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Why should a drifter stranger risk his neck for a girl he had sworn never to love � or leave?
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Chapter One

After ten minutes of waiting, there was still no sign of the storekeeper. Pace Jernigan shrugged, cut himself a slice of cheese, reached across the scarred plank counter for a can of sardines, and dipped his hand into the cracker barrel. A solitary bluebottle fly played him a buzzing lullaby for dinner music.
Pace leaned against the counter and ate slowly, a tall young man in faded jeans and trail-dusty checkered shirt. His well-worn, wide-brimmed hat was pushed back on his head, exposing sandy hair, a tanned, creased forehead, and blue eyes with crinkles at their corners that offset the baiting light in their depths. His face was heavy boned, and his hands were large with long, sensitive fingers and callouses on the palms.
As he finished eating, he looked through the open front door of the barn-like general store and studied Fairfax town. It lay, a cluster of buildings, at a wide bend where the road swung with the creek. At this late afternoon hour, the town was indolent; even the dust seemed reluctant to stir where the road widened to accommodate the village, only to narrow again to twin ruts as it wandered to the open country westward.
Pace dusted his hands together, used the back of the left one for a napkin, and decided to locate the storekeeper and pay up.
He stepped through the double doors in front, took a few steps down the plank sidewalk. In back of the store was a long, low, rambling building, emitting the sounds of machinery. A single wagon was drawn up before the building, and a man was dozing on the seat. Pace noted the millrace and the huge, slowly-turning wooden wheel at the far end of the building. A grist mill.
He strolled back, entered the dusky gloom of the mill, where the air was moist and sweet with the smell of corn freshly rendered to meal. A fine coating of powdery meal lay over everything and the floor vibrated with the clash and grind of the great millstones.
He saw a boy draped over a plank bin, an arm reaching up rhythmically to drop ears of corn into an adjoining bin. Pace walked over, pinched the bottom of the stretched blue jeans. �Say, bud, know where I can find...�
The figure straightened. The shoulders and head came out of the bin, and a small, hard hand left stinging fingerprints across Pace�s cheek. All in one motion.
Pace retreated a step, holding his cheek and looking at a small and very angry face. It wasn�t what Pace thought of as a pretty face. The nose was too snub, the mouth a trifle too wide and generous. The whole was framed in dark brown hair, cut short and bleached in spots by the sun to a lighter brown.
�You,� Pace conceded, �have a very good right. With a left jab to match it...�
�The left is adequate enough,� the girl said. �But I�d advise you not to try anymore of that pinching business to find out.�
�Might be worth it,� Pace grinned, a little abashed at his own nerve. Weather, hard work, or physical mayhem had never frightened him, but women had always put him on the defensive. Some women he was downright afraid of, the kind that looked at a man as if measuring him mentally for halter size. Others made him feel awkward, but this girl somehow or other caused him merely to want to put his best foot forward.
He took off his hat and bowed. �Ma�am, I�m afraid we have got off on the wrong foot, and I�d like to start over again. My name is Pace Jernigan. I�m Texas born and twenty-six years of age. When called on, I can do the work of three hands, though I�m not much good at riding night herd, as my voice fails to quieten edgy cattle when I sing to them, but has the opposite effect. I come to Fairfax town a hungry stranger, who has partaken of vittles in the store yonder. Now I am looking for the storekeeper to pay him my just debt.�
The girl was regarding him with her head tilted to one side. She laughed suddenly. �I guess the glibness is natural since you come from Texas.�
�Never spoke as many words at once to a lady in my life,� Pace declared.
The girl sidled a glance at him at that, and put her tongue in cheek. �If you say so, I guess it must be true, Texas. Anyway, I�m the storekeeper, and if you�ll tell me what you had, I�ll accept your money.�
Pace�s brows went up. �You run this store and mill alone, ma�am?�
�I do,� she said in quick, defensive warmth. She glanced toward the hopper, wrestled with a hundred pound sack of shelled corn, picking it up with surprising strength.
Pace sprang to help her.
�It�s quite all right,� she said. �This isn�t the first one I�ve ever handled.�
She dumped the corn in the hopper, dropped lightly to the plank flooring again, and said, �Your supplies, Mr. Jernigan?�
He quit staring at the empty sack and told her what he�d eaten. She priced it, and he paid.

As he put the leather draw-string bag back in his pocket, she said, �About empty, isn�t it?�
�Matter of fact, yes.�
�Corn for your horse?�
�Got him grazing by the creek.�
�A good horse needs grain fuel to travel.�
�I know that, ma�am. He ate grain at midday. It was my turn this evening. He�s a fine horse. He don�t mind sharing and sharing alike.�
She studied him a moment. She looked suddenly tired, with fine lines about her eyes and mouth. She leaned back against a bin, resting her elbows on its lip. The stance was totally unassuming, natural, but it made Pace aware that, despite her small size, she was a powerful lot of woman.
�Would you like to earn a night�s lodging and breakfast tomorrow morning, Mr. Jernigan?�
�The prospect would brighten the immediate future.�
�All right, I�ll tell you what to do in here. I�ve got to finish cleaning the store, a job I was doing when the man outside brought his corn.�
Pace looked about the mill with misgiving. �You�ll have to tell me like a greenhorn, never having done mill work before.�
�I will. It�s nothing complicated. Mostly watching the hopper and loading. Incidentally, I�m Nancy Dinsmore.�
Not incidentally, Pace thought, not by a long shot.
He unbuttoned his cuffs, started rolling up his sleeves. At that moment, a sharp explosion sounded. The building rocked. The girl staggered against him, and he caught her shoulders. A new, screeching note came from the wooden millwheel housing.
With a cry choked off in her throat, the girl leaped up on a low timber, tore at the housing, swung it back. The huge, white, stone wheels were cracked, pieces of them blown away. The rumble shook the entire building as the wheels tore themselves to pieces.
�Grab that lever, Texas!� Nancy shouted.
Pace sprang and grabbed. He pulled until the muscles of his back stood out against his shirt, but the lever seemed to have been frozen by the explosion.
The girl dropped beside him and added her strength. Slowly, the lever moved back. Overhead, the hickory teeth of wooden gears moved apart, disengaging the machinery from the ponderously powerful millwheel outside. The machinery ground to a halt.
Nancy turned to survey the damage. Pace saw tears come to her eyes. Then her mouth set, her chin came up, and the tears magnified the flash of her eyes.
�Only one thing could have done that,� she stated. �A dynamite cap dropped in the shelled corn. When the wheels crushed it��
�Whose corn?�
�The man�s outside.�
Together they ran to the front of the mill. The wagon was gone.
Pace started forward, but her hand restrained him. �He�ll be burning leather out of town. Anyway, it isn�t your fight.�
�He was sitting here dozing when I came in.�
�Yes, with one hawk eye open to make sure I emptied the right sack in the hopper. As soon as he saw me do that, I�ll bet he moved fast. Too bad I didn�t substitute a sack of my own corn.�
Nancy turned to look back into the mill, and she looked small and dismal to Pace.
�The only pair of millstones west of the river,� she said.
�You know,� Pace said, �that dynamite cap might have blown my head off. I�d like to speak to the gent about that. If you�ll give me his name...�
�Thanks, Texas, but he was a stranger to me.� Nancy moved to swing the wide, wooden door closed. She dropped a bar across it. Pace shortened his stride to match hers as they moved toward the store.
�I don�t get a lot of this,� Pace said. �An outfit this size ought to be able to afford a helper.�
�I had some help,� Nancy said, �but it was scared off.�
Pace glanced at her. She looked straight ahead. She had already shed the dismal look the cracked millstones had given her. Not one to indulge in self pity or stay in a low mood long, Pace thought.
�By the same gent who sent the corn over?� Pace asked.
�Look, Texas, it isn�t your fight. I�m able to take care of myself.�
�Don�t doubt it. But if there�s a job in offing, I ought to know what I�m getting into.�
She met his grin with a deep look in her eyes. He sensed that grim, lonely days were behind her. Then she shook her head. �After I rake together money for new millstones, there won�t be enough left to hire help. Sorry, Texas.�
She turned quickly, and Pace watched her go, pushing his hat forward and scratching the back of his head.

She didn�t go into the store. She marched across the wide, dusty street, and at each step, her back stiffened and her chin tilted higher.
Pace whistled softly to himself. She was carrying trouble to somebody, he decided. He angled across the street, moving with apparent slowness, but narrowing the distance between them.
She turned in an office with the words, �Gar Testerman, Cattle Buyer,� lettered on the door.
Pace ventured a look through the window. He saw an office furnished with leather chairs, filing cabinets, a gleaming, new rolltop desk. At the sound of Nancy�s entry, a man was swinging his swivel chair around at the desk to face her.
He was a big, bluff-looking man with a shock of iron gray hair, a mustache of the same color, and gray eyes beneath beetling brows.
�Gar Testerman,� Nancy announced, �you owe me for a pair of millstones � not that I hope to collect. But I want you to know you haven�t run me out of business with that dynamite cap trick.�
The cattle buyer stood up. He was a good six two, and would tip at least two hundred, Pace guessed. He dwarfed the girl, a fearsome-looking man with those brows and stern face. But he failed to overawe the girl. She had worked up too much of a mad.
Testerman smoothed his expensive doe-colored frock coat, lighted a cigar, and said flatly, �Girl, you�re crazy!�
�Of course you�d deny it.�
�Deny anything I don�t know about.� He took her by the arm, leading her toward the door. �Now don�t come back in here bothering me with a lot of tomfoolery.�
Testerman and girl both drew up as Pace�s shadow fell across them from the doorway.
Pace grabbed Gar�s wrist in a hard grip. The cattle buyer was so surprised he released Nancy�s arm. Pace pushed the girl toward the front of the office, turned to follow her.
Testerman cursed in erupting rage, caught Pace�s shoulder, whirled him, and swung.
Pace blocked the blow. He retreated, keeping himself between Testerman and the girl. The big man moved with surprising speed. His second punch landed high on Pace�s cheek. Pace decided it was high time to hit back, even if he was on another man�s premises. He threw a hard right. Testerman laughed, danced away, and his huge fist seemed to come from nowhere.
Pace felt as if his nose was splattered all over his face. He hit the floor with a crash. This was going to be tougher than he�d thought, decidedly. He rolled to one side, started to get to his feet, and Testerman hit him with a chair.
At least the fight was over, Pace thought as his senses swooped into the black nothingness of unconsciousness.
Pace returned to the land of the living with a groan and the distinct feeling that his throbbing nose was larger than his head. He raised a hand as his senses cleared, touched the nose, and flinched. It didn�t seem to be broken, but Pace guessed he�d be without a sense of smell for a week or two.
He opened his eyes and sat up. He hadn�t been out long. It was not yet fully dark, and in the dusky light he got his vision into focus enough to see that he was in a narrow, hot jail cell.
He tried to collect his thoughts and take stock of his situation. He heard voices, and then footsteps approached the cell. Nancy came first, looking at him with concern.
He managed a faint grin. �Didn�t make such a good showing, did I?�
�You did fine, Texas. But I feel terrible, knowing it was because of me.�
�Gar Testerman have me put in here?�
She nodded, biting her lips. �I think we�re going to get you out. I... I told the sheriff you work for me and took full responsibility.�
�Thanks.�
�Could I do any less?� Her eyes flashed suddenly. �But I wish you�d stayed out of it. Haven�t I got enough trouble already?�
Two men came out of the front office, stopping before the cell. The first was Gar Testerman, smoking a fresh cigar and looking completely unruffled. The second was a portly man dressed in woolen pants stuffed into runover boots, a blue shirt that stretched across his ample paunch, and a leather vest which hung open and was decorated with a tin star. He had a large, dew-lapped, whisky-veined face and merry blue eyes.
Even his present stern demeanor failed to quench completely the lurking humor of the sheriff�s eyes. �Young feller, next time tackle a less experienced man. Why, before he came west, Gar Testerman once went ten rounds with the great John L. Sullivan himself.�
�Somebody should have told me,� Pace said. �Who�s going to look after my horse, and what�s the charge?�
�The charge is trespassing � but Mr. Testerman will drop it, the girl being held legally accountable for any actions of yours in the immediate future. So you can look after your own horse.�
�Thanks.�
The sheriff unlocked the cell. Pace stepped out. Gar Testerman drew his beetling brows together. �Never lead with your right, son.�
�Thanks for nothing. I owe you a punch in the nose.�
�Hear him now, Bigby?� Testerman said.
�I do,� the sheriff said. �You want to go back in that cell?�
�The best thing he can do,� Testerman said, �is get out of town.�
It was a flat warning, and, having made it, Gar turned and walked from the jail.
Pace, Nancy, and the sheriff walked to the front office, where the sheriff returned property he�d taken from Pace�s pockets.
�Now let�s go over and see if we can find any clues as to who did that mill-wrecking.�
Pace watched the sheriff at work. The sheriff�s full name was Bigby Barnes, Pace learned. He also learned and suspected much more from the lackadaisical way Bigby inspected the millwheel housing and tracks outside, grunting now and then. A few sympathetic clucks of the tongue was about the ultimate of Bigby�s proficiency.
He leaned against the wall of the mill finally, rubbing the sweatband of his hat with a bandanna. �Downright sorry it happened, Nancy, but I don�t see a thing here to work on. Your description of the man who brought the corn might fit any of half a dozen people. If anything else turns up, let me know.� He replaced his hat. �Wish there was something I could do, but the law has to have proof. Well, I�ll give it a good think.�
He waddled off, Nancy staring after him bitterly. �Proof! He�s too easy going and lazy to hunt for proof, exactly the kind of law Gar Testerman wants in this town. All he does is sit in Oliver Frady�s saloon and play pinochle.�
She walked toward the rear of the store; then stopped, turned back and said, �Come on, Texas. You look like you need something done for that nose. I owe you that much certainly.�

Chapter Two
The Saboteurs

He followed her through a rear door and found himself in clean, neat, comfortable living quarters behind the store. There was mohair furniture in the living room, snowy lace curtains, and pictures in walnut frames on the walls. The kitchen was spacious, with a cupboard, a big stove gleaming with black polish, and a small hand pump to draw water at the sink.
She started to build a fire, and Pace took over the chore. When he turned from the stove, she had slipped into a gingham apron. He watched her as she filled a pot with water and set it on the stove.
He rolled a cigarette, smoked quietly for a few moments, and said, �Why don�t you tell me about it?�
�There isn�t much to tell.�
�What makes you think Gar Testerman sent that man with the corn today? Why would he try to drive you out of business?�
She moved to a chair at the kitchen table near him, sat down, and studied her small, trim hands. She looked up at him after a, time, and, try as she might to keep up a hard-boiled front, she just wasn�t cut out for it. This girl was alone, and frightened, and grateful suddenly for the presence of a fellow human being.
�My father started the store a long time ago,� she said. �He died and left it to my brother and me. My brother � Kyle is his name, Kyle Dinsmore � ran the store for awhile. Then he went away � on a trip East. He was planning to be gone for quite awhile, but I saw no reason why I couldn�t handle things here.
�I hired an elderly man to help, and things went along smoothly enough, until the nesters came.�
She paused to take a breath. �They were a starving lot by the time they got out here in the Territory. They�d had Indian trouble crossing the plains. Their guide had quit them. They�d got snowbound in the mountains passes and almost froze to death. By the time they got here, their stock was depleted, their stomachs and pockets empty. But their troubles were just beginning.
�They filed on the government land north of here. It�s always been considered grazing land, and the cattlemen have used it for years. There were some threats, a little night riding, but the nesters didn�t scare off. When people have reached the point of desperation, they don�t scare easily. There was nothing the homesteaders could do but stay grimly on their claims with their backs to the wall.�
The teakettle began singing. Nancy got up to take it from the stove. She put a few drops of medicine in a bowl, added water, tore a white cloth into strips, and began washing the blood from Pace�s nose. He flinched and his eyes smarted with pain.
�Keep talking,� he said; �and it might take my mind some from this torture.�
�Well, the nesters sold off a few of their remaining possessions to get seed. They put crops in � and that�s where the store enters the picture. I�d agreed to give them credit until harvest time, and it looked finally like they might make the grade.
�My first hint of trouble was in my hired hand quitting. He said two men had broke into his room in the middle of the night, rolled him tight in his quilt, and given him a hard slapping. They�d warned him that it was unhealthy to work for a store that did business with nesters. I hired a second and third man. Each stayed less than a week. The third was found beaten to a pulp behind the saloon. The next morning there was a note tacked to the door of the store, telling me to cut off the nesters� credit. After that, it was too unlucky for anybody to work here.
�Next thing, two men came into the store. They called themselves Alec Searcy and Jack Penick. They made small purchases and said it was sure tough luck I�d been having, and pointed out how much worse it could get � like a fire, or poison dumped in the flour barrel maybe some night.�
�You go to the sheriff with that?�
�Yes, but it didn�t do much good. He claimed he made a thorough search, but he didn�t find the men and could find no one they worked for. But I�m not sure just what the sheriff meant when he used the word thorough.�
�That dynamite cap the first thing of that kind?�
Nancy nodded. �It proves they�re playing for keeps, doesn�t it? Once the nesters� supplies are cut off, they�ll have to push on, live off the land, starve their way on to California where they could find work in the mines or in a city.�
�They might be better off,� Pace suggested.
It seemed Nancy was suddenly rough with his nose. �Mr. Jernigan, those are farming people, families, women and children. They came here to make homes and good citizens. They�ve got a right to the land.�
�Well, all right!� Pace said. �But what makes you think Gar Testerman is behind the trouble?�
�A remark Searcy and Penick made in here that day causes me to believe someone in town hired them. And I�ll bet they�re still around, waiting undercover until their boss needs them.�
�They didn�t name Testerman?�
�Noooo... But who else could it be? Testerman heads the local cattleman�s organization. He�s got an interest in two or three ranchs. He controls the transport and most of the buying. If a rancher fails to sell through Testerman, he finds himself undersold until he has to come around. But if homesteaders begin pouring in here, it�s going to change the picture.�
Nancy finished her medicinal operations, stepped back to survey the results. She could still manage a smile at Pace�s appearance.

He touched the tender balloon on his face. �I see what you mean about Testerman being the kind to beat down opposition.� He walked to a wall mirror, looked at himself. �But why don�t the settlers simply sell their claims, go to a healthier climate, and buy land? If Tester-man�s smart as you say, he�d make a deal.�
�They wouldn�t get enough to buy again. They�ve all borrowed on the claims from Oliver Frady. Nope, Texas, this store is the only thing standing between those people and ruin.�
He studied her face for a moment, and knew she felt honor-bound to fulfill her commitment to the nesters. They had put out crops, depending on the store. The trouble in her small, attractive face gave Pace the loco urge to gather her in his arms, cradle her head against his chest, and gnash his teeth at the forces besetting her.
He took a breath in and out to ease the tension in his chest. �You could sell out. Even the nesters couldn�t blame you for that.�
�Can you think of a buyer?�
�I guess not,� he shook his head. �Well,� � he found words coming hard � �thanks for everything.�
She shook hands with him. �My thanks to you, Texas.�
She followed him out of the living quarters, out through the front of the store. At the door he paused. �I wouldn�t ask for high wages.�
An aching desire for human company in her lonely struggle fought for possession of Nancy�s face. Then she shook her head. �If they�ll put a dynamite cap in a girl�s mill, they wouldn�t be above killing a man. I wouldn�t want that to happen to you, Texas.�
She turned quickly before he could say more. Pace fumbled with his hat, put it on, and stepped outside. Dismal twilight was giving way to a dark night as he crossed the road and headed for the creek where he had tethered his tired and hungry horse.
He was dreaming of a brown-haired girl with worry gone from her eyes and laughter claiming her lips, when he came awake in sudden pain. He thrashed in his worn blanket, and the hand gripping his hair smashed his head against the earth. He tried to bring his eyes in focus. Spilled moonlight etched the clearing beside the creek where he had made camp. It revealed a man bending over him and another standing nearby. Pace relaxed. The man released his hair and stood up. Pace�s fingers inched to his saddle, which he�d been using for a pillow, but his gun was gone.
�You�re Pace Jernigan, the Texan who went to work for Nancy Dinsmore today?� the nearest man said.
�Could be,� Pace admitted. �You must be Searcy and Penick.�
The two men exchanged glances and laughed. The nearest man said, �Now ain�t you the bright boy?� He hooked his thumbs in his gunbelt. �I�m Penick, and that�s Searcy all right.�
Jack Penick was short, but built with bull-like power; a brush of red beard covered his face. Alec Searcy was not much taller, but wiry, compact, the quicker of the two men. His face was slender, with a pugnacious chin. The cocksure way he lounged on his feet was enough to make Pace want to take him down a peg or two.
�Since the girl has already told you about us,� Searcy said, �no need explaining we play for keeps.�
�We got a little game in mind,� Penick added, scratching his red beard, �called Texan, Texan, who can find the Texan. In other words, saddle and ride.�
Blind anger took possession of Pace. He bent, but instead of picking up his saddle, his fingers closed over a length of sapling. He laid one on Penick, and stabbed at Searcy before either man could move.
Penick jumped on his back, and Pace jack-knifed him off. Searcy came darting in, gun gleaming in the moonlight. Pace dodged the blow of the gun barrel, knocked Searcy down with a wild swing of the sapling.
The young tree trunk was proving a highly efficient weapon, Pace thought in exultation as he danced toward Penick. He was reasonably sure neither man would pull a trigger. They were too close to town, and gunfire would wake the good burghers. Murder was too serious a business to use as a solution to their chore. If they�d intended to kill, they would have done it silently, while he slept.
He wiped to the bleeding quick a spot of Penick�s red bush, and the man tumbled. Then Searcy came in fast. At close quarters, the sapling wasn�t much good. And Pace�s free fist was no match for Searcy�s whipping gun. The first blow raked Pace�s head. He stumbled, and Penick rejoined the fray.
The whistling sapling kept them at bay another few moments; then the agile Searcy got beneath the club again, tripped Pace, and they fell together.

Penick�s bootheel ground against Pace�s hand, and the sapling fell away. Then Penick used the toe of the boot against Pace�s jaw. The blow paralyzed his senses. Pace knew what was going on, but he couldn�t do anything about it. They used him for a punching bag, and it seemed considerable time passed before the blessing of unconsciousness wiped away the pain.
With the advent of the morning sun, a dusty, blood-caked caricature of a man maintained his precarious, rolling position astride a dun horse by holding the saddle horn. The man managed to knee-rein the horse around to the rear of the Fairfax town general store; then the man came loose from the saddle and staggered toward the rear. Before he could knock, the door was jerked open.
Nancy Dinsmore stared with wide eyes. �Pace! What happened to you?�
�Met your loco mavericks, Penick and Searcy.�
She caught his arm, helped him inside. �They thought I was working for you,� he said.
Her lips thinned. �Testerman again. I had to say that yesterday in the sheriff�s office.�
�It looks like you�re right. Testerman � or somebody who heard from him or the sheriff that you had a new hand.�
The talk spent him. He was content to do nothing but groan into a chair and let the girl bring hot coffee to his lips.
�Texas,� she said, a sudden break in her voice, �why�d you have to be unlucky enough to stop here?�
He looked at her and a grin came to his stiff lips. �Luckiest man alive,� he said, �hearing that concern in your voice.�
She turned her face. �Don�t go courting me, Texas.�
�Any law against it?�
�No, but there are things you don�t know about me.�
He touched her chin, turned her face toward his. �Not married?�
�No.�
�Ain�t got a fellow?�
�No.�
�Then I�m a candidate. And I know all I need to about you, so let�s leave the matter there.�
She bit her lower lip, and for the second time in twenty-four hours her fingers were gentle as she doctored his face.
Sleep is nature�s own medicine, Pace thought, awakening in early afternoon. He was still stiff and sore in spots, but confidence and a clarity of mind had returned. He dressed in the bedroom Nancy told him had been Kyle Dinsmore�s.
Out in the kitchen, he found that she had left food for him in the stove warmer. As he ate, he heard someone enter the store, a man�s voice, then Nancy�s.
Pace slid over to the door that opened into the store. It was slightly open, and he saw Nancy�s caller, though she was beyond his line of vision.
From her greeting, Pace knew the man was Oliver Frady, the saloon owner she�d mentioned. Oliver was a big man, the kind who looked sloppy no matter what the cost of his clothes. He was short, fat, and bald, and sweating like a greased pig. Pace guessed that the heat always bothered Frady.
Oliver wiped his face with practiced motions of a bandanna. He was speaking earnestly: �I heard your mill got ruined. Wanted to come over, but haven�t had the chance. Busy in the saloon. Girl, why don�t you sell this place?�
From Nancy�s silence, Pace guessed the prospect was attractive.
Oliver stuffed his bandanna in his pocket and lighted a thin pantella. The smoke wreathed about his head. �You know you can�t go on here, girl. Not and give those nesters credit.�
�I can�t go on and refuse them either, Oliver.�
He nodded. �I know you feel that way. And I don�t blame you for refusing to let a bunch of toughs dictate how to run your business and interfere in your life. But there�s even more than just you and the nesters at stake. There�s Oliver Frady himself. I�ve loaned those people money on their claims. If you get burnt out here or shut up, the nesters move on. No crops, no money, no pay mortgages.�

Pace studied the man. Instinctively, he distrusted the small eyes in the fat face, the quick shifting of the small, restless hands. But Pace told himself you couldn�t always judge a man as if you were sitting across a gambling table from him.
Nancy walked around the counter into view. As her gaze was turned away, Oliver�s eyes narrowed on her back, and a thin smile touched his thick lips.
He let his face become gelid once more as she faced him.
�Who�d buy the store, Oliver?� she asked.
�I would.�
�The store means a lot to me. My father�s sweat and dreams went into this place.�
�All the more reason you should sell. A lone girl can�t win, Nancy. But a man could do a different job. If I buy the place and keep the nesters in credit for awhile, I�ll get my money back. Otherwise, I�ll have a pile of mortgages to foreclose, and I�m not one to try to farm that land or run cattle on it.�
That made sense, Pace conceded to himself. But something about Oliver�s offer made him wary. The man was pressing too hard. As store owner, he�d really have the nesters where it hurt.
�I�ll have to think about it, Oliver,� Nancy said slowly.
�What is there to think about, girl? You may not be in business here another week. I can�t wait until there�s nothing left but foundation stones. It seems to me��
Pace walked out into the store. Oliver and Nancy turned to look at him.
Nancy asked how he was feeling. �Much better,� Pace said.
Nancy introduced him to Oliver. Pace took the soft, sweating hand in his. Oliver clucked his tongue. �Get caught in Nancy�s corn grinder?� he asked with an attempt of humor to cover his irritation at having his conversation with Nancy interrupted.
Oliver picked up a floppy hat from the counter, placed it on his head. �Think over what I said, Nancy. Glad to have met you, Jernigan.�
Frady went out, moving with surprising speed and firmness of stride for so fat a man.
Pace watched Oliver cross the street, enter the false-fronted building that bore the legend: The Even Chance, Beer and Liquors.
�You�ve known Frady long?�
�Several years,� Nancy said, �since he opened here.�
�You don�t exactly trust him.�
Nancy looked at him quickly. He said �The store is dear to you. You hate to think of it falling into his hands. Why?�
She shrugged. �Just something he did sometime ago in partnership with another man.�
�Ever think he might be bossing Searcy and Penick?�
She looked at him quickly.
�One of your helpers,� Pace reminded, �was found beaten behind his saloon. Could it have happened there and someone come along before they�d had a chance to move the man? And you mentioned that Sheriff Bigby Barnes plays a lot of pinochle over there. Men talk in pastime card games, especially the sheriff�s type. Could be that Frady thought I was working for you because Barnes mentioned it after I was jailed yesterday. Then Frady sends out Searcy and Penick to send me on my way.�
Nancy shook her head slowly. �But why would Oliver want the nesters gone? True, he�d get the land on foreclosure, but he doesn�t want that. He wants the interest on his money.�
�Maybe you�re right. But I think Frady and Gar Testerman both bear watching.�
�Meantime, Texas, we�ve got a grocery order to get together.�
�Nester supplies?�
She nodded.
�Then I�ll start work by riding with you.� He grinned. �Craziest job I ever heard of � riding shotgun guard on a sack of groceries.�
Bigby Barnes strolled up as Pace finished loading the wagon. The sheriff watched a few minutes. �Figure to use that shotgun?�
�If I have to. Any objections?�
�Don�t like trouble in my bailiwick.�
�There�s one way of stopping it.�
�Yeah?�
�Get some proof on that mill explosion. Find two men named Alec Searcy and Jack Penick. Jail them on charges of assault.�
�They did that to you?� Bigby nodded toward Pace�s puffed cheek and gashed jaw.
�I�ll sign the warrants,� Pace nodded.
�Well,� Bigby sighed, �I�ll scout around. Didn�t much believe there was any two such men. Not natives around here.�
Pace felt high impatience with the sheriff. Luckily, such men were few and far between, in law enforcement. The sheriff was too lazy, too filled with the indolent man�s good humor to take his job seriously. Anything that�s done, Pace thought, we�ll have to do ourselves.

Chapter Three
Renegade Reckoning

Pace rode his dun alongside the wagon. Town dropped behind, and the country became rolling, green-touched hills that echoed a potential promise of paradise. Good country, a land waiting for people. And some of the people were here. After their first stop or two to drop supplies at new, rough cabins, Pace saw why Nancy wanted the people to stay. The nesters were without exception thrifty, clean, slow spoken, polite folks. The weaklings had already been weeded out.
Pace relaxed and found himself talking to Nancy. He told her of his boyhood in Texas, the way his dad had got caught miles from home in a howling norther and never returned. Pace found himself looking at his life with a new perspective. A drifting cowpoke, enjoying life, working when he needed to � that�s mostly what he�d been. But he hoped that Nancy sensed that wasn�t enough now. He hadn�t known this girl long, but he wished he could have met her, with a good job and money in his jeans. And he wished he did not have to omit that one chapter in his life he didn�t like to think about. She�d mentioned something in her own past that she hadn�t told him. Well, he couldn�t bring himself to tell her all the truth about himself right now, either.
He met Mitch Crowder at the next stop. Crowder, Nancy said, had emerged as the natural leader of the farmers. He lived in a snug cabin in a small cove. He was a lean, raw-boned man in his forties, with a neck as red as a dominecker�s. His wife was a small woman, with the quick movements of a squirrel. There was a passel of children underfoot, and Pace noted that, to them, he was more welcome than Santa Claus, the groceries more precious than Christmas toys. The children carried the supplies tenderly and cautiously into the house.
Mitch Crowder stood by the wagon a moment before it left. �We�ll not let you down, Miss Dinsmore. If necessary we�ll stand guard over our fields. Nothing can stop us, as long as the store gets supplies to us.� He looked over his plowed fields, where green shoots were beginning to appear. �Gar Testerman and two men rode over this morning.�
�A stocky, red-bearded man and a wirier one who looked as if they�d been in a fight?� Pace asked.
�No, these were two cowpunchers from the Bar-J. Said the cattlemen might consider buying us out. They know we�re going to lick �em in the end. We haven�t scared and bolted, and they don�t dasn�t go further with physical violence. We�re filed here legal and proper, and the United States government might have something to say about serious night riding. The government would talk with a cavalry detail, and the cattlemen know that.�
�Which makes our spot hotter than ever,� Pace said.
�I reckon that�s true,� Crowder said. �Cutting our supply line is their last hope. Say, you mentioning them two men is a funny thing. My oldest boy saw a pair like that up near a line shack on the creek. The boy was out hunting and figured to spend the night in the shack, thinking it abandoned. But when he saw these two men, he just moseyed on, strangers being unfriendly as they are in this country.�
Pace felt his breath quicken. �How do you get to the place?�
�Straight up the creek about two miles.�
Pace mounted the dun. �You want supplies in the future, arm your oldest boy and send him with this wagon.�
�I�ll do more than that,� Crowder said. �I�ll ride guard myself.�
Nancy climbed on the wagon seat. Her eyes were worried, and she was white about the lips. Pace guessed every fiber of her wanted to beg him not to go to the cabin. He watched her stiffen her back. �Good hunting, Texas.�
Her courage warmed him. �I can�t miss,� he said.
He left the dun ground-tied behind a knoll and approached the line shack on foot, taking his time. He sighted the shack; it looked empty. Then as he moved, changing his angle of vision, he saw a single horse hobbled near the creek. He felt the afternoon sun beating on the tenderness of his cheek and jaw, and his eyes slitted. The flesh of his face tightened, making the bones stark and ugly. He checked the shotgun, then pulled the revolver he�d thrust into his waistband before leaving the store. He broke the gun, spun the cylinder, to see the weapon had picked up no dust or dirt.
A line of brush afforded cover enough for him to get close to the shack. He removed his spurs to avoid their tinkling, and crossed the intervening thirty feet to the wall of the shack, running on tiptoe.
He edged along the wall, mounted the sagging front porch, and heard a man snoring inside. A single board creaked as Pace entered, but the sound did not awaken the man. A near-empty whisky bottle stood on the rickety table in the center of the room. The man sighed, stirred on the burlap-and-brush matressed bunk. He was facing outward, beginning to snore again, light falling on his face. He was not Penick or Searcy, but the face was familiar. Then Pace remembered. This was the man who�d brought the corn to be ground.

Pace crossed the room. The man on the bunk was long, loose-jointed, sallow-faced, and lantern-jawed. A day�s growth of dark beard matted his cheeks.
Pace pointed the pistol at the man�s face, reached out with his other hand, and shook the sleeper�s shoulder.
The man�s eyes flicked open. He did not appear normally cross-eyed, but as he snapped soberly awake, each eye fastened itself to the yawning gun bore inches from his nose.
He shivered, cowered back on the bunk, the brush rustling beneath him. �Who are you?� he said, �and what do you want?�
�The name is Pace Jernigan � and, since you seem to like making little stones out of big ones, I figure we can fix you up with such a job, about five years of it.�
By moonrise, Pace was replete with a hot supper and a day of accomplishment. Nancy smiled as she washed, dishes and handed them to him to dry.
�We didn�t get much out of the prisoner,� he admitted. �His name is Ellis Callaway. He denied putting the dynamite cap in the corn all the way back to town, and even after Bigby Barnes jailed him. But I think our testimony�ll stand up in court. The corn definitely came from his wagon, and, as soon as the grain went in the hopper, he got out of there.�
�Bigby didn�t find out who hired him?�
�Bigby didn�t find out anything. He locked the man up and hurried back to his pinochle game.�
Pace dried the last dish, hung the towel on the rack over the sink. �It�s my hunch somebody�s going to be bad worried with Callaway in jail, fearing the man just might talk. Tomorrow morning I�m going to speak to Crowder about setting up a chain of guards along the supply route.�
Nancy studied him a moment. He colored faintly. �What�s the matter?�
�Ever have a thought come unbidden to your mind, Pace?�
�Plenty of times.�
�I can�t help it. I�m wondering why you, a stranger, are doing all this, conceivably risking your neck.�
�You trust me?�
�Of course. But you must admit it seems odd.�
�Not if you knew me better, Nancy. Sometimes I make on-the-spot decisions. Like this one.� His hands touched her shoulders. He drew her toward him and kissed her. She surrendered to the kiss momentarily, then she pushed away with a sob in her throat.
�Since you�re bullheaded enough to stick in Fairfax town, Texas, you�re going to learn that I�ve got a brother in the penitentiary. I lied to you when I said Kyle had gone East. He�s doing time on a Federal charge. After Dad died, Kyle wanted money faster than the store could earn it. He was young, and foolish. Not inherently bad, just too impatient. There was corn meal in plenty, and he could buy all the sugar he wanted without arousing suspicion.�
She shook her head as if remembering a bad dream. �The Federal men began watching him, though he didn�t know it of course. Maybe somebody with a grudge tipped them off. They caught Kyle red-handed, making illegal liquor. To make it worse, he got panicky and tried to fight his way out. He drew a stiff sentence.�
Pace moved toward her. �You think it makes any difference to me?�
Her lips quivered. �But you don�t understand. I shielded him. Even after I suspected what he was doing, followed him one night and found out for sure. I tried to protect him. I�m as guilty as Kyle, Texas.�
�No,� he said, �you�re not � and you�ve let this thing prey on your mind too much. The law of family survival is stronger than any man-made law. You were doing just what any sister would do.�
�Thanks, Texas,� she said. �You always seem to do and say the right thing at the right time. But don�t say anything more to me now, something you might be sorry for later, after you�ve had time to think about a convict in the family. Kyle has matured, I can tell from his letters. Merciless as it sounds, I�m glad prison stopped him from something worse. He was drifting, but I believe he�ll have his feet on the ground when he comes out.�
�Sure he will,� Pace said, coaxing the words to his lips. Now is the time to tell her, he thought, don�t miss this chance.
Then the door closed behind her, and the chance was gone.
Pace slept fitfully, bunking on a cot in the rear of the store with a shotgun nearby. Though she hadn�t said it, Pace added to Nancy�s story a previous remark she�d made about Oliver Frady. The saloon would have been a natural outlet for Kyle Dinsmore�s untaxed liquor. A young, foolish Kyle would have felt loyally bound not to squeal on his partner, leaving Frady free. Was it Frady, after all, who wanted the Dinsmores gone from here for good, for a reason deeper than the presence of the nesters?

About ten o�clock Pace heard a group of horsemen ride out of town. Pace rose, fully dressed except for boots. He slipped these on and walked to the window. He saw the dust cloud in the moonlight; from the size of it, he guessed most of Fairfax had hit the trail for some reason.
He stepped quietly out of the store, crossed the street to the saloon, where the only lights were visible.
Oliver Frady was alone, turning off the lights as Pace entered. �The customers all went with the sheriff.�
�Trouble?�
�That Ellis Callaway turned out to be a hand, newly hired, on the Bar-J, one of the ranches Gar Testerman has an interest in. Somebody slugged the sheriff and busted Callaway out of jail not twenty minutes ago. Soon as the sheriff came to, he got a posse together and lit out after Callaway.�
Pace let his shoulders relax. So it was Testerman after all. With the sheriff, it was logical to assume that he�d round up every available townsman to go after Callaway. He wouldn�t do the job alone. Which might mean that the breaking out of Callaway had been for the simple and express purpose of taking most of the able-bodied men out of town. Callaway�s capture had shown that Pace, Nancy, and the farmers weren�t fooling. Given time, they would win. But in a suddenly deserted town, anything might happen to the store or to Nancy.
Pace tried to keep from running as he headed back toward the store. He slipped inside as he heard a muffled scream. He grabbed a brace of revolvers from the rack behind the counter and cursed the moment lost in loading them in the dark.
A door opened and closed. The shadow of a man moved. Coal oil splashed, spreading its pungent odor into the store. Pace laid the second revolver down quietly, not having time to load it. The shadowy man struck a match. Pace recognized the heavy bush of red beard.
�Hold it!�
Instead of obeying, Jack Penick dropped the blazing match and grabbed for his gun. Pace fired. Penick choked and fell. Flames were already racing over the pool of coal oil. Pace vaulted the counter, dragged the man away. From the bullet crease along the temple, Penick would not be conscious for quite awhile. Pace shoved Penick through the front door; then skirted the spreading fire toward the living quarters in back.
He saw Nancy pulling herself to her feet with the aid of a chair in the middle of the room. �Alec Searcy, Pace,� she said. �The shot warned him. It gave me a chance to break away, and he lunged outside. Watch it, Pace, he�ll shoot you in the back!�
He slid through the rear door. A gun went off almost in his face. The bullet sang by his ear. He fired back and saw Alec Searcy break from the corner of the building. Pace held the trigger and began fanning the gun. He was shouting crazy words without realizing it.
His knees went limp as he saw Searcy stumble and fall. He walked over to Searcy, who was whistling breath out through a hole in his chest. Searcy had dropped his gun and was trying to crawl toward it. Pace kicked the gun away.
He stood looking down on the fallen man, moonlight giving his face an icy look. �You weren�t above burning out a girl, Searcy, risking the chance of killing her. Now you�re dying. Do one decent thing. Who hired you?�
�Oliver Frady,� Searcy said after a moment.
�He wants the land?�
�Yes. Trip to Denver. He found the railroad�s figuring to come this way. Made a deal with one of the officials to deliver the land in one lump, cheaper than the road could buy it piecemeal from the farmers. In return the official promised to use his power to give Frady time. Official crooked gent...�
�Thanks, Searcy.�
But the man had stopped breathing.
Pace moved down alongside the building. He reached the front of the saloon, eeled through the door. The saloon appeared to be empty. Then Pace heard a sound behind the bar and knew it was Frady, warned by the shooting across the street.
�Frady,� Pace said. �You�re going to help fight some fire � with this gun on you every minute. And you�re paying for every dime damage she�s suffered.�
When the posse returned with a bedraggled prisoner in tow, they found a girl and a Texan standing guard over a smoke-blackened, blistered saloon owner who slumped on the edge of the boardwalk, face in hands, sobbing for breath, one gunman, dead, and a second hired hoodlum moaning with a bullet crease along his scalp.
Sheriff Bigby dismounted. Gar Tester-man slid off his mount beside him. The two men approached him, coming along the boardwalk.
�Looks like you been right busy here,� Testerman said. �We got the skunk that sneaked on the Bar-J payroll.�
�And we got the one who had him do it,� Pace said. �You�d better screen your hands. Frady might have found it convenient to slip several in here and there. A prime way of keeping them close to call and point suspicion the other way in case they were caught.�
�We�ll do that,� Testerman said. He started to turn away, then paused. �I tried for twenty-one and busted the hand.�
Pace watched the posse gather in its fresh prisoners and move down the street. The night was quiet, studded with stars.
A soft voice touched the night with added beauty: �You�re wonderful, Texas.�
�No � not so much so,� he said. His limbs felt suddenly heavy, his throat dry. �You had your secret. I got mine. You don�t think I came here by accident, do you? I was a little young, fiddle-footed, and crazy once myself, like Kyle Dinsmore. I thought it was high adventure to smuggle some \vet cattle across the border, but the Feds waiting on this side didn�t agree. I had to share their opinion when I had time to think it over � in company with Kyle Dinsmore.
�He wanted me to tell you he�s fine, Nancy. And he is. Fine as they come. He saved my life in a prison riot once. So you see, a beating couldn�t drive me away when I promised him I�d look in on you when I was released. He suspected things were tough, even though you did try to keep your letters cheerful.�
He touched lips that felt parched with his tongue. �Well, I guess that�s it, Nancy.�
He started to turn away; then she spoke, and he turned back, and she was suddenly in his arms.
She had said only one word: �Texas!� But the way she�d said it told him all he needed to know.
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