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Аннотация
Donny Fletcher who had ridden with men who had been cursed from Canada to the Rio Grande finds himself fighting in a new cause.


Frank Gruber
Guerrilla Range


I

The house was beyond saving. Flames were shooting out of the windows and even the roof was burning. It was a matter of minutes before it would collapse.
Ethel Morgan saw the smoke a mile away. She put the little pinto to the gallop. The animal burst around a turn in the road, full into the clearing. Ethel cried out in horror when she saw the blazing house.
She swung down from her horse and rushed toward the little group that stood, watching the flames destroy the place that had been the dwelling of Karl Hawkinson and his wife.
�Why are you all standing here?� she cried. �Why don�t you do something to put out the fire?�
Big Jim Sutton winked at Ethel. �Why, sure, Miss Ethel, you don�t think we could do anythin� now?�
�I wouldn�t expect you to do anything, anytime,� Ethel retorted angrily. She whirled toward another man, saw that it was Dave Daggett and gave him a look of utter contempt.
Daggett immediately defended himself. �Now, Miss Ethel, don�t go lookin� at me like that. I didn�t set the house afire.�
�Didn�t you?� Ethel Morgan snapped.
She ran toward the burning building and saw that it was doomed. When the heat of the flames scorched her face she turned right and circled the house. And sighed in relief. The Hawkinsons were at the barn. For a minute she�d been afraid�
�How�d it happen, Mr. Hawkinson?� Ethel cried, when she was still some distance from the stocky rancher.
Hawkinson was broad-faced and impassive. He shrugged and did not take his eyes from the flames. His wife, a little woman with greying hair and a resigned look on her face, said, �They set it, of course. We should have sold when he warned us.�
Ethel gasped. �Who warned you?�
�Who but Oscar Kohl.�
�Julia!� Karl Hawkinson said sharply.
Ethel shot him a quick glance. �Oscar Kohl warned you � why?�
Karl Hawkinson shook his head. �Nothing. My wife, she make mistake. Nobody warned us about not�ing. It was � accident. Yes, accident.�
With a roar, the house collapsed. Flames shot high to the skies, sparks showered the three by the barn. Karl Hawkinson seized the opportunity to retreat He caught his wife by the arm and rushed her behind the barn.

Ethel looted after them for a moment, then shaking her head, started slowly back to the road, circling the fire at a safe distance. She was so absorbed in her thoughts she almost bumped into the stranger. It wasn�t until he moved out of her way that she was aware of him.
She said, instinctively, �Excuse me.�
He bowed.
She started to pass him, then stopped. �Did you see the fire start?� she asked.
He was a range tramp, if ever there was one. He was gaunt and needed a shave. He wore the most patched suit of clothes Ethel had ever seen. Once, perhaps, the material had been good. Now it was ragged and patched and covered with alkali. His boots would have been discarded many months ago, even, by a Mexican.
Yet � the gelding standing behind him was one of the finest horses Ethel had ever seen. It was big, but trimly built. There was strength and speed in every line of it. She looked at the horse and looked again at the owner.
�Did you see the fire start?� she repeated.
He shook his head. �No, I was a little too late.�
�Those two men over there � were they here before you?�
He hesitated a brief second. �Yes, they were.�
They heard him. Jim Sutton started toward Ethel and the range tramp. �What�s that you said, bum?� he yelped. Ethel stepped quickly in Jim Sutton�s path. �No one was talking to you, Jim Sutton,� she declared.
�No, but you was talkin� about me. That there bum said I set the fire.�
�I didn�t say that,� the ragged stranger replied quickly. �I merely said you were here before I arrived.�
�That�s the same thing,� Dave Daggett declared. �That�s fightin� talk.�
�Where�s your gun?� sneered Jim Sutton. �Yank it out and let�s see if you can fight as big as you talk.�
�I wasn�t talking at all.�
�Don�t you dare!� cried Ethel Morgan. �I�m a witness, Jim Sutton and Dave Daggett, and if you shoot this man � it�s coldblooded murder. Even your boss�s paid sheriff won�t keep you from hangin�.�
Jim Sutton glared at her. �That�s mighty fancy talk, Miss Ethel.�
�Is it? Then tell Mr. Kohl about it?�
�Mebbe we will,� said Daggett �And I don�t think he�ll like it much.�
�I hope he doesn�t. I hope he gets so mad when he hears it that he chokes. And you can tell his son, Eddie, that I hope the same for him.�

Ethel whirled away furiously and walked toward her horse. The ragged stranger promptly turned to his own gelding, but Daggett and Sutton flanked him. �Wait a minute, pardner,� Sutton said smoothly.
�We ain�t finished our talk.�
With one rundown boot in the stirrup the stranger halted. �I don�t know there�s anything to talk about,� he said and looked after Ethel Morgan.
Sutton saw the covert look and chuckled wickedly. �She�s walking out on you, fella. You gotta fight us by yourself.�
The man took his foot out of the stirrup and put it down on the ground. �You insist on fighting?� he asked wearily.
�You can take one damn good pistol whippin�,� snapped Dave Daggett.
The man in the ragged clothes opened his coat. �I haven�t got a gun on me. If you�ll wait a minute��
He reached toward his saddle bags, but Daggett whipped out a long-barreled Frontier Model Colt and stepped forward. He lunged at the stranger with the gun.
The man did a surprising thing. He didn�t duck or dodge back, as a man should rightly do when he sees a gunbarrel lashing out at him. He leaped forward and smashed Daggett squarely in the face with his fist. Blood spurted from the surprised ruffian�s nose. The pistol flew from his hand.
The stranger caught it in midair with his left hand. Magically it whipped into his right.
It thundered an instant before Jim Sutton�s. And then Sutton was going back. A stain appeared on his shirt front and his mouth fell wide open. His eyes bulged in horror � and then he fell backward to the ground.
Dave Daggett, blood streaming over his mouth and chin, cried out. His gun, in the stranger�s hand, covered him. �Don�t shoot!� Daggett choked.
�You wanted to fight?� the ragged man said thickly. �Come on, you�ve got another gun.�
�No � no!� cried Daggett, backing away.
Ethel Morgan�s horse pounded up. She had heard the shot and was coming back. �Don�t!� she cried at the top of her voice.
A shudder seemed to run through the man. The glint that had been in his eyes faded and he looked dully at Ethel Morgan. She tumbled out of the saddle and came toward him. She winced when she passed the prone body of Jim Sutton.
�That�s enough,� she said, tightly. �I saw � they forced it on you, but � it�s enough. Don�t kill this man, too.�
�I didn�t tell you before,� he said. �They wouldn�t let the people who owned the house put out the fire. I didn�t see them set the fire � but I saw them prevent the man and woman from putting it out.�
�It was Sutton,� cried Daggett. �He did it He set the house on fire.�
�And you helped him,� Ethel Morgan said bitterly. �You � deserve what Sutton got. But get out of here now. Get away quick.�
Daggett shot an apprehensive glance at the ragged man�s face, then bolted. His horse wasn�t far away and he leaped into the saddle on a run. He whirled the animal and headed straight for the woods, as if fearful he would be shot if he remained within range too long.
Ethel Morgan was staring at the ragged man, although she was no longer conscious of his clothes. She asked, �Who are you?�
He seemed to sigh. �My name�s Jackson � no, Fletcher. Doniphan Fletcher.�
She looked steadily at him. It was obvious that he�d started to give her another name. �You�re from Missouri?�
His eyebrows arched questioningly and she explained. �The name, Doniphan. It�s a Missouri name.�
He nodded. �I guess it is. Yes � my father was with Colonel Doniphan on the Mexican expedition.�
�And you?�
His face sagged and his shoulders seemed to droop. She caught a glimpse of his eyes before the lashes went down over them and a ripple ran through her. She thought she�d never seen eyes so tragic.
He said, �You�ve never heard the name of � Donny Fletcher?�
She inhaled sharply. The full name, Doniphan, had misled her. His appearance too. The Donny Fletcher, of whom she�d heard � well, she�d never thought to meet him. He was just a name � an odious name.

He saw that she knew, now. He repeated his name, as if to punish himself. �I�m Donny Fletcher.�
She nodded, slowly. �Yes, I�ve heard the name. We�re from Illinois. My father was a captain under General Curtis. But you � that is, I thought�� she stopped in confusion. Then she took a deep breath. �After all, it�s eight years.�
�Twelve since Pea Ridge,� he said. �I was there. That was before��
�You must have been very young,� she said hurriedly.
�I was sixteen.�
�But the war�s been over eight years.�
His mouth twisted bitterly. �Has it?� He seemed aware suddenly that he still held Dave Daggett�s gun and tossed it down beside dead Jim Sutton.
That broke the spell. Ethel turned to her horse. She mounted quickly, took up the reins and said �Good-bye, Mr. Fletcher.�
He did not seem to hear. He mounted his own horse, the beautiful black gelding. Without a word to her, he rode off. Ethel touched the pinto and it started off at a trot. She could not resist looking back, however.
Donny Fletcher was slumped forward in his saddle. His shoulders drooped. He looked, from the back, like a man who didn�t care.
He didn�t.
At sixteen, it had been adventure. And right. Sterling Price was raising an army of 50,000 State Guards. Missouri wasn�t seceding, but neither was she going to fight for the Yankees. She was going to be neutral and protect her own citizens and property.
In Jackson County, everyone who was old enough joined up. Everyone, except the few Boston Abolitionists. And nothing would have happened to them if the hot-headed Lyon hadn�t come with his St. Louis Germans and attacked Missouri�s own State Guards.
After that, it was war. Price tried to hold Missouri for the Missourians. Lyon wouldn�t have it; he�d died. Curtis was a different man, but he was a Yankee, just the same. And things had gone too far. Price had to make the decision. He was a Missourian first, but a Southerner second. And his troops felt as he did.
Then, Pea Ridge � defeat!
Amazing as it was, the Yanks were in Jackson County. They were the victors. And the Abolitionists pointed the finger at every family that had a man in Price�s army. Jim Lane of Kansas came and went. He burned and killed and pillaged. Then Jennison came and purged. And at last, Quantrell.
It was the only way. Price�s army was dispersed. The Yanks were in control. They aided and abetted the Kansas Jay-hawkers and Redlegs. The Southern folk along the border suffered as no human beings should suffer. Quantrell was their only defense. You fed Quantrell and you sheltered him. If you could, you rode with him. Donny Fletcher was seventeen, a veteran. He rode with Quantrell.
It was bloody, savage guerrilla fighting. You fought the torch with the torch. You charged at dawn and you fought by night. You harried Federals and avenged friends and neighbors who had been wronged.
You went to Lawrence, Kansas, and you saw the dusty street soaked with blood. After Lawrence, you no longer cared. You could charge raw recruits at Centralia and slaughter three hundred of them in cold blood.
And then it was over.
Or was it? Official amnesty was granted, but privately � no. The entire civil population had been evacuated from Jackson and three other counties, by Ewing�s Order No. 11. Now you could go back, but the Yanks were there � and they were the victors.

Amnesty had been granted. But if a Northerner coveted a Southerner�s horse or his cow or his farm � well, what good did it do to go to a Yankee judge?
And a Quantrell man? Damned, bloody guerrilla. Everyone of them should have been hanged. Why the devil did they let them surrender like regular soldiers?
Up in Clay County, a dozen men rode down on a bank and robbed it. A hundred men who had fought for the South, suffered for it. Words were said and guns were drawn. And then � flight
Texas. The Carpet-baggers had Texas. Colorado had missed the war and was sore about it. A former Southern soldier couldn�t stay in Colorado without having to fight. Kansas � raw and wild. Nebraska and Dakota Territory, bleak and barren � and lonesome.
Down to Texas, up to Kansas. Down and up. Year and year.
And now � this.
Men who set fire to a house and prevented the owners from putting out the fire. A beautiful girl with spirit. A girl who winced at the name of Donny Fletcher. Well, a lot of men went white at the mention of it. Others cursed.
Quantrell was dead these eight years. So was Anderson and Todd. And brave Arch Clements. Frank and Jesse James and Cole and Jim Younger had taken the outlaw trail. Their names were cursed from Canada to the Rio Grande. Donny Fletcher, whose friends they had once been, wasn�t an outlaw. But he was an outcast.
He rode the lonesome road. He had ridden it for eight years.

II

It was a little town, almost unexpected here in this tiny valley. It contained a short street of false fronted stores and had a permanent population of less than two hundred. Its name was Spring Valley, but Fletcher didn�t know that. He rode down the street and dismounted and tied his horse at the hitch rail. He did it because the towns were so few and when you came to one, you stopped for awhile.
He went into the saloon and ordered a glass of beer. And then the grey fate that had pursued him so long swooped down and touched him with its cold, clammy hands.
A man was sitting at a table in the corner of the room, an empty glass clutched in his fist and a fierce look on his face. Two men came into the saloon, looked around and started toward the man at the table.
�You�re through here, Mitch Johnson,� one of them said loudly. �Get your horse and ride to hell out of this valley.�
�I�ll ride, Pendexter,� retorted the man called Johnson, �when I get good and ready.�
Pendexter and his friend separated and went around the table, making for the sitting man. He promptly shoved the table against them and followed through with both fists swinging.
Mitch Johnson was all nerve, and he used his hands and fists � and feet � like a wildcat. But like the wildcat, he was small. Pendexter and the other man were shaggy bears. They took Johnson�s attack and yelped and cursed. But Pendexter clinched with the little man and held him in a savage hug while his partner buffeted him from the rear.
At the bar, Fletcher watched the fight with casual interest. His code forbade him from entering the fight, on one side or the other.
He remained passively neutral, as he had at the burning of Karl Hawkinson�s house. He did not fight until he was attacked, and then he fought only in self defense. It was an odd code for the range-land � but it was Donny Fletcher�s code. He had fought too much in his years.
And then a cry burst from the throat of little Johnson. �Yip-yip-yee-ow-ooo!� It was a blood curdling scream, coming from away down in a man�s throat. It filled every corner of the little saloon, burst through the doors and windows and stopped men out on the street.
Donny Fletcher�s mouth fell open and he gasped in utter astonishment. He had not heard that yell in more than eight years, but he knew and recognized it. He would know it to his dying day.
It was the yell of the guerrilla. The terrifying cry that had chilled the blood of men and women for four years, that, to this day would blanch the faces of men who had heard it before.
He started forward. The name and face of Mitch Johnson had been dimmed by the years. The guerrilla yell refreshed his memory.
He dove across the room. He caught the arm of the flank attacker as it was launched at the back of Mitch Johnson�s head. He caught the arm and jerked on it so viciously the man whirled around. And then Fletcher�s hard fist crashed into his face.
Looking over Johnson�s head, big Pendexter saw Fletcher and yelled. �Keep outta this!�
Fletcher stepped forward, shoved hard against the big man�s face, then, as he let go of Johnson and fell back, smashed a terrific blow into Pendexter�s face. The big man reeled back, hit the wall and ricocheted from it, to the floor.
�Mitch Johnson!� Fletcher said.
�Donny Fletcher!�
�Up with �em!� thundered a voice.

Fletcher whirled, his hands going instinctively to his hips. But there was nothing there. He looked at the double-barreled shotgun in the hands of the bandy-legged man just inside the door and his hands went slowly up over his shoulders. Beside him, Mitch Johnson cursed and also raised his hands.
�Back away,� ordered the man with the shotgun.
�Pendexter started it,� Mitch Johnson exclaimed. �Put down that gun, Andy Todd, and I�ll give you some of what Pendexter got. Or me and Donny�ll wait until Pendexter and Lempke get up and then we�ll fight the three of you. With fists, knives or guns. You take your pick��
�You shut your mouth!� snapped Andy Todd.
Lempke was groaning and stirring on the floor. Big Pendexter, cursing, was already on his knees, climbing up.
�You�ll go to jail for this, Mitch Johnson,� he snarled.
�Jail?� whispered Donny Fletcher.
�He�s the sheriff,� replied Mitch. �An� Lempke and Todd�re deputies. Didn�t � you know?�
�No.� Fletcher sighed. Then he half turned to Sheriff Pendexter who had made his feet. �I didn�t know you were the sheriff. I didn�t think sheriffs beat up fellows half their size.�
�You didn�t, eh?� sneered the sheriff. �We�ll talk that over � in jail. Come on!�
Mitch Johnson had a gun, but under the threat of the shotgun and the sheriff�s double weapons he surrendered it. Pendexter grunted when he learned Fletcher had no weapon.
The two of them, Johnson and Fletcher, were herded to a small, one-story adobe building almost directly across the street from the saloon. The interior consisted of one room, divided in two by iron bars. There was a desk and a couple of chairs in the main section. Behind the desk sat a man in a mussed Prince Albert and shapeless hat. He was bearded and his eyes were bloodshot. He seemed to have the jitters.
�Judge Hite,� said the sheriff when they all crowded into the adobe building, �got a couple prisoners to try.�
�What�s the charges?� asked the jittery judge.
�Resistin� arrest��
�Fifty dollars fine, each,� the judge said promptly.
�That ain�t all,� said the sheriff, sourly. �Attackin� officers� of the law � and cattle rustlin���
�You lie like hell!� burst out Mitch Johnson. �You can�t prove nothin� like that.�
�The hell I can�t,� roared the sheriff. �Me and Lempke found a hide with the okay brand tacked on the wall of your shack.�
�What of it? I butchered it to eat � not to sell. Ain�t no law against that. Ever�body does it. Allus have and��
�It�s stoppin�,� declared the sheriff. �The time�s come when you got to pay for the beef you eat. Ozzie Kohl�s good and sore about��
�D�you buy the beef you eat?� demanded little Mitch Johnson.
The sheriff scowled. �I ain�t on trial. It�s you, you little runt.�
Johnson bristled and the judge intervened hastily. �Maybe you�d better drop the beef charge, Sheriff, After all, folks have been taking their food where they found it. Well � fifty dollars more apiece for assault. How�s that?�
�I won�t pay it!� cried Mitch Johnson.
�Then you�ll stay in jail until you do,� said the sheriff, grimly. �And it�ll be my pleasure to have you.�
�I haven�t got a hundred dollars,� protested Johnson.
�I�ll pay the fine,� volunteered Donny Fletcher.
The sheriff looked swiftly at Fletcher. �You got a hundred dollars to pay for yourself and another hundred for him?�
Fletcher reached into a pocket of his alkali stained trousers. He brought out a handful of gold coins and counted out ten double-eagles and dropped them on the desk before the judge.
�I guess that fixes things,� he said quietly.
The sheriff grunted. �For now. But you, Johnson, if you want good advice, you�ll pack your soogans and pull out of this county. You ain�t wanted here, an���
�An� I�m a propity owner,� snapped Johnson. �You and Ozzie Kohl can�t run me out.�
�I�ve warned you.� Sheriff Pendexter glanced significantly at Fletcher. �An� you � if you�re a friend of Johnson�s, you ain�t welcome around here.�
�I was just passing through,� Fletcher replied steadily, �but now that I�ve seen your country, maybe I�ll stick around awhile.�

Outside, little Mitch Johnson gripped Donny Fletcher�s arm. �Donny, how�d you ever come to ride into this country?�
�I�ve been in a lot of places, Mitch. I travel a lot. And you, Mitch, you�re settled here?�
Johnson scowled. �I squatted on a patch of land here. I make out, but this Ozzie Kohl you heard about, he�s been tryin� to squeeze me off my place. That�s what the trouble�s been about Sheriff Pendexter�s owned by Ozzie Kohl.�
�I�ve heard that once before, today,� said Fletcher. �This Kohl must be an important man hereabouts.�
�He thinks he�s a cattle king. He sends twenty-thirty thousand head of beeves up to Kansas every year. Last year or so he�s been tryin� to hog this range for himself. Hell, he�s got a half million acres right now.�
�How many acres have you got?�
Mitch Johnson chuckled. �I squatted on about a hundred and sixty. I�ve got a water hole, though, that Kohl wants. And he gets sore when I butcher a beef now and then. Hell, a man�s got to eat. No one in this country ever objected to a hungry man killing a steer.�
�You don�t have any of your own steers then?� Fletcher shook his head. �Where�s the percentage in hanging on to your place if you don�t raise anything on it?�
�The percentage is that it�s right in the middle of a pretty good range and it�s got water. I figure somebody � mebbe Kohl � will give me money for the place.�
�Same old Mitch,� grunted Fletcher.
They got their horses, mounted and rode out of Spring Valley. Then Mitch Johnson asked, �Seen any of the boys from Missouri lately?�
�I haven�t been in Missouri since �66.� Fletcher sighed. �They made things pretty hot for us there � specially after Arch Clements and some of the boys held up that bank in Liberty.�
�You reckon that was Arch?� asked Mitch eagerly. �I heard about it. Folks seemed to think it was Frank and Jess.�
�I don�t think they were in that one. Although they�ve done some jobs since then. Arch went out in �66, you know.�
Mitch exclaimed, �I heard. The Feds got him. I see one or two of the boys now and then. Dozen or so of �em settled down in Texas. Shep Gregory said two-three years ago no one�d seen you in several years. Reports about you here and there. Uh � you�ve got quite a rep��
Fletcher�s mouth became a thin line �Because I was with Charlie, certain tough customers make a try for me now and then.�
�But you haven�t got any guns, Donny,� Mitch said speculatively.
�I have, the same old Navy Colts I always had But � I carry them in. my saddle bags. Today�� He stopped
�You were the best revolver shot with Quantrell,� said Johnson.
�There was too much shooting,� Fletcher said steadily.
Mitch Johnson looked shrewdly at Fletcher, then wisely lapsed into silence. Fletcher rode beside him. His mind was on places far away, on things he had seen. But even so, he was aware of the country through which he was riding. The long grass came almost to his stirrups. It was green and full, splendid range for cattle.
Here and there were patches of trees. It was good country. A man could do worse than settle here. Fletcher had traveled much. He had seen so much land and so many places. He couldn�t, like the Wandering Jew, ride on forever. Sometime, somewhere, he had to stop. Unless � the bullet that had his initials on it, cut him down. And somehow, he didn�t feel that that bullet was yet moulded. There had been times when its arrival would have been a blessing; when he�d been tired of it.

III

Riding home after witnessing the burning of Karl Hawkinson�s house, Ethel Morgan could not keep her thoughts off the ragged man, Donny Fletcher. He had seemed, at first acquaintance, to be such an inconspicuous, shabby stranger. Learning that he�d stood idly by and watched the burning of the Hawkinson house, she had been scornful of him.
He had gone to extreme lengths to avoid physical encounter with Daggett and Sutton. And then � when they had pressed him too far � he�d shown the steel in him. Ethel had been horrified. Learning then, his identity � a name that was almost legendary � she�d been shocked � and a little thrilled. She didn�t think now, of his shabby appearance. She thought of his speed in combat, his ruthless efficiency. That he had killed a man, hadn�t disturbed her too greatly. If anyone had needed killing, Jim Sutton had. This was a raw country. Men settled their own differences. Might was right. There were shootings every week.
Perhaps � perhaps this county needed a man like Donny Fletcher. Things were at sixes even now. There were men here, and women, too, who wouldn�t stand for their houses being burned over their heads, as had Hawkinsons. And Ozzie Kohl was no longer working under cover, picking quarrels with ranchers, forcing them to sell to him. He had come into the open. Daggett and Sutton had burned Karl Hawkinson�s house in broad daylight with the owners present. They had been sure there would be no retaliation. They only law in the county was Kohl law.
When she neared the whitewashed adobe ranchhouse that had been home for the last six years, she saw her father, riding toward it from another direction. Fifty, he rode his horse like a cavalryman. Before the war he had been a school teacher in a little Illinois town. The occupation seemed too humdrum for him, after three years of campaigning. When Ethel�s mother had died in �67, Captain Morgan had closed out his affairs in the middle west and had come, with Ethel, to this new country. There had been land then, for the taking. Cattle could be bought for a dollar a head. Steers were still cheap here, although by driving them overland, up the Chisholm Trail, they could be sold very profitably. The captain sent a herd up the trail every year. He had prospered until Ozzie Kohl had spread out his long noose. And now�
Ethel hailed her father. He turned his horse and rode to meet her. �Karl Hawkinson�s house was set on fire by Jim Sutton and Dave Daggett,� Ethel told him quickly.
Captain Morgan said something under his breath. �So they�ve come out into the open.�
�Yes � but Sutton�s dead. He and Daggett picked a fight with a stranger and Sutton got killed.�
�Good,� snapped the captain. �Although I suppose Daggett got the stranger?�
�No � the last I saw of Daggett he was running for his life. I � the man�s name is Donny Fletcher, father.�
Her father�s eyes widened. �Donny Fletcher? I wonder � if it would be the Donny Fletcher of Missouri, the man who��
�Yes � he admitted that he fought with Quantrell.�
The captain whistled. �He was one of Quantrell�s lieutenants. I�ve heard it said he was the best revolver shot among the guerrillas. And he�s here now?�
�He was. I believe he rode on. I... I saw the fight. He was swift as lightning.�
�That�s the Fletcher, all right. I�d like to have seen him. We fought Quantrell at Lone Jack. I may have seen this Fletcher then.�
A frown creased Ethel Morgan�s forehead. �Father, are we going to have trouble with the Kohls? They�ve wanted to buy this ranch and � well, I�m worried.�

They had reached the ranchhouse. Captain Morgan dismounted lightly and turned to help his daughter, but Ethel had beaten him to the ground.
�Speak of the devil,� said Captain Morgan.
Ethel heard the pounding of the hoofs and turned to the south. �Both of them,� she said.
Captain Morgan grinned. �Shall I get the shotgun?�
Ethel bit her lip, �You�d think it would have penetrated his thick head by this time. Well��
The Kohls, father and son, approached rapidly and dismounted. Oscar Kohl, or Ozzie, as he was usually called, was a squat, tremendously broad shouldered figure with a huge shock of blond hair. He was in his middle fifties, a bluff, unscrupulous man who had in recent years acquired a Napoleonic complex.
His son was the physical opposite of Ozzie Kohl. Eddie was tall and thin. His hair was blond like his father�s, but sparse. He had a long nose and very little chin.
His eyes were on Ethel Morgan, the moment he dismounted from his horse. They were small and bright. He licked his lips. �Hello, Ethel,� he said.
�Hello, Eddie,� she replied. She always called him Eddie, because she had heard that he liked to be called Ed.
She walked to the veranda of the adobe house and sat down in a wicker chair. There was no other chair near, but Eddie followed and stood, looking down at her. There was a foolish expression on his face.
�There�s a dance in Spring Valley on Saturday,� he said. �I was wondering, uh, if you�d go to it with me.�
Ethel said, �No � I�ve made previous arrangements.�
�Who�s taking you?�
�My father.�
Eddie Kohl frowned. �Your father � but you said � aw, shucks, why don�t you go with me?�
Ethel looked toward her father. He had walked toward the bunkhouse with Ozzie Kohl, was listening calmly while the older Kohl talked and gesticulated excitedly.
�To put it bluntly, Eddie, I�m not overly fond of the Kohls, today. You see, I saw Karl Hawkinson�s house burn down.�
�But what�s that got to do with me � us?� demanded Eddie. �I didn�t set Hawkinson�s house on fire.�
�Jim Sutton did.�
�Daggett told a different story. He said he and Sutton got there too late to do any good.�
�Did Daggett tell you how Sutton got killed?�
�Yes, he said some gunfighter came along and shot down Sutton without a chance.�
Ethel gasped. �Daggett said that! That proves he�s a liar. I saw the whole thing. Daggett and Sutton attacked an unarmed stranger. The man took Daggett�s gun away from him, shot Sutton and drove Daggett away.�

For a moment Eddie Kohl glared at Ethel, then he made an effort and smiled again. �Why should you get all worked up about things? Sutton�s gone and I�ll � dad�ll pull in Daggett�s horns. Uh � let�s talk about you � and me, Ethel.�
�No,� replied Ethel firmly. �Don�t you get on that subject again.�
Eddie flared up. �Why not? You can�t hold on to this ranch much longer and sooner or later you�ve got to come around.�
�When that time comes, Eddie,� Ethel said coldly, �father and I will be traveling.�
�What�s the matter with me?� Eddie demanded bitterly. �I ain�t the worst looking man in the world. My father�s the biggest rancher in the state. He�s going to be even bigger. If you married me you could have anything you liked. Fancy clothes, horses, good times. And a swell house. Dad � dad�s already had some plans made for a house. A big stone house with twenty rooms.�
�The answer�s still no. And I think I�m quite sure it�ll still be no ten years from now.�
Eddie Kohl looked as if he were about to froth at the mouth. �All right,� he said, �stay on your high horse. But I ain�t quittin� � not yet. I figure my time�ll come. And maybe sooner than you think. You�re going to��
He stopped. His father and Captain Morgan were approaching, and from the expression on the elder Kohl�s face, he had fared no better with Captain Morgan than Eddie had fared with Ethel.
The two of them mounted their horses, nodded and rode off.
�What�d he want, Father?� Ethel asked when the Kohls were out of hearing.
�The ranch, of course.� Captain Morgan looked searchingly into his daughter�s face, then shrugged. �He wanted to combine it with his own � give me a quarter interest in it. Provided�� He stopped.
�Provided I marry Eddie,� Ethel finished for him. �Well � I think I told Eddie some things, myself.�

IV

Mitch Johnson said to Donny Fletcher, �Let�s go take in the celebration in town tonight. It�ll probably be the last they�ll have around here in a long time.�
�What�s it for?�
�No reason at all. Just a get-together and dance. Fella�s got to see somethin� around here once in awhile besides a bunch of long-horned cows.�
�But you haven�t got any, Mitch.�
Mitch�s face twisted. �No, but I can�t help seein� than, can I? They�re all around. Can�t ride a mile without running into a herd.�
�All right,� conceded Donny Fletcher. �We�ll go to that dance. It�s a long time since I attended one.�
So they rode into Spring Valley. They naturally went to a saloon first, but this time they chose The Longhorn, the second of the two saloons in town. They had had their fight at The Texan the day before.
There were kindred spirits at the bar, getting a drink or two before proceeding to the dance, which was to be bone-dry. As they entered the place, Mitch Johnson nudged Fletcher. �There�s the sheriff. He�s givin� this place his trade tonight.�
�Then perhaps we ought to go to the other saloon,� Fletcher replied. �No use lookin� for trouble.�
�Hell, he won�t bother us,� snorted Mitch. �Come on � have a drink. Bartender! The bottle.�
The bottle and glasses were brought. Mitch poured for himself, then shoved the bottle to Fletcher. The latter poured and a tall, white-haired man came up beside him.
�You�re Donny Fletcher,� he said.
Deliberately, Fletcher turned. �Yes?�
�My name�s Morgan,� the white-haired man said, �I believe we faced each other in Missouri on a couple of occasions.�
Fletcher nodded slowly. �It�s possible � although I�m sorry I don�t recall your face.�
�Oh, we never met that close. I happened to remember your face because I saw a picture of it. A poster; er�� Captain Morgan coughed, then said quickly, �My error, sir. The war�s over.�
�It is,� replied Fletcher, still unbending.
A little frown creased the captain�s forehead.
�My daughter met you, yesterday. She told me � what happened. I�ve been wondering ever since, Mr. Fletcher � if you�ve, well, if you�re looking for a job.�
Fletcher quickened. �A job? You know me and you�re offering me a job?�
�Why not?�
Sheriff Pendexter came up and said, �I got a job for him. In jail. I�ve been looking for you, Fletcher. You�re the man knocked off Jim Sutton. You�re under arrest!�
�The hell you say!� cut in Mitch Johnson.
Fletcher shook his head at Johnson. �Sutton drew first. Him and Daggett. I took Daggett�s gun away from him and beat Sutton. Everywhere I�ve been, an even break�s enough. Sutton got more than an even break.�
�You lie! You shot down Sutton without giving him a chance. I�ve got Daggett�s statement and��
�Just a minute, Pendexter,� said Captain Morgan. �My daughter was present during the whole affair. What Mr. Fletcher says is true. Sutton set fire to Karl Hawkinson�s house, then tried to kill this man � probably afraid he would talk.�
�You keep your mouth out of this, Morgan,� snapped Pendexter. �It�s none of your concern. I�m arrestin� this man for murder, an���
Mitch Johnson howled and hurled himself at the sheriff. The big man went back, smashed Johnson in the face with his fist and clawed at his gun. Johnson held to the sheriff�s arm, cursing.
�Here,� said Captain Morgan, �you�re unarmed.�
He pressed the butt of a gun into Donny Fletcher�s hand. Fletcher swore under his breath, gripped the gun and stepped forward.
�Let go, Pendexter!� he commanded.
�Let him have it!� snarled Mitch Johnson. �He�s a dirty, crooked coyote. He�ll shoot you in the back if you let him live.�
The sheriff tore himself away from Mitch Johnson. He stepped back, his hands crooked in front of him. He glared at Fletcher. �You can�t get away with this, Fletcher. I�ll have a posse out for you in five minutes.�
�I�ll take that chance. Come on, Mitch, we�d better be going.�
Fletcher backed to the door, keeping the gun carelessly on the fuming sheriff. At the door, Captain Morgan joined Johnson and Fletcher. �I think I�d better go along with you,� he said.
It was a sensible idea. The sheriff might vent his anger on Morgan for siding with Fletcher.
At the door, Fletcher said, �If I were you, Pendexter, I�d wait awhile before coming through this door. Otherwise you might run into something.�
With that he stepped swiftly outside. He kept one eye on the saloon door while he mounted swiftly.
�I�ve got to pick up my daughter,� Captain Morgan said, as they turned their horses to head out of town. �She�s at the dance�

Donny Fletcher�s pulses quickened. He�d thought of Ethel Morgan several times since the day before. He hadn�t admitted it even to himself, but the reason he had acceded to Mitch Johnson�s desire to attend the dance was the hope of seeing Ethel Morgan again. She was the sort of girl would be at a dance, if it were at all possible.
But now � the girl would be a liability. It wouldn�t be long before the sheriff stormed out of the saloon. He could no doubt pick up a bunch of cohorts in a few moments. And then it would be pursuit. If they lost minutes at the dance hall, getting Ethel Morgan � it would be close.
Yet it had to be done. Johnson and Fletcher remained on their horses outside the big frame building where the dance was being held. Captain Morgan dismounted and rushed inside.
Fletcher kept his eyes on the saloon up the street. Beside him, Mitch Johnson muttered. �Pendexter�s plenty mad and there are a lot of Kohl�s gang in town. Oh-oh! Here they come.�
The door of the saloon bulged outwards and Sheriff Pendexter plunged into the street, three or four men behind him.
�Here goes!� said Fletcher.
He fired Captain Morgan�s Frontier Model in the general direction of the sheriff, purposely shooting high. The result was almost ludicrous. Sheriff Pendexter howled and dashed back to the saloon.
His cohorts had the same idea and they met at the batwing doors, where they struggled for a moment, all trying to get in at the same time.
�This is too good to miss,� snarled Mitch Johnson. He whipped out his gun and blazed away. But he didn�t shoot high. A yell of anguish came back to them.

Captain Morgan came out of the dance hall. With him was Ethel, wearing a riding skirt and carrying a small valise. �I caught her before she changed to her party dress,� the captain explained. �It�s a good thing.�
Ethel ran to her horse tied at the rail. Fletcher, watching her, liked the way she mounted, without assistance.
Then they were off, the four of them, riding swiftly down the south road out of town. Behind, guns barked in Spring Valley.
�I guess this about finishes you and me around here, Donny,� Mitch Johnson said as they galloped along.
�There are still a few places I haven�t seen,� replied Donny Fletcher.
He lowered his voice. �I think this was a bad job for Captain Morgan. He�s got to stay around here.�
Captain Morgan dropped back. �I started to round up my herd today,� he said. �I�m going to send it up to Kansas.�
�You�ll lose a lot of money doing that,� said Fletcher.
�I know,� replied Morgan, �a lot of the steers aren�t in condition right now, but if I keep them here, I�ll lose more. A herd of two hundred went over a cliff last night.�
Fletcher inhaled sharply. �Stampede?�
Captain Morgan shrugged. �One of my riders was winged.� He was silent a moment. �I guess I�ll have to withdraw that offer of a job. Pendexter will be out in the morning looking for you.�
�What about you?�
�Oh, he won�t touch me. He doesn�t dare � yet.�

Fletcher stared ahead in the gloom where Ethel Morgan was jogging along. �Kohl�s determined to get your ranch, too.�
�The man�s gone mad these last few years. He wants to have the biggest ranch in the state. Well, I bought my land when it was cheap and it�s all paid for. He can�t grab it. In another two or three weeks my steers will all be gone. Ozzie will blow up in two or three years, and then I�ll come back.�
When they neared a cluster of shadowy buildings, dotted by a few lights, Mitch Johnson and Donny Fletcher turned off. �Good-bye, Mr. Morgan,� Fletcher said. Ethel Morgan turned her horse back. �Good-bye, Mr. Fletcher.�
�Good-bye, Miss Morgan.� And then they were gone.

�I kinda hate to leave this valley,� said Mitch Johnson. �I like it around here.�
�It�s good country,� said Fletcher, �better than a lot I�ve seen.�
�If we had ten or twelve of the boys to help us, you wouldn�t catch me leaving. I�d like Frank and Jess, Bill Gregg, Arch Clements, and the Youngers. That�d be plenty, with you and me.�
�Say,� began Fletcher, an idea leaping into his mind. �Doesn�t this remind you of the old days when there was a lot more on the other side than we had? Hell, there�s only one ranch and there ought to be a few on the other side we could count on.�
Mitch Johnson yelped. �Why not? The old guerrilla stuff. All Kohl has got is forty or fifty men. We can ride in on them when they�re scattered.�
�It�s an idea,� said Donny Fletcher. �There�s a lot of rough country over here to the west, and I don�t think they�d care much about running us down there. I think the idea is worth trying.�
�But what�ll you get out of it, Donny?�
Fletcher grunted. �Perhaps nothing, maybe a chunk of lead. What�s the difference? I haven�t got anything else to do or any place to go. I may as well be here.�
�Look,� said Mitch Johnson, �I know all these two-bit ranchers. We�ll ride around and see them. Maybe we can get a few of them to come along. Some�ll be scared because of big Ozzie, but at least they won�t be against us.�
They rode to Mitch Johnson�s little shack, got blankets and a few supplies, the former guerrilla had in his cabin. Then they rode three miles out onto the prairie, staked their horses and rolled up in their blankets.

In the morning, while Johnson was frying bacon, Fletcher talked to him. �I don�t know how this is going to work, Mitch. We�re on the wrong side down here, but Kohl�s got the law on his side, and the law�s crooked.�
�I figure it�s the only thing we can do.�
�It�s the only way we could do it in Missouri. We got away with it for four years.�
After the meager breakfast, they saddled their horses and rode to the adobe ranchhouse of a man named Stanley. They found him in front of a broken-down corral, mending a saddle.
�Hi, Stanley!� Mitch Johnson greeted him. �Shake hands with Donny Fletcher.�
Stanley looked quickly about before he held out a grimy hand. �I�ve heard about you, Mr. Fletcher,� he said. �You had some trouble with the sheriff last night, didn�t you?�
�I�ll probably have more trouble with him, and with Ozzie Kohl, too.�
Stanley�s eyes widened. �I don�t get you, stranger.�
�He means we�re going to fight Kohl,� said Mitch Johnson. �Some of the folks around here figure on cuttin� Ozzie�s horns.�
Stanley stared in astonishment at first Donny Fletcher then Mitch Johnson. Finally he backed away and mumbled, �Got a lot of work.�
�Don�t be a fool, Stanley!� exclaimed Mitch Johnson. �You know how I stand around here. You know damn well I ain�t a spy for Ozzie Kohl.�
�I�m a married man,� said Stanley. �I don�t want any trouble.�
�I can understand your situation, Stanley,� said Fletcher. �All we ask is that you don�t fight against us.�
They were riding off when Stanley suddenly called after them, �Good luck!�
Mitch Johnson said disgusted, �Looks like some of these people don�t want saving.�
At the next ranchhouse, it was different, however. They found two strapping brothers, Bill and Dave Barry. They were exceedingly receptive to Donny Fletcher�s plan. �We got less than a hundred steers,� said Dave Barry. �A month ago we had five hundred. We got nothin� to lose, so we�ll go with you.�
Early in the afternoon, they added a fifth recruit, Bob Cragg. Toward evening, they rode back to Mitch Johnson�s place and found his cabin a heap of smouldering ruins. Mitch Johnson cursed furiously. �Pendexter did this,� he said. �I�m going to save him for myself!�
�Look,� said Fletcher, �they don�t know we�re still around here, and if they do, they certainly wouldn�t expect us to ride into Spring Valley.�
�Let�s go!� cried Mitch Johnson eagerly.

An hour later, just as it was getting dark, they rode down upon the little cowtown of Spring Valley. There were only a few men on the streets, and they seemed to pay no attention to the five riders � not until they stopped in front of the little courthouse and dismounted. Then there was a sudden activity up the street.
According to instructions, the Barry brothers dashed into the courthouse. A moment later, Judge Hite came dashing outside. Mitch Johnson yelled, and sent a bullet at the Judge�s feet. And as the justice dashed down the street, sent a couple more bullets after him to speed him along.
�There�s Sheriff Pendexter!� cried Fletcher. The sheriff popped out of The Texan saloon. Fletcher sent a bullet in His general direction, and the sheriff promptly dashed back into the saloon. The Barry brothers came out of the courthouse. Fletcher, looking over their heads, saw flames dancing inside. �Let�s give them hell now!� he said.
The five men mounted their horses and rode swiftly up the street, discharging their revolvers. At the end of the street, they reeled and galloped back. Guns began roaring from the saloons and various buildings, but the shooters inside were too timid to expose themselves and no damage was done. When they thundered past the courthouse on the return trip, flames were already roaring out through the windows. A half mile out of town, Fletcher halted his group. �There�ll be a posse after us,� he said. �We might as well teach them right now that it isn�t safe for posses to follow.�
The posse came inside of five minutes � seven or eight scattered riders. When they approached, the five guerrilla fighters dashed out of the woods at the edge of the road and charged, yelling and shooting. The posse scattered at the first charge, not even putting up a fight.
Fletcher would not let his men pursue. �We�ve done enough for this evening,� he said. �Now we�ve got to look for a hideout before Ozzie Kohl gets organized.� He chuckled. �The safest place to hide is right on the Kohl ranch. Ozzie won�t be looking for us there.�
They camped in a tiny grove of cottonwoods less than two miles from the Kohl ranch buildings. They picketed their horses nearby and kept watch. They were up with the dawn, shivering from the chill.
�Now,� said Fletcher, �it�s give Ozzie Kohl a taste of guerrilla warfare.�

They mounted and rode cautiously down toward the huddle of ranch buildings. A thread of smoke was rising from the chimney of the main house, but otherwise there was no sign of life about the place. They charged the buildings as they had charged Spring Valley the night before. They riddled them with bullets and then they were off, galloping toward the hills in the west.
�For a tough gang they certainly took that easy,� yelled Mitch Johnson as he rode beside Fletcher.
�That�s what I was thinking,� said Fletcher. At the top of a crest he pulled up his horse. �Look,� he said to Mitch. �There don�t seem to be more than a half dozen of them running around. And � they�re not even going for their horses.�
�You�d think there�s only them few down there,� commented Mitch, �instead of a big gang. You s�pose�?�
�I do,� said Fletcher. �There�s only a skeleton force at the ranch��
�Then let�s ride back and give them what they gave Hawkinson and the others. We�ll burn��
�Listen!�
Donny Fletcher held up his hand. His head was craned sidewards. His ears had heard gunfire, much gunfire. In the west.
Mitch Johnson heard it and said uneasily, �Sounds like shootin� � over at Captain Morgan�s��
�Come on!� cried Fletcher.

The little band put spurs to horses. Fletcher led them and he rode as he had not since the old Missouri days. The gunfire became louder, but more spasmodic. And then suddenly it stopped altogether. Fletcher didn�t like that at all.
Ethel Morgan was an early riser. She liked to ride on the range before the sun got too hot and as a rule was up and dressed by daybreak. This morning she was sipping the last of her breakfast coffee when she heard, outside, the clatter of many horses� hoofs.
She went to the window and noted with astonishment, that a cavalcade of almost a score of riders was swirling about the ranchyard. She opened the door and stepped out to the veranda, just as her father came out of one of the bunkhouses and started toward the riders, some of whom were dismounting.
Behind the captain, Morgan cowboys filed out of the bunkhouse.
Eddie Kohl saw Ethel and dashed toward her. �Fine friends, you keep,� he exclaimed.
�I don�t know what you mean,� Ethel retorted coldly.
�That gunfighter, Fletcher. You and your old man left town with him the other night. Yah, you don�t know him and his gang went back and shot up the town last night?�
�I didn�t know it, but � perhaps he had cause. The things that have been happening around here��
�That�s what we�re here to finish,� Eddie Kohl cut in, belligerently. �Me and my dad are sick and tired of being blamed for everything that happens. We��
He broke off. A man cried out in anger in the group near the bunkhouse. Ethel looked quickly past Eddie and saw her father backing swiftly toward his own men who were lined up, facing the Kohl cowboys.
Eddie Kohl swore and strode toward where his father was haranguing the punchers. Ethel heard him snap at his father, �You keep your mouth shut. They�ve got their orders.�
Ozzie Kohl replied, �Don�t be a fool, Eddie. You�re carrying things too far.�
�Too far, hell!� sneered Eddie. �I�ve just begun.�

Ethel�s eyes widened in horror. Weak-chinned, colorless Eddie Kohl was showing a new side to himself. Why, he was actually dominating his Napoleonic minded father!
Then � even as she looked � she saw Eddie Kohl give his father a violent shove sidewards and go for his gun. She saw it come out of the holster, heard it roar � and then she saw her father pitch to the ground!
Ethel screamed.
She started forward and then the entire ranchyard exploded to gunfire. Captain Morgan�s men, outnumbered two to one and dismounted, were charging the Kohl riders. It was a foolish thing to do. The Kohl men milled for an instant, but then recovered and beat back the Morgan cowboys. Only half of them reached the shelter of the bunkhouses.
Ethel didn�t see the outcome of the fight. Eddie Kohl rushed toward her the moment hostilities began. She saw him coming, tried to avoid him, but he swooped down upon her, catching her arm so savagely he pulled her from her feet. Her knees hit the hard ground and still Eddie pulled.
�Come on,� he snarled. �I�m through foolin� around with you.�
She fought to her feet and clawed the hand that gripped her arm. Eddie yelped in pain and struck her furiously in the face.
Then he caught her in his arms and lifted her off her feet. There was more strength in his lean body than Ethel had ever guessed. She kicked and fought him, but he held her securely, carrying her to a horse. A cowboy rushed to help Eddie Kohl, then another.
The last thing Ethel Morgan saw at her home was Eddie Kohl shoving his father away from him, as the latter attempted to wrestle with Eddie.
When Donny Fletcher and his small cavalcade charged down upon the Morgan Ranch the place was strangely quiet. It wasn�t until they had dismounted that anyone showed up. Then several men, gripping rifles came out of the bunkhouses.
�What you want here?� one of them demanded.
�This is Donny Fletcher,� cried Mitch Johnson. �And you know me. We�re friends of the captain. We��
Donny Fletcher saw a dark wet spot on the ground, saw how the dust had been swirled up by struggling feet and hoofs. He said tensely, �What�s happened here? We heard shooting.�
The door of the ranchhouse opened. Captain Morgan, steadied by two men staggered out to the veranda. �Fletcher!� he called weakly.
Donny Fletcher ran to him. �You�re wounded!�
�I�ll be all right,� gasped Captain Morgan. �But Ethel � he�s got her.�
�Who � Ozzie Kohl?�
The face of Ozzie Kohl appeared suddenly behind Captain Morgan. �Eddie,� he said. �He�s gone mad. He shot the captain and�� His face twisted in anguish.
�What kind of game is this?� snapped Mitch Johnson. �Since when�s Eddie Kohl running things?�
�He always has,� said Ozzie Kohl. �For the last five or six years. I... I haven�t wanted to do the things that � that have been done. He... he made me. The boy�s got a cruel streak in him. And now � now he�s gone for good.�
�It was Eddie who shot me,� explained Captain Morgan. �He came here with a big bunch of riders and started a fight. He took Ethel with him.�
Donny Fletcher half turned away. �Which way did he go?�
Ozzie Kohl pointed to the hills. �There � but you can�t follow him. He�s got twenty men with him. Every one of them bad. They�re outlaws and killers that he hired himself. He � wouldn�t let a decent man stay on the ranch.�

Donny Fletcher mounted his horse. He was cold as ice, inside. He hadn�t as yet met Eddie Kohl, but Mitch had described him � as a weak-chinned nonentity. That was what Mitch considered him. Which didn�t mean a thing. Donny Fletcher had known a man in Missouri who had been almost effeminate and yet had been the deadliest killer he�d ever known. That Eddie Kohl had been able to fool almost every one on this range about his real caliber indicated that he was more than ordinarily clever. He was a dangerous adversary.
But that didn�t matter. Eddie Kohl had gone mad. He had to be killed, like a mad dog.
He had taken Ethel Morgan with him � by force. The thought of that touched a spark within Donny Fletcher.
�Let�s go,� he said to Mitch Johnson.
Mitch Johnson raised no question, but the three recruits looked at one another. �You don�t have to come,� said Donny Fletcher, without looking at them.
�We�re comb�,� said Sam Cragg quickly. �I was just thinkin���
�I wasn�t thinking,� said Fletcher. He kneed his horse.
�Wait!� cried Ozzie Kohl, desperately. �I�m comin� with you. Maybe I can make Eddie listen��
Donny Fletcher did not heed the older Kohl. But before he had ridden a hundred yards he heard the galloping horse behind him and knew that Ozzie was coming along. The rancher caught up with Donny. He said, tensely:
�I think I know where he�s headin�. There�s a blind canyon over there someone who didn�t know the country, couldn�t find in a year,�
Eddie Kohl had a start of almost a half hour, but Donny Fletcher pushed on relentlessly with his small group. Within two hours they sighted a pair of riders who had fallen behind Eddie Kohl�s bunch, probably to note what pursuit, if any, there was. The men sent several long range rifle shots at Fletcher�s party, but the bullets did no damage. The riders galloped away.
Fletcher held back his own men. There was no use winding the horses. They rode on steadily. After another hour, Ozzie Kohl said:
�There�s the entrance to the canyon, but Lord knows how you�re goin� to get in, if Eddie�s posted men.�
Fletcher surveyed the ground ahead. The country was as wild as any he had ever encountered. Just heaps of red sandstone, dumped down on a high mesa. There were fifty or more canyons on the mesa, one looking almost like another, long high ridges that seemed endless. The entrance to the particular canyon that Ozzie Kohl had pointed out, was about fifty feet across and it was studded with huge boulders. Fifteen or twenty men could stand off a sizable army. The canyon would not be taken by storm.
He sighed wearily, �It can�t be done this way, boys. I�ll have to go in alone.�
�Don�t be a fool, Donny,� protested Mitch Johnson. �They�d shoot you down before you set foot inside the canyon.�
�I�ll have to take that chance. I figure Captain Morgan�s rounding up a bunch of ranchers. But it�ll be several hours before they can be here. Eddie � won�t wait, that long.�
�I�ll go in,� volunteered Ozzie Kohl. �Maybe he�s come to his senses by this time.�
Fletcher shook his head. �Chances are against that.�
Mitch Johnson reached into his coat pocket and held out a tiny single-barreled .41 caliber derringer. �Take this, Donny. Maybe if you can get in, you can slip it to the Morgan girl.�
Fletcher looked at the little gun and shook his head. �If I get to Eddie Kohl I�ll either be searched thoroughly � or the gun�d be no good.� He laughed shortly, turned his horse suddenly and rode toward the mouth of the canyon.

He was fifty feet from it, when a man rose up from behind a boulder. A rifle was in his hands and the muzzle of it covered Fletcher.
�That�s far enough,� the man said. Several feet away, another man, similarly armed, came into view.
Donny Fletcher held up his hands, palms upward. �I want to talk to Eddie Kohl.�
�Eddie don�t want to talk to you,� retorted the first rifleman.
Deliberately, Donny Fletcher dismounted from his horse. �I�ve got to see him,� he said steadily.
Behind him, horse�s hoofs clattered. �Hold it, Kerry,� cried the voice of Ozzie Kohl.
�What the hell d�you want?� snapped the rifleman. �Eddie�s givin� the orders, now.�
�Let him give them,� said Ozzie Kohl. �But Fletcher and I have got to see him. It�s important � to Eddie. He�s made a mistake, something he doesn�t know about.�
The men with the rifles looked at one another, then the first man whistled. From a little way inside the canyon two more men came out from behind boulders. They approached, carrying revolvers in their hands.
�Get their hardware,� ordered the rifleman who seemed to be in charge. �Then take them to Eddie.�
The newcomers were hard looking men. They did a good job of searching Donny Fletcher, then turned their attention to Ozzie Kohl. Finally they herded the two into the canyon.
An eighth of a mile inside the canyon, around a bend, was a red adobe brick shack, that had almost fallen into ruins. A dozen or more cowboys were sprawled around the cabin.
Eddie Kohl sprang up from the ground. �What�s the idea, Buck,� he cried. �I said not to let anyone in here.�
�Kerry did it,� defended the man called Buck, �Your old man��
Eddie Kohl glared at his father. �You can save your breath. An� if you know what�s good for you, you�ll get away from here, damn quick.�
�Eddie, you�ve lost your mind,� said Ozzie Kohl. �You�re mad to think��
�Shut your trap!� snarled Eddie Kohl. �You ran things long enough and what�d you get? Now, I�m running things and I�m running them my way.�
�Where�s Miss Morgan?� asked Donny Fletcher. �If you�ve harmed her��
Ethel Morgan appeared in the doorway of the adobe shack. Donny Fletcher saw her and a ripple ran through him.
�Eddie�� he began.
Eddie Kohl cut him off. �So you�re the fancy gunfighter she�s gone for. Ever since you hit this country, I wasn�t good enough for her.� Eddie took a couple of quick steps toward Fletcher. He sneered evilly into Donny�s face, then leaped forward suddenly and struck him in the face with his fist.
Donny Fletcher took the blow without recoiling. His hands lashed out and he caught Eddie�s arm in one hand. Eddie yelped and hit Donny again with his other fist. Fletcher braced himself � and then one of Eddie�s gunmen leaped up from the rear and laid the barrel of his revolver along the side of Fletcher�s head.
The blow was a wicked one. Fire exploded in Fletcher�s brain and he fell to his knees. He was struggling to get to his feet, when Eddie Kohl screamed at him.
The scream cleared Fletcher�s dazed senses. He knew that Eddie Kohl was completely gone � mad.

He jerked up his head, saw Eddie�s two guns clearing their holsters. He launched himself forward toward the madman and knew even as he did, that he could not get to him before those guns belched.
But he did.
Behind Fletcher a gun barked. It was a dull report.
Blood spurted from Eddie Kohl�s face. The muzzles of his guns wavered � and then Donny Fletcher�s catapulting body hit the limp figure of Eddie Kohl and carried it back to the ground. Eddie was dead before his shoulders touched.
Fletcher�s trained gun hands jerked the weapons from Eddie�s lifeless fists. He whirled and saw Ozzie Kohl with a smoking derringer in his hand. He heard Ozzie say, �Mitch�s gun�� and then the scene became a shambles.
Two or three bullets struck Ozzie Kohl simultaneously. Only Fletcher�s catlike leap toward the adobe shack, saved him from the first volley. And then the guns in his own hands were blazing and roaring.
Men tumbled and leaped helter-skelter. Guns roared.
�Inside, Ethel!� Fletcher yelled at the top of his voice. She should already be safe behind the protection of the thick dried mud walls. He was leaping backward himself now. Ozzie Kohl was down. So were two or three of the gunmen � and the others were more interested in getting to their horses, or shelter, than in quickly annihilating Donny Fletcher.
In the doorway, a bullet seared through his thigh and threw him off balance. Strong, small hands reached from the side, caught hold of him and jerked him aside.
�Donny!� said Ethel Morgan.
He flashed a look at her white face, then poked his guns through a slit in the wall, that had served the original builder of the hut for a window.
He saw no close targets. The survivors of Eddie Kohl�s outlaw band, were beating a quick retreat. Their leader was gone, there would be no spoils. They could kill Donny Fletcher, all right, no question of that. But they knew his skill with guns � and there was no percentage in following through. Several more of them would lose their lives before they downed him � and there was no chance of any gain.
Donny Fletcher turned and looked at Ethel Morgan again. �Ozzie Kohl killed Eddie,� he said dully.
Ethel nodded slowly. �I � saw it. I guess � I guess he tried to make up.� She swallowed hard, then said, �Father�?�
�He�s wounded, but he�ll be all right. I guess � everything will be all right now.�
Except for himself. His work here was finished. There wasn�t any reason for him to stay. He�d ride again � the long, lonely trail. The trial that had no end. From Texas to Montana, then back again.
The thought of it made his lips taut. He moved, forgetful that a bullet had gone through his thigh. The leg gave under him and he lurched against Ethel Morgan.
She threw her arms about him and cried, �You�re wounded!�
Something in her voice caused him to jerk up his head. He looked into her eyes, only inches away � and saw something there. His mouth fell open in a gasp.
�Ethel!� he said.
Her nostrils flared a little, but her eyes did not waver. And suddenly Donny Fletcher knew that he didn�t have to ride on that long trail again.
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