
definite proof to tie him to Kitchell and he was lost. He had to pin his
hopes on AnseNand Don Cazar.

Drew ground his boot heel into the dirt floor. That was just what he
had sworn he would never doNcall upon Hunt Rennie for help. Espe-
cially now, sincethe troopers had discovered those army-branded horses
back in the canyon and Bayliss would try to use that against Rennie.
Anse's escapehad beena short-sighted solution, Drew knew. To the cap-
tain such action only tied the Rangein deeper. The Kentuckian ran his
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fingers through his hair, trying to think of something which had not
gone wrong.

The plank door banged open and Drew's head came up with a snap.
No use letting these Yankeesthink they had him worried. The lantern,
feeble asit was, picked out the stripes on the blouse of the first man, the
tin plate in the hands of the second.

Drew looked down at the plate asit was slid under the bars and across
the floor of his cell.

"Stew, Sergeant?Ain't that overfeedin'? Thought bread and water was
more the captain's style for Reb prisoners.” Drew was pleased that he
was able to sound unconcerned.

"Cocky one, ain't you?" asked the man who had brought in the plate.
"All you Rebs is alikeNnever know when you're lickedN"

"Get along, Farley, that's enough," Muller broke in.

Drew picked up the plate and forced himself to spoon up its contents.
The stuff was still warm and not too bad. After the second spoonful he
discovered that he was hungryNthat much he would not have to
pretend.

"Kid!"

Sergeant Muller's bulk shut most of the lantern glow out of the cell.

"You young squirts're all alikeNnever take no advice. But I'm gonna
give it, anyway. When th' cap'n seesyou, you button your lip! He ain't
one astakeskindly to no smart talkin', 'specially not from a prisoner. As
far as he's concerned he's got you about dead to rightsNhoss thievin'
from th' army."

"I'd like to know what proof he has," Drew returned sharply. "Your
patrol picked me up well away from those horsesNin the mustanger
camp where | was workin'Nand Captain Bayliss can't prove that's not
true, either. Anyway, what difference does it make to you, Sergeant?"

"Sinceyou ask, | don't rightly know, kid. Maybe you was spoilin' for a
fight in th' Jacks an' did push our boysN"

"But you don't think so, Sergeant."Drew put the plate on the bunk and
stood up to approach the bars. Muller was the taller; the Kentuckian had
to raise his eyesto meet the sergeant's. The trooper's face was mostly in
the shadow, but it was plain the man did not mean him any ill.

"I got m' reasons." Muller did not make any straighter answer. "But
you think o' what th' cap'n does know about you, kid. You go ridin'
'round with gold on youNmore money than any drifter ever seesin ten
years or more. You're caught near where some stolen army stock is
stashed away, an' your partner lights out hell-for-leather, breaking
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through army lines. An' we only got your story asto who you really are.
| ask youNdoes that read good in the lieutenant's report when th' cap'n
gets it?"

“No," Drew answered. "But what do you suggest doin' about it,
Sergeant?"

"Got anybody in town aswill speakup for you, Kirby? ReeseTopham?
He did before."

"He doesn't know any more than what he said right then. Trouble is,
Sergeant,anybody | could ask to back me up I'd have to bring out from
KentuckyNand | don't believe Captain Bayliss would wait for that."

"You work for Rennie, don't you?"

"Hunt Rennie has nothing to do with this. He didn't know those horses
were on the RangeNN"

"Because you put them there, Kirby?"

Muller made a lightning about-face. He snapped to attention facing
the captain.

"And what are you doing here, Sergeant?"

"Prisoner bein' fed, sir!" Muller reported stolidly.

"And there is no need for conversation. Dismissed, Sergeant!"

The captain watched Muller leave before he turned once more to
Drew. "Kirby, do you know the penalty for horse stealing in this coun-
try?" he snapped.

"Yes."

“Then you must know just what you have to face."

"Captain E " Drew began slowly, wanting to make his words just
right. There was no reasonto let Bayliss think he could simply ride right
over his prisoner. On the other hand Muller's advice had been good; it
would be dangerous to antagonize the officer. "I had nothing to do with
those stolen horses. We found them, yes, but they were already in the
canyon. And there were two men guardin' themNup on the ridge. They
must have cleared out when your patrol rode in, but they were there the
night before."

"You saw them?"

"No, our scout did."

"What scoutNthat Indian who got away with your partner? | heard ru-
mors that Kitchell had links with bronco Apaches, but | didn't believe
any white man could stoop so low."

"That Indian"NDrew felt asif he were walking a very narrow moun-
tain ledge in the dark, with a drop straight down to the middle of the
world on one sideN"was a Pima, one of the Stronghold scouts."
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"SoNHunt Rennie did know about those horses!" Bayliss pounced.

"He did not! He sent us to the mustanger camp with a message,and
the Pima rode scout for us. It's aregular order on the RangeNtake one of
the Pimas if you are goin' any distance from where you can fort up. You
canfind out that's true easily enough." Drew was striving to keep a reas-
onable tone, to find an answer which must pierce through Bayliss' ran-
cor. After all, Bayliss could not have held his present rank and station so
long and been all hot-headed plunger.

"What was this so-important messageRennie had to have delivered to
a camp of Mex mustangers?" Bayliss bored in. Even in the lantern's re-
stricted light Drew could see the flush darkening the other's face.

"They are havin' trouble with awild studNa killer. Mr. Rennie wants
him killed, quick. He sentthe two of us out to helpNthought with more
hands it could be done."

"Kirby!" Bayliss' fists were on his hips, his head pushed forward from
his shoulders until his sun-peeled face was only inches away from the
bars between them. "Do | look like a stupid man, a man to be fed stories?
You ride into town on a blooded stud, with a mare of like breeding, and
a belt loaded down with gold. You give out that you served with For-
restNForrest, alooting guerrilla and a murdering butcher! You've heard
of Fort Pillow, Kirby? That's what decent men remember when anyone
says'Forrest' in their hearing! Only you can't even prove you were one of
that gang of raiders, either, canyou? Now [I'll tell you just who and what
you are.

"You're one of Kitchell's scavengers,come into town with gold for sup-
plies and a chanceto contact the people you want to meet. I've known
for a long time that Topham, Rennie, and probably a dozen other so-
called citizens of that miserable outlaws' roost are backing Kitchell. Now
here's a chance to prove it!"

“Not through me, you don't,” Drew cut in. "I'm just what | said | was
from the beginnin’, Captain. And you can't prove anything different."

"I don't have to prove it; you've convicted yourself, Kirby. You can't
account for the gold you're carrying. And, if you rode with Forrest,
where's your parole? You know you were told to carry it. | can deal with
you just as any horse thief is dealt with. Why, I'll wager you can't even
prove ownership of those horsesyou brought with you. Where're your
sale papers? On the other hand, Kirby, if you do give us the evidence we
need against Kitchell and those who are helping him, then the court
might be moved to leniency. How old are you? NineteenNtwentyN?
Rather young to hang."
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"Captain, | can prove everything I've told you. In Kentucky | have kin.
They canNN"

"Kentucky!" Bayliss snorted. "Kentucky is far away, Kirby. Do you ex-
pect us to sit around waiting for some mythical kin of yours to appear
from Kentucky with another set of lies to open this door?" He pounded
with one fist against the cell portal. "I'm a reasonable man, Kirby, and
I'm not asking too muchNyou know that. What're Kitchell, Rennie, To-
pham to you that you're willing to face a noose for them?"

"Kitchell | know nothin' aboutNexcept what I've heard and that's not
good." Drew sat down on the bunk, partly becausethe chill which had
crept down his back had poured into his legs and they felt oddly weak
under him. "Reese Topham and Mr. RennieNas far as I'm concerned
they're honest men. | don't think, Captain, that you can prove I'm not,
either."

“There is such a thing as over-confidence, Kirby, and it always comes
to the fore in your kind!" Bayliss returned. "But after you do some seri-
ous thinking | believe you'll begin to seethat this is one time you're not
going to be able to lie or ride yourself out!"

He left without a backward glance. Drew picked up the plate, pushed
the spoon back and forth through the congealing mess left on it. He
could not choke down another mouthful. Just how much power did
Bayliss have? Could he try acivilian by court-martial and get away with
it? And to whom could Drew possibly appeal? Topham? Rennie? Appar-
ently Bayliss wanted them enough to suggest Drew testify against them.
Did he actually believe Drew guilty, or had that been a subtle invitation
to perjury? The Kentuckian setthe plate on the floor and got up again to
make a minute study of the cell. His thought now was that maybe his
only chance would be to break out.

But his first appraisal of the detention quarters had beenthe right one.
Given a pickax and a shovel, and an uninterrupted period of, say, a
week, he might be able to tunnel under one of the log walls. But other-
wise he could not seeany other way of getting freeNsave to walk out
through the cell door. Drew threw himself on the bunk and tried to think
logically and clearly, but his tired body won over his mind and he slept.

"Hey, you! Kirby, wake up! There's someone here to see you!"

Drew reached for a Colt which was no longer under his pillow and
then rolled over and satup groggily, rubbing one hand acrosshis smart-
ing eyes. The lantern light had given way to dusty sunshine, one bar of
which now caught him straight across the face.

"All right, Kirby, suppose you tell me what this is all about!"
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Drew's head came up, his hand fell. Hunt Rennie and Lieutenant
Spath stood side by side beyond the bars. Or rather, not Hunt Rennie,
but Don Cazar was thereNfor the owner of the Range was wearing the
formal Spanishdressin which Drew had first seenhim. And his expres-
sion was one of withdrawal.

“They think that I'm one of Kitchell's men and that | had something to
do with those stolen horses we found on the Range." He blurted it out
badly.

"They also showed me about six hundred dollars in gold found on
you," Rennie returned. "l thought you needed a job. You told Topham
that, didn't you?"

"Yes,suh." Drew's bewilderment grew stronger. Hunt Rennie sounded
as if he believed part of Bayliss' accusation!

“That money's rightfully mine," Drew added.

“You can prove it?"

"Sure. Back in KentuckyE ." Drew paused. Back-in-Kentucky proof
would not help him here and now in Arizona.

"Kentucky?" Rennie's withdrawal appeared to increase by a score of
miles. "l understood you were from Texas."

“Told you, Rennie,"the lieutenant said, "his story doesn't hold together
at all. A couple of really good questions and it falls right apart.”

"I came here from Texas." Drew took stiff hold of himself. He was
walking that narrow ledge again, and with awind ready to push him off
into a bottomless gulf. "Rode with a wagon train asfar as SantaFeNfrom
there on with military supply wagons to Tucson. | was in Kentucky after
the war; went home with a boy from my scout companyE ."

"Who gave you two blooded horsesand a belt full of gold for a good-
by present?" scoffed Spath.

"Have you any proof of what you say closer than Kentucky?" Rennie
ignored the lieutenant's aside. "l can account for your time on the Range,
or most of it. But you'll have to answer for this money and where you
came from originally. What about your surrender parole? | know you
did have papers for the horsesNCallie saw them. Produce thoseE ."

"l can't." Drew's hands balled into fists where they rested on his knees.

"Sure you can'tNyou never had any!" Spath returned.

"I had them. | don't have them now." What was the use of trying to tell
Rennie about his suspicions of Shannon? And if Johnny had destroyed
the papers as well he might have, Drew could never make them believe
him, anyway.
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"Kirby, this is serious!" said Rennie. "You ride in from nowhere with
two fine horses wearing a brand you say is your own. You have more
money than any drifter ever carries. You claim to be a Texan, and yet
now you say all the proof of your identity is in Kentucky. AndNyou are
not Anson Kirby's cousin, are you?" That last question was shot out so
suddenly that Drew answered before he thought.

"No."

"l thought so." Hunt Rennie nodded. "Education is a polisher, but |
don't think three or four years' schooling would have made a Texas
range rider ask for sherry over whiskyNexcept to experiment with an
exotic beverage. There were other things, too, which did not fit with the
Kirby background once Anson turned up. Just who are you?"

Drew shrugged. "That doesn't matter nowNas the lieutenant and Cap-
tain Bayliss have pointed outNif my only proof is in Kentucky and out
of reach."

"l suppose you have heard of telegraphs?" Rennie's sarcasmwas cold.
"Communication with Kentucky is not so impossible as you appear to
think. You give me a name and addressNor names and addressesNand
I'll do the rest. All you have to do is substantiate background and your
army service, proving no possible contact with Kitchell. Then the captain
will be forced to admit a mistake."

Give Hunt Rennie the name of Cousin Meredith Barrett, of Aunt
Marianna's husband, Major ForbesNthe addressesof Red Springs or Oak
Hill? Drew could not while there was a chancethat Anse might find the
papers or make Johnny Shannon admit taking them. The Kentuckian
could not tell Hunt Rennie who he was here and now.

"I want to talk to Anse," he said out of his own thoughts. "I've got to
talk to Anse!"

"He's gone." Rennie's two words did not make senseat first. When
they did, Drew jumped up and caught at the bars.

"Gone? Where?"

"Cleared outNgot clean away." Again Spath supplied the information.
"Or so they tell us. He went back to the Stronghold after he broke
through our lines. But when a patrol rode down to get him, he was
gone."

"Why?" Drew asked. "Why pick him up?"

"Why? Because he's in this, too!" Spath retorted. "Probably rode
straight to Kitchell's hideout. Now, Mr. Rennie, time's up. The captain
authorized this visit becausehe thought you might just get something
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out of the prisoner. Well, you did: an admission he's been passing under
a false name. We know what he isNa renegade horse thief."

Drew was no longer completely aware of either man. But, as Rennie
turned away, he broke through the mist of confusion which seemedto be
enclosing him more tightly than the walls of the cell.

"Shannon. Where's Shannon?"

Hunt Rennie's head swung around. "What about Johnny?" he
demanded.

"He took my papersNout of my belt!" This was probably the worst
thing he could do, to accuse Johnny Shannon without proof.

"What papers, and why should he want them?" If Rennie had beenre-
mote before, now he was as chill asthe Texas northers Anse had joked
about.

"The parole, the horse papers, some lettersg ."

"You saw him take them? You know why he should want them?"

Drew shook his head once. He could not answer the second question
now.

"Then how do you know Johnny took them?"

How did he know? Drew could give no sanereason for his conviction
that it had been Johnny's fingers which had looted the pocket of papers
and stuffed leaves and grass in their place.

"You'll have to do better than that, kid!" Spath laughed. "You must
have known Shannon was gone, too. By the time he's back from Mexico
he won't need to prove that's a lie."

Drew disregarded the lieutenant's commentsNRennie was the one
who mattered. And in that moment the Kentuckian knew that he had
made a fatal mistake. Why hadn't he agreed to telegraph Kentucky?
Now there was no hope. As far as Don Cazar was concerned, one Drew
Kirby could be written off the list. Drew had made an enemy of the very
person he most wanted to convince. The Kentuckian swung around and
walked to the one small, barred window through which he could seethe
sun. He walked blindly, trying not to hear those spurred boots moving
out of the door E going awayE .
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Three good strides one way, four another to measure the cell. Morning
sun, gone by noon, daylight outside the window becoming dusk in turn.
They fed him army rations, delivered under guard. And the guard never
spoke. There was no use asking questions, and Drew had none left to
ask, anyway. Except, by the morning of the second day after Rennie's
visit, his wonder grew. Why was Bayliss delaying a formal charge
against him? This wait could mean that the captain was not finding it so
easyto prove hereally did have a "renegade horse thief" in custody. But
Drew knew he must pin no hopes on a thread that fine.

What had happened to Anse? And ShannonNgone to Mexico? He
must have ridden back with the Coronel. Drew could expect nothing
more from Rennie, or Topham. The Trinfans? Spath had marched them
back, too, along with his prisoner, but the lieutenant had not had them
under arrest. The mustangers were well known in this district and could
prove their reason for being where they were found. And Kitchell had
raided one of their corrals last season,so they had no possible tie with
the elusive outlaw. Probably by now the Trinfans had returned to their
hunt for the Pinto.

No, there was no use thinking that anyone was going to get him out of
thisNno one but himself, and he had bungled badly so far. Drew, his
body tired with pacing the small cell, flung himself down on the bunk
and listened to the sounds of the camp. He had pretty well worked out
the routine by those sounds. The camp itself was a makeshift affair. Its
core, of which this cell was a part, was an old ranch building. There were
tents and a few lean-tos, on a plateau bounded on the eastby a ravine,
on the west by a creek bottom. Huts of stone, rawhide, and planks
served as officers' quarters. In fact it was no more a fort than the bivou-
acshe had known during the war. Unfortunately this room was the most
substantial part.

If he could only get out, and pick up his horses,then perhaps he could
head for Mexico. There was a war on down there; a soldier could find an
anonymous refuge in a foreign army. Shelby's whole Confederate
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command had crossedthe Rio Grande to do just that. That part was easy.
To get out of hereNthat was what he could not accomplish.

Two men always came together when they fed him, and they didn't
open the cell door, but just pushed the plate through. A sentry was on
duty outside. Drew could beat time to the sound of those footfalls day
and night. And suppose he did get free of the cell; he would have to have
a horse, supplies, armsE .

Drew rolled over on the cot and buried his faceon his folded arms. He
might as well try to get out of here by using will power alone to turn
locks! They left the lantern burning all night to keep a light on him, and
the sentry looked in the peephole every time he passed.

The Kentuckian did not know just when it was that he became con-
scious of the noise overhead. LizardsNmaybe even ratsNcould move
about the beams, hidden by the age-browned manta strips. But surely
this was too late in the seasonfor a lizard to be so lively by night when
the temperature dropped with the rapidity of a weight plunging earth-
ward. And rats aloftE .

Drew did not change his position on the bunk, but his body tensed. No
rat would stay in one place, gnawing with such purpose and concentra-
tion at a spot in the darkest corner of the cell roof. Anse? How or why
the Texan could be at work there, Drew did not know. But that there was
a stealthy attempt being made to reach him from above he was now sure.

His teeth closed on his wrist as he lay listening, to that scratching
above, to the regular advance and retreat of the sentry. He heard the
man pause by the door and knew he was under inspection. Well, let the
Yankee look! He would see his prisoner peacefully sleeping.

Now the trooper was moving on, the noise above became sharper.
There was a slight crackle. The linen roofing saggedunder a burden, and
Drew caught his breath in a gasp. Miraculously the yellow cloth suppor-
ted the objectNa bulge asbig asa saddlebag. A portion of the roof which
had given way?

The scratching, which had stilled, began again. Then the bulge was
gone, pulled away from above. Dust sprinkled down from the disturbed
manta. In the next instant Drew moved.

Using his hands on either side of his body, he raked up the straw
which filled the box bunk. In a swift moment, timed to the sentry's
passing to the farthest point from the spy hole, the Kentuckian rolled to
the floor, slapped and pulled the blanket into place over the mounded
straw. Not too goodNit certainly would not fool any inspection within
the room. But in the lantern light and this far from the door, the
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improvised dummy might satisfy the glance of the sentry for some pre-
cious seconds.

Drew was across the cell, flattened against the wall under the still
quivering strip of material. More bulges appeared and disappeared, frag-
ments fallen and retrieved. Then a sharp point pierced downward, the
tip of a knife slitting the tough stuff. A slash, and the manta peeled back
against the wall of the cell.

"Se—orN?" It was so faint a whisper Drew hardly caught it.

"Yes!"He looked up with desperate eagernessinto what he had hoped
to seeNthe dark splotch of a hole.

A rawhide lariat smoothly braided, oiled into supple silkiness,
dangled through. Drew got his hands on it, pulled it back against the
wall asthe sentry returned. He held his breath during that pause beside
the spy hole, a pausewhich lengthened alarmingly. Then his body jerked
in answer to a sound a half second before he realized what manner of
sound. The sentry had sneezed.He sniffled, too, loudly; then he went on
to complete his beat. The blanket and the strawNthey had worked!

Drew pulled at the lariat, was answered by a return jerk. He jumped
and beganto climb. Then, with a wrench he was through the hole, other
hands helping to pull.

"ComeNpronto!" The hands were pushing, urging. He wriggled for-
ward. Teodoro Trinfan! But why?

There was no time to ask; Drew could only obey directions. They
made a worm's progress along the full length of the old ranch building,
and dropped the lariat for aladder to the ground. They crossedthe small
part of the camp near the ravine with the same caution they had used on
the roof.

"Se—orE " Teodoro's lips were at Drew's ear asthe boy pressed against
him in a thin cover of shadow. "LeftNa big stoneNput your hands on
itNswing about and down."

Drew had to take that on blind trust. He had no idea what kind of a
drop waited below, and only by firm will power did he follow orders.
But his boot soles met a solid surface. Then he was caught about the
waist and Hilario's voice whispered to him.

"Se—or,you standNso." Hands fumbled about him, looping him with a
supporting lariat. "NowNwe go! Your hand, se—or." Drew's left hand
was caught in a tight grip which pulled him to the right, faceto the wall.
Sosecured, he inched along what he knew must be the face of the ravine,
his toes on some small ledge midway between lip and foot.
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Somehow the three of them reached ground level, their diagonal
course of descentputting some distance between them and the camp. In
spite of the cold of the night, Drew was wet with sweat asthey threaded
through heady sagebrush. Now camethe scentof horses,the sound of a
hoof stamped impatiently on gravel.

“Trinfan?"

Topham! Here?

ngr

At Hilario's hissed assent,a figure detached itself from the utter black
of the bushes and moved forward into a sliver of moonlight.

"You got him?"

"I'm here, if that's what you mean!" Drew answered for himself.

"And you'll be gone, soon," the gambler replied. "But there's one thing
| have to know, Kirby. Were you telling the truth to RennieNdo you be-
lieve Johnny took your papers?"

What had that to do with the matter at hand? Drew wondered. But
from the urgency of the demand he knew it did mean a great deal to
Topham.

"Yes, I'm sure. But | can't prove itNunless | find them with him. He
may have destroyed them already."” Drew put into words the black fore-
boding which had ridden him for days.

"Why? What do they mean to him?"

Evasions and lies had gotten him into this mess; now he would see
what stark truth would do.

"Because there were two lettersNproof I'm Drew Rennie."

"Rennie?" Topham repeated. In the light Drew could not see his ex-
pression, but his voice was that of a completely baffled man. "Rennie?"

"I'm Hunt Rennie's son." There, he had said itNand nothing startling
happened. Well, what had he expectedNa clap of thunder, a bolt of
lightning, the sudden appearance of a cavalry patrol acrossthe nearest
hilltop?

"Sothat's it!" Topham said slowly. "And Shannon suspected?But why
the mystery? AndNN"

Drew took the questions in turn. "Shannonwas at the Jackswhen | met
Anse. | thought he was unconscious, but he probably wasn't. Anse called
me by my right name. As for whyNmy father doesn't know I'm alive. He
was told | died at birth, along with my mother. They told me he was
killed in the Mexican War before | was born. It was all becauseof an old
family feudNtoo long a story to tell now. I've only known for about a
year | had a father here in Arizona E but to make a claim on him, after
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all theseyearsk . Maybe you don't understand why | didn't want to." He
was telling it badly, but he'd been a fool about this from the start.

"Understand E vyes, | think | can. There's a certain strain of bull-
headed independence common to RenniesNI've met it head-on several
times myself. And your choice was your own to make. But this E yes, it
Is just the move Shannonwould make, given suspicion to push him into
action. And now it may be pushing him even farther."

Drew was a little bewildered by Topham's ready acceptance of his
story without any proof. But the tone of the last remark caught his full
attention.

"What d' you mean? What's happened now?"

“I've had suspicions, pretty nasty ones, for some time. But | had your
troubleNno proof. In the last three days I've picked up and sorted out a
few very wild cards, and now they make a pat hand. Kitchell hashad his
contact here-abouts, all right, just as Bayliss has always insisted."

"You can't mean Shannon!"

"Johnny Shannon. And if he's doing what | think he isE ." Topham
paused. When he continued he had changed the subject. "Last night Nye
rode up from the Range. Said that Kitchell made a raid, almost a clean
sweep. Among other stock he gathered up was that prize stud of yours."

"Shiloh!"

And Shannon had the horse papers! The Kentuckian was thinking fast
now.

"Yes, if Shannonis riding with Kitchell, now he can prove ownership
of that stud and sell him anywhere without trouble." Topham could have
been reading Drew's mind. "But that's not as important as something
else. Hunt went hell-bent-for-leather out of here. He'll gather up that
private army of his and try to trail the raiders. Maybe Kitchell will ride
south, or maybe he'll head directly back into Apache country. Either way
that trail's going to be as easy for anyone after him as walking barefoot
through a good roaring fire! Hunt still has blind faith in JohnnyE .| was
hoping you could help break that."

“That why you got me out of the camp?" Drew asked.

"Partly. Hunt told me what you said about Johnny taking your papers.
| had you sized up as being too smart to make a claim like that unless
you really believed it. And | thought maybe you could prove it, given a
chance. If you can get to Hunt now E tell him the real truth before
Johnny rigs something of a double-crossE ."

"Would he believe me any more than he did when | accused Shan-
non?" Drew asked bleakly. "I'll head south, all right. Nobody's goin' to
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lift Shiloh and get away with it aslong as|'m able to fork a saddle and
push. But if you're countin' on my bein' able to influence myNmy fath-
er"Nhe stumbled over the word awkwardlyN"don't!"

“I'm counting on nothing," Topham returned. "Just hoping now. For a
long time we've heard about Johnny Shannon being a young hothead
who found it hard to settle down after the war. | think there are two
Johnnys and we are just beginning to know the real one. You could be
his prime target now."

"Fair of you to point that out." Drew thought that at last he had found
a real motive for Topham's services."I'm likely to be bait, ain't that the
truth of it?"

"If you are, the trap is going to be there. But now E get away from
here. Teodoro will ride with you as guide."

"And the army after me. That's it!" Drew had mounted. "That's what
you want, isn't it? Me to pull the troops south? Huntin' down an escaped
horse thief they might slam into KitchellE ."

What a trick! Topham had planned it without asking Drew's support.
But it called for enough audacity, luck, and nerve to be appealing. Dur-
ing the war the Kentuckian had seen such schemeswin out time and
time again.

"Why ain't Bayliss already ridin'?" he asked. "Hasn't he heard about
the raid?"

"He's been heard to say a man can raid his own stock as a cover-up."

"What's wrong with him? Is he deaf, dumb, and blind!"

“No, just prejudiced and ridden by envy until he's not able to think
straight any more. But he'll track you and follow quick enough!"

"He sure will. All right E we ride."

They did, Drew depending on the younger Trinfan's guidance. And,
while Teodoro seta meandering trail, it was not one which a determined
pursuer would have too much trouble following, come sunup or
whenever that sentry discovered he was guarding a straw prisoner.

Once when they pulled up to breathe their horses, dismounting to
loose cinches and cool the backs of the mounts, Drew indulged his curi-
osity further.

"How come you knew just where to make that hole to let me out?"

Teodoro laughed. "That was easy, se—or. That was the Garza Ran-
choNonly six months has the army been there. Many times we have
camped within its walls when we brought in the best of the wild catch
for sale.l know those buildings very well. When Se—or Topham tells my
father what must be done, we could plan well and quickly. | have heard
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what you said to Se—or Topham, that you are the son of Don Cazar. Why
did he not know of this? Why have you never lived here with him?"

"He didn't know | was alive, and | didn't know that he was. My grand-
fatherNmy mother's fatherNhe hated Don Cazar very much, becauseof
a duel and other things. So my father took my mother away secretly,
brought her to Texaswhen they were both very young. Then Don Cazar
went to war and the news camethat he had beenkilled. My grandfather
went to Texas and took my mother home with him. She died a few
months later, when | was born.

"It was only after my grandfather died, two years ago, that letters from
my father were found among his private papers. These | discovered
when | came home from the war, learning that my father was alive and
here in Arizona. Only we were strangersE | did not know whether he
would like me for a son, or whether | wanted a stranger for a father. So,
when | came here | took the name of my compadre, my friend from the
war, Anse Kirby. | wanted to know my father before | made my claims."

"And Se—or JuanitoNfor this he will hate you!"

"Because | did not tell who | was at the start?" Drew asked.

"NoNbecause you are truly Don Cazar's son. Always Don Cazar, he
treated Se—or Juanito asa son, but | do not think that was enough. Se—or
Juanito, he is one who must have everything, all. Even when he was a
boy, he was like that. BartolomZ Rivas, he braids beautiful ropes, and he
made one for Juanito. Always | wanted a rope like that. | would watch
Juanito use it and wish. Then once we spend Christmas at the Strong-
hold E it was after my father was hurt and Don Cazar had us to stay
there so he could tend my father's wounds. Had he been with us when
the wild onesstampeded, my father would not walk crooked, but we got
him back to the ranch too late. But that is not what | would say. It was
Christmas and Don Cazar gave to me a rope like that of Juanito, a fine
rope which felt asif it was a part of a man's own arm when he swung it.
Two days later, that rope, it was gone, never did | find it. But | knewNI
had seenJuanito watching me when | tried that fine rope. And | knew
his thoughts: no one must have a rope as good as Juanito's! Not long
after that he ran away, to join the army. But really that was becauseDon
Cazar caught him beating one of the Indios. Only that is not generally
known. The Indio was being taught by Don Cazar to have charge of the
grain storage, and Juanito thought that Indios are as dirtNshould have
no place among Anglos. Se—orJuanito would hate with a black hate any-
one who had aright to be a son at the Stronghold, a better right than he
could claim. He must always be on top, at the head. Sometimesit would
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seemthat he would, if he could, push aside Don Cazar himselfE . Now |
think we should ride again."

By dawn Drew had no idea where they were except that they pushed
south. Whether they were now on the Range he did not know. And how
in the immensity of this hostile country, they could fulfil Topham's
hopes and lead the troop patrol to Rennie's posse, was something the
Kentuckian did not eventry to answer. The border lay south. If Kitchell
had made such a sweeping raid, he would be certain to run the animals
in that direction, for the outlaw was fully aware of Rennie's reputation
and temper, and knew that Don Cazar would trail him with set
determination.

This meant the outlaw must have set up some plan for avoiding pur-
suit. Rouse the Apaches? Or prepare an ambush? Either could work.
Then Bayliss' men could be a saving factor. If the Kentuckian could loc-
ate Rennie, and ride in to his campNor skulk close enough to itNthat
should bring the troops down.

But where was Anse? The Texan had not simply cleared out becauseof
imminent trouble, Drew was sure of that. Had he followed Shannon to
Mexico? This was one time when Drew could well understand the exas-
peration and frustration felt by an officer whose scouts did not report in
as ordered and who had no idea of the disposition of reinforcements.
Talk about going into something blind! But still he rode at a steady, mile-
covering pace southward.
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Chapter 1 5

"Still southE ." Teodoro pointed out the hoof prints deep in the soft
earth beside the water hole. Drew steadied himself with one hand on the
stirrup leathers as he stooped to seemore clearly. He was groggy with
lack of sleep and felt that if he once allowed himself to slip completely to
ground level, he would not get up again.

"Rennie's riders?"

Teodoro was on one knee, conning the mass of tracks asif they were a
printed page. "S'Nthere is the mark of BartolomZ Rivas' horse. It has a
misshapen hoof; the shoe must always be well fitted."

"How far are they ahead now?" Drew had come to depend upon the
young mustanger's judgment. Teodoro apparently was closeto a Pima in
his ability to read trace.

"Two hoursNmaybe three. But they will be at the passand there they
will stay."”

"Why?"

"l think they will lay atrap for the raiders. There has beenno sign that
they trail now behind driven horses. Don Cazar does not pursue; he
rides to cut off the road to Mexico. Kitchell's men, they would not take
the open Sonoratrail, that is folly for them. Sothey travel one ridden by
men with a price on their heads. If Kitchell now moves south to stay, he
will have with him all that he can carry, and he must come this way."

"If he hasn't gone already!"

“There is no sign,” Teodoro repeated stubbornly.

"So we keep on ahead.” Drew got down on both knees, splashed the
muddy water-hole liquid into his face in an effort to clear his head.

They had changed mounts twice since leaving the camp, both times at
the water forts on the Range. And the second time they had chanced
three hours' sleep and a hot meal. But the rest of the time it was ride,
chew on jerky and cold tortillas, and depend on Teodoro's senseof direc-
tion to take them eventually to their goalNthe outlaws' gateinto Mexico.
Drew had long since stopped looking over his shoulder for any
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thundering advance of cavalry. If Bayliss was hunting the fugitives, he
was not pushing the pace too hard.

"Not ahead, no." Teodoro drank from his cupped hand. "We go soE ."
He sketched a gesture east.

"Why?"

"It is never well to be shot by one'sfriends." The mustanger achieved a
half smile, stretching the skin of his gaunt young face."Always it is bet-
ter to see before being seen."

When they started he led the way to the left at a walk. Drew, aroused
now, looked about him carefully. This was rough country cut by pin-
naclesof red and yellow rock, backed by the purple ridges of the greater
heights. It was desert land, too. They had long since left the abundance
of the valley behind them. Here was the stiff angularity of cactus, the
twisted vegetation of an arid land.

The crack of a carbine shattered the empty silence. Drew pulled on
reins as a second shot dug up a spurt of dust just beyond Teodoro's
mount.

"Hold it! Right there."

That disembodied voice could have come from anywhere, but Drew
thought it was from above and behind. Someone,holed up in the rocks,
had them as perfect targets. The Kentuckian did not try to turn his head;
there was no use giving the sharpshooter an excuse.

"All right, youE ." The voice was hollow, its timbre distorted by echo.
"Throw off your guns an' git down E one at a time E th' Mex first."

Drew watched Teodoro slide out of the saddle.

"Stand away from that hoss E easy now."

The mustanger obeyed.

"Now you E do jus' like him."

Drew followed instructions carefully.

"Hands upNhigh! Now turn around."

They turned. A figure had detached itself from among the rocks they
had passed moments earlier and came down toward them carbine ready.

"Anse!" Drew stumbled toward the Texan. The other's hat was gone. A
torn shirt sleeve flapped about his left arm, allowing sight of a necker-
chief knotted about his forearm. His coat trailed from one shoulder.
"What in the world happened to you?"

Anse satdown suddenly on one of the boulders, his gazeon Drew. He
shook his head slowly.

"| ain't sein' things," he said. "That's you, ain't it? SayNgot any water?"
His tongue curled over cracked lips.
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Drew snatchedthe canteenfrom his saddle and hurried forward. More
than a bloodstained bandage marked Anse, he could seenow. He waited
while the other seizedthe canteenavidly and drank. Then the Texanwas
smiling at him.

"Seemsas how we's always meetin' up, don't it now? Likewise it's al-
ways to m' benefit, too. Only this time I've got me somethin' to trade.
You keep on goin' down this trail, compadre, an' maybe you'll wind up
with a spade pattin' you down nice an' smooth."

"What happened?"

Anse drank again with the discipline of a plains rider, a mouthful at a
time.

"What didn't would be more like it, amigo. Yesterday, well, they got
m' hossNtried to git me. Only left their mark, though," Anse said, re-
garding his arm ruefully. "lI've beenwearin' off boot heels hoofin' it ever
since. Tryin' to make it back to that there water hole."

"Who shot your horse?"

"l didn't seeno name printed big ‘cross his jacket, but I'm thinkin' it
was Shannon."

"You were in Mexico?"

Anse shook his head. "No, an' Shannon ain't there, neither. | trailed
alongNridin' th' high lines carefulNwhen he went with that there Mex
Coronel an' his men. Stayedwith him 'bout a day, Shannondid. Then an-
other man, Anglo, rode into their campNhad him a chin fest with Shan-
non, an' Johnny saddled up pronto, beatit with th' stranger. Thought he
might be headin' home, but he weren't. Sol kept on ridin' into their dust
an' waitin' to find out what it was all 'bout.

"Shannon an' this hombre, they hit it up a pretty good lick till they got
well away from th' Sonoratrail. Then they skimmed it down till you'd
think they had all month an' a handful of extra Sundays to git wherever
they was goin'. Plumb wore me down amblin' ‘long th' way they did. |
sure 'nough 'bout scraped off my hoss's hoofs cuttin' down his speed.

"Spent a whole day jus' loungin' ‘round in one camp. I'd say they was
waitin' for someoneNonly nobody ever showed. So they went on, me
followin'. I'll tell you one thing. This new hombre Shannontook up with,
he was a real hard case.A short trigger man if | ever laid eye on one.
Anyway we jus' kept on, with me tryin' to think iffen | should Injun up
to git th' drop on 'em or not. Seemedto me, though, as how it might be
brighter to kinda jus' drift their way an' seewhat's makin' ‘em rattle their
hocks out in th' middle of nowhere.
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"Guess| weren't assmart as| thought | was. As | said, yesterday sud-
denly they give th' spurs an' lit out. Me, guessl got kinda upset 'bout los-
in' 'em an' followed a bit too hasty. Hoss came down with a hole in him.
Me, | took another. Gave 'em a good sight of a man plugged where it
means th' most an' that musta convinced 'em | wasn't no problem no
more. SoNthat was what happened. | jus' pulled as green a trick as a
sod-buster tryin' to crawl a wild one! An' where Shannonis now | don't
knowNonly | don't think it's in Mexico."

"Probably with Kitchell." Hurriedly Drew filled in his own experiences
and what he had learned from Topham.

Anse looked about him. "For territory what looks so bare," he com-
mented, "this stretch of country sure must have a sight of population
wanderin' 'round in it. Th' Old Man an' his possesomewheresup ahead,
an' Shannon an' that side-kick of his, an' Kitchell maybe, as well as th'
Yankeeshotfootin' it behind youNor soyou hope. Lordy, this's gonna be
th' Battle of Nashville over again' do they all meet up! All we need is a
coupla bull pups up on one of them ridges an' we could blow 'em all to
hell-an'-gone! Jus' which bunch is goin' to claim us first?"

"Se—ores, that is already decided," Teodoro said quietly.

Drew looked up. Where had they come from, those four? Out of the
rocks themselves? He only knew that now they were there, rifles over
their forearms, ready to swing sights on the three below. His heart gave a
lurchNApaches? And then on the far right he recognized Greyfeather,
Rennie's chief scout. And it was Greyfeather who pointed to them and to
the way ahead, who gave an emphatic wave of the hand which was an
order. Leading their horses, they obeyed, the Pimas falling in behind.

The back-door route to the passwas a rough one. They had to leave
the horses and climb, two of the Pimas always in sight behind, guns
ready. Anse sighed.

"Seemslike we have lots of luckNall of it plain bad. TheselInjuns run
us in an' as far as th' Old Man's concerned we're jus' what everybody
claims we is. We're a coupla saddle bums asis only on th' loose ‘cause
we got up earlier an' owned faster hossesthan th' sherifft How'd we ever
git our saddles slipped 'round so wrong, anyway?"

"I did it," Drew said bitterly. "It's not any of your doin', Anse. Tied my-
self up in a string of lies and now they have me tight. Sohelp me, Anse,
if | ever get this unsnarled, I'm never goin' to open my mouth again to
say more'n 'yes' or 'no'!"

The Texan laughed. "You ain't never been one to color up a story
redder'n a Navajo blanket! An' don't take on th' whole pack of this when
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only 'bout th' salt bag is of your buyin'. You ain't responsible for Kitchell,
nor Johnny Shannon, nor Bayliss' wantin' to down th' Old Man. Can't see
as how much of this is your doin’, after all."

Rennie had set his ambush at the pass with care. At first sight there
was no evidence of men lying in wait, but from the heights over which
the Pimas brought their charges,Drew caught glimpses of men crouched
behind sheltering rocks. The bulk of the Range possewas gathered in a
hollow on the south side of the passand it was there that Greyfeather de-
livered his catch.

Don Cazar surveyed them almost without interest. "Bayliss released
you then," he said to Drew.

"No. ReeseTopham and the Trinfans broke me out." Drew kept to his
recent vow of truth-telling. And, he noticed with a spark of something
approaching satisfaction, the truth seemed able to shake Rennie a little.

"ReeseTopham broke you out! Why?" The demand was quick and to
the point.

"He wanted me to play fox for the army's hounds E bring the troopers
south E here," Drew replied. "Bayliss wouldn't march out and Topham
thought that you needed some supportNwith  Kitchell apparently on the
move." Telling the truth did not mean you had to tell all of it. There was
no reasonto bring Shannoninto this now and antagonize Rennie all over
again.

"He whatN?" His father was staring at him now with pure
amazement. "But that doesn't make sense," he added as if to himself.

“No? | think it does, suh. Kitchell wouldn't have dared to raid the
Rangeif he were goin' to stay in this country, would he? And after such
a raid he'd head south. You believe that much or you wouldn't be here
waitin' for him now. Nobody knows how many men ride with that
gangNand maybe he can pull in the Apaches, too. They wouldn't pass
up a good chanceto get back at you. You have the reputation of being
about the only white man in this territory to make them turn tail and
give up a fight. NowNsupposin' you do get Kitchell stopped here at the
passNand the army patrol comesin behind him. Then together you can
finish him, and perhaps some bronco Apaches into the bargain. It could
work."

Drew paused and then went on. "Of course, | have a good reason of
my own for being here, apart from not wantin' to swallow Captain
Bayliss' brand of justice. Kitchell's men took Shiloh. And nobody,
nobody at all, suh, is goin' to run off that horseNnot while I'm able to do
something about it!"
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