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CHAPTER ONE
It's building up, Kirby thought.
The smell of trouble, big trouble, hung thick in the air of the Gold Nugget. Kirby's thoughts went racing. Maybe not tonight, or tomorrow night. But it will come just as sure as winter snows will soon cover the range; maybe by spring. Winter is no time for fighting� except for the yearly battle of cattlemen against the elements. In winter men thought first of their animals, then of themselves.
Kirby finished his beer and signaled to Joe, the barkeep, for another. He, too, could feel the tension building up. Joe got a fresh glass and drew another beer, his usual wide smile hidden by the furrows of a worried frown. He wanted to say something, Kirby realized, but he didn't dare bring it out in the open. Should I tell him not to worry? Kirby decided against it. Never know what will happen, he mused. Maybe tonight's the night. He took the fresh beer and, glass in hand, walked across the floor to a table against the wall.
It's just like him to be late, thought Kirby. He was always late for everything except trouble. Not that he ever cared a hoot. He cared nothing whatsoever for any inconvenience, any worry, any real misery that he caused. And all his life he had been bringing grief to someone.
Kirby took off his brush jacket and tossed it over the back of a chair. There had been a chill in the air when he left Wagon Spoke, a chill that foretold the nearness of winter's real cold. The jacket had felt good on the long ride in to town. But now the air in the Gold Nugget felt oppressive and heavy.
He kneed a chair from the table and let his long length drop into a comfortable position. He pulled his hat down over his eyes against the glare of the big kerosene lamp directly overhead. Idly twisting his glass, he watched the door.
Kirby Street was a tall man, but not skinny. When he was seated, his broad, thick shoulders seemed to belong to a man much heavier than he was. The shoulders gave no hint of the surprisingly slender waist, the long legs that seemed almost too slight to carry his weight. His face was thin but not stretched too taut over really fine bone structure. His was the face of a man trained fine, a man who worked in the open. His mouth was generous without being pouting; the deep brown eyes showed wrinkles at their edges, wrinkles that came from squinting into sunlit distances. They were eyes in which red sparks flickered in times of anger or mirth. Black wavy hair showed from beneath the wide brim of his weather-softened Stetson.
He was dressed about like every other man in the saloon� except that he was cleaner than most. Tight-fitting levis showed the white smudges of wear and washing. A bright red flannel shirt, the only evidence of masculine vanity, stretched tight across his chest. It didn't show from a sitting position, but about his waist was belted a sturdy, well-worn holster from which protruded the polished walnut grip of a Colt .45� the weapon and belt little different from those worn by almost every other man present. His feet, crossed beneath the table, were shod in bench-made Justins.
All in all, Kirby Street was a man who would always attract attention, even in a crowd; prosperous-looking, pleasant-looking. And just now he was a man so obviously wrestling with a problem that even a stranger who could not know the depth of his harassment would have hesitated to break into his thoughts.
He stopped Joe, returning to the bar after taking the order of four stud poker players at a table behind him. "Another beer, Joe," he said. "I've let this one get flat." Joe nodded and moved away. A few minutes later he placed a full glass at his elbow and wordlessly went on with his tray to serve the poker players.
He's afraid that trouble will bust up his business, he thought. If Joe would look around he'd see that he never had it so good; there are folks here from clean up at the end of nowhere. A sigh escaped his lips as his mind played with the fact that not a man here tonight had tried to engage him in conversation, although everyone had gone out of his way to greet him when he entered the Nugget. Where will it all end, and when? He didn't have the answer.
And then the man whose message had created the evening's taut uncertainty chose that moment to bang open the batwings and march to the bar. He was followed by two men, both armed. One of them wore his guns in low-cut holsters thonged down just above the knees.
The newcomer waved a hand in greeting to the room. "Howdy, gents," he said in a strong, pleasant voice. His eyes swept the room, missing nothing, and finally came to rest on Kirby.
"Evening, Kirby," he drawled, his voice changing so subtly that only the most observant caught the change. "Have one on me?" His eyes held Kirby's, who rose slowly and joined his twin brother at the bar.
"Evening, Bill; howdy, fellows." He nodded to the two men at his brother's elbow. "Reckon I can hold another beer."
There was an audible sound of men taking a deep breath. This was it! This was the source of the electric tension that had been building. This was the meeting of brother face to face with brother; the first in more than a year. It was a meeting that would have surprised no one had it started in gunplay, and would surprise none if it ended in burning powder and spilled blood.

CHAPTER TWO
The whole range knew the story� or at least all of it that had occurred up to that moment. They knew that Kirby Street and his identical twin had been bitter enemies since the death of their mother and, more recently, the death of their father. Old "Muddy" Street had been the patriarch of the country, the oldest settler, and founder of the vast Wagon Spoke brand.
The range knew that Kirby held his brother personally responsible for the death of their mother, whom he had worshipped.
In his usual harum-scarum, devil-may-care way, Bill had started to town in the buckboard, driving a team of half-broken mustangs. Both Kirby and the old man had asked him not to trust Ma Street's safety to the spooky team. Ma had laughingly insisted that she wasn't too old to enjoy a ride behind such a spirited team. Bill would take care of her, she said. But he hadn't! With no thought for her safety, he had let the team run, confident that his strength and the spade bits would bring them down when he got tired of the wild ride. An hour later Ma Street was dead, the half-wild team plunging into town, dragging wreckage and broken harness. Characteristically, Bill came out of the accident without a mark on him. But he paid for it.
Kirby whipped him in a brutal fight that ended forever the farce of brother love. The fight brought out the truth: that the brothers, identical in appearance but a world apart in every other way, had always despised each other.
Muddy Street never recovered from the blow of Ma's death. The iron will that had sustained him for half a century had seemed to melt away. There was no fight left in him. He quietly set about the business of dividing Wagon into two equal parts. It was like splitting his heart into two pieces when he surrendered the divided ranch. Only his tired old eyes showed his hurt and despair when Bill took his share, without a word of thanks, and moved across the Clear to set up his own headquarters. His allotted cows were rebranded with his own brand, the Lazy B. He never again visited Wagon, and was barely civil when he met Muddy on the street.
As if unable to bear this split of his own flesh and blood, the thought of Wagon Spoke divided, his sons being bitter enemies, Muddy turned a gun upon himself. "Accident," said a friendly coroner. "Suicide," said the range. Until tonight Kirby and Bill had not spoken, not even at their father's funeral.
There had been no outward sign of trouble since his death. But the country knew war was in the making.
For one thing, there had been a remarkable change in Bill. From an unthinking, careless boy, with no obligations, no worries, he had undergone a remarkable metamorphosis. He had become a hard, grasping, ruthless man, caring for but one thing, the power that came with cows and land to graze them.
Kirby had watched the change come about, puzzled. His men had brought him word of things he had found hard to believe. The range, remembering old Muddy Street, how he had fought his battles, was prone to say: "He's just like his old man." Kirby knew better.
His father had been flint and steel, but his hardness had been tempered by mercy and his abiding belief in the law of fair play. He was capable of gunning down a man, as he had proved more than once. But on every occasion his victim had deserved killing, and had gone down only after he had been given the opportunity to draw first.
Kirby knew that his father had been governed in all his actions by what Ma Street would say. It was Ma Street who stood behind him in his battle to create an empire of the wilderness. She never would have condoned for an instant some of the things Bill did as a matter of course.
His was a different, brutal kind of hardness. When he took his share of Wagon, the money that was his share, he had changed overnight. He became a man obsessed, a man drunk with power, a tyrant who would brook no interference in his plans for Lazy B.
Kirby heard with a feeling of sickness the fate of the squatters.
A determined farmer, first of many who were to follow in the years to come, had squatted on Lazy B grass. He had settled with his wife, their kids, a cow, some chickens, and the desire to wrest a living from the soil. That he would ever have caused any real trouble to Lazy B is doubtful. Nonetheless, Bill had ordered him off the range. When the squatter ignored repeated warnings, Bill rode one day to the sod shanty, called the man to the yard, and in the presence of his wife and children, shot him between the eyes.
Whether or not the farmer was even armed was a question. No one remarked on it openly, for fear of drawing Bill's wrath. He reported that the man had gone for his gun. The man's wife pointed out that her husband didn't even own a pistol.
Kirby had given her the money to take her children and return to her father's home in Iowa.
That was only one of a number of incidents that were causing a growing uneasiness among the townspeople and the ranchers. Fair play was the basis of the unspoken code by which these people lived. Had Bill been fair with the squatter? Had he been fair in his dealings with the merchants of Streeter, the town named for his father? Had he not, in the course of a year, brought ruin upon two small ranchers who opposed him? Opinion was divided, just as the whole country could become divided.
And with the growing uneasiness, there also grew the conviction that one of two men would be ruler of the range: Kirby, who in every way was so like his father; or Bill, so different. He represented the unknown quality. No one knew what the new Bill Street might do if he won or lost the coming battle.
Everyone knew, too, that if there were no other reason, Kirby and Bill would some day tangle over Jennifer Bryant, the girl who had made her home at Wagon Spoke not so long ago.
Jennifer had been one of the few survivors of a wagon train massacre. Ma Street had taken Jennifer to raise as one of her own after the tragedy. Cochise and his Apaches, loosed on the countryside by the infamous broken treaty, had chanced upon the train. They had made short work of the men and women, who had never had a chance to defend themselves. Jennifer had been hidden in the brush, and the Apaches had been in too big a hurry to search out her hiding place. Muddy had brought the waif home to Wagon.
Jennifer had grown up as a member of the family, the horror of what she had seen gradually diminishing with the years. Like another boy, she played with Kirby and Bill, fought with them, laughed with them, and often worked at their side.
It was Kirby who first discovered that Jen was no longer a child but a beautiful young woman. He discovered, too, that she suddenly filled his thoughts, his youthful dreams, far more than a foster sister should. He never told her, but she, too, felt the change in their boy-girl relationship.
Bill's discovery of Jen's femininity was typical and the cause of a severe beating from his bother. Accustomed to taking what he wanted without asking, he grabbed Jen one evening and tried to kiss her. In the battle that followed, Bill had been so thoroughly whipped by Kirby that Muddy had had to send for the doctor.
"He got what he deserved," said Muddy. Ma agreed. Not long after that she wisely arranged for Jen's departure from Wagon, giving her education as a schoolteacher as the excuse.
That had been a long time ago. Jen was now teaching in Streeter. Apparently she had forgiven Bill. She seemed to have no favorite but was seen with whichever one happened to have business in Streeter. Unless she chose an outsider, all knew that sooner or later she would have to choose between Kirby and Bill.
And now matters had reached at least a minor climax. For the word had gotten around. Bill Street had sent a message to his brother asking for a meeting and naming the Gold Nugget as the rendezvous spot.

CHAPTER THREE
Kirby tasted the beer Joe set before him, put down his glass, and withstood his brother's expressionless stare. He's waiting for me to make the first move, he thought. Anger coursed through him with violent force, but his voice was cool and even as he said quietly, "You sent word you wanted to see me. What's on your mind?" He waited.
Bill's voice was hearty. Kirby alone of all who heard it knew how false it was.
"Maybe we'd better sit down." He nodded to a vacant table. Kirby shook his head.
"Prefer to stand. I didn't come for a social visit. I said, What's on your mind?"
Bill's face darkened under the black stubble of beard. Kirby thought, He doesn't give a continental how he looks any more. He watched his brothers' growing anger with wry amusement. Bill's reply showed his effort at control.
"I'm careful, too, about the people I'm seen with," he said. "What I came for is a matter of business."
Kirby sipped his beer. "Such as?"
"All right," Bill snapped. "I'll give it to you in one dose. I want to buy Wagon Spoke. I'm asking you to name your price!"
Kirby's look of amazement did not begin to mirror his feelings. "You want to buy Wagon Spoke?" He threw back his head and sent a shout of laughter bouncing in the rafters. "You ought to know better than that. If I was starving I'd never part with one inch of it. And if I did sell, which I won't, where would you raise the money to buy me out?"
Kirby's scornful laughter had put an edge to Bill's temper. "That's none of your business. I'll get it, in cash. We can draw up the papers tomorrow. Just name your price."
Kirby looked at him for a long time. "I believe you're serious. So let's get this straight once and for all. Wagon Spoke is not for sale, to you or anyone else at any time. Not one cow or pony or foot of graze. Muddy Street put his life into the ranch. He and Ma are buried there. I doubt if you care about your father and mother, but I do. And you'll never set foot on it again. To me it would be desecration. Do we understand each other?"
Bill's growing anger was nearly beyond control. "No, I don't believe we've come to an understanding yet," was his harsh reply. "You've said your piece; now hear mine. Then we'll understand each other."
"I'm not going to tell you again! This range isn't big enough for both of us! One of us has to go, and it won't be me. Either you sell Wagon and move out, or, by heaven, I'll put you out. It may take time to do it, but sooner or later I'm going to own Wagon. The range is going to be under one brand� mine! From now on anything that happens if you get in my way is on your own head. Blood ain't thicker than water as far as I'm concerned. I'd just as soon see the color of yours as that of any other man who gets in my way. I'll give you till noon tomorrow to make up your mind."
Kirby's face was coldly impassive. "Blood never meant anything to you� not even Ma's. You've had hers and Dad's on your hands for a year now, but it hasn't seemed to bother you any." He moved a step nearer.
"I've been whipping you since we were boys. I've a mind to do it again. Get out of town, Bill. And stay on your side of the Clear."
Bill's laugh was almost a screech. "Maybe you are handier with your fists than I am, but we're even-steven with our irons. If you ever come at me again, you'd better fill your fist, because I'll shoot you like a coyote."
Kirby studied him, red sparks flaming in his eyes. "I'll take that for Ma and Muddy's sake. I'll take it once. I won't take it again." He gave a snort of scorn. "You're yellow, Bill. You won't chance a shoot-out with me. I'm not an unarmed farmer. You know I might shoot first!" He turned his back and walked over to pick up his brush jacket from the chair. Bill's words stopped him, and he stood a moment with his back turned before he swung around.
"You warned me, Kirby. Now I'm warning you. I'm not only going to get Wagon; I'm going to get Jen. She's wearing my brand, and if I ever hear of you speaking to her again, I'm coming after you!"
Kirby controlled the anger that was beginning to race through his body like fire. "Wonder what Jen would say to that? Seems I remember one time I had to teach you to keep your hands off her. I'll quit seeing her when she tells me not to show up again, not before. In the meantime, if you'll shuck that gun, I'll teach you not to bring her name into saloon talk." He waited, hands on hips.
He knew Bill's temper, knew that it was at the exploding point. He knew by the tic that was twitching a jaw muscle.
"I warned you," Bill grated, and his hand flashed to his hip. But the twitching jaw muscle telegraphed his move, and Kirby's gun spoke before Bill's could clear leather. Bill spun half around as if someone had seized his shoulder and jerked it. His gun fell from nerveless fingers and he looked stupidly at the blood beginning to drip into the sawdust on the floor.
"I could have killed you, Bill. Probably be sorry I didn't. If you ever cross me again, I will. Remember that." Kirby holstered his gun and, aware of the staring eyes of the men who had taken cover behind chairs and tables, started once again for his jacket. Once again a voice stopped him as he bent over. He was aware of men scurrying out of range for the second time. He turned slowly to face one of the two men who had come in with Bill, the one wearing two low-slung 45's. Cold blue eyes, opaque in the lamplight, met his own in an unwinking stare.
"Hold it, Street; I'm buying in this," said the cold voice, and although Kirby was not a coward, he knew an instant's fleeting fear as he met the eyes of a killer� a man who sold his gun for the sheer love of killing.
"You get odds, mister. I'm givin' you first move�" The cold monotone stopped in a gasp as the barrel of a .45 descended upon his head and he crumpled to the floor.
Sheriff Lon Peters straddled the fallen man and whisked the two guns from their holsters. He tossed them on the bar. "Never did like a hired gunman," he said softly. "Always wanted to whack one." He gave a tired sigh. "Knew things were too danged quiet. Always ends in trouble." He turned his stony gray regard on the second puncher who had come with Bill into the saloon. "You, Pete, get your boss outa here to the doc 'fore he bleeds to death. Someone give me a hand with this gunslick. He needs to cool off in a nice quiet cell." With the help of one of the onlookers, they dragged the gunman to his feet and followed Pete and Bill to the door. At the door, he paused.
"Always did want to jug me a danged gunhawk," he murmured. "Kirby, if you stay in town, leave your gun at my office, will you?"
Kirby came back to reality with a start. "No worry there, Lon. I'm pulling out for Wagon. And thanks for handling that fellow for me."
The sheriff sighed. "Never did like hired killers. Be glad to run this one outa the country come sunup, maybe without breakfast. Wait'll the deputies hear I jugged me a killer." He dragged his victim through the batwings.
Kirby shrugged into his jacket, taking in the babble of voices that broke loose as the play for which they had been waiting came to an end. He walked to the bar.
"They tell me whiskey is good for the nerves," he told Joe.
"Yeah," was the reply. The worried frown was starting to fade beneath the familiar grin. "So I've heard, Kirby." Joe reached beneath the bar for a dusty bottle. "Private stock� on the house, Kirby."
The whiskey made a warm glow in his middle as Kirby stepped out on the board sidewalk in front of the Nugget. The early evening chill had sharpened to a keen bite as a rising wind blew directly off peaks covered with the season's first snow. Swift scud flew before the wind, and he felt the taste of moisture on his tongue.
Winter, thought Kirby, shrugging his shoulders more comfortably into the brush jacket. What's it good for except dead cows and hard work? He started for his claybank gelding tied at the far end of the hitchrack. Folks were ready for the big show; he smiled faintly. Not a space left in front of the Nugget.
His heels thumped hollowly on loose boards, muffled by wind and moisture, as he went past the bank and post office. He paused, his attention caught by the yellow glow from the doctor's office. He ducked under the railing. The gelding pricked up his ears and stamped as he recognized his rider. Kirby had the tie rope in his hands, and was jerking at the knot, when a soft voice stopped him.
"Wait a minute, Kirby." Jennifer Bryant moved from the shadows of the bank door.
"Jen! I didn't see you there." His voice was concerned. "Is something wrong? What are you doing out alone?"
"I had to see you. I've been waiting forever."
"Then you knew what was going on in the Nugget?"
Her voice held scorn. "Every gossip in Streeter has been chewing on it all day. It's a wonder Joe didn't sell tickets."
He grinned wryly. Jerking loose the tie rope, he said, "Better than a minstrel show. Reckon you can't blame folks much. There's little excitement in Streeter. Come on; I'll walk you home."
They went in silence, her hand warm beneath his arm, the gelding crowding their heels. They stopped before the white gate of the little cottage Ma and Muddy had given her as a present when she had graduated from the Teacher's Seminary.
"Was Bill hurt bad?" she finally asked. "I saw them take him into Doc Williams' office."
He shook his head. "Just winged, Jen, through the arm. Glad I hit where I aimed. Wouldn't be very happy now if I'd killed him."
She shuddered. "Did I have anything to do with it?"
Kirby had never been untruthful with this slender, quiet-voiced girl. He couldn't see her face distinctly in the dark, but every feature was as clear as if she had been standing in bright sunlight.
"Your name was mentioned," he admitted. "Bill should have known better."
"Then I was the cause of gunplay." Her voice sounded infinitely tired. "That's what I had to know." He could feel her withdraw into herself as she had done when they were kids. When she spoke again, her voice was so low that Kirby had to bend his head to hear what she was saying before the wind whipped the words away.
"Kirby, I've decided to leave Streeter. I'm going away before things get any worse."
His voice was shocked. "You can't be serious. I can't let you�"
She interrupted, "You can't stop me, any more than you can stop this thing between you and Bill. But I don't have to be a part of it. I've talked to Mr. Burch at the bank, and he said he would help me get a teaching job in Galeyville. That's far enough away�" Her voice died out.
He was silent before the finality in her voice. He could imagine the determined set to her square little chin, the serious expression in her gray eyes. He took the only approach possible, knowing that no plea he could make for himself would alter her decision.
"Jen, listen. Your school is about ready to start. A lot of kids have already come in to board for the winter. What about them? Where could Streeter get another teacher this late if at all?" She stirred in the darkness as she was assailed by the logic of his words.
"Stay until spring. By then, if things haven't changed, I won't try to stop you. In the meantime your kids won't be without a teacher." He paused and thought a moment. "I think I can promise you there'll be no more trouble� at least concerning you. I'll be plenty busy at Wagon. Think about it, Jen. Don't make a decision tonight� you're too close to what happened. And believe me, you were only a small part of it." He stopped lest his words undo the good his plea for her school had done.
Her answer was a long time coming. "Ma and Muddy would be hurt if I left Streeter without a teacher. They were real proud of the school. I hope I'm not doing wrong, but I'll stay until spring. But you've got to promise me something, and Bill will have to make the same promise. Don't either of you come to see me, even talk to me on the street. I won't have blood on my hands� yours or Bill's."
"That's a mighty tough condition," he told her. "Going to make this a mighty long winter. But if that's the way you want it�" He sighed. "Jen, I hope you know I planned to ask you to come back to Wagon to live this winter, and for the rest of your life and mine�"
She interrupted with a sob in her voice. "Don't say any more� please. Just leave things as they are."
Silently he turned to his horse. As his foot sought the stirrup, her hands caught his shoulder and turned him around.
"This will have to last all winter," she said, and raised her face for his kiss. Hungrily he tried to bury her deeper in his arms, but she tore herself from his grasp. Without a word she fled into the house.
"Goodbye, Jen," he said to the empty blackness.

CHAPTER FOUR
Kirby was as wet as a drowned sage hen and chilled to the bone when he rode into Wagon that night. His young hostler, Miguel, had been watching the poker game in the bunkhouse, and when he heard Kirby ride in came to take the horse.
"I'll rub him down, Boss. You better get a rubdown, too. This is a bad night to be out."
Kirby agreed as he sloshed to the house and entered by the kitchen door. A pot of coffee simmered on the big range, and he drank a cup, standing in his underwear after he stripped and spread out his clothes to dry. He padded down the hall to his room, wincing when his bare feet hit the cold polished boards. His room was cold, too, a sticky wet cold. Wish Manuel had built a fire, he thought. Teeth beginning to chatter, he got an extra blanket and crawled into bed to get warm.
For a long time he lay quietly, his thoughts as cold as his body. The taste of a bad night was heavy in his mouth. I wish I'd never gone to town, he thought, as he listened to the patter of rain on the roof, the sound of water pouring through the spout into the big rain barrel beneath the window. Ma had said there was nothing like rain water to wash her hair, he remembered. Ma and Jen used to make hair washing day something of a ceremony. He could see them now, sitting in the sun, gray hair and red brown, making woman medicine. Warm at last, he was nearly asleep, despite his worry, when he realized that the sound of rain had stopped. Maybe I can't read weather signs, he thought. I would have sworn we were in for a two-day rain. Uneasy, he threw back the blankets and went to the window.
The lights of the bunkhouse across the big yard were nearly blotted out by great wet flakes of snow. What he could see of the ground and bunkhouse roof were already white. Winter had come to Wagon.
Hope this doesn't turn into an early blizzard, he thought. Doubt very much if anyone is ready for a howler this early. He shivered and returned to the warmth of his bed.
The sound of the triangle ringing in front of the cookhouse awakened him next morning, bringing him reluctantly from troubled sleep� from dreams that even now seemed almost real. He had dreamed of talking to Muddy about the weather� had fished with Bill at the big bend in the Clear, had once again held Jen in his arms. He tried to sleep again to shut out the misery. Failing, he went to the window and looked out into a day as gray and dismal as his thoughts. Sometime during the night the snow had stopped, but ground and buildings held nearly an inch of white stuff. Low, puffy clouds looked as if they might open and spill their contents again at any moment. Thank goodness there's no wind, he thought. He watched smoke rising straight up from the bunkhouse chimney.
Taking clean clothes from the closet he hurried to the warmth of the kitchen. Maria, cook and housekeeper since Wagon was started, turned golden brown pancakes in an iron skillet. He hurried into his clothes, unabashed at dressing before the old woman. After all, she had been the first to dress him and Bill in three-cornered pants.
Gruffly she greeted him. "You take cold last night?" she asked. "Your clothes not dry yet. You want I should fix�?"
He quickly interrupted the question. "No, Maria, I don't need any cold remedy." He shuddered at the thought of the taste of her homemade prescription for everything from stomachache to burned fingers. "Fix me a couple of eggs to go with those pancakes, and I think I'll live." His boots were not dry yet, and he went back to his room for another pair.
He was finishing his third cup of coffee when Josh Steuben, his foreman, stamped the snow off his boots and pushed open the kitchen door.
"Mornin', Kirby," he said, shrugging out of his coat. He took the coffee Maria poured for him and joined Kirby at the table. "Looks like summer is over," he said.
"Sure does," Kirby agreed. Josh is beginning to show his age, he thought. He watched, knowing regret, as his segundo's work-stiffened fingers closed gratefully about the hot coffee cup. Another good thing coming to an end. Wagon wouldn't be the same without Josh as ramrod.
"What's new this morning?" he asked.
"Nothing but the snow," replied Josh. "Sent a crew out early to drive the critters down from the east ridges. Rather they'd be closer to headquarters if we do have to haul hay. Don't rightly know what the weather's going to do."
"Pretty early for a blizzard, but you never can tell in this country," Kirby agreed. "You going out?"
He shook his head. "Waitin' for you," he said. "Held Curly and Ringo in, too. The Clear's risin' fast, Boss. Up a foot since first light. Must have been a whale of a rain up in the hills."
Kirby smiled to himself at the foreman's choice of words. Only a little while ago he had called him boy or, on occasion, that danged kid. He waited for Josh to go on.
"There's a jag of beef down in the west bottom," he said. "If the river gets much higher, they'll be cut off. Thought maybe you'd want to ride down with us to take a look."
Kirby knew a glow of pleasure at the words. He knew he wasn't needed. Josh would decide what to do with the cows anyway. The foreman was using the situation as an excuse to get Kirby to ride with them.
"Be with you as soon as I get a coat," he replied. "Have Curly or Ringo saddle the black stud. Haven't forked him in more than a week."
Josh's weather-beaten grin was sheepish. "Already have," he admitted.
The snow had begun to melt by the time the four riders hit the river trail, making the going slippery. Kirby and Josh dropped far behind Curly and Ringo to avoid the mud thrown up by their horses' sliding feet. Kirby knew that Josh had something on his mind� that he wanted to talk to him alone. He waited for his oldest friend to break the silence.
At last Josh cleared his throat and asked awkwardly, "What happened in Streeter last night, Boss? I was some worried before you rode in."
Kirby told him. The planes in Josh's angular face grew more and more pronounced as he heard about the whole affair, with the exception of his conversation with Jen.
"Glad Muddy wasn't here to see it," he said at last. "Do you think Bill was bluffing?"
"That I don't know. Can't seem to figure him, he's changed so much. Can't figure either, where he thought to get the cash to buy Wagon, but he talked like a man with the money in his fist."
"There's talk about that, Boss. Maybe you heard some of it."
"About Bill's money," Josh told him. "He made a big deposit in the Streeter bank and another one in Galeyville. Said he got it when he sold some of his herd. Said he was goin' to sell out everything and restock with shorthorns. Big talk, blooded cattle and all." He paused thoughtfully. "Something's wrong, though. We know how many cows he got when Muddy divided Wagon. Hardly enough to account for the size of them deposits� seein' as how he's got a lot of cows left over."
Kirby felt cold fingers up and down his spine at the foreman's words.
"Where do you figure he got it?" he asked.
Josh took off his battered Stetson and scratched his head. "Well, boy, I hate to say it, but there's a heap of talk that cows missing from other brands could sort of get mixed up with the stuff Bill rebranded when he changed over from Wagon to Lazy B. He was in an all-fired hurry to get his new iron on the critters Muddy gave him. Now folks are wondering if missing Triangle, Rocking R, Acorn and other brands weren't with the stuff Bill sold and shipped out."
"My gosh!" Kirby got out in a gasp. "Josh, that's the same thing as rustling. My own brother. Surely no son of Muddy's could stoop so low. Josh, if it's true, I'll go across the Clear and gun him down like a yellow dog."
"Take it easy, boy. No one has made any charges. Maybe no one will. He could have gotten the money some other way. You know how people are: they add two and two and sometimes get six for an answer."
Kirby seized on Josh's words gratefully. "Give the devil his due. There are some things that don't really add up. For one, his crew would know about anything crooked. Would they stand for it? And how did other brands get mixed in without someone driving them in?"
"There are angles," Josh agreed. "But let's look at it like other men do. Four of the boys who went with Bill when Wagon broke up come askin' me for their jobs back. Wouldn't say why� just that they'd made a mistake. The crew Bill's got now are almost every one strangers to Streeter country. He's even hired some fancy guns� you seemed to bump into one of 'em last night."
"Maybe I'm talkin' too much, but we may as well look at this thing, since we've got it out in the open. Bill has been seen a lot lately with Hub Dawes. You know him; runs a small outfit up in the hills. Cowmen have been suspicious of Dawes for a long time, but no one ever tried to prove he was actually stealing. Anyhow, the Lazy B joins Dawes' spread in some pretty rough country. It would be easy to hold a bunch of stolen stuff in the hills, and then at the right time run 'em in with Lazy B critters; say about rebranding time. Before anyone could get suspicious, that part of the herd could be sold." Josh paused and looked at Kirby's drawn face. Taking a deep breath, he went on:
"Don't believe anyone has been curious, but they will be. Dawes has been flashin' a lot of money in poker games at the Nugget. Where'd he get it? The time may come when he'll have to answer some questions. I only hope Bill isn't mixed up in the answers."
Kirby felt sick. If Bill had actually sold stolen cows, even if he hadn't run them up the trail on a rainy night, the end result was the same. He was as guilty as if he had been caught with a running iron in his hand. If he was guilty, then there could be but one end. Sooner or later he would be taken. There would be a high limb, a tight rope, and the name of Street would be dragged in the dust of the range where it had always meant all that was fine and honorable.
There was nothing more he could say, and Josh, as if dismayed at the effect of his words, fell silent. At that moment Curly appeared, riding toward them on the trail. He was breathless with excitement.
"Josh," he yelled as soon as he got within hearing distance, "Mr. Street, our cows have plumb disappeared." He slid his horse to a stop in the mud.
"Gone," echoed Kirby and Josh together. "What do you mean?"
"I mean the critters has vamoosed. We went clean to the head of the flat, and there ain't a cow to be seen. And no tracks, either."
"How many head in the bunch?" Kirby asked the foreman.
"Two twenty-five, two hundred fifty head maybe. They just took to the hills. We'll find 'em scattered to hell-an'-gone."
"Wanta bet?" asked Curly. "I've been hazin' mossy horns all my life. When cows move they leave tracks. If this bunch took to the hills, they took wings and flew. Ask Ringo."
An hour later Kirby and his ramrod had to admit that Curly was right. There was plenty of sign that the cows had been grazing on the flat. But they searched all three sides of the rectangular meadow and found nothing more than the old tracks of an occasional stray. No herd of cows had left the flat. There was only one answer� the river.
"When was the last time you checked this bunch?" Kirby asked.
Curly answered, " 'Bout a week ago, Ringo and me brought up a couple blocks of salt."
Kirby thought a moment. "Josh, I seem to remember that the Clear shallows down about here. Didn't we use this as a ford a few years back?"
"Yeah. In normal times the river ain't deeper than a cow's shoulder, except maybe in holes. Your Dad used to ford here regular. Put a whole trail herd through oncet."
"Wish we could cross and look for sign on the other bank."
The four studied the muddy, churning stream. The Clear was rising to a height none ever remembered seeing this late in the season. Driftwood bobbed along in sucking whirlpools. Once they watched a dead cow go by, mute evidence of the extent of the cloudburst upstream. A normally quiet river, the Clear had begun to chuckle and grumble with the unaccustomed weight it carried.
Josh asked the question: "Did any of you ever know a steer to take to water without someone beatin' his rump with a lass rope? When our bunch crossed they weren't goin' for a swim� they was hazed across." A spasm of anger crossed his face. "There ain't but one answer. We been rustled. And I mean to see the skunks responsible twistin' at the end of a rope if it's my last act. Wagon is big, but not big enough to take that kind of loss� and not layin' down, neither."
Ringo had his say. "Me and Curly heard talk in the Nugget that rustlers were busy, but we never thought they'd hit Wagon. Me, I'm gonna start ridin' with a saddle gun."
Curly agreed. "I was just thinking that. And they sure got a break from the weather. Time the river goes down, there ain't goin' to be a cow track in ten miles. And unless I miss my guess, any tracks on high ground are goin' to be buried under a heap of snow by tonight."
Even as he spoke, great white flakes of snow began to flatten against their faces. In a little while the flakes were only half as big but increasing in intensity. The first real snowstorm of the year broke from clouds so low that it seemed a man could stand in his stirrups and touch them.
Josh was frankly concerned. "Let's ride, men. Can't hardly see the trail now, and ain't none of us dressed for a spell out here if this turns into a norther."
They made it in the nick of time. As the outlines of the pole corral loomed before them, the wind began to shriek with the wild, fierce keening of a real blizzard.
They unsaddled in the shelter of the barn. Josh counted saddles on the rack. "Mighty glad everyone's in. Sure hate to think of any of 'em bein' caught out in this. Hope they got everything down in the bottoms before this started. I'll go find out." He started for the bunkhouse, barely visible through the whirling whiteness. Kirby stopped him at the barn door. Shouting above the wind's roar, he called, "Better have a couple of boys put up some safety rope. Probably need them to get around by morning. And if you can make it, come up to the house for chuck."
Josh nodded and, tucking his hat into the front of his coat, ran for the bunkhouse. He fought the wind, quartering toward his objective as if swimming against a heavy current. The two punchers flipped a hand and followed their foreman.
When Kirby stepped into the force of the gale he knew panic as the icy wind took his breath, felt himself being lifted from the ground. He grabbed for the top fence rail and followed it as far as he could. Gathering all his strength, he dashed for the house. As he ran he remembered the stories, all too true, of men caught within a few feet of their doorsteps, unable to make safety. He hurtled into the side of the house with such force that he was knocked back. Edging along the wall, step by step, he made for the door. He felt panic again as he realized that he should have reached it. I've lost my sense of direction, he thought. Spread-eagled against the house, he retraced his steps and knew sick relief when he caught a glimmer of light from the kitchen door.
It took all his strength to hold the door as he opened it and attempted to slide through as small a crack as possible. Snow flurried into the room, and the cook range roared with the furious draft. Maria threw her vast bulk against the wood, and they got it closed.
"I was gettin' awful worried, boy," she told him anxiously. "If you hadn't come soon, Manuel was going to rope himself to the house and make a run for the bunkhouse to see if you were there. Is everyone in?"
"Reckon all the boys are in, Maria. What's for supper?" He sniffed the steamy fragrance in the big kitchen. "As if I cared, long as you cooked it." He caught her in a big hug just as Manuel came into the room.
"Caught, by golly," he groaned. "Go ahead and shoot, Manuel. I'll admit I was hugging your wife." He bowed his head. "I'll take it like a man."
The old man laughed. "Maria shows good taste, Kirby. First me, then you." They all laughed.
"Manuel, you're the weather oracle. How long is this going to last?"
The reply came grimly. "Only two-three times before have I seen such a blizzard so early. They lasted four days. Muddy lost many cows. This is going to be one bad winter."
"Well, let's die with full stomachs. Hope you have plenty chuck in the pantry, Maria. Hate to have to eat up everything tonight."
Her answer was lost in a blast of wind and snow from the door. They helped Josh free the rope from about his waist and shut the door. His face was red, and snow was frozen in his eyelashes, although the trip from the bunkhouse was but a few paces. With typical understatement he said, "This here's a real norther, and gettin' worse all the time. Wouldn't have tried to make it even with a rope and the boys on the other end, except I got news. One of the boys came in from town before the weather broke with some news I knew you'd want to hear."
Once again Kirby felt the chill fingers of premonition. "Bad news?" he asked.
Josh grimaced. "Reckon so. Bill has sold some more cows. Way I figure, he sold about two hundred head more than he should have left out of the split." He stopped as Kirby made an involuntary movement, then went on, "Our boy talked to the buyer. Said they was all recent re-branded. And they're long gone now, shipped out of Galeyville five days ago. Can't check on 'em now, not in this blizzard."
Kirby stared at Josh with unseeing eyes. "Don't guess it'll be necessary. Reckon we know all we need to know." He took a deep breath.
"Soon as the weather breaks, we ride to Lazy B."
"Yeah. Reckon we have to," growled Josh. He watched with real pain in his eyes as Kirby left the kitchen and walked slowly down the hall toward his room, supper forgotten.

CHAPTER FIVE
They did not make the ride to Lazy B. For the weather did not break. Or rather the break was of such short duration that it was not really a break at all. When the weak sunshine fell it was as if the yellow light was only offered briefly to light up the havoc wreaked upon the country by winter's first angry blasts. Then the dismally familiar gray clouds once again closed down and another blizzard howled across the range.
Every man on Wagon was needed to haul hay to the half-starved cattle. They could no longer paw through the snow to reach the grass beneath, because a few hours' thaw would melt the surface of the snow only to have it freeze into a hard crust by a drop in temperature. This, topped by additional snow, made it virtually impossible for even the wise range cattle to find the forage beneath; the few mouthfuls of dry grass required to sustain life.
Cattle in the breaks fared better than those caught in the open. All were gaunt and tired when and if they managed to drift to the feeding corrals. Josh ordered hay sledded out to the places where it was needed most. This measure saved many, but the draws and cutbacks held many bloated bodies, stiff legs pointing skyward.
Josh was even more anxious than Kirby about the safety of their brand. "This is the first time I can ever remember trying to make an estimate of winter kill before winter is really here," he told his boss. "We ain't nowhere near covered the range, but we've lost five percent of the critters near headquarters." Two additional blizzards followed swiftly on the snowy heels of the first, and it was more than a month before there was any real break.
In a way, Kirby was grateful for the weather. He worked, along with the other hands, from first light to pitch dark. There was so much to be done and so little time. The strange weather had made them afraid that the brief periods when the sun shone would not suffice for all the chores to be accomplished� afraid to get too far from headquarters for fear of being caught by another storm.
There was hay to be hauled, the horses to be cared for. Even the chore of breaking drinking holes in the Clear was a thing to be repeated as soon as the last hole was chopped. The supply of firewood for the cookshed, ranch and bunkhouse needed constant replenishing. Kirby practically lived in the kitchen with Maria and Manuel. This saved the fuel that would have been used to heat the rest of the house. He allowed Manuel to build a fire in his bedroom only late in the afternoon to drive out the damp, and he slept under a mountain of blankets topped by a buffalo robe, too tired to know when he was cold. Temperatures below zero were the rule� the exception came when the reading was above freezing.
Maria constantly doctored frostbite among the bunkhouse gang, and one puncher was hurriedly sledded in to Streeter after his horse fell and he walked five miles in a growing storm.
Kirby thus scarcely had time to think of the problems that would come with spring. Dog tired, his face blistered by cold, aching in every muscle, he would stuff down the hot food Maria always had ready, then fall into bed in a stupor until she roused him to begin another grueling day.
During one of the longer periods of good weather, the crew dared to ride far out on Wagon graze to drive in every animal they could find that hadn't already drifted back to the feeding corrals or had turned his back to the wind and let it carry him to far distant range. For the most part, then, rnuch of Wagon's great herd was fairly close to hay, for which Josh was grateful. "Sure hated to send riders twenty or thirty miles out," he said. "Even with line cabins to fall back on, they were taking a chance. Might not find 'em till spring� if ever."
Once the cows were within working distance, another problem arose: feed. Haystacks that had seemed so ample in the fall diminished alarmingly. Josh began to issue feed almost in starvation rations, and the sound of cattle bellowing in hunger irritated nerves already drawn thin by hard, cold, seemingly unrewarded work. When Kirby asked, Josh told him, "We'll have enough to last till spring provided we get a thaw so they can get at river bottom grass. Otherwise we'll have to haul it in� if we can buy it. But remember, there'll be others in the same fix. By spring there won't be a piece of hay on this entire range."
Supplies were running low for all hands, and Kirby and Josh were already preparing for a trip to town, when the news came. Storm clouds had sailed away to gather over the distant mountain peaks when a rider pulled into the yard. They had to thaw him out in the kitchen with whiskey and coffee before he could deliver his message.
"Doc Williams sent me," he finally told them. "Said to tell you Miss Bryant is bad sick. Pneumonia, Doc said. Took cold tryin' to carry wood for the schoolhouse, and yesterday she took a turn for the worse. Doc's been tryin' to get word to you for a week. Today's the first time anyone wanted to risk the ride. Doc says mebbe you'd better hurry!"
Kirby was already racing for the barn, Josh at his heels. As they rode back through the kitchen yard, he stopped and told Maria: "If you're not afraid to risk it, I'll have the boys fix up the sleigh. A couple of 'em can ride with you, and you'll be pretty safe even if the weather changes."
She gave him an angry look. Her voice held hurt as she turned away for her things. "Tell her I'll be there as soon as the sleigh can make it." She closed the door.
"Should have known better," Kirby said. "She loves Jen like a daughter." He walloped the black gelding with the end of the reins, and they loped from the yard, muddy snow flying. But they need not have hurried. Nor did Maria, who arrived in a remarkably short time, considering that the only trail consisted of tracks broken by their horses earlier.
Doc Williams' face was drawn and grave when they reached the white cottage. "She's in a coma," he told them. "There's nothing I can do now. Not much anyone can do but wait."
He led them into the room where Jen lay in a stupor. Kirby felt terror strike through him as he took in her white, sunken cheeks and tired, shallow breathing. He winced when she occasionally gasped for breath, the cruel sound cutting him like a knife. Only her hair, falling like a shaft of evening sunlight on the pillow, held the brightness of the Jen he loved.
Maria came into the room as he was standing there. "Can't you do something, Maria?" he begged, turning to her blindly as he had so often when a little boy. "You must do something." He begged for the relief her swift sure hands had always brought from pain and sickness.
"You go now, boy," she answered gently. "Maria and Doc will try to make her well. We'll call you if there is a change."
He joined Josh in the diminutive living room. In only a few moments the confinement of the tiny parlor began nagging at his nerves. Then Doc came into the room. "I don't look for any change for hours," he said. "Why don't you boys go on over to the Nugget? It's the only place open, I reckon. I'll send for you if there's the slightest change; at least you'll have room to stretch your legs."
Josh spoke for the first time since entering the cottage. Typically, he was blunt and to the point, asking the question Kirby had been afraid to venture. "Is she going to pull through, Doc?" His lips were white as he awaited the answer, and Kirby held his breath.
"I don't know," came the slow reply. "I never know about pneumonia; no doctor does. Maybe some day medical science will hold the answer." He sighed. "She has a chance, because she's in the hands of the greatest healer of all. He sometimes succeeds where I fail." There were tears in his tired eyes. "That's all I can say now."
Oddly enough, it was Kirby who comforted the doctor. "Together you'll pull her through, Doc," he said. "He'll be working on your side." He patted the doc's shoulder. "We'll be at the Nugget. Call us when there's a change."
Joe was alone in the saloon. The poker table was dusty, chairs upended over others. Sawdust put down days before was still unmarked by boot tracks.
"Business has been shot, boys," he told them, after making anxious inquiry about Jen's condition. "No one can get in off the range, even when the weather breaks. There's lots of thirsty cowpunchers that can't be spared because they're getting ready for another blizzard. My only customers are Streeter men, and they don't spend much money. Times are goin' to be tough come spring." He hesitated, then went on, "My best customers are your brother and Hub Dawes. Bill's sold most of his herd, so he don't have critters to worry about, and Dawes never seems to work anyhow."
Kirby laid his glance on Josh, who looked away, afraid of what his boss might read in his eyes.
"Didn't mean nothin' by that," Joe said hastily. "Glad to have even a couple of customers."
Their vigil went on slowly, hour after hour. Joe brought a bottle and glasses and joined them for a while at a table. His conversation soon petered out, and he returned to puttering around behind the bar. Now and then a couple of men would stop for a quick beer or a jolt of redeye, but most of them were townsmen unknown to the pair at the table.
Several times Kirby found himself unable to sit still and got up to stride the length of the room, his footsteps muffled by the sawdust. Once Josh got up and left the saloon without a word. When he returned, he shook his head at the unasked question. "No change," he murmured.
The short winter afternoon wore away, and twilight's purple shadows crept in through the big front window. Joe lighted one kerosene lamp above the bar. "Can't afford to light up the whole place," he mumbled apologetically. "Don't need much light when there's no customers." He went into the rear and returned in a little while with a battered pot of coffee. "It's a mite strong," he admitted, as he poured brew black and strong enough to float a ten-penny nail. "The restaurant's closed, but say the word, and I'll try to scare up some sowbelly and beans."
Kirby shook his head. "Reckon we don't feel much like eating now," he replied. "Thanks for the coffee; it helps."
The afternoon and evening passed with scarcely an interruption. When the summons came it was something of an anticlimax. Bill and Hub Dawes stamped into the saloon, laughing at some joke of their own. At first they did not see Kirby and Josh at the table. Bill gave a start and was about to say something when the door was thrown open and a boy burst into the room. Kirby knew he was the son of the woman who was nursing Jen. He was getting to his feet when the boy told them excitedly, "Doc says for you to hurry!"
Without a glance at the pair at the bar, they ran from the saloon, leaving their coats behind in their haste.
Doc met them at the door. "I think the crisis is coming," he told them. "If she pulls through the next hour, she'll have a chance. Thought you should be here." They followed him into the sick room. Jen had once again slipped into a coma. The doctor shook his head. "She was conscious a few moments ago."
Jen was restlessly tossing her head from side to side on the damp pillow. Occasionally she gave a little cry. Her hands, thin to the point of transparency, clutched at the bedclothes. Maria bathed her feverish forehead with a cold cloth. She looked up and met Kirby's anxious gaze, and then her eyes shifted to someone standing at his side. Her face showed shock, and he took a look around. Bill was standing there, hat in hand, his face pale beneath the ever-present stubble of beard. "I didn't even know she was sick," he murmured, conscious of Kirby's scrutiny.
Kirby knew an instant's violent rage. Then he mused: In his way, he loves her, too. He has a right to be here. He pulled his eyes back to Jen's face. She was fully conscious, he could see at a glance. Her eyes were bright with fever, but he could see that she knew the people in the room� the doctor, Maria, and standing in silence at the foot of her bed, Bill and himself. Her glance moved back and forth. "Kirby," she whispered. "Bill�" Bill moved impulsively, and her eyes widened, closed, and then opened again to look at Kirby. Something like a smile touched her wan lips, and she held up a thin, trembling hand for an instant. "Kirby," she said aloud. With one long step he was at her side, dropping his long shape on his knees. Once again a fleeting smile crossed her lips as he slipped an arm about her shoulders under the pillow and laid his cheek against hers. She closed her eyes, whispering once again, "Kirby."
For a long time he held her, unaware of the other people in the room. He heard the thudding of his own heart, and then, after a while, he realized that the breathing of the girl he held in his arms had changed. She was no longer gasping for breath in convulsive, painful, wracking sighs, but was breathing deeply, her breasts rising gently. He knew wonder. He turned his eyes to Maria's, across the bed. "She's asleep," he whispered. Maria nodded. Her face was relaxed, smiling. In a moment she came to his side. "Leave her to sleep, now. She needs rest."
Kirby carefully withdrew his arm. She murmured his name again in deep sleep as he covered her gently and as quietly as he could, got to his feet and followed Josh from the room.
Doc Williams waited in the parlor, his tired face wreathed in a smile. "She'll make it now, men. She needs rest and sleep. And no excitement. Come back in about a week if you want. If there's any change I'll send for you." He paused and blew his nose violently into an enormous bandana. "Times like this, I'm glad I choose this profession. Right now I could stand a drink and a smoke. Wait until I get my coat."
While he was gone, Kirby gave Josh a steady regard. "When did Bill leave?" he demanded.
Josh's reply came in the tone of a man holding a grudging sympathy. "When she went to sleep in your arms," he replied. "He was cryin' like a baby� like he used to when you took one of his toys."
Doc joined them then, and they tramped the snow-covered street back to the Nugget. It was Josh who first noticed the change in the weather. "The wind's shifted to the south," he said wonderingly. "And by golly, it's warmer. Looks like we're goin' to get a thaw."
Hub Dawes was standing at the bar talking to Joe when they went in. He listened, eyes on the floor, as they answered Joe's questions about Jen. He said nothing. Joe set a cobwebby black bottle on the bar. "Been savin' this," he said proudly. "This is the occasion. Join us, Dawes. On the house."
Hub moved his burly figure down a few steps, stood waiting.
As Joe filled their glasses, he asked: "What hapened to Bill? He came roarin' in here lookin' like he'd lost his last friend, bought a quart, and left without paying." Joe's voice was anxious. "Hope he doesn't drink it before he gets back to Lazy B. This ain't no kind of weather to fall off a horse drunk."
Hub spoke sneeringly. "He won't get drunk. Guess he was just worried about the Bryant filly. Me, I always say no female is worth worrying about� after you get what you want."
Josh was nearer to him, so he beat Kirby's move. His hammer-hard fist, brought up from the knees, caught Hub flush on the point of the chin. Hub's boots flew up, and he measured his length in the sawdust, jerked a time or two and lay still.
Doc leaned over and looked at him interestedly. "Speaking as a medic," he said, "my diagnosis is that he will sleep peacefully for a spell. In the meantime, shall we refer to that wonderful bottle of yours, Joe?" He gave Josh an admiring glance. "For an old man, Josh, you sure pack a powerful wallop!"
Josh scowled. "Who's an old man?" he began belligerently, then, catching Doc's grin, dropped his voice. "I always say a man is as old as he feels. Right now I'm just a kid. Joe, haven't you got any bigger glasses? I'd like a real snifter before that bottle goes back into hiding."
A new voice broke into their conversation.
"Danged if I ever saw anything like it," said Sheriff Lon Peters. "You ain't been to town for a month, Kirby, and the first dad-busted thing I know you got somebody stretched out on the floor. What did this one do� and what's in that bottle?"
"A nose like a bloodhound," said Joe, pouring a fresh glass. "All I got to do is get out my special stuff, and the sheriff comes in before I can get the cork back."
"It's so seldom you put anything out on the bar except footwash, a man can't help noticing." The old lawman sighed. He looked at Kirby. "Remember that gunhawk who was going to take you on when I bent my best cutter over his head? Saw him in Wellsville the other day. Had the nerve to speak to me. Said to tell you he'd see you sometime. Never did like a danged hired gun. Wish you'd salivated that one."
"I'm not much scared."
The sheriff sighed again. "If you leave that feller on the floor, he'll catch cold. Well, I gotta go serve a paper." He ambled out, followed by the smiles of the men at the bar.
"Anyone thinks Lon is soft as he sounds is sure in for a big surprise," said Doc. "He's as salty as they come."
Kirby's heart was singing as they rode back to Wagon that night. Jen was going to get well; he could see her again soon. She was safe in Maria's capable hands. Josh, as usual, had been right. There was going to be a real thaw. The snow was already getting sloppy, and the wind that fanned their cheeks was almost a chinook.
"This is a real strange winter," he said to the foreman. "Three blizzards and a spring thaw, and Thanksgiving is just over."
The reply held worry. "I just hope there ain't too big a thaw higher up. I'd hate to see the Clear flood before our stuff gets a chance at bottom graze."
The springlike breeze continued to blow that night and, combined with a bright sun the next day, soon turned the country into a sea of water. By the third day cattle that had been content to stay near the feeding corral drifted to the hills, where the snow had melted enough for grass to show through in spots, some of it showing the green of new growth.
Josh shook his head in wondering doubt, and sent riders to parts of the graze unchecked since before the first snow. Their report was better than he had hoped. As nearly as he could tell, he said to Kirby, they hadn't lost more than five percent of their herd. The crew was even able to make a drive to bring closer to headquarters parts of the herd that had wintered thus far in the hills marking Wagon's most distant boundary.
The Clear was running high, and much bottomland was flooded, but the run-off upstream had been slower than in the warmer flats, and the river had been able to absorb the water without a serious flood threat.
"This can't last," Josh told Kirby. "There ain't been nothin' right about this winter yet. We'll wake up to a blue norther one of these days that will make the first blizzard look like a squall."
"You're probably right. Wonder could we get a buckboard to town?"
"Yeah, I believe a team could make it by stayin' on the ridges."
"Have the boys hitch up pronto! Get one of 'em to drive� you and me'll ride. It's time to get Maria before the weather breaks and cookie says we need flour and sugar."
Later, when Kirby came out of the house to take the horse Josh had ready for him, the foreman whistled admiringly. "My, ain't you purty!" Kirby was dressed in doeskin riders, his best boots, and a soft blue flannel shirt that showed beneath his buckskin jacket. He grinned back at the old puncher. "Gonna do me some courtin'� after I get a haircut. You could stand to lose some pelt, too."
Josh shook his head. "Not me. Not this winter. This fur feels so good I've a mind to grow me a beard."
Leaving the buckboard to follow, they headed for town, feeling lighter of heart than they had for a long time. That feeling was short-lived.
They were halfway to Streeter when a shot took them by complete surprise. They were crossing a ridge thickly covered by brush and jack pine. At the crack of the rifle, Josh's horse stumbled and went to his knees. Josh went over his head but landed on his feet, still holding the reins. The horse stood trembling, blood spurting from a hole just behind the shoulder. Kirby's gelding reared, spooked by the commotion. As he fought to keep his seat, a second shot rang out and something plucked at his sleeve. He hit the ground, jerked his Winchester from the boot, and ran in the direction from which he thought the shot had come. Catching a movement in the brush above him, he levered three quick ones, but the sound of a running horse told him he had missed. He ran up on the ridge but found only the sign where the ambusher had waited. There had been one man there, but there were no distinguishing marks to identify tracks of horse or man.
He returned to the trail just as another shot rang out. He found Josh with a smoking Colt in his fist, his horse stretched out at the side of the trail. "Had to do it," he said grimly. "Couldn't stand to see him suffer. My best mount, too! See anything?"
Kirby told him what he had found. "Saw where the bushwhacker was sitting. Looks like he might have seen us coming across the flats and waited for us. No use trying to run him down now." He paused thoughtfully. "If he crosses the Clear, and that's the way he's heading, he's on Lazy B now. But who would take a pot shot at us, anyway?"
"Hub Dawes," Josh growled. "Looks like he shot at me, hittin' my horse like that. Mighty poor shot, though."
"Made a big hole clean through my new jacket sleeve," said Kirby. He kicked loose one stirrup. "Crawl on," he said. "This boy can pay now for all the grain he's been getting. You can borrow a bronc in town."
They tried to recapture the light mood of the early part of their ride, but failed. They were silent as they rode into the livery in Streeter, each aware that trouble had not gone away� it had only been hiding behind a snowdrift.
"I'll see what Lon thinks about the drygulching," said Josh. Kirby tied up in front of the barbershop.
Kirby was glad of the board sidewalk. The street was a muddy sea, churned to a brown froth by hoof and wheel. Taking a deep breath, he knocked on the cottage door. Maria pretended to scold. "It's about time," she said. "She's been getting so fidgety I thought I'd have to go looking for you." He followed her through the little parlor. Jen was sitting up in bed, her cheeks faintly pink, her eyes aglow with life. Kirby stopped, drinking in the picture she made. She gave a little cry as she looked up and saw his big frame in the door.
Kirby crossed quickly to the bed and sat down, taking her in his arms, feeling shock at the thinness of her shoulders through the nightgown.
"I thought it was all a dream," she whispered against his lips. "Maria had to tell me over and over again that you really had been here. I thought you were never coming back."
"I'll not leave you again," he told her sternly. "Look what happened when I did."
She pushed him away and studied his face, then tilted her eyes to his as she relaxed in his arms.

CHAPTER SIX
Maria served their supper on a tray. So engrossed were they with one another that neither knew what she served, and for once, Maria did not scold when her most tempting dishes were untouched. She hustled Kirby out of the house soon after supper was over. Jen had been sitting up all day and was tired, she said. He reluctantly let her put him out, but decided to stay all night in town.
Jen's good night kiss was sweet on his lips as he pushed open the white gate and went in search of Josh. He found his crew at the livery. The night was crisply cold, and there were no clouds to foretell a drastic weather change, so he ordered the inseparables, Curly and Ringo, to put up the team and other horses for the night.
"How are you fixed for poker money?" he asked, and laughed at Ringo's mournful face. "You boys have been snowed in so long you more than deserve a night out," he told them. He gave them a hundred dollars. "That's an advance on your salary," he said. "Look me up if that runs out. I'll get you a room at the hotel. Try to stay out of Lon Peters' jail and be sober in the morning. We may have company going back to Wagon."
They stopped by the hotel and registered. Josh had eaten his supper, so they walked over to the Nugget. Curly and Ringo, a bottle at their elbow, were already in a poker game with a trio of punchers from Triangle. Joe was beaming behind the bar. "Don't know how long it will last, but business is plumb good tonight. If the weather holds, maybe I can keep out of bankruptcy for a little while."
They had plenty of opportunity to talk over the weather and range conditions since cowmen were in town from every brand on the range. All told the same story: they had been forced to use precious hay; losses in some sections ran as high as twenty or thirty percent; and all agreed that unless they got a break in the weather, hay would be more precious than gold by spring.
Kirby went over to the table where his punchers were gleefully trimming the Triangle hands. "When those chips get so high you can't see over them, cash in," he told Curly. He and Josh had a nightcap out of Joe's black bottle and made for the hotel.
There was little wind, and the air was cold and dry as they tramped the short distance to the hotel. There was no moon, but bright stars were occasionally blotted out by high, thin clouds.
So many ranchers and their crews were taking advantage of the good weather that the hotel was filled and they could get only one room. "I can see where I don't get any sleep tonight," Kirby mourned. "And if your snoring is up to snuff, no one in the hotel will sleep."
Josh just grinned. "Can't rightly say if I snore. Never could stay awake to find out."
Kirby pushed open the door to their room and held a match while Josh found the lamp and lighted it. Yawning, he shrugged out of his buckskin jacket and sat down on the side of the bed to pull off his boots. "Sent these blasted things back to Denver, but they still pinch." He bent over.
That movement saved his life. As he bent over there was the tinkle of falling glass, and a framed lithograph on the wall directly back of where his head would have been had he been if he had not bent over shattered in a thousand pieces. The echoing crack of a rifle rang dimly through the noise of falling glass.
In an instant Josh had doused the lamp and jumped to the window. His Colt spat as he snapped a shot at a dark figure running between two buildings across the street. He peered intently into the darkness, then turned anxiously to his boss. "You hurt?"
"No, just scared. That one was a little too close."
"Too close is right. May be wrong, but I'd swear I winged that drygulcher. Looked to me like he stumbled some. Could be he just tripped over something in the dark, though."
Hard knuckles hammered a tattoo on the door. Josh raised his gun, and Kirby covered him from the wall. "Come in," he called. The door swung open, and Sheriff Peters ambled into the room, the hotel owner looking anxiously over his shoulder.
The sheriff sighed. "Might have known it was you, boy. You and Josh havin' a little midnight target shootin'?" His quick glance had already taken in the broken window and shattered picture. "Or was somebody usin' you for a target?"
"Twice in one day is too much, Lon. Looks like I'm downright unpopular."
Peters walked to the bullet-shattered window. "Must have been standin' in those shadows yonder. My boots are killin' me, but I'll take a look." The hotel man followed, promising to bring something to close up the broken window. He was nailing several thicknesses of tarpaulin over the window frame when Lon returned.
Peters held out a .44 calibre shell case. "Found this," he sighed. "Nothin' else. Too many tracks to say which was which." He dropped the shell case into his vest pocket. "You may have winged the whacker," he told Josh. "Else he cut his finger. Quite a few spots of blood scattered around. Reckon I'll stop by the doc's first, then mosey around and keep my eye peeled. Do I find me a jasper with a hole in him, I'm going to be plumb curious. You got any guesses, boy?"
"Not a one, Lon."
"Maybe I shouldn't say so. Will, anyway. There's three hombres in town tonight might like a shot at you. B'lieve I'll just have me a little talk with 'em. They're Hub Dawes, the gunslick I run outa town, and your brother." He heaved a vast sigh. "When I run a man outa town, I like him to stay run. Do I find that gunslick, b'lieve I'll just see how fast he is with his cutter. You'll hear from me."
Kirby and his foreman turned in as soon as he left. Josh was almost instantly asleep, but Kirby found it hard to close his eyes. There were too many thoughts racing like scudding clouds before the wind. He knew a sickness in his stomach when he thought of Bill. He had never had a chance to brace him about his rustled cows.
And then there was the problem of Jen's illness. He felt the warmth of her goodnight kiss again as he fell asleep.
A banging on their door next morning brought him to his feet, reaching for his gun. The sheriff's tired voice came through the door. "You men goin' to sleep all day? It's danged nigh six o'clock."
Lon came in and waited while they climbed into their clothes and took turns at the marble-topped washstand. While Kirby scraped at his beard, he told them: "Couldn't find hair nor hide of the gunslick. Musta remembered he wasn't wanted in town. Dawes come in the Nugget 'bout an hour after the shootin'. Looked close, but couldn't see a mark on him." He sighed apologetically. "Couldn't have been Bill. He was in the Nugget, too drunk to know one end of a rifle from another. Doc didn't patch no one up, either. Darn poor lawman� can't find my own shadow."
They followed the still grumbling old man to the dining room. Curly and Ringo, red-eyed but happy, were working on a big platter of ham and eggs. Peters declined their invitation to breakfast. "Already et," he said. "Got some thinkin' to do. If I turn up anything, I'll send you word."
After breakfast, Josh went to see about supplies and Kirby sent his two punchers to the livery to hitch up. "Better rustle Josh a bronc to ride, too," he ordered. "Then come 'round to Miss Bryant's place."
Jen was waiting for him, dressed and sitting in a rocker, a quilt thrown over her lap. She accepted his kiss, blushing, as Maria came into the room. The old woman's grin was pleased.
Here Kirby got to his feet and took a step or two up and down the room. "Jen, listen. I've got to get back out to Wagon before this weather breaks. I expect Maria would like to get home to Manuel, too. But neither of us would be able to stand the thought of you being in town alone. Doc says you won't be able to open school again until after Christmas. I stopped on the way over here, and he said if you were bundled up good and warm, a ride wouldn't hurt you. What I'm trying to say is, won't you come back with us to Wagon, until after Christmas, anyway? Maria can look after you better out there, and I�" He stopped, puzzled by the look they exchanged. He was hurt when Jen burst into sudden laughter.
"We were just waiting for you to invite me," she told him. "We're both packed and ready when you are."
"You women," he growled sheepishly, "letting a man make a fool of himself."
Curly stood holding the team by their bridles as Kirby tucked Jen into the rig, swathed in blankets and with hot bricks in the straw at her feet. Ringo and Josh were on borrowed broncs, and Kirby climbed aboard the black stud. It was a happy, light-hearted little cavalcade that left behind the muddy town streets and took the trail for Wagon. The mood lasted until they reached the fork in the trail where one track led to Lazy B, the other along the Clear to Wagon. Two horsemen were waiting at the forks: Bill and Hub Dawes.
Kirby could see instantly that Bill had been drinking, to what extent it was hard to tell. Dawes sat his horse in silence, a sneer on his face. Bill held up his hand as they approached. He looked directly at Jen, ignoring the other riders. He swept off his hat, and Kirby felt disgust as he took in the matted, uncombed hair and unshaven cheeks. Bill's speech was thick.
"Heard at the livery you was goin' to Wagon," he said to Jen. "You going to stay?"
Her reply was firm, a little pitying. "It's a good place to get well, Bill," she answered.
His voice was harsh. "You made a choice back there in town, didn't you?"
She said nothing; her eyes locked with his.
"Reckon you did." A spasm of something like pain crossed his face. "Nothing I can do about that. But there is something I can do� I can give you a warning. Don't think you and him will ever have Wagon. It's going to be mine. No one is going to get in my way, not even you. Just remember this: bullets make quick widows." He jerked savagely on his reins and gigged his horse into a dead run so quickly that Kirby never had a chance to speak. Dawes followed, an ugly laugh floating over his shoulder.
Josh attempted to break the shocked silence. "He was drunk," he said to no one in particular. Curly clucked to the team. "Git up, horses." The little party felt the constraint the rest of the way in to headquarters, and as if in keeping with their somber mood, the sun disappeared behind a bank of clouds as they rode into the yard.
Kirby carried Jen tenderly into her old room� a room that had been left untouched except for Maria's daily cleaning. Manuel had built a fire in the fireplace and the crackling logs were so cheerful that they began to feel better. Maria sent Kirby away while she got Jen into bed, and he waited impatiently.
She looked tiny, lost in the big four-poster. She looked tired� from the trip, and because of the strain of the rough meeting at the fork in the trails. But as she raised her lips for his kiss she whispered, "I'm happier than I've been for a long time, Kirby� in spite of what Bill said."
"You belong here," he told her. "Won't you stay� always?"
She laid a soft finger across his lips. "Sometime soon we'll talk about that," she answered. He felt a chill premonition at her words.
Maria insisted anxiously that he allow Jen to rest. Josh was in the kitchen. "You looked outside, boss?" he asked.
Kirby went quickly to the kitchen door. He had to struggle to open the door against the force of the wind.
The sky to the north was black, with the curious twisted look of black curly hair. The wind was beginning to sound a high, keen wail, and there was the bite of fine particles of ice against his face. As far out on the range as he could see, cattle were heading for the feeding corrals, and the saddle stock near at hand were standing huddled against their shed, tails turned to the wind. There was a flurry of activity near bunkhouse and barn, and a puncher was already stringing a safety rope. Wagon was bracing for the storm.
He turned back into the kitchen to face Josh's worried frown. "We've made it before; we'll make it again. If there aren't but a hundred cows left by spring, we'll pull through."
Josh nodded a sober agreement. "Guess we will," he said. "That isn't what's bothering me. I was just thinking about Bill� and Hub Dawes. This blizzard ain't goin' to stop what's comin'� it's only goin' to put it off."

CHAPTER SEVEN
With the swift passage of days, all alike, Christmas arrived before anyone was ready or had had time to think about the holiday season. Following the grim pattern set by the first storm, a blizzard followed on the heels of heavy snow.
Jen made a rapid improvement under Maria's constant and anxious care. It was a day for celebration when she was able to be up and about the house. And it wasn't long before an impromptu party was held in the kitchen on the afternoon she returned from her first ride, her eyes dancing and her cheeks aglow with the cold.
Christmas on the range was a day not to be taken lightly. It was a day dedicated to neighborly visiting by many who got up before daylight and started out in order to see as many of their neighbors as possible before nightfall. Maria and Jen decorated the big living room with ornaments saved from other years and pine boughs cut in the hills. From early in the morning until mid-afternoon, when the last of the visitors rode home to attend to chores before dark, Kirby was busy. He was host at the brimming bowl of eggnog which Maria kept filled. For the men who liked refreshment with hair on its chest, there was plenty of rye and bourbon.
The punchers completed their chores early, and the sounds of revelry from the bunkhouse increased as the level in the ten-gallon keg of bourbon Kirby had ordered for them lowered.
The noon meal, prepared by a perspiring but happy Maria, was quickly reduced to dirty plates and well-gnawed bones. The guests and crew gathered in the yard to see Kirby's Christmas present to Jen� a beautiful little sorrel filly whose clean lines showed her thoroughbred background. Long before Christmas, Kirby and his foreman had ridden to town and ordered a saddle and rig to match the sorrel and Jen's measurements. Her face was flushed with excitement when they returned to the house, where Maria's gift was ready. Her nimble fingers had fashioned a buckskin skirt and blouse that were an exact match of the saddle and bridle. Women-like, they wept in each other's arms as Jen tried to thank her.
When the last guest had departed, the women bundled in fur robes and the men in sheepskin-lined coats, Jen could contain herself no longer.
"Kirby, there's still time enough for a ride before dark. Can I please try out the new mare?"
Kirby laughed at her beseeching face. "She's been saddled for hours," he told her. "Get into your new riding outfit while I find something to ride that won't make a poor showing with your new rig." He left the house while Jen ran to change.
An hour later they were far out on the range, riding through the hills above the Clear. As they topped a ridge after a steep climb from the river bottom, Kirby pulled in the big black gelding and got down. He stretched out his arms for Jen to slide off, and held her for a long moment before he released her, breathless. Leaving the horses ground-tied, they climbed to the top of the windswept slope and found a comfortable shelter out of the wind beneath a huge boulder.
Far below, the Clear reflected the brilliant blue of the sky, dark stretches of the shimmering water showing the shadows of occasional clouds. Cattle were stretched out as far as they could see, grazing bare places in the snow. To the north they could see smoke rising from Lazy B headquarters and a few tiny dots that were Lazy B hands moving about the corrals. At their backs, the buildings of Wagon looked like a doll village.
"It's a wonder we can't hear the crew clear up here," he told Jen, laughing. "There are going to be some heads down there tomorrow that will give their owners trouble steering through the bunkhouse door." Jen smiled, her eyes dreamy, her thoughts far away.
He took a coin from his pocket. Holding it out, he grinned at her inquiring look.
"Penny for your thoughts."
"Doubt if you'd think they were worth so much," she answered. "I was just thinking I've got to get back to town. My pupils will be wild as mavericks."
"Sure� some day real soon. Let's decide after the first of the year."
"Not some day� tomorrow. I want you to take me to town tomorrow, before the weather breaks again. You know I'm completely well, and I want to have everything ready for the new school year. It'll take some time to get word around that the teacher is back." She stopped at his crestfallen expression.
"I had started to hope you wouldn't go back at all," he said slowly. "Remember, when you first came I�"
She stopped him. "I remember."
"Well, then, why? You're happy at Wagon. You told me that yourself. You know how I feel about you. Jen, let's close up the house in town until they find a new schoolmarm. We can get married tomorrow. I've got to see the winter through out here, but come spring we can honeymoon in Chicago� New York� What's the matter?"
Her eyes were filled with tears. "Please don't say any more. It sounds too wonderful, and I might let myself say something I know I don't mean. I can't marry you, Kirby. Not now, maybe never." She stopped and searched his amazed face.
"There's too much between us. It's no good. We can't."
"There's nothing between us, Jen. Of course if you don't love me�"
She stopped him by pulling his lips down to her own. "That will tell you just a little of how much I love you." Breathlessly she thrust away his hungry arms and patted her rumpled curls.
"Well, then, what's to stop two people who love each other from getting married?" He tried a somewhat feeble smile. "It's a custom I've heard is real successful."
She tried to match his light tone, but again her eyes filled with tears and she turned away, her words almost lost in the wind whipping around their shelter.
"Kirby, your Dad and Mother were not only the finest but the happiest people I have ever known. It seemed that each was a part of the other. What one thought, the other thought; if you hurt one the other would know it. I want us to be like that. Ever since I can remember, I've wanted to be to Wagon what Ma Street was, to fill your life the way Ma brought completion to Muddy's. But I can't do that now, not the way things are." She was crying openly and unashamedly.
"It isn't your fault, Kirby. I suppose, in a way, it isn't Bill's either, because he's doing what he thinks is right. But when I marry, I'll give myself to my man forever and ever. If we got married tomorrow, the next day you might be lying stretched in the mud of Streeter, without ever beginning the thing that Ma and Muddy built for years."
"If this trouble is ever over, then we'll talk about it again. But for now, I think I'd better get back to town, to the kids that need to learn their A B C's. It won't be what I want, but it will have to do. I don't ever want just a part of you, and if I married you now, with this trouble hanging over your head, I'd be getting what was left�"
Her words were interrupted by the crash of a rifle. Her horse gave a scream of pain and fright and would have bolted had not the trailing reins caught on a rock and brought her around so quickly that she nearly stumbled and fell. Kirby raced to her, his feet slipping in the soft shale underfoot. In a moment Jen was at his side, her hair loosened and flying in the wind.
For a moment they stared at the filly. High up on her foreleg, the saddle blanket almost covering it, an ugly round hole was beginning to ooze blood. Speaking soothingly, Kirby managed to reach the reins. Jen held her while he made a more careful examination. "The bullet didn't go clean through," he said. "It went deep enough, but it must have glanced off the bone and come out here." He lifted the saddle blanket to show her. "We'll have to get her home quick. Maybe, with luck, we can pull her through." He stared in the direction from which the single shot had come. "It's bad enough to shoot at an armed man from ambush," he said between clenched teeth, "but when they start shooting defenseless animals out of sheer spite, it's time they were stopped, once and for all."
Jen watched his face, her eyes troubled as she stroked the trembling mare.
"We've put off riding to Lazy B about that gather snatched across the river. I reckon the time has come to start asking some questions."
Jen was puzzled. "But why would anyone want to shoot my horse? Maybe it was an accident� maybe they were aiming at one of us."
Kirby shook his head. "Whoever fired that rifle was a good shot. He missed hitting a vital spot only because the filly moved at the right time."
"But why, Kirby, why?"
Kirby's eyes were grim, a tiny red spark beginning to glow in their depths.
"Because she was my Christmas present to you. Because she stood for something that no one else could ever hope to have. Because you love me."
Jen's words were so low he could hardly hear them. "Now do you see what I mean; why we can't get married now? What if it had been you that bullet had hit? What if it had been me? Don't you see what's between us? It's a shadow, Kirby, a black shadow. And there's smoke around its edges� gunsmoke."
Wordlessly Kirby went for his black. Still without speaking, he held his hands for Jen's foot and, once she was mounted, took the reins of the mare and climbed up behind her. Silently they started slowly toward the Wagon, the filly limping behind. In Jen's eyes tears still glistened, but Kirby's had become hard as agate� the eyes of a man with a deadly purpose.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Curly came to the bunkhouse door just as Kirby and Jen rode into the yard, leading the limping bay. The hole in her shoulder had stopped bleeding, but she was hobbling on three legs and stood trembling in every muscle, her head drooping.
Curly stared for a moment, pop-eyed, then said something to the men in the bunkhouse. In a moment they were surrounded by curious hands, whose curiosity turned to anger when they found out what had happened.
"Another drygulch job?" Josh asked, his eyes hard.
"I don't know whether the bullet was meant for one of us or for the horse. Look her over, Josh, and see what you think. We can't let her suffer. If she's bad hurt, have one of the boys�" He stopped at the sight of Jen's distressed face.
"You better get in where it's warm, Jen. We'll do all we can to save her." The slender girl was dry-eyed, but her eyes were bright with unshed tears as she turned away and walked toward the house. Maria had heard the commotion in the yard and was standing in the kitchen door. Wordlessly she took the girl in her arms and led her into the house. Kirby caught a racking sob as the door closed, and he gritted his teeth. He watched Manuel lead the mare slowly into a shed.
"How sober are your boys?" he asked Josh, his voice as cold as the growing evening chill.
"Sober enough to do a job," answered the foreman shortly.
"Curly and Ringo know about the rustling job. Pick two or three more boys and have them saddle up. And rope me another mount; the black's been carrying double. See that the boys are all carrying their guns. Be ready in ten minutes."
"You riding to Lazy B tonight? There's no moon, and it'll be plumb dark in an hour."
Kirby looked at his foreman as if he'd never seen him before.
"I said, be ready in ten minutes. We don't need light for the job I have in mind." He turned on his heel and stalked to the shed where Manuel was working with the little mare.
"What do you think, Manuel? If anyone on the place can save her, you can. But I don't want her to suffer."
Manuel's eyes were grave. "She's lost a lot of blood, but there's no bones broke. She may have a stiff shoulder, but I think I can pull her through. Can't say what she'll be like once she's healed up."
Kirby nodded. "Do what you can. We'll take a chance on a stiff shoulder. May have to keep her for a brood mare, but she deserves a chance if you think she'll live."
He went across to his waiting crew. Curly, Ringo and three other punchers watched silently as he approached. Gathering the reins of the roan Josh had saddled for him, he had his toe in the oxbow when a thought stopped him. He turned.
"This is trouble," he said, "big trouble� but it's Wagon's trouble. There may gunplay before this night is over. I'm not asking anyone to ride into bullets. If anyone wants to stay on Wagon, now's the time to say so. There'll be nothing said about it, now or any other time." He tried a grin, but it was more of a grimace. "Can't blame anyone for not wanting to get shot on Christmas."
No one answered him for a moment. Then Curly looked him full in the face, his eyes hostile. "You said there was Wagon trouble. Me and the other boys have always figured that we was part of Wagon. Kinda proud of it. Some of the boys are right put out they wasn't asked to ride. Figger when people start shootin' at women and horses, Christmas is over."
Kirby dropped his eyes before Curly's steady gaze. "Sorry I had to say that. Just wanted things straight. This thing won't end tonight. It may not end until some of us have been planted up there with Ma and Muddy. This is only the beginning."
Ringo murmured, "It's cold here, palaverin'. Be warmer ridin'."
Kirby knew better than to try to express his thanks. He felt a lift of pride and gratitude. These men were not only willing to stake their lives on his word, but were ready to argue their right to fight. They had backed Muddy in every move he made. What man wouldn't feel a glow to know his friends would back him to the limit without even asking from where the bullets would come? He climbed into the saddle, a lump in his throat. Maria and Jen came to the door and watched silently as he led a thundering parade of hoofs across the yard.
It was black night when they rode into Lazy B. Lights showed in several rooms, and there was a dim lantern burning at the entrance of the barn. There was no sign of life about house or outbuildings.
Kirby pulled his horse to a stop facing the door, aware that his men had formed a semicircle at his back. Josh was at his side.
"Hello the house," he called, his voice shattering the night's quiet. There was no answer, and he started to climb down when the door opened and a man's silhouette blotted out the light for a moment as he stepped out on the porch.
"What's wanted?" he asked, and they all recognized the strident voice of Hub Dawes.
"Get Bill out here," Kirby told him, dislike showing in his tone.
"Bill ain't here. He's been gone since early in the afternoon. What do you want with him?"
"That's no affair of yours, Dawes. Now I'll ask you one, and your answer better be the right one. Why didn't you ride with Bill? I never see him any more without you looking like his shadow. And where have you been all afternoon?"
"I don't like your tone much, friend."
"You'll like it even less if I have to ask you again."
"You doubting my word, Kirby?"
"Your word isn't any better than your reputation, and that isn't worth anything. And if you ever speak to me again, remember that only my friends call me Kirby." He swung to the ground, walked up to Dawes and seized him by the front of the shirt, lifting him until the man stood on his toes.
"This is the last time. Why aren't you with Bill?"
Dawes tried to bluster, then thought better of it. "I was drunk," he replied sullenly. "I was sleeping it off when Bill took some of the crew in town to celebrate."
Kirby thrust him back against the porch railing. "Get out of my way; I'll see who's inside." Dawes' hand made an almost involuntary movement toward his hip as Kirby turned his back. Josh spoke quietly. "Do that, Hub. Go ahead and pull that gun. I ain't killed me a snake since last summer."
Kirby came back out on the porch. "There's no one here but a couple of drunks," he said disgustedly. "Place smells like a brewery." He stopped and looked Dawes up and down.
"Remember this, Hub. You ever set foot on Wagon again where one of us can see you, and you better have a gun in your fist. We don't like your smell." He deliberately shouldered him aside. "And that includes your outfit."
Hub found his voice. "Bill ain't gonna like that kind of talk."
"I'll soon find out how he likes it. We're riding to town right now, and I intend to give him the same warning. One of these days soon we'll come calling on you, Dawes. Any cows running loose on your place better have the right brand�old brands."
Once again Dawes tried to bluster. "You come out to my place, you'd better bring plenty help. Me and the boys can hardly wait for your call. Bring your whole crew."
"That's an idea, Hub. That's an idea."
Half a dozen ponies, all bearing Lazy B mark, stood at the hitchrack before the Nugget as Wagon rode into town. Only the saloon and the livery stable showed lights; the rest of Streeter was celebrating the holiday.
Joe was watching the door when they entered, having caught the sound of their boots on the wooden sidewalk. "Merry Christmas, gents," he said with a false cheerfulness belied by the furrow of worry crossing his genial countenance. "Belly up and have one on the house."
"And a Merry Christmas to you," Kirby answered for his group, his eyes taking in the saloon's other patrons. Bill stood at the bar, flanked by five riders. Three of them Kirby had known all his life. They were range bums, cowhands who drifted from one job to another; men who would think nothing of hazing someone's steers or heating a running iron in a small hidden fire. The appearance of the two strangers proclaimed their calling as if each had worn a placard across his soiled shirt. One was a dark, dour man, well past middle age. The other looked like a mere boy until one got a look at his face. His hair, showing ragged beneath a battered Stetson, was almost white, dirty white. His eyelashes were the same color, and his eyes were flat and dull, nearly opaque.
These must be the gunhawks Josh told me Bill hired, he thought. He felt a chill as he returned the unwinking stare of the youngest gunman. "We'll take that drink in just a minute, Joe," he said. "First, though, I've got business with Bill."
Bill had his back to the room. He pivoted slowly, his elbows on the bar, boot heel hooked over the rail. His face was flushed, his eyes glittering with liquor and hate.
"Well, well, brother mine. You feeling the Christmas spirit? I thought you and I weren't on speaking terms. Now you want to talk business. Don't tell me you want to sell Wagon," he sneered.
Kirby studied his florid face. "You know Wagon isn't for sale to you," he said coldly. "But I'm beginning to understand where you're getting money to make such offers."
Bill's eyes narrowed. "I don't think I like what you're implying, brother dear."
"I don't care a hoot what you like. Maybe the truth hurts."
"Get on with your business, Kirby. I'm in no mood to take any of your guff."
Kirby was watching the young gunman, who had moved slightly away from the bar and was standing with his right hand hooked into his gunbelt, his feet wide apart. The older stranger hadn't moved, but out of the corner of his eye he could see that Josh was watching his every move.
"Here it is, Bill. And you won't like it. Early this winter someone rustled more than two hundred head of prime Wagon beef from the river flats. Five days later you sold about two hundred more steers than you owned. They were all re-branded Lazy B. I'm not saying that you hazed my cows across the river personally, but I'm saying that you sold more cows than you had left from the split. Where did you get 'em?"
Despite the import of Kirby's words, fighting talk on the range, something like honest surprise crossed Bill's face before it was supplanted by rage. "That's shootin' talk, Kirby, but I'm letting you go for a minute. I don't know a darn thing about your cows. The ones I sold were what was left of the herd Muddy left me, no more."
"Did you ship your stuff from Galeyville?"
"Yeah, I did. Or rather, I ordered it shipped from there. I wasn't along; Hub Dawes made the drive for me. I've got a paper to prove it."
"You're going to find another paper in your mailbox tomorrow. You're going to get a bill for two hundred head of prime beef at the market at the time of the sale. I'll give you just ten days to pay up. If I don't get the money, I'm going to take you to court, and I'm going to tie up Lazy B so tight you won't even be able to draw your breath."
Bill stared at him in astonishment. "By gosh, I believe you're serious. You've just accused me of rustling."
Kirby shook his head. "No, just of selling rustled beef� my beef."
Bill's trigger-like temper flared. "You send me a bill and I'll make you eat it!"
Kirby stopped his roar. "I didn't finish. Three times someone has tried to bushwack me. Maybe you didn't fire the shots, but it looks like you were behind them. If it happens again, I'm coming to Lazy B with my crew to wipe you out. In case I stop a bullet, Josh will be glad to handle the chore for me. You asked for war; now you've got it. Only it will be out in the open, not from behind a tree or through a hotel room window. And I don't give a darn if it starts right now."
Bill was livid. "Why not? There ain't no man alive can call me a rustler and bushwacker and live to brag about it� not even you!"
Kirby had been watching the pale-eyed young gunman. His Colt crashed at Bill's move, hut he wasn't aiming at his brother. Bill slumped to the floor. Kirby watched in astonishment. He had seen his bullet thud into the chest of the young gunman an instant before the latter's gun had cleared leather. The older stranger was stretched on the floor, a bullet hole between his eyes. Kirby turned to see Josh's wavering gun covering the rest of the Lazy B crew. It finally dawned on him that Joe had accounted for Bill. He was leaning over the bar, peering down at Bill's prostrate figure.
"Hope I didn't bean him too hard," he worried. He still held the loaded end of a pool cue, the weapon that had taken Bill out of the fight. Kirby breathed a sigh of relief when he realized that his brother was alive. His sigh was echoed gustily by Lon Peters.
"Danged if I ever saw anything like it," said the sheriff. "Even on Christmas you have to kill people. I told the old lady as soon as I seen you ride in that there was goin' to be a shootin'." The sheriff took a deep breath. "Joe, that billiard shot you made on Bill's head was about as pretty as anything I ever saw. I guess you know you saved his life. I'm beginnin' to wonder if it was worth it. Well, it looks like Christmas is over for the undertaker."
Kirby looked at Bill's crew. "You heard what I told your boss. The same goes for you. Don't let me catch you on Wagon property. Right now, if I were you, I'd get my boss out of here."
The sheriff sighed again. "And right out of town. The gunplay for this Christmas is over. If I find any one of you in town in an hour, I'll open up a cell."
The sheriff followed the punchers as they got Bill to his feet and half-carried, half-dragged him through the door. He paused and looked at Kirby.
"Maybe you and your crew better ride out, too. I'd feel easier if you was headin' for home. I'll be comin' out to see you sometime tomorrow. Reckon there won't be no trouble about those gunslicks, except for buryin' them, but I'm plumb curious about the rustled cows you was mentionin'. About the time I got interested in what you were sayin', the danged guns goin' off made me miss the endin'."
"We'll get going, Lon. It'll be all right to have a drink with Joe, won't it?"
The sheriff chuckled. "That was sure a pretty billiard shot Joe made. I wouldn't have missed it for anything."

CHAPTER NINE
Sheriff Lon Peters was an early riser. Some said it was because he had to get out of his house, away from his wife's constant scolding. Those who really knew were aware that her scolding meant nothing, that it was only a cover for the deep affection she felt for her salty spouse� an affection he returned with interest. Like his wife, he was ashamed to show it. The only evidence of his devotion was his constant reference to "the old lady" or "that woman."
He rode in to Wagon the next morning while Kirby and Jen were having breakfast, before Josh had given the bunkhouse crew their orders for the day.
"Mornin', folks." He sighed as he pushed open the kitchen door without the formality of knocking first. "Reckon I will have a cup of coffee, now that you've asked me." He watched while Maria filled his cup and placed cream and sugar within his reach. "If my old lady could make coffee like Maria's, I'd marry her. Think she uses what's left in the pot for furniture polish."
Jen, who knew Lon's wife was famous for her cooking, laughed. "I'm going to tell her you said that the very next time I see her," she told him. "She'll be glad to know what you think of her cooking."
"Me and my big mouth." He sighed. "Well, my term of office will be up soon. Guess no one will miss me much if I ride on out of the state. There sure won't be any place for me in town if the old woman hears I said that."
Kirby joined in their laughter, but his eyes were troubled. "Is this an official visit, Lon?"
The sheriff let out a gusty breath. "Yes and no, boy. I stopped by to tell you that I don't look for no trouble about those two hombres got shot up last night. They was known gunmen, and I never did cotton to the idea of hired killers struttin' around the streets of my town. There'll have to be an inquest, but I know Doc Williams will agree they got what was comin' to 'em, seein' as how I was a witness to the shootin'." His face broke into one of his rare smiles. "I wouldn't have missed seein' Joe use that pool cue for a new double eagle. But maybe you'd better be in town this afternoon about two o'clock, just for the record. I ought to be back by then."
"You riding somewhere, Lon? It's a long time until two o'clock."
Lon let out his familiar sigh. "Thought maybe I'd pay a little visit to Dawes' spread. Been curious about that layout for a long time. 'Course I would have another cup of Maria's coffee before I go� was I pressed."
Maria filled all their cups, and the conversation became general until the sheriff ambled out to his horse, the heavy Colt slapping his bony thigh. Kirby's eyes were troubled.
Jen asked a question: "Was there more shooting last night?" Maria stopped work clearing away the table and waited for the answer.
Kirby refused to meet her eyes. "Yes, there was, Jen. But this time you aren't a part of it."
"Did Bill�?"
"No, Bill didn't stop a bullet. But a couple of his hired gunmen are ready for Boot Hill. That was what Lon was talking about."
Jen's voice came from far away. "It's all a part of what I tried to say yesterday. It won't work, Kirby. It just isn't meant for us. Every time you went to town there'd be trouble� gun trouble. I just couldn't stand waiting here at Wagon, never knowing when they'd bring you home tied across your horse. When is it going to end? How will it all end�when both you and Bill are dead? I told you I wanted all of you, a whole man. Maybe I'm selfish� even weak. But I want you, not a bullet-ridden body."
Kirby looked at her, his eyes mirroring hurt and despair. "Maybe you're right, Jen. But I ask you to think of this: I didn't start the trouble! I never wanted to fight. But if I didn't fight for what I think is right, you wouldn't want me then either. No woman would. I'd be a man without self-respect, a man hiding behind a woman's skirts." His voice was very low. "Ma waited here many times while Dad was out fighting for Wagon. I don't believe she ever complained, and I reckon she loved Dad as much as any woman ever loved a man."
Jen caught her breath, her eyes filling with tears.
"You had a right to say that. I guess I'm not as strong as Ma was. But I ask you to remember that she had her man a long time before he ever had to ride out and leave her with fear and dread for company. I just couldn't do it, Kirby. I couldn't marry you, knowing that you might have to leave me, even on our wedding night."
Kirby said nothing for a long time; he looked at her almost as if she were a stranger. Gently he said at last, "Maria will help you get your things together. I'll be ready to take you to town when you're packed." He turned on his heel and left the kitchen, closing the door carefully behind him.
Jen turned to Maria, tears streaming down her face. "I love him, Maria. Can't you see that? Doesn't he know that's why I have to go?"
Maria's dark eyes showed nothing. She made no move to offer comfort, to take the girl into her arms as Jen expected. "Maybe you don't love him enough!" was all she offered. "I'll get your suitcases."
She left Jen standing in a room which had suddenly become unfamiliar, although it was a room she had known all her life. She would never visit the big kitchen again. Kirby's gentle voice and the stiffness of Maria's back as she walked out told her that. I've burned my bridges, she thought. And I know I'm right, even if they don't understand. Maybe I've lost Kirby, but I haven't lost a husband. She walked slowly to her room.
An hour later she finished packing the few things Maria had brought from town. She stood, feeling very lonely, in the big bedroom she had known since girlhood. She was leaving a part of herself in that bedroom, a part of her life that was infinitely precious. She squared her shoulders and, her heart a cold lump in her breast, walked out and closed the heavy oak door.
Maria was back in the kitchen when she went through. She didn't look up or stop what she was doing as Jen paused expectantly, then sadly closed the door behind her. Kirby appeared in the entrance to the shed when she walked across the yard.
"Ready, Josh," he called, and in a few moments the old foreman came from the stable, leading three saddled ponies. Kirby helped her mount without a word and Josh didn't even glance in her direction as they trotted across the muddy yard. Her pony wanted to pitch a bit, and she was glad of the attention she had to give her mount. It was something to do to avoid meeting Kirby's eyes.
"Our whole cavvy needs riding," he said. "This weather none of 'em have been worked enough to get the ginger out of 'em."
"How is the filly this morning?" she asked, grateful for something to say.
"Manuel says that she's going to be all right. He's going to have Miguel keep walking her every day. That way she may not have a stiff shoulder." He grinned ruefully. "Right now he's giving her more attention than I'd get if I were to break a leg." He paused in thought. "I'll have her brought to town as soon as Manuel thinks she's well enough."
Jen shook her head. "Don't do that, Kirby. I've no place to keep her except the livery, and I probably won't do any riding until spring. She'll be better off with Manuel to look out for her. Maybe this spring�" Her voice died away as she realized that for her there wouldn't be any spring except some black letters on a calendar.
"Whatever you say� she belongs to you," Kirby answered.
She was about to say that nothing at Wagon belonged to her any more, but decided not to add to the hurt she saw far back in his eyes.
The rest of the trip into Streeter was made in silence. Under ordinary circumstances it would have been a gay ride. There was one long stretch of trail, where the snow had melted, where she and Kirby would have raced� under Josh's disapproving eyes. She knew that Kirby, too, remembered those wild rides they had shared. But they trotted into the hills in silence. Josh gave his close attention to something between his horse's ears and didn't speak throughout the trip, which was unusual even for the taciturn foreman.
He dropped out of the little procession as they passed the Nugget; Kirby rode on with Jen to the little white cottage. He tied their horses to the fence and carried her things inside.
"It's cold in here," he said as he unlocked the door. "Would you like me to build a fire?"
Jen knew that there was no fire that would warm the coldness building up around her heart. "No, thanks. It will give me something to do."
He shrugged. "Suit yourself. Well, I've got to meet Josh. We have to try and find some hay and�" His excuse fell lamely in the cold stale air of the parlor.
"Kirby!" She held out her hands imploringly. "I can't help feeling the way I do. Won't you please try to understand?"
He made no move to touch her. "I understand, Jen. A person has to do what he thinks is right. You know how I feel, too." He walked swiftly to the door, knowing that if he stayed he would take her into his arms. "Remember this, Jen, no matter what happens. When Ma and Muddy were here you were a part of Wagon. That hasn't changed any. If you have need of me or anyone at Wagon, you have only to send us word." He tried a smile that didn't quite come off. "I'll be seeing you."
The door closed, and in a few moments she could hear him as he rode away, leading her horse. She covered her face with her hands and let the flood of tears she had been holding back break forth.

CHAPTER TEN
Fine, hard pellets of ice that looked like tapioca but stung their faces like shot peppered Wagon's boss and his foreman all the way back to Wagon. With the collars of their sheepskin coats turned up over their ears, they rode in silent discomfort.
Doc Williams, in his official capacity of town coroner, had headed a panel, and the jury had quickly decided that Bill's two hired gunmen had met "death by accident." Bill hadn't appeared, nor had any member of his crew shown up at the inquest. Two fresh mounds of earth were all that was left of two men who, living by the gun, had expected no other end� no other mourners.
"Don't believe this is going to turn into a blizzard," Josh said, shrugging deeper into his coat collar. "Does look like the beginning of a heavy snow, though. I'd as soon be at Wagon as out here on the range."
Kirby felt like saying that he felt like riding as far away from Wagon as his horse would carry him, now that Jen was no longer there, but he merely nodded in agreement and gigged his bronc into a hard, fast trot, making further conversation impossible.
In town, Kirby had learned two things over which he puzzled as they rode through an increasingly heavy snowfall; facts for which there seemed to be no logical explanation. First of all, banker Burch had told him about Bill's precarious financial condition. It had been something of a shock to learn that Bill had run through the money Muddy had left him as well as the proceeds from the sale of his herd. On top of that, Burch had told him worriedly, Bill had borrowed five thousand dollars, giving the title to Lazy B as security. Kirby hated the thought of the mortgage. On several occasions Muddy had been forced to borrow, but it was always in times of drought or blizzard, and the loan had always been repaid as soon as the notes fell due.
"I heard somewhere that Bill was going to restock Lazy B with blooded cattle," he told the banker.
"I did, too," Burch replied, "but so far I haven't heard he has bought a single bull."
Sheriff Lon Peters had been able to fill in some of the gaps. "Bill is over his head in the company he's been keeping," he said. "He's been gambling for pretty high stakes over at Galeyville. One of my deputies heard of a game he was in where white chips were twenty dollars apiece. Dropped a couple of thousand that one night." Lon had known the brothers since they were mere buttons, and he was frankly distressed as he said, "Whiskey and poker don't mix. But the way I get it, the harder Bill drinks the more he wants to get back his losses. What surprises me is that Hub Dawes has been sitting in some of those high stake games. Where's he gettin' the money? Some of my boys think Dawes may be a come-on for those rough Galeyville gambling men. I know for sure he hasn't got cows enough on his spread to buy a new saddle. By the way, I met a friend of yours when I was out there this morning."
Kirby looked at him in astonishment. "Friend of mine?"
The sheriff sighed. "I was just tryin' to make a joke, boy. The gunhawk I run outa town is making his headquarters at Dawes' place. Claims him and three or four more like him are on the payroll. What they do for their thirty and found is more than I can see, unless they're havin' a whiskey-drinkin' contest. There's a wagonload of empty bottles in the bunkhouse. The gunnie up and dared me to do something about it. I wanted to bend my iron back in shape over his head, but I can't do anything until I catch him actually breakin' the law." The sheriff looked wistful. "I'd sure admire to find out how fast he really is. Which I aim to do if he ever sets foot in Streeter, even if my old lady does say I'm too old to draw flies."
Josh had been right about the weather. By the time they trotted in the Wagon corral, it was hard to find the gate because of the swirling snow.
But there was little wind and no below zero drop in temperature to announce a blizzard such as those to which they had become accustomed. It seemed that winter had vented its spleen before Christmas. When the weather continued consistently good after New Year's, Josh was worried.
"Probably have a whale of a drought the next couple of years," he prophesied gloomily.
To Kirby each day was much like its predecessor. He didn't return to town, but immersed himself in the hardest work he could find to do. Only by crawling into bed dead tired was he able to sleep� to forget for a few hours the trouble hanging over the Wagon� the trouble that had already cost him the one girl in the world.
Josh saw her on the trips he made for supplies. He told Maria, in words intended for Kirby's ears, that she was well and busy making up the school she had missed during her bout with pneumonia.
Spring made a timid appearance at Wagon before Kirby was even aware of the changing of the seasons. He felt a shock one day when he realized that the things that usually gave him such deep pleasure were going unnoted. He tried to regain the thrill of his boyhood at the sight of long V-shaped strings of wild geese, the first shivering robins. I must be getting old, he thought, as he remembered the clear spring days when he and Jen had searched out the year's first violets and proudly carried them in for Ma's enjoyment. He was grateful, in a way, for the change of seasons brought new chores. He busied himself with the mending of fences; the new crop of calves to be attended to; and, finally, the back-breaking work of spring roundup.
Josh was jubilant over the calf crop. "They more than make up for winter kill," he reported. "Wagon sure come through the winter a lot better than I thought after the first blizzard. I'm a heap worried that we'll get one of those late blue northers and lose every danged calf on the range."
It was the spring gather that brought trouble back into focus; the trouble all knew was merely waiting for winter to blow away before laying its own pattern of misery and woe on the range. Things had been quiet since the Christmas shooting, partly because Kirby and his crew had stayed away from town and a possible encounter with Bill or his henchmen. He overheard a couple of the hands in the bunkhouse talking about a poker game that had been going on continuously in Galeyville for more than a month. They stopped when they discovered he was listening, but not before one of them had dropped the news that Bill was a part of the marathon game and was still drinking heavily. I'll find out from Burch how deep Bill has gotten into debt, he thought. But the news Josh brought crowded everything else out of his mind.
"Boss, I've been over every mile of our graze and counted every critter on it, dead or alive. And no matter how I figger, there's something wrong. Wagon is missing close to three hundred head." He showed Kirby his tally. He was right, as Kirby realized before he checked. A part of the Wagon herd had disappeared.
The next day he sent his foreman to Streeter and then on to Galeyville. He waited, tight-lipped and silent, until Josh returned.
"Every head of cattle that has been shipped out of this range is accounted for, and our brand hasn't turned up in any stuff that has been sold. But that ain't half of it," Josh told him. "Every outfit I talked to has been rustled. They've all lost fifty head or more� just recent. I hate to say it, but there's a lot of talk about Bill being mixed up in the thing."
"Has anyone braced Bill about it?" Kirby asked thoughtfully.
"I don't think so," was the reply. "I heard that a couple of Triangle punchers rode out to Lazy B. Bill wasn't there, but Hub Dawes ordered them off the place at gun point. They left without seein' a single steer� but that don't mean he couldn't have 'em hid away somewhere."
Kirby was lost in thought for so long that Josh started to walk away.
"Wait a minute, Josh. I've been thinking. There isn't but one thing for us to do. We've got to search Lazy B� every foot of it. If Bill has stolen beef, we can find it. We've been riding that range all our lives. But I don't mind saying that I'm scared� of what we may find."
The old segundo's answer showed the same fear. "I reckon this is the first time in my life that I ever hated to do a job for Wagon. Like you, I'm scared of the move, but since it's got to be done, tonight's as good a time as any!"
"Tonight," Kirby agreed, "just the two of us!"
He's thorough in everything he does, Kirby thought that night as he left the house and walked across the yard where his foreman was waiting with saddled horses. Josh had saddled the black gelding for him and another black for himself. Both saddles carried Winchesters in their scabbards, and Josh had donned a dark jacket. If anyone sees us tonight he'll have to look mighty sharp, Kirby thought as they lifted their ponies into an easy lope.
Josh was the first to speak. "The Clear's way down, Boss. I figger maybe we can ford at the place we lost them first cows and start lookin' from there."
Kirby grunted. "That's as good a place as any."
They rode the Streeter trail until they were out of sight of the house, then circled back to the river flat. They traveled by the light of a new moon, but the night was clear and they had little trouble following the river trail. Josh led the way into the ford. Kirby had to flog his black gelding with the end of the reins before he would take to the water. But once he had his feet wet he wanted to run, and Kirby had to hold him back to prevent possible disaster if he should step off into a deep hole.
There were no cattle on the Lazy B side of the river. When nearly an hour's ride deep into Lazy B graze didn't disclose a single cow, Kirby's hopes began to rise, the sick fear in his stomach to subside. He was almost gay as he said to Josh, "Looks like this is going to be a snipe hunt!"
"Mebbe. Sure hope you're right. There's one more place I'd like to see, though."
Kirby knew at once what place he meant. At the extreme edge of the old Wagon range, nature had constructed her own corral. It was a grassy meadow, bounded on three sides by rocky slopes too steep even for wild range cattle to climb. The meadow itself was big enough to hold a sizable herd, but because it was so remote from the rest of the graze, it was seldom used except late in the summer when other grass grew scarce. The only entrance was from the river side: a narrow gap in the rocky ridge. The gap was so narrow that a juniper or spruce felled across the trail made an effective gate. The top of the ridge marked Lazy B's boundary� the old Wagon Spoke limits. Beyond lay the scrubby H Bar D, owned by Hub Dawes.
As they headed their ponies into the entrance to the meadow, they reined up short, each man acting instinctively at the sound they heard� the bawling of a cow! It came again, close at hand. "That was no snipe, Josh!"
"We'd better go from here on foot, Boss." He led both ponies into a small thicket. When he returned he carried two rifles, one of which he passed wordlessly over to Kirby. Carefully, feeling their way among the loose rocks of the dark gap, they worked their way to a spot overlooking the meadow. At the sight that met their eyes, Kirby felt an anger so great that it almost made him ill. Josh gave a smothered exclamation.
Spread out as far as they could see in the dim starlight, cows were bedded down in the meadow. How many they could not tell.
Josh made a sound almost as if he were retching. Then he said, "Cover me from here. I'll slip down and see if I can read any brands." He was lost to sight almost at once. Kirby strained his eyes to see in the uncertain light and once or twice thought that he could see a dim shadow moving in and around the cattle nearest him. He knew that there couldn't have been a guard anywhere around the critters, for Josh had been gone long enough to have been spotted. Whoever had hazed the cows into the meadow had been pretty certain that they would stay put� that there was little likelihood of a chance rider stumbling into the gather.
He waited, tension building up in him almost to the breaking point, for Josh to get back. He was on the verge of starting down the slope when Josh materialized, wraith-like, from the shadows. The foreman hunkered down beside the spot where Kirby had been squatting. His voice was chill when he said, "Don't reckon we have to be so quiet. Don't believe there's a man in hearing distance� only cows."
"Could you read any burns, man? Let me know what you found down there."
"Plenty," came the cold voice. "Enough to hang Bill and his crew. There's hundreds of cows in that meadow� critters from every brand on the Streeter range. Couldn't see too well, but enough to guess that all the stuff that has been rustled lately is right here before us."
Kirby's voice was thin. "I can't seem to think, Josh. I guess I suspected that we'd find something like this, but now we know for sure�" His voice fell almost to a whisper. "What's our next move?"
"We'll ride, son. No use hanging around here." He thought for a moment. "Guess this is a hanging matter, at that."
They made no further attempt at conversation until they had crossed the ford and were back on Wagon. Finally Josh broke the long silence. "Way I see it, Kirby, Dawes has to be mixed up in this. There must be a way out of that meadow we don't know about. I can see how easy it would be to haze a few stolen critters at a time across Lazy B without anyone gettin' wise. But they couldn't drive a herd that size back across Lazy B without somebody askin' questions." The old foreman shook his head in puzzlement.
"You're saying, then, that somewhere in that meadow is a gap we don't know about� a gap that leads into Dawes' range." Kirby sounded doubtful. "I can see that would be an easy way to get rid of the herd� by driving 'em through Dawes spread and on out of the country. But, man, we've both known about that meadow for years. There isn't but one entrance�you know that."
"Has to be another, Kirby. There just has to be a hidden hole somewhere. I've been thinking. If you remember, there's a small creek cuts down from Dawes' spread and across the top of the meadow, and then on down one side to the Clear? It's dry most of the time. Only time it has much water in it is when there's a runoff after a big rain in the hills. Well, I'm betting that the rustlers have discovered a way to drive a herd out of the meadow by way of that creek bed. That has to be the answer. There just ain't no other way."
Kirby nodded in somewhat dubious agreement. "That has to be the answer. But we'll have to be sure. Men are going to hang because of what we found tonight, and we want to be sure that we have the right ones." His voice broke into something very like a sob. "Josh� I've got to hang my own brother! Maybe I won't actually pull on the rope, but when what we found tonight gets out, it'll be the same as if I'd whipped his horse out from under him and left him dangling in the air." He beat his clenched fist against the saddlehorn in an agony of despair.
Josh, too, was wracked by the horror of what had to be. "Remember, until just recent Bill was as much like a son to me as you are. But we can't shirk our duty, boy, if we want to live with ourselves. I've been thinking about tipping Bill off and givin' him a chance to ride out of the country. But I know that's the last thing old Muddy would have wanted me to do."
In mute misery they rode back to Wagon, each man weighed down by the burden of his knowledge� each knowing that not to disclose what they had discovered would make them as guilty as the men who had stolen the beef. As they unsaddled their ponies, Kirby said, "I've been thinking, Josh. We'd better tell the sheriff what we know. From there on he can handle it, and we may not even have to be in on the end."
Josh grunted in acknowledgement of Kirby's logic. But as he stalked off to the bunkhouse without another word, he knew that they would have to see the trouble through, no matter what happened.
They were waiting, their horses tied to the hitch rail in front of the sheriff's office, the next morning when the salty old law dog appeared. One look at their faces told him that big trouble was afoot. He fumbled for a moment with the lock on his office door, then swung it open and waited while they stepped in.
Lon sighed as he indicated a couple of dusty chairs and seated himself behind his cluttered desk. "Who have you killed now, men? Guess you wouldn't be here unless it was somethin' serious."
"It is serious, Lon." Kirby talked. He told about their missing beef, about the other cows that had been rustled, and how their suspicions had led them to the Lazy B meadow. The sheriff's eyes hardened as he finished.
"So I guess you'd better ride out there with us and look over the ground. Like I say, we don't want to implicate anyone without proof, but we're almost sure the answer lies in Hub Dawes' spread."
The sheriff gave the sigh that was as characteristic of him as the worn Frontier Colt in its sagging holster. "No, if you don't mind, boys, I'll have a look by myself. If too many of us ride out together, someone might get wise. Wait till I saddle my bronc, and I'll ride with you as far as Wagon. From there on, I'd like to scout around on my lonesome." The sheriff went for his horse. "I'll have to tell the old lady where I'm goin'," he told them when he rode up to where they were waiting at the hitch rail. "Won't take but a minute." The sheriff went into his house. His wife followed him to the door and greeted Kirby and Josh pleasantly, but her eyes, too, were worried. Reckon he told her about Bill, thought Kirby, as they headed for Wagon.
Peters left them on the river trail, again refusing their offer to ride with him. "You fellers wait here," he said. "I'll snoop around a little and come by here on my way back to town."
It was late in the evening before he returned. For both Josh and Kirby the wait had been interminable. They had tried to busy themselves with ranch work, but they found their minds weren't on what they were doing. They were sitting on the ranchhouse porch in glum silence when Lon got down from his horse and shambled up to the steps.
He sighed. "You were right, fellers, all the way. There's a heap of cows in that meadow, none of 'em wearin' the Lazy B burn. I scouted the crick you told me about, and it does open up on Dawes' place. There's a place or two where only a couple of critters could get through at a time, but that's the rustler's trail without a doubt. From the sign, I'd say it has been used just recent." He blew out a gusty breath. "Didn't spot a soul today� don't think no one saw me. Them fellers is danged sure nobody will find them cows; so danged sure that they're likely to pay with their lives."
Josh asked: "What do you plan to do, Lon?" The sheriff's voice was tired. "Nothin', tonight. Tomorrow I'll have to get together a posse. The ranches that have been losin' stuff will have to be in on this. Sure hope I can keep things from gettin' out of hand, but this range don't hold with jailin' rustlers. I'll do what I can. See you first thing tomorrow in town." He ambled back to his horse and disappeared into the gathering dusk.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Long before daylight the next morning, Wagon was abuzz with activity. Every member of the crew was saddled and waiting long before Kirby and Josh were ready to lead their men to join the sheriff's posse. Two of the grimmest punchers on the spread were the two men Josh had chosen to stay at Wagon. Even when he promised them extra time off, they still threatened to draw their time because they had to stay behind and would miss the forthcoming battle. Kirby placated them with the warning that the battle could easily fall back to Wagon, and their position as guards was an important one.
The foreman had seen to it that each man carried a Winchester in addition to his sidearms, and that each carried extra ammunition in his saddlebag. Once again he stopped them as they were about to hit leather.
"Don't want to hurt anyone's feelings," he told them, "but I've got to tell you that I'm asking no man to make this ride. Anyone feels this is not his chore is welcome to stay here at Wagon." He tried a wry grin that didn't come off. "Didn't think I'd have any takers. Just didn't want your death or injury on my conscience. Let's ride."
Maria and Manuel watched from the kitchen door, fear on their faces, as the grimly silent group of horsemen left the yard.
Josh held up his hand to catch Kirby's attention, his words lost in the thunder of hoofbeats. He pointed up the trail ahead, and Kirby, following his pointing hand, discovered the dust that told of a rider coming toward them as if a pack of prairie wolves were nipping his horse's heels. They could see a mass of glowing red-brown hair fallen loose and blowing in the wind. The rider pelting toward them in mad flight was Jen.
Kirby halted his party with an upflung arm and watched with anxiety as she slid the sorrel back on his haunches in a shower of dust and rocks.
"Thank heaven I found you," she cried, sliding from her heaving horse. Kirby swung to the ground, and she flew into his arms, tears streaming down her cheeks. She was trembling in every muscle.
"It's Bill," she sobbed. "I've done an awful thing, I've killed your brother."
Kirby tried to stop the flow of incoherent words, but hysteria was having its way. He pulled off his gloves and slapped her face in a stinging blow with his bare hand.
"Oh," she cried, stepping back and staring at him. As she held her hand to her stinging cheek, sanity returned. "I'll have to talk fast; there isn't much time. Sheriff Peters' wife told me yesterday about what you and Josh found on Lazy B, and how Lon had ridden out there to check up. She said your face looked like that of a man condemned. I couldn't sleep all night, thinking about it, and I was up before daylight. About an hour ago I heard a rider out on the street and wondered who could be out so early. It was Bill, riding home from Galeyville. He had been drinking all night."
"Before I knew what I was doing, I called him and warned him that he'd better get out of the country. I told him about your cows being rustled, about other brands losing stock, and how you and Josh found them on his Lazy B meadow. I don't really know why I did it� I guess I thought if I told him you wouldn't have to punish your own brother."
"He went all to pieces. I got him into the house, and after I got some coffee down him he pulled himself together."
"He said then, and I knew he was telling the truth, that he had nothing to do with the rustling, had never even had a hint that people were holding him responsible. He said that somehow he'd gotten himself into a mess and that Hub Dawes was holding something over him. He felt he'd talked too much, I guess, for he asked me to tell you that he was sorry. Then he rode away."
"Where did he go, Jen?" Kirby asked and, knowing his brother, dreaded her answer. "Did he intend to head out of the country?"
Sobs again began to shake her slender shoulders. "Oh, no! He was going to find Hub Dawes. He said it wasn't too late to clear the name of Street from the rustling stigma, and that he was going to kill Dawes, then clean out the rest of the den of rattlesnakes he'd brought to Lazy B."
Once again she was nearly caught in the grip of hysteria, and he thought that he would have to slap her to bring her to her senses. But she controlled her sobs and begged, "Do something. Those gunmen will shoot him down like a dog if he tries to take them on alone. He must be nearly out to Lazy B by now."
"Josh, you, Curly and Ringo, side me. The rest of you take Jen to town; then put yourself under the sheriff's orders. Did you tell anyone else about this, Jen?"
She shook her head. "There wasn't time."
"Then tell Lon he'd better get out to Lazy B quick. Are you all right now?" he asked her as he started to his horse.
She nodded her bright head. "I'm fine. But I'm not going back to Streeter. I'll ride on out to Maria at Wagon if you'll let me."
Kirby felt astonishment, then the lifting of a cold hand from his heart. "You mean until this is over?" he asked gently.
Again she shook her head. "For as long as you want me, Kirby. I know now it's better to have just a part of you than nothing at all. I've been a coward, the kind of girl Ma wouldn't have been proud of. I know now that the fight you're in is not of your making, and I'm ashamed I asked you to let someone else do the things that have to be done. Oh, Kirby, can't you see I'm asking you to let me wait where I should have waited all along� at Wagon?" She raised her face, and as her lips parted beneath his kiss he felt again a fierce exultation that sent the blood drumming in his ears.
"We'll talk when I get home," he said finally, when he could summon the will power to take his lips from hers. He helped her mount the sorrel, then ran to his black and flung himself into leather. In a few moments he was leading the way into the Lazy B cut-off. The big gelding appeared to catch the impelling spirit of his rider, for his great body flattened out and he seemed to flow along the trail in a symphony of fluid movement. If only we're not too late, he prayed, but exultation underlay his fear. He felt a vast lift of spirit at the knowledge that he would be siding his brother, not helping to hang him� and that the one girl would be waiting for him when he rode back to Wagon.
As the four riders roared into the yard of the Lazy B headquarters, they came upon a scene that none of them ever forgot.
Bill, a smoking Colt in his hand, was backing slowly out the front door. Across the doorsill stretched the body of a man, a widening red stain turning purple the bright blue of his shirt. Another sprawled figure lay on the porch.
Everything happened so quickly then that they had no time to cry a warning. As they slid from their horses in frantic haste, a man stuck his head around the corner of the house and aimed at Bill's back. He lifted his gun as he stepped out in full view and fired. They could see a puff of dust spurt from between Bill's shoulders, and the slug turned him around before his knees crumpled. Josh had his gun out and roaring before anyone else had time to make a move. Once, twice, it blasted, and Hub Dawes looked at Josh in stunned amazement. He died even as he stared. Kirby caught the sound of a running horse and sprinted across the yard. Curly had jerked his saddle gun from its boot and beaten Kirby to the open. He dropped to one knee, levering the Winchester as he squatted. It came to his shoulder, and the .30-30 sang a wicked song. An outlaw lurched from his saddle and his foot caught in the stirrup as he went down, his face slapping in the mud before the bronc stopped. Kirby yelled, "Curly, you and Ringo search the place. Be careful; there might be a hideout. Josh, let's get to Bill." They rushed to him, lying face down. Josh turned him over and slipped his hand into his shirt, feeling for a heartbeat. His fingers were crimson when he removed the hand, but there was hope in his voice as he said quietly, "He's alive, but he's got an awful hole in him. We'll have to get a doctor pronto!"
They looked up as Curly and Ringo returned from their search. Curly said, "No one else on the place. Just two dead gunnies and that dirty sidewinder." He nudged Dawes' body with a contemptuous boot toe. "There's a buckboard in the shed. Come on, Ringo; let's find some broncs and hitch up quick."
They had Bill's body in a nest of blankets in the buckboard when Sheriff Peters and his posse crashed into the yard. Kirby quickly told them all that had happened. "Reckon he cleared his name some before that skunk shot him in the back. If he ever comes to, he'll tell us the rest of his story."
The sheriff's leathery old countenance broke into a smile. "Danged if I ever could hook up the name Street with rustlin'. Looks like he plumb cleaned out this place. We'll finish the job at H Bar D."
"I'll take Bill home," Kirby said quickly. "Then me and the boys will come in through the meadow and maybe catch any hombres that try to make their getaway toward the river. We ought to make it about the time you start the fireworks on the other end. Could you spare someone to ride back to town and bring Doc Williams out to Wagon?"
And so they brought Bill Street back to Wagon, a long, quiet figure in the bottom of a buckboard. They carried him gently into the house and into his old room. "There isn't time to talk, Maria. Just take good care of him." He hurried to rejoin his waiting crew, but not before Jen had come into his arms. "Come home to me," she whispered against his lips.
As they rode toward the river trail, Kirby's heart was singing. Bill had cleared his name and had done it with honor. Even if he died of his wound, his death would be an honorable one. The trouble that had been so long in building was disappearing. And Jen was waiting for him� at home. He felt like yelling in sheer relief, and his expression must have mirrored his thoughts, for Josh, Curly and Ringo were all smiling, although somewhat grimly, as they thundered through the ford, water flying in sheets of muddy spray as they passed. Across the river on Lazy B again, they pulled in their horses for a brief blow. As they did so they exchanged questioning looks. They had all heard it� the distant crash of gunfire.

CHAPTER TWELVE
The rattle of distant gunfire brought worried frowns to their foreheads as the Wagon crew crossed the meadow. They were slowed down by the herd in the hideout pasture. They had to weave in and out of the peacefully grazing animals, and one or twice they had to drive a close-bunched jag of cows out of the way with the end of their ropes. When they were all but stopped, waiting for a belligerent steer to make way, Curly voiced the thought of all. "Holy smoke," he said in amazement, "look at the size of this gather. There must be seven or eight hundred head in here from brands as far away as the Galeyville range. Somebody has sure got a heap of explainin' to do."
"Ain't it so!" Ringo spoke up. "Sure glad I ain't one of the gents who'll have to do the answerin'. I've always said I wanted to die with my boots on, but not with a rope makin' 'em do a dance six feet in the air!"
Josh gave them a wry grin. "If the sound of those guns goin' off up ahead means anything, I don't guess there'll be many left to stretch a rope."
As they strained to catch the faint echoes of gunfire, Josh led them to the little creek bed which served the rustlers as an exit during their midnight drives. The guns had flared in intensity, then died out completely.
As Peters had told them, the dry creek bed made a rocky but effective trail. Once or twice it dwindled to a narrow gap as it passed between huge boulders. It was as they were passing in the shadow of two great rocks on either side of the trail that they caught the sound of shod hoof ringing against stone. The trail ahead was blocked from their view. Kirby signaled for them to stop, then motioned them to follow Josh as he pulled as far over to one side of the trail as possible. They waited quietly with drawn guns. A horse whose rider was swaying drunkenly in the saddle trotted into view between the boulders. As he caught sight of the ominously waiting Wagon crew, he shouted, "Don't shoot no more, men; I'm already carrying enough lead."
He released the saddlehorn, which he had been gripping with both hands, in an attempt to raise his hands in the ancient gesture of surrender. He never completed the move, however, for when he relaxed his grip he slid to the ground in a grotesque heap, clawing feebly at leather as he fell.
Josh hurriedly dismounted and went to him. The man was trying desperately to get to his knees but couldn't make it. He fell flat on his chest, managed to turn himself over and lay on his back, arms outflung.
Josh breathed, "Look at the hole in this kid."
The boy, who had propped himself up on one elbow, snarled at him, "Kid, nothin'! I'm past twenty!" He tried to say more, but gasped for breath, and a crimson thread trickled down his beardless chin. He lay watching them, his eyes suddenly pleading. "I ain't dyin', am I?"
No one answered. Josh and the others looked away in embarrassment as Kirby fumbled for words.
The boy spat out his words. "I ain't no cow thief. I been runnin' with Dawes' bunch all right, but I ain't hazed no stolen cows. I'm no cow nurse. I'm a darn good gunhand. Even Whitey says so." He closed his eyes.
"Who is Whitey?" Josh asked, with a glance at the others. Kirby spoke up before the boy could open his eyes.
"I think I know the answer. Remember that pale gent we ran into in the Nugget? The one Lon beaned when he tried to draw on me?"
The boy's eyes opened. In them there was a look of fanatic admiration. "I heard about that. It's a good thing for you he didn't get to make his draw, mister. He's the Lightning Kid, the fastest draw in the country."
"You mean was, don't you?" Josh asked, thinking of the furious gunfire they had heard. "What happened at Dawes? That's where you got this hole, isn't it?"
"Whitey was still alive when I got away," the boy answered. "That blasted posse took us by surprise. Dawes didn't even have a man staked out as lookout. Darn Dawes, anyway. He's the cause of all our trouble."
"Looks like you picked the wrong man to work for," Kirby told him.
Scorn crossed the young gunman's face. "Heck, I didn't work for that yellow-livered skunk. He was just boss of the crew; he took his orders from the same place all of us did, the Syndicate at Galeyville."
Realization of the effect his words had on his intent audience suddenly came to him. "Whitey always said I talked too much," he muttered.
"What about the Syndicate, boy? They seem to be the ones who are responsible for this hole in your chest. Better talk fast; you haven't much time."
The boy's glazed eyes were lit by a final spark of anger. "Wouldn't you like to know?" he gritted, and died.
In silence they stared at the dead youngster, Kirby still squatted at his side. He got to his feet stiffly, like an old man. "Blast men like Whitey anyhow. This kid might have been a useful citizen one day if he hadn't give a man like Whitey hero worship." Shaking his head sadly, he went on, "Let's get him off the trail and under the rocks. It'll have to do until someone can get around to giving him a decent burial."
Quietly they set about the unpleasant chore. Then, satisfied that the body was safe from buzzards and coyotes, they climbed into leather. Ringo said, "I hope we're not too late for the fireworks. I just heard some more shootin' up ahead."
"I caught that, too," said Josh. "We better shake a leg. Might be needed."
Things were under control when they crossed H Bar D range and rode cautiously into the yard of the spread's headquarters. They found the posse standing in a group near the front porch. Half a dozen figures lay sprawled in the yard, and they could see several others inside the house. Two possemen stood at either end of the porch, rifles at the ready as they watched a shed among the cluster of outbuildings. Lon Peters was standing near a man whose shoulder was being crudely bandaged. Kirby drew a breath of relief as he saw that his entire crew was safe. There were two still forms covered with a blanket lying on the porch. Peters saw Kirby.
"We just about cleaned out this place," he said. He shook his head, his voice grieved. "Two Acorn punchers cashed in their chips in the fracas. And one of their gang got away. Think he was packin' lead. See anything of him?"
"We ran into him on the trail, Lon. He's dead."
The sheriff showed his pleasure. "That leaves only the skunk in the shed back there, and the job is done."
"Anyone I know holed up back there?" Kirby asked.
"Yeah. An old friend. I think they call him Whitey. He's a hired gunman, and there's nothin' I hate worse." The sheriff's sigh seemed to come from his boots. "I guess the time has come to see whether the old woman was right or not." He started to walk away, but Kirby stopped him, a vague dread beginning to crowd into his mind.
"Lon, wait. Where you going?"
The sheriff's breath came in a groan. "That danged gunhawk is holed up back there with a rifle and plenty of ammunition. If we try to rush him, someone's gonna get shot, mebbe killed. I think I know a better way to make him come out." He tried to move away from Kirby's restraining hand.
"Don't, Lon. I think I know what you have in mind. There must be some other way."
Lon's eyes were reproachful. "You sound like my old woman. There ain't no other way, unless we starve him out, and that might take weeks. That's a storeroom for the cook house." He shook off Kirby's hand and shuffled to the corner of the house where the puncher was watching the shed.
"Lemme get here, son." The puncher moved back, and the sheriff took off his battered hat and waved it around the corner.
"Hey, Whitey, hold your fire a minute. I wanta palaver."
There was silence for a moment, then a hoarse burst of dirisive laughter. "Palaver nothin'! My guns do my talking." A rifle slug tore into the corner of the house.
"That's what I mean," Lon yelled. "I'd like to see how good your guns are. I'll make a deal with you."
Again came laughter. Then, "What kind of a deal?"
"You think you're pretty fast with your iron, don't you? I think you're just a young punk not dry behind the ears yet. Meet me out here in the open, and we'll find out. If your guns are the best and you get me, the posse will give you an hour's start before they take after you. If I get you, it'll just be speedin' things up a little. What are you, a gunman, or a cowardly sidewinder?"
"How do I know for sure your men'll give me an hour? If I get you, they'd fill me full of holes in a minute."
"I'll give you my word as a man and as sheriff. Give me yours, and I'll have a horse brought to the door of your hideout. You agree not to drill the man who brings the bronc?"
"What else?" Whitey yelled.
"We each take ten steps out in the open and draw. You scared?"
Whitey's laugh, slightly hysterical now, floated across the stillness of the yard. "You make me laugh, old man. You gotta deal. But no tricks. Bring a bronc and tie him to the corner of the shed."
"I'll do it," cried Kirby and several others at the same time. But Ringo beat them to it. Seizing the reins of a saddled pony, he stepped out in the open and walked slowly to the shed, the bronc at his heels. To the tense men watching, it seemed to take hours to make the slow march. Ringo never once took his eyes from the shed window. In plain view, he tied the horse to a loose board at the corner of the ancient little building. Then he turned his back to the killer and sauntered unconcernedly toward the house. When he came closer to the watching posse, they could see that beads of perspiration stood out on his face and that his eyes held the hunted look of a man facing sudden death. He stepped around the corner of the house and let go a vast sigh of relief, in which he was joined by his waiting friends. There was quiet at the shed; then Whitey yelled:
"Now what, old man?"
"We'll each take ten steps out in the open, one at a time. I'll come first, then you. After you take your last step, we draw. That suit you, sonny, or are you scared?"
Whitey's laugh was almost a scream. "I'm scared plumb green. Let's see the color of your eyes, old man."
As Kirby watched the sheriff take his first step out in the open, he turned and ran into the house, carrying a rifle he had snatched from the floor. He reached a window from which the entire scene was in view and, after making sure the .30-30 was loaded, dropped to his knees. Just then the sheriff completed his tenth step and stood quietly facing the shed, bony hands dangling from too short shirt sleeves, his leathery old face expressionless.
"All right, badman, it's your move," he called so softly that his watchers could barely hear his words.
The shed door slowly opened inward. Then the pale-eyed gunman stood in full view, his eyes flicking from the sheriff to the house. He took his first step in the open, and those watching took deep breaths almost in unison. Whitey's boots made a second, third and fourth step. Again he paused, had a quick look at the house. Seemingly satisfied, he fixed his colorless eyes on his prey and moved again� five, six, seven, eight. At his eighth step, Lon called too low for the watchers to be sure they heard his words. "I'll wait until you stop on the tenth step. Then make your move."
Whitey nodded. They could see his lips move. "Nine," he was counting aloud. "Ten!" He stopped, his elbows slightly crooked a few inches from his guns. An eternity passed as he stood there, swaying slightly, balanced on the balls of his feet. Then his pale eyes began to glitter with the cold brilliance of diamonds. The sheriff didn't move. Whitey's lips drew back in a snarl. "Damn you," he screamed, and his hands moved with such swiftness that they were a blur. The gun in his right hand crashed first, but the bullet wailed away through the tree tops. At Whitey's scream the old man seemed to shrug his shoulders, and then his scrawny fist was holding a bucking Colt. No one saw him draw, but his gun fired four times, so fast that the sound was like a drum roll. Whitey's frame seemed to come apart, his knees gave way, and he moved so slowly that it seemed to take minutes before his face hit the ground.
The sheriff stood silently looking at the notorious gunman. Those nearest him heard him sigh. "Never did like a danged hired gunslick. Looks like I done plugged me one. Wonder what the old lady will say now."
Kirby's rifle fell from shaking fingers. He heard a ranch owner, a member of the posse, say as they crowded around the fallen man, "I saw Wyatt Earp in a shoot-out once. He wasn't a bit faster than Lon. And look! Four bullet holes between the eyes you could cover with a playing card."
The sheriff ambled to the window where Kirby was standing. "Danged if I don't need a cup of coffee to wash down a bucketful of your best liquor. The boys will see to buryin' these snakes. Let's me and you see how Bill is doin'."
Kirby thrust a boot through the open window, then pulled the rest of his body across the sill. "Lon, that was the bravest thing I ever saw a man do. Wish Muddy was here. Would you mind shaking hands with both of us?"
Grinning, the sheriff stuck out his skinny fist, and his fingers closed around Kirby's like steel wires. Then he complained, "Dang it, boy, you tryin' to bust my gun hand?" Kirby rubbed his lifeless fingers and grinned.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Kirby told the sheriff about the hero-worshipping young outlaw they had met on the meadow trail and about the dying boy's slip of the tongue in mentioning the Galeyville "Syndicate."
"If he had lived just a little longer I might have been able to get more information," he said ruefully.
The sheriff showed no surprise. "Wish he had named names. I've had a suspicion for a while that there was something going on. Rustlin' has gotten so big it has to be by a pretty well organized bunch. Got a few ideas about who heads the wild bunch, too. Mebbe Bill can help out there. That is, if he keeps on headin' up the right trail."
There was real concern on Kirby's tired countenance. "And if he hasn't headed up the last trail," he reminded Lon. "That was a pretty big hole Dawes put in his back." He shook out his reins, and his pony stretched out in a fast lope.
Doc Williams' buckboard standing in the Wagon yard and a wisp of smoke at the cookhouse chimney were the only signs of life about the place when they rode in. Maria met them at the door, anxiety showing in the deep wrinkles around her eyes.
"He's alive," she answered their unspoken question. She nodded toward Bill's bedroom. "Jen and Doc are in there."
"I'll wait in the kitchen," the sheriff said and followed Maria. Kirby stopped in the hall as Doc and Jen came out to meet him. The doctor's face wore a worried frown. "We came out to see if you were back yet."
"How is he, Doc? Is he going�"
"He's alive, but he took a bad wound in his back. The bullet didn't hit his lungs. It went in under the shoulderblade, hit a rib, and came out without doing more than breaking the rib and tearing up a lot of tissue. Naturally it missed his heart� but it was real close. This is just an opinion right now, but I'd say with luck I can pull him through. He's lost a lot of blood and is so weak that we have to think about pneumonia�" He broke off and studied Kirby's intent expression. The doc went on, "What worries me is that he insists on talking to you and the sheriff. I try to tell him the time to talk is when he has rested, but he says that might be too late. Won't even let me give him a shot of morphine until he talks to you."
Jen had slipped her hand into Kirby's, and he held her close, an arm about her shoulders. "He's so different." She looked up into Kirby's face. "He's more like the Bill we used to know. You and Doc go on in; I'll get Lon."
Bill's long length under the bedclothes was still as they entered. Only his eyes showed any sign of life. They were the haunted eyes of a man beset by worry and something like disgust. He was pale under the black stubble of beard, but his eyes sparkled when he tried a grin.
"Howdy, brother mine. How're things at Lazy B?"
"It's all over, Bill. The job's done. How are you making out?"
"I'll do. Dawes? His gunnies?"
"Josh took care of Dawes. The sheriff and his boys handled the others. It was a clean sweep. Looks like there'll be no more trouble on the range."
Bill shook his head, showing a flash of his old wild impatience.
"That's what you think," he said. "Trouble is just beginning. That's what I want to talk about."
Kirby studied him anxiously. "Won't it keep? You're not in very good shape to palaver."
"What I've got to say won't keep. Doc says I'm going to get well, but bullet holes are tricky. And time is mighty important in acting on what I've got to say." Jen followed Josh and the sheriff into the room. Bill grinned at them.
"Thanks, Josh," he said, knowing that the embarrassed foreman understood. "And don't worry, Sheriff. Me and Kirby have quit shootin' at each other."
The sheriff's eyes held a deep sympathy. "Maybe after today all the shootin' will be over."
Again an expression of impatience crossed the wounded man's face. Then he flinched as pain had its way. "You'll know better when you hear me out. Want to get this over with."
Doc Williams interrupted him. "Let me give you something to ease that pain, boy," he begged.
Bill waved him away. "Later, Doc. Got to keep my mind clear right now." His eyes sought Kirby's.
"First of all, brother mine, and you, Jen� I'm sorry for all the grief I've caused. Guess there isn't much excuse. Maybe you can put it down to jealousy� because Kirby is like Muddy and I� well, deep down inside I've always known there was something missing. I've hated myself for bringing nothing but trouble to people, but I guess I was too weak to stop." He closed his eyes and was quiet so long that they thought he might have dropped off to sleep. With his eyes still closed, he went on:
"The whole thing started right after Muddy split up Wagon. Once I was alone and my own boss, something started to eat on me. I wanted more� I wanted your share, too, Kirby. I thought I hated you, partly because I was sure, though I didn't admit it to myself, that you loved him, Jen." When he looked from face to face his eyes were bright with fever. His words came stumblingly, as if he were in a hurry to rid himself of his confession.
"And I resented the fact that Kirby had always beaten me at everything; that he was the kind of man I wanted to be, and knew I wasn't. I guess I wanted all of the old Wagon under my brand to show you both that I was a pretty big man."
"Anyway, after I shot that poor devil of a nester, I started to drink. And about that time Hub Dawes moved in."
His listeners were so intent on the story he was unfolding that no one moved. His voice filled the room, laying bare his shame and self-disgust. He told them how Dawes had been his drinking partner at first and then had insinuated himself into his business affairs. Not caring, Bill had allowed the man to take a hand in running the Lazy B affairs. He turned over his herd to the wily outlaw, let him tend to the rebranding and sale of his cattle. There was no doubt in his mind that Dawes had packed the gather with stolen beef and altered the papers so that Bill wouldn't suspect a thing. He didn't care, particularly, for Hub had introduced him to several Galeyville "businessmen" and he had started to gamble. Eventually he realized that the "businessmen" were gamblers by profession� gamblers and something more that he hadn't been able to figure out until too late.
"I was getting in pretty deep," he said. His voice was beginning to tire. "The stakes got higher and higher. And they let me make a killing� as a come-on. I took those winnings and the cattle money and banked it in Galeyville and Streeter. I swore I'd never touch another card. It was at that time I tried to buy Wagon, Kirby."
His story went on and on, and those in the room knew that the pain of telling it was even greater than the pain of the bullet wound.
He had kept his promise not to gamble until one night when he had been on a drinking bout with his friend. Before long Hub had led him back into the trap from which he had escaped but briefly. Occasionally he won, but only small amounts. The stakes grew higher, until he lost his cattle money and the money Muddy had left him and even borrowed five thousand dollars from Burch at the Streeter bank. That, too, disappeared.
"I guess they figured I was about ready for the last round," he said, and told them how Hub had volunteered a ten-thousand-dollar loan. "To keep it businesslike, you can give me a mortgage with Lazy B for security," he had told Bill.
Liquor and a wild desire to get even made him throw caution to the winds, and he had signed the papers, realizing in a sober moment that Hub Dawes had never owned a hundred dollars in his life, much less ten thousand.
"I got sober enough to realize that everything that had happened had been part of a pattern. I knew that somebody wanted Lazy B real bad. I thought, until this morning, that it was just a way for somebody to get a valuable property for only a fraction of what it was worth. Now I know why I was wrong."
Again they waited quietly while he gathered strength to go on. Again he waved Doc Williams away. "I don't have very far to go now, Doc. When I talked to Jen at her house this morning, I knew that the money Hub loaned me was put up by the men in Galeyville who wanted Lazy B. Hub had been pushing me, saying that he needed his ten thousand, and threatening to take over Lazy B if I didn't pay up. His gang wanted Lazy B as an ideal location for their big-scale rustling. They were ready to move in when we busted up their play today."
They were all studying him, and anxiety was heavy in the room as he went on.
"You busted up their playhouse for a while, but only a part of it. That Galeyville bunch is probably behind the rustling and robbery that's been hitting this whole countryside. That's why I say that the trouble is not over. If you don't stop them, they'll be back stronger than ever in six months. Gunmen are a dime a dozen. And remember, they have a paper for the Lazy B. I've been playing against a marked deck and stacked cards, but that mortgage will stand up in court. I didn't even look at it when I signed it." He beat a clenched fist against the covers.
The doctor begged, "Let me give you something, boy! You're hurting your chances of getting well."
Bill interrupted without bothering to answer:
"Maybe it's not too late. Maybe there's something we can do to protect others on this range, even if I have lost Lazy B. Sheriff, the Galeyville bunch is headed by a man named King. That's all they ever call him. The others are Charlie Morris, Pete Benedict, a card sharp they call Frenchie�"
He tried to raise his body from the bed in his anxiety to make them understand his words. Hate and self-loathing fought with pain and sickness on his face. Suddenly the window near which the bed lay shattered into a thousand pieces with a sound like a thunderclap in the quiet room. Bill gasped, and his words were cut off. Stunned for an instant, they stared at the still occupant of the bed. There was no need now for Doc to administer an opiate. Just above Bill's temple a bluish hole showed where the ambusher's slug had entered. The other side of his face was mercifully covered by the sheet against which his cheek was pressed.
Action exploded as Kirby, drawing his gun, ran to the window and looked out. He kicked out the remaining shards of glass and climbed through. The sheriff and Josh pounded down the hall to the front door, and Doc Williams dropped to his knees by the bed.
Then, from the direction of the kitchen, echoed the deep bellow of a shotgun. Once, twice, came the hollow roar, and then all was quiet.
Peters raced into the kitchen. Maria was standing at the open door, in her hand a Parker 12-gauge still smoking from both barrels. She turned as the sheriff burst into the room and looked at the weapon in her hands as if stunned to find it there. Then she said dully: "A man tried to run after a rifle shot. I knocked him down. He's out there."
As Peters pushed by her, he heard Kirby say, "Lon, come here."
Kirby was kneeling beside a still figure on the ground. "Give me a hand," he said. "Let's get him in the house."
The stranger came to while Doc was working over. him. He struggled to sit up, but the effort caused beads of sweat to break out all over his face. He lay back, staring at them with frightened eyes. Doc raised his head and held a glass to his lips.
"Am I bad hit?" asked the stranger.
Doc Williams shrugged. "You're carrying too much lead for one man to handle."
The stranger closed his eyes with a tired sigh, and they thought he had slipped into unconsciousness. But the eyes opened again, and he looked searchingly about the room. His gaze came to rest on Kirby.
"You're Bill's brother, aren't you?" he said. Kirby nodded.
"I knew I shouldn't have tried it. I told 'em you led a charmed life. They said if I didn't do this job tonight, they'd gun me down. They were afraid Bill would talk. Didn't have no choice. Now I'm sorry."
"Who would gun you down if you didn't ambush Bill?" the sheriff wanted to know.
The injured man had trouble locating his questioner. "Law dog, huh? Can't do no harm now. The men who had me in their pocket are a bunch of crooks known hereabouts as the Syndicate."
"Who are they? Give us names, man."
The stranger stared at Kirby. He said apologetically, "Twice I've tried to get you�once on the trail, and in the hotel. That wasn't so bad. I ain't too good to drygulch a man. But when they made me shoot the horse, that was too much."
"Why did they make you shoot the filly?" Kirby asked.
"The Syndicate thought you'd blame it on your brother and go gunnin' for him. Then they'd have Lazy B, and there'd be a good chance you'd hang for murder. They planned to move in here."
"Tell us who runs the gang," Kirby begged.
For a long time the dying man didn't answer. Death was dimming his eyes when he said, "You know something, men? I never squealed on a man in my life. And I wouldn't now, if they hadn't made me shoot the horse. That kind of dirty work is too low-down even for a skunk such as I am. I ask you, what good is a man without a horse? If it hadn't been for my bronc, I'd have stretched rope a long time ago. Sure, I'll tell you. The Syndicate men in Galeyville are the King, Pete Benedict, Frenchie, Curtis Palmer, and Charlie Morris. They hang out at the Last Chance Saloon. I hope you can pin something on 'em, like this shootin' today. And I hope they stretch rope. That's what they get for pushin' me too far and makin' me shoot a horse. The dirty dogs!" This time when he relaxed, it was forever.
Maria's voice broke the silence. "I've had my scattergun loaded for coyotes for a long time. I finally got one. If you get him out of here, I'll warm up the coffee."
Kirby suddenly felt that his legs would no longer bear his weight. He sank down at the kitchen table. Jen came to his side and slipped an arm around his shoulders.
"Things always have a way of working out for the best," she said. "I have a feeling that Bill would have wanted it this way. He would never have been happy again."
Kirby's eyes were wet. "I just realized that his death gave us the only possible way to break up this Syndicate business. We might never have proved a thing. Now, with that outlaw's confession, we can indict and hang them for murder. I reckon Bill has more than paid for his mistakes. It isn't always that a man is given that chance. I'm glad for Bill."
He turned his face into the warmth of Jen's shoulder. Dimly he heard the sheriff say, "I hear the boys stirrin' around at the bunkhouse, Josh. Have 'em hitch up a rig, and Doc and me will take Bill and this fellow to town with us."
Kirby raised his head, started to protest. Maria stopped him by clattering coffee cups on the table. Then he remembered something Lon Peters had said earlier. He moved Jen's arm gently and went to the cupboard for a bottle and glasses. He filled them, including ones for Maria and Jen. Then they lifted their glasses and drank a toast� to the man asleep in the bedroom he had known since boyhood.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Two days later they laid Bill to rest at Muddy's side on the little knoll under the great oak tree. The day dawned gray, rainy and dismal. Despite Jen's presence at his side, Kirby had a feeling of dread, of foreboding. But as the silent procession left the ranch yard for the trip up the hill, the sun came out and a brisk wind wiped the ragged clouds out of the sky, leaving a brilliant blue in their place.
Kirby looked about him as the preacher finished his prayer and the first clods of earth fell. The hill was covered with people� practically all of Streeter and from far beyond. They were people who had known and loved Ma and Muddy and their sons. It was a tribute Kirby would never forget. Many of the men present had been hurt by the depredations of the rustlers, and Bill's part in the trouble, innocent though it had been, was a known quantity. But they stood now with bared heads and paid homage to a man they could respect, even admire, their presence proof that Bill's last acts had cleared his name. He had earned his rest beside the man and woman responsible for his brief and violent life.
Kirby was surprised to find that the buckboards, the surreys, the wagons and the many saddled horses did not leave once the funeral was over. He was even more surprised when Josh took his arm as if he were an invalid and led him to the room where Sheriff Peters, his wife, Doc Williams, and the minister were waiting. He stopped in amazement. Jen, her face scarlet, came quickly to his side.
"Maybe I shouldn't have done this, Kirby," she said. "I know the time isn't very fitting, but I'd like us to be married right now. I asked Doc Williams to bring out our license, the minister is here, and you've already told me you wanted me to have Ma's ring. We asked everyone to wait. They don't know why, so if you'd rather not�" She stopped in confusion, a blush creeping down her throat. "You'll be riding to Galeyville, there'll be more trouble, and I want us�"
Kirby swept her into his arms. "It was a wonderful thought. You've made me the happiest man on earth. Josh, would you get Ma's ring out of the office safe?"
Josh was grinning. "I already did," he said. He walked stiffly beside Kirby to a shady spot under the cottonwoods at the side of the house. Kirby knew all the men and women waiting, but he wondered how they would take a funeral and a wedding all on the same day. Somehow he felt they would understand. People in this sparsely settled section of the West were accustomed to taking advantage of opportunity when it offered itself. His thoughts were interrupted by the minister, who began, "Dearly beloved, we are gathered here�"
Kirby awakened with a start the next morning, unable for a moment to shake off sleep, to understand something strange about his surroundings. Then he saw dark eyes dancing at his perplexed look, and everything fell into place. Will I ever get used to her being here? he wondered. "Jen," he asked softly, "are you really here, or is this all a dream?"
"Will this answer your question?" she asked, and gave him her lips.
Sheriff Peters was sitting in the kitchen with Josh and Maria when they went in for breakfast. The two stood up when they entered, and Jen made them sit down. A look of relief crossed the foreman's countenance when he saw that Kirby's face was more relaxed than it had been for a long time. Wonderful what a woman's love can do for a man, he thought.
Kirby grinned at Josh, then said to his old friend: "Doggone it, Lon, it looks like you don't mean to let a man get acquainted with his wife. I hadn't planned to do any riding today."
"You been married as long as I have, you lose your recollection of things like that," said the sheriff. Then, realizing what he had said, he continued hastily, "Besides, I didn't mean to bother you. Me and some of the boys was over to Lazy B, and I stopped here for a cup of Maria's coffee. Stuff my old woman made this morning tasted like she'd washed the dog in it."
Jen's eyes twinkled as she warned, "Now, Lon!"
"Ye gods," he sighed, "I forgot you women was in cahoots. Me and my big mouth." He looked so mournful they all laughed.
"I won't tell her if you make sure she invites us to Sunday dinner some night soon," she promised.
"Saved!" He sighed. "Young lady, you've made yourself a deal."
Kirby waited, knowing Lon would sooner or later get around to the real purpose of his visit. He said, "We finished up at Lazy B. Put that young outlaw on the meadow trail in a better place. Guess that winds up everything but Galeyville. Wanted to talk to you about that� kinda like to know how you want to handle it."
"That's a big question, Lon," Kirby answered. He sipped his coffee. "I'd like to hear your thoughts on it."
"I'm gettin' murder warrants for all those gents Bill and the outlaw named. We can make 'em stick, too. But that King feller, if he's head of the gang, is probably holding the mortgage Hub got for him on Lazy B. Puttin' him in jail ain't going to get that paper back. Decided maybe I'd better hold off until you had time to work on it."
Kirby answered slowly, "Appreciate that. Right now I don't have an answer. First of all I've got to see Burch at the bank and find out what he knows. There's some question in my mind about who really owns Lazy B now. Maybe Bill made a will. Don't know that I have any rights even if there wasn't any mortgage."
Jen clapped her hands to her mouth. "Oh, Kirby," she moaned, "I forgot to tell you." She looked so concerned that her husband was alarmed.
"What's wrong? What did you forget?"
"I forgot to tell you that while Bill was waiting for you to come back from Lazy B the day it all happened, he made me write out a will. Said he was afraid to wait. Doc and Maria signed as witnesses, and he made Doc take the papers to the bank. I'm sorry, but everything has been so confused, I just forgot to tell you."
"No harm done, honey," Kirby assured her. "One time is as good as another to find out. But it does make a difference. Guess it kind of puts it up to me to get that crooked paper if I want the old Wagon back together again."
The sheriff agreed. "Thought there might be something like that. Well, you won't need to do anything today, I guess, but you'd better make it soon. Can you look me up tomorrow? We don't want those birds at Galeyville to fly the coop."
"I'll be there, Lon. Let me think about it a little more. Don't see how, but I might come up with an answer."
"Hope so." Peters sighed and got painfully to his feet. "Thanks for the coffee, Maria." He paused and studied the old woman. "Might say you're real handy with a scattergun, too. Well, be seein' you."
Josh left then to get neglected work rolling again, and Kirby asked his bride, "Is there anything special you'd like to do today?"
Her eyes sparkled in anticipation. "Let's go for a ride, just the two of us, some place we haven't been in a long time."
"Good idea. Maybe it'll clear out some of the cobwebs."
It was well past noon when they returned. Jen went in the house to change her riding clothes and Kirby to look for his foreman. Josh was watching Manuel breaking new broncs for their remuda. He looked up and nodded as Kirby jerked his head toward the barn. In a moment he joined his boss, his eyes curious.
"Josh," said Kirby, after making sure that no one was within earshot, "I've got a chore. Will you ride in to Streeter and draw ten thousand dollars from Burch at the bank? Tell him it's urgent. Tell him we hope to put it back in a day or so. If he doesn't have that much on hand, see that he gets it. We'll need it tonight."
Josh stared in astonishment. "That's a heap of money. Won't feel safe packin' it."
"Take a couple of the boys to side you."
"I'll do that. Mind if I ask, how come?"
Kirby told him. As he talked, the old man studied the toe of a scuffed boot and now and then wagged his head by way of affirmation. When Kirby finished, he thought for a long time.
"It might work, boy. But you're takin' a long chance. Could get you killed, you know."
"I know, Josh, but it seems the only way. You better get going. Tell the two boys you pick what's going on."
"Curly and Ringo again," Josh agreed. "I'll tell 'em on the way to town. They'd hate to miss it. I'll saddle up right now. Shouldn't take too long."
Jen was standing before his dresser, brushing out her red-brown curls. Kirby entered so quietly that she was startled. Then with a little cry she came into his arms.
Even what he had to tell her later could not dim the radiance in her eyes, although they filled with tears as he said, "Jen, I've got to leave you tonight, on business that won't wait." Again he had the peculiar feeling of foreboding that he had experienced at the cemetery. "Don't wait up for me; I may be late."
She shook her head. "I'd rather wait. Can you tell me where�"
"No, I'd rather you didn't know� until it's all over. Just don't worry. You know I'll be back the instant I can."
"All right. Just come back. Even if something happens, I'll have had more happiness than most women." She kissed him and was smiling as he left the room. And it was not until she saw him leave the yard, followed by Josh, Curly and Ringo, that the tears came.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Josh had trouble getting the money from Burch. Not that Kirby's account wouldn't cover it, or that the bank was insolvent. It was merely that there were so few demands for that kind of cash, even during the height of the buying season.
"Burch had to do some scurryin' around," Josh said. "Reckon we've got the biggest clutch of cash on the range tonight. It's a good thing Burch got some big bills, or you'd need a carpetbag to carry it."
"Hope you told him to keep his lip buttoned." Kirby frowned. "Another thing: we better take the old trail and give Streeter a wide berth. Sure as we started through town, Lon would spot us, and I don't want anyone busting up this play, right or wrong."
Josh studied his saddlehorn. "I've been studyin' ever since you told me. I can see how you hope to get everything over at one whack. But I can also see how it would be real easy for you to stop a slug. Can't say I like it."
"Scares me some, too," Kirby answered. "What worries me most is that you or one of the boys might get in the way of a chunk of lead. Reckon I should have made this play alone."
His foreman snarled, "I used to smack you good for sayin' things like that. You know it'll take all of us if there's real trouble. Wish we had brought a couple more boys."
"How do Curly and Ringo feel about it? They think I'm off my rocker?"
"They're a couple of boys to ride the river with. They'll back your play as long as either one of 'em can lift his six-gun."
Kirby's reply was grave. "Sure hope I'm doing the right thing and don't lead 'em into a blind canyon."
The sky was beginning to take on the blazing colors of sunset as they skirted Streeter. Several miles out they swung across country to hit the main trail to Galeyville. Their faces and their horses' coats gleamed with unearthly color as the crimson and gold in the sky was reflected from low-hanging clouds and bathed everything in an eerie light.
"Looks to me like there's weather making," Curly said once when the trail widened and they were riding four abreast. "We've had it too good. Somethin' is bound to bust loose before long."
"Shouldn't wonder," Kirby agreed. "Looks like we might have a storm before morning. Hope we're back indoors before it breaks."
"Something else," Ringo put in. "If we have to make a run for it, there's going to be some mighty slippery footing for a getaway. 'Course it hasn't rained yet."
"It will," predicted Josh, who was seldom wrong about the weather.
The night was pitch black when they picked up the lights of Galeyville from afar. An occasional flash of lightning limned the scudding clouds, and they could hear the far-off rumble of thunder. As they got closer to town, Kirby again had a vague sense of dread, the premonition of something wrong that had troubled him since the day of Bill's funeral. He shrugged his shoulders in a physical effort to shake off his gloom and pulled his horse down to a walk as he spilled tobacco into paper and built a smoke. He felt surprise that his hands weren't shaking.
The lightning was brighter, the thunder nearer when they hit town. Josh growled, "One good thing about a night like this. Won't be many folks ridin'."
The Wagon crew jogged the full length of the main street before reaching their destination. They dismounted at the hitchrack before the Last Chance Saloon. No one loosened his cinch. When they left there would be no time to waste tightening latigos. It was entirely possible that they would have to fling themselves in leather and ride for their lives.
The Last Chance was also the last building on the main street, which was precisely why it had been built there. It was a false-fronted structure with shuttered windows high over the sidewalk, from which only a gleam of light escaped.
The boards of the sidewalk, however, held a pool of yellow from the bright kerosene lamps which shone above and below the batwings. They pushed open the swinging doors and went in two abreast, Kirby and Josh, and hard on their heels Curly and Ringo.
There were only two punchers standing at the bar, which extended the full length of one side of the saloon. On the opposite side of the room from the bar, the space was crowded by green baize-topped tables, a half-dozen chairs at each. Four men playing desultory poker sat at one of the tables, like spiders lying in wait for flies, thought Kirby. They were the men for whom he had come looking.
Although they only glanced up from their game at the noise of the newcomers' entrance, Kirby knew instantly that they recognized him� knew that the men with him were his crew. In the brief glance he permitted himself to take in their direction he read surprise in the eyes of the big, florid-faced man who sat facing the door. He returned Kirby's brief glance; then his own gaze fell to the cards he was dealing.
The Wagon crew stepped to the bar, and the proprietor moved toward them from the other end.
"Howdy, gents," he said, and looked them over. When his eyes fell on Kirby, his mouth dropped open and he took a step backward. His look went to the too intent poker players and then back again to Kirby. He made a valiant effort to recover his professional manner. "What'll it be?" he asked.
Josh answered for them. "The bottle you keep under the bar."
The barkeep essayed a weak grin. He set four glasses before them, then bent to get a bottle kept out of sight.
"The best," he said. "Drink hearty." Kirby, downing his drink, realized that the man was looking at someone over his shoulder� at his back. The hair prickled on the back of his neck, and chill laid icy cold ripples along his spine. But he was ready for the voice when it came.
"Pardon me for butting in like this, but I'm wondering if I'm seeing things. Know a man looks like you!"
Kirby nodded in cold agreement. "Expect you're talking about my brother� my twin brother."
The florid face smiled� or rather the facial muscles were contorted in what was meant to be a smile. His eyes, cold and hard as agate, didn't lose their watchful wariness. Far back in their depths was something else. Was it the beginning of fear? Kirby wondered. Surely this man wasn't afraid of anything.
"Where is Bill? Haven't seen him around for several days." His voice was as thin and as cold as his eyes.
Kirby stared at him, anger beginning to light little red danger lamps in the back of his eyes.
"Your name King?" he asked brusquely.
The big man nodded. "That's what they call me."
Kirby didn't take his eyes from King's face. "Then let's stop beating around the bush. You know darn well where Bill is� where Hub Dawes and his bunch are."
"I don't quite get your meaning, friend," King answered, with a quick glance at the poker table.
"The devil you don't." Kirby checked his anger by sheer willpower. He felt his gorge rise at the necessity of standing so close to this man who had murdered his brother and ached to bury his fingers in the fat red neck.
He knew that trouble was beginning. He heard Josh as his foreman slid along the bar behind his back and stood between him and the poker table. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Curly and Ringo separate. Curly gave the bartender his attention, and Ringo had the two strangers under his regard.
"You here to make trouble?" King demanded, his agate-hard eyes beginning to glitter. "Might be you came to the right place."
"I'll meet trouble when it comes," Kirby told him. "You thinkin' of startin' something? Make your play."
King regarded him stonily but said nothing. Kirby felt the man's puzzlement.
"I came here on business, King," he went on. "Maybe this business and trouble are one and the same. Depends. I want the papers you're holding on Lazy B; the mortgage you had Hub Dawes rig for you."
Again that fleeting expression of fear. "You're making some pretty brash statements for a young fellow. How do you know�?"
Kirby stopped him. "Cut it out, King. I know you've got the paper. I want it. And I mean to have it, one way or the other."
"You got money to meet the principal and interest?"
"Yeah, I have, but not the way you think."
"Meaning?"
"I've heard you're quite a gambling man, King. We'll play one hand of poker, ten thousand cash against the note."
"That's a sucker bet." A hard grin crossed the florid face. "What if I win? I'll have your ten thousand and Lazy B, You're trying to run some kind of joker on me. But you ain't that smart. Oh, I'll take you on. But I don't get it� yet."
"I don't intend to lose," Kirby told him.
Again King's icy grin. "Well, you know how poker is. Some days you don't; some you do. Let's see the color of your ten thousand."
"Get the mortgage out on the table, I'll cover it."
Kirby followed the broad back to the table where he had been sitting. The three occupants got up, wearing worried expressions, and ranged themselves behind King's chair. The punchers, taking in the scene avidly, hadn't moved. The barkeep shuffled his feet uneasily as Curly stopped him with the soft command, "Put your hands on the bar and keep 'em there. Understand?"
The barman cast an agonized glance at the poker table, but his beefy hands flattened out on the bar and stayed put.
Kirby took his place opposite King. He caught a glimpse of an underarm holster as King reached into an inside pocket. From a wallet he extracted a paper, unfolded it and spread it out on the table where Kirby could see it. "Leave it there," said Kirby, and took a bundle of bills from inside his shirt. "I'm covering," he said. "Want to count it?"
King took in the denomination of the bill on top of the stack. He shook his head. "You're word's good. We cut for deal?" He pushed the pack of cards with which he had been playing earlier across the table.
Kirby's heart was in his throat as he reached out and halved the pack. He turned up the nine of spades. He replaced the cards, and King cut� the jack of diamonds.
Relief flooded through Kirby's entire body, so violently that he felt almost nauseated. King had won the deal.
Thick but incredibly swift fingers riffled through the pack. King finished his shuffle and passed them across. "Cut?"
Kirby separated the deck into three piles, then replaced them in different order.
"Takin' no chances," King sneered.
"As few as possible. Deal!"
Kirby's first card was the seven of spades. King drew a red queen. His next was the eight of hearts, King's the deuce of clubs. On the third round Kirby watched the five of diamonds flutter down on his pile and a red four on King's.
The agile fingers flicked Kirby's fourth card to his hand. He felt a moment's puzzlement. His card was the six of diamonds. He's going to give me a run for my money, he thought, and watched the three of hearts drop to King. Kirby held the five, six, seven and eight, a possible straight, open on each end. Unless he paired on the last card King had nothing, and even a pair would lose if Kirby caught a nine.
Someone in the room drew a deep breath, which sounded loud in the unnatural stillness. And King dealt the last card. Kirby watched with inward satisfaction as he caught the ace of spades, and even greater pleasure when King turned up the black queen. He held the winning pair.
King was grinning an icy grimace. His hands moved to pick up the stakes, and he said softly, "Too bad, Street. But some days you don't pick up a copper."
"Hold it, King!" Kirby's voice rang like a bell in the quiet. King's hand stopped in mid-air, then dropped to the table as Kirby picked up his five cards and studied them closely, turning each one over and over. King's face had grown ashen. A muscle at the corner of his mouth twitched. Kirby looked up from the cards, and the big man flinched visibly when he saw his expression.
Kirby's voice was deadly. "You don't give your customers much of a run for their money, do you?"
King didn't answer, but his hands clenched into fat claws; his pallor changed swiftly to crimson. Kirby's voice cut into him.
"That last queen you drew, the black queen, was the bottom card of the third stack I cut before the deal. You put the other two stacks down on top of it. I'm lucky I saw it. You even deal from the bottom, too fast for a sucker to catch you." Kirby's gaze was boring into the agate eyes.
"I'm not finished. There was more to tonight's play than trying to cheat me. This pack of cards has been fixed. It's a shaved deck. And that proves you didn't win Bill's money; you stole it. You're crooked all the way, you and your whole murdering, cow-thieving outfit. But you're through now."
King watched, fascinated, as Kirby's left hand moved slowly to pick up the stakes. He tucked the stack of bills back into his shirt. Then he picked up the mortgage and ripped it to shreds. Without a word, he flung the pieces into the gambler's face.
With an animal-like snarl, King's hand darted under his left arm, but before he could complete the draw, Kirby had kicked back his chair and was on his feet. His fist slapped leather and his gun barked twice; the slugs, not an inch apart, thudded into King's chest just beneath the hideout gun. His heart shattered, the big man was dead before reflex action fired the snub-nosed .44 he had tried to draw.
At the first sign of action, one of King's partners dived beneath a table. The other two went down without firing a shot, although each made a frantic effort to draw. Josh put his man down with a bullet through the head, and Ringo's target lay on the floor, trying to prop himself on one elbow, blood staining the boards beneath him. The bartender stared at Curly's gun with the eyes of a fascinated bird watching a snake. The two punchers stood like statues, hands aloft, waiting for the play to end.
Kirby turned slowly on his heel, facing Josh. "I guess this about winds it up," he started to say. His voice ended abruptly, cut off in mid-sentence. As he had spoken, each man had looked briefly in his direction, long enough for the downed gunman to raise his Colt in both shaking hands and fire one shot into Kirby's back. The gunman died even as he fired, so that the slugs which tore into his body afterward riddled a dead man.
Kirby felt a terrific punch somewhere near his belt. There was little or no pain at first, but he knew instantly: This is the reason for the premonition I've been feeling. Is it bad? He saw with brilliant clarity the anxious faces of the Wagon crew as they started toward him. He was even aware that Lon Peters stood there; heard the sheriff's words:
"Danged if you men ever quit�"
The last thing he remembered was wondering as to how the sheriff had heard of his plans. Then there was a vast, whirling blackness, shot through with scarlet sparks, a sudden swell of unbearable pain, and merciful oblivion.
Josh caught him as he went down. "Get a doctor, quick," he yelled, and Curly's boots pounded through the door. They were forcing whiskey between Kirby's pale lips when Curly rushed back into the saloon.
"The doctor is out on the range with a dying man. He won't be back before morning. We'll have to get the boss back to Streeter." He was almost sobbing in his anxiety.
Josh looked pleadingly at the sheriff. "Will he make it to Streeter, Lon?"
Peters knelt at Kirby's side. "Curly, you and Ringo find a rig, a covered one if you can. Get blankets from the store. If it ain't open, break down the door. Mebbe I can stop the bleeding."
He cut away Kirby's shirt, grunting as he exposed the ugly gaping hole in the unconscious man's abdomen. "The slug went clean through, thank heaven. Barkeep, you got any clean towels? Get me some hot water, too, pronto." A decade of experience with gunshot wounds guided his hands as he made a compress to stop the bleeding, after cleaning the wound with raw whiskey. He bandaged the bullet holes, front and back, with clean towels, and forced more liquor between Kirby's teeth. Color had returned to Kirby's cheeks, but his lips were still ashen.
The storm Josh had predicted earlier was at its height as they gently carried the blanket-swathed Wagon owner to a buggy the punchers had found at the livery stable. It had a top and side curtains, but it was a tight fit for the three men. Josh drove the rig, while the sheriff supported Kirby's body in as comfortable a position as he could. They began the drive back to Streeter, lightning flashes cutting the night. Rain fell in torrents, and gusts of wind swayed the high-topped buggy, threatening to overturn it on the trail.
Several miles out from town, Curly yelled through the curtains: "I'm going on in and have Doc get ready." In an instant he was lost in the night. In what seemed like a very few minutes he was back.
"Take the short cut to Wagon," he yelled above the roar of the wind. "Doc is tending a hurt puncher at Triangle. I'll get him and bring him to Wagon� try to have him there by the time you make it." Again he pounded away in the darkness.
The storm did not slacken but increased in violence as they bounced and jolted on the rough Wagon trail. Josh had difficulty finding the turn into the Wagon yard until a flash of lightning showed the way. The brilliant illumination also told the anxious watchers within the house that Wagon's owner was coming home.
Josh brought the buggy as close as possible to the porch as Doc Williams and Jen came out to meet them. Heedless of the pouring rain, the bunkhouse crew surrounded the buggy. Gentle hands lifted Kirby and carried him to the room he had shared so briefly with his bride.
Jen's eyes were wide, her face as white as the sheet beneath his head, as she bent to kiss his cold lips. At their touch his eyes opened and a vast relief crossed his face.
"Jen, I came home. It's all over now. I won't have to leave you again."
"I'm glad, Kirby," she whispered. "I knew you'd come home to me. Go to sleep now. I'm right here. I'll be here when you want me."
He closed his eyes as her lips again found his. And they did not open again as Jen stepped back and Doc Williams took her place.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Dancing shadows flickered on the wall as a breeze riffled the new leaves on the cottonwood outside the window. The shadows, scampering like mice, were the first thing to catch Kirby's attention when he awakened and fought for consciousness. Puzzled, his gaze searched the room, coming to rest at last on the slender girl dozing in the rocking chair. The sunlight touched her hair, bringing out the red highlights and accenting the pallor of her cheeks. Suddenly he knew where he was and why. He struggled to raise himself on one elbow, but the effort brought such an overwhelming giddiness that he fell back. His movement awakened her.
"Jen," he said weakly.
In an instant she was at his side. "Kirby, I didn't know you were awake. Why didn't you call me? I must have dozed off."
"You looked so tired I didn't want to disturb you," he said. "What time is it? From the sun, I'd guess the morning's almost gone. Doc must have given me something to make me sleep."
"Doc said that people suffering shock always sleep a lot. And you lost a lot of blood. Weakness makes you sleepy. The long rest was good for you."
He touched his face, then felt more intently of the stubble of beard.
"Just how long have I been out?" he asked.
"This is the morning of the fourth day since they brought you home."
Alarm crossed his face as he studied her expression. "What does Doc say? Am I�" He waited anxiously for her reply.
"You're fine. The bullet didn't touch a vital spot, and the wounds are healing. Doc says sleep and rest are the medicine you need. If no more infection shows up, you may be up and around in a week."
He caught her hand." There's too much to do. I can't stay in bed a whole week. Couldn't sleep�"
She brushed aside his protest. "Maybe you should remember that you could be sleeping where Bill is." She stopped, aghast at what she had said. "Oh, Kirby, I didn't mean that."
He sought for her hand. "All right. I deserved that. I'm not thinking too straight yet." He spent a moment in thought. "Was anyone else hurt the other night? I don't seem to remember much about the windup. And I seem to have a recollection of a storm."
"You were the only one hurt," she answered. "And they brought you home through one of the worst storms the range has seen in a long time."
His eyes were far away and his voice tired. "You might say that the whole range has been through a bad storm," he murmured, "a storm of trouble. And we had our own storm, didn't we? But it's all over. The sun is shining again, and time will cover all scars." He sighed deeply.
"Right now I could eat up a storm. Do you suppose Maria could scare up a steak and some potatoes?"
She was horrified. "You talk like you just have a sprained ankle. Of course you can't have such heavy food. But Maria's been simmering some broth that smells mighty good. I'll call her."
In a few moments she was back, followed by Maria, bearing a tray whose contents sent their savory fragrance into the room ahead of her. Kirby found that he was ravenous and, propped up on his pillows, let Jen feed him. He felt strength begin to flow through his body and growled again about the ignominy of being spoon-fed like a baby.
"Behave yourself or I won't let anyone in to see you. The sheriff has been here every day. And Josh had to threaten to send Ringo to line camp to get him out of the house."
"Why?" he asked around a mouthful of toast. "What's wrong with Ringo?"
"He feels responsible for your getting shot. Says if he'd aimed better, the outlaw he hit wouldn't have had a chance to shoot you in the back."
Kirby was alarmed. "Where is he? I want to set him right. It wasn't his fault at all. If he hadn't downed his man, I might have more than one bullet hole in me. Send Josh for him."
"Send Josh where?" His foreman stood in the open door. Doc Williams looked over his shoulder. Josh was grinning his pleasure at seeing Kirby able to take nourishment. "Seems to me you're givin' a lot of orders for a sick man."
Kirby's answering smile was almost lost in his four-day-old beard. "Howdy, gents. Didn't mean to be throwing my weight around. I just want to set Ringo's mind at peace. I'll tell him he's a man to ride the river with."
Josh said dryly, "Do that, and you may have to marry him. He thinks you're a man who rides tall in the saddle. Pay him a compliment like that, and he might bust wide open."
Maria went out with the tray, and Doc took her place. He slipped a thermometer between Kirby's lips and seized his wrist. In a couple of moments he beamed.
"Temperature normal, pulse normal," he said. "You sure take a lot of killing, boy. For a man shot plumb through the bread basket, you come back fast. If you don't know it, Lon Peters had a lot to do with your being here. If he hadn't cleaned the wound with whiskey, you might have had a bad infection. And his bandage kept you from bleeding to death during the trip from Galeyville."
"Someone mention my name? Hope something nice was said for a change." The sheriff ambled into the room, clutching a cup of coffee. "Maria's brew is wonderful. My old lady�" He caught Jen's twinkle. "My old lady's coffee is only a mite better." He walked to the bed. "It's my turn to ask you to shake hands, boy. You done real good." Having delivered this accolade, he took a sip of coffee.
"You people hurry up and git," said Doc. "This boy is better, but he's not out of the woods yet by a long shot."
"Let me ask a few questions first," Kirby begged. "There's a lot of things I don't know yet. Sheriff, how about the gang� the Syndicate? Did we clean it up?"
Lon sighed. "This Wagon crew is the darndest bunch of hombres. Of course you cleaned up the gang, to the last man." His voice grew plaintive. "But I still don't see why you couldn't have let me in on the fun."
Josh looked at him and said wickedly, "Maybe you're gettin' too old!"
The sheriff glared at him, then exploded, "Old? Why, dang your buttons, you was a grown man before I started to school, you old goat." He caught their gleeful smiles and grinned ruefully. "Maybe I am gettin' old to let a joker rile me like that." He turned his attention to Kirby.
"Don't want to tire you out, but there's one more thing. We searched the saloon and King's room. We found a stack of money and the dangdest thing you ever heard about. King must have had the soul of a bookkeeper. We found a ledger in which he had been writing down every dollar he made, all crooked, for months. The money he won from Bill� cattle money and the five thousand he borrowed from Burch� were all entered. And a lot more. He was well on his way to bein' a rich man� or a rich skunk.
"Anyway, I figger Bill's money belongs to you. The rest will go to those pore devils he cheated. Their names and the amounts they lost are all down in the books."
Kirby listened in amazement. "Lon, I don't know if this will be legal or not. If it is, let's pay off the gambling money first. But I don't want all of Bill's money. Some of the smaller spreads who were rustled are almost out of business. Let's add up the money and divide it equally among us all. I don't need it. All I want is the old Wagon together again. It just might save some smaller ranches from going under, and there's lots of kids on those small outfits. I believe Bill would like us to do that. What do you think?"
Doc Williams cleared his throat huskily, and Josh's sniffle was almost a snort. The sheriff studied Kirby's face, his faded old eyes shining. Finally he sighed, the sound coming from his boots.
"I'll be dad-burned if you ain't gettin' more like old Muddy every day." He blew his nose violently in an equally violent red bandana. He turned his gaze on Jen. "Hope you know you got yourself quite a man here," he said. "I always liked what Spanish people say about such a feller. They say he's muy hombre! Wouldn't you say so?" he inquired of the slender girl kneeling by the bed.
Her eyes were bright with unshed tears as she looked up to answer the sheriff's question.
"Muy hombre!" she whispered.


OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
..TO OSETI-IRII.LH\IG DAYS 'OF YESTERVEAR

TWIN GOUNS

Wick Evans





