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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction!

	 


The town of Red Bend waited in fear.

	Mace Orde and his three hell-raising sons were coming to in settle some old scores, and not a man there seemed likely to stand up to them … except Marshal Ben Karpel.

	Still, there wasn’t much the ageing marshal could do against such ruthless killers. His beautiful daughter, Dell, was willing to pick up a gun and fight alongside him, but it wasn’t until Blake Durant rode in that they really stood a chance of winning.

	When the marshal arrested Mace Orde, he knew they’d never hold him long enough for the circuit judge to get there and try him for murder. Orde’s sons would bust him out just as soon as they could.

	That left only one option – to transport him across the desert to the larger town of Creede, where they had deputies who could guard him until the trial-date was set.

	All they had to do now – Durant, an ageing lawman and his daughter – was get Orde there in one piece, before his sons could shred them to pieces. 
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Chapter One 

	Placate the Devil

	 

	SHERIFF BEN KARPEL stood in the main street of Red Bend. Henry Watts had just brought the stage to a screeching, bumping stop outside the jailhouse and hot red dust boiled in the air between them as Watts spoke.

	In Karpel’s opinion, Watts was prone to panic and exaggerate. Also, after so many lonely hours on long, dusty trails, Watts was often inclined to talk for talk’s sake alone.

	So Karpel listened without really hearing. Just about everybody was indoors and Karpel knew why; the people of Red Bend were wondering exactly what he was wondering: When would they come?

	They being Mace Orde and his three sons, Clem, Jeb and Russ, one as bad as the other, all four of them criminals of the lowest kind; killers, plunderers, thieves. Word on them had come in with Tim Shelton, a cowhand on the Bar 7. Shelton had crossed their trail and got himself shot up. Before Shelton died on Karpel’s doorstep he’d passed the word along. The Ordes were coming and didn’t care who knew.

	Now Tim Shelton was buried and the Bar 7 outfit preferred to believe that Shelton’s war with the Orde outfit was something private. Karpel knew better, just as he knew the Bar 7 outfit did. Shelton’s death had been cold-blooded murder.

	Ben Karpel’s wide shoulders slumped. His gray eyes squinted in the hot wind and his face seemed to grow new lines as he looked up and down the town’s main street. The Orde outfit wouldn’t just ride in. They’d be careful, knowing that Karpel would be waiting for them, just as every lawman west of the Platte River would be duty-bound to challenge them.

	But there was no sign of them.

	His attention suddenly turned to what Watts was saying. “The four of them, Ben, down by the creek five miles out. They shot one of the Ranger steers and were cooking it, calm as all get-out. Carl Bolger musta tracked them down but shouldn’ta. Carl’s dead, shot through the neck, and they’re just sittin’ there cookin’ their meat while the flies worry Carl’s body.”

	Ben Karpel closed his eyes and took in a ragged breath. Two dead. He said, “How’d you see all this, Henry, and make it to town without being hurt?”

	“Ain’t hurt?” Henry Watts roared, then he pulled up his trouser leg to show Karpel a bloodied bandage around his right ankle. “You reckon thet didn’t hurt, a blasted bullet that damn near went right through? I don’t know when I’ll be able to walk proper again.”

	Karpel looked at the bandage and then at Watts. No pain showed in the grizzled driver’s face.

	“You dig the bullet out, Henry?”

	Watts straightened in the coach seat, annoyed. “You didn’t think I’d leave it in, did you? Hell, I had to drive like a lunatic for seven miles off the trail before I could chance coming back onto it the other side of town. Or maybe you didn’t notice I came in a different way than usual.”

	“I noticed,” Ben said.

	“Yeah, well, you better keep watchin’ all trails in, ’cause they’re comin’ here just as soon as they feast themselves off that stolen steer.”

	Ben Karpel looked around again. Nothing moved but the dust under the drive of the hot wind. Cold sweat had formed on his neck but he made no attempt to wipe it off. Better, under Watts’ hard scrutiny, to appear unmoved by the situation.

	“I’m obliged for the information,” Ben said. “Now you best go see the doc and have that leg attended to. Then do your best not to scare too many people with your story.”

	Watts eyed Ben in an elaborate show of innocence. “You think I’m gonna rake up a nest of trouble here in town, Ben? What do you take me for?”

	Ben Karpel didn’t bother to answer. He knew that just as soon as Watts unharnessed his team in the depot yard he would hurry to the saloon and get the attention of everybody within listening range.

	“What I’m gonna do,” Watts said, “is shake off this damn trail dust, maybe have a couple of drinks, and then bed down. I don’t want no part of them Orde jaspers, no sir.”

	“Just keep it quiet,” Karpel said. “I don’t want any panic.”

	Watts looked nervously behind him, then squinted hard so he could make out the other end of the dusty main street. He picked up the reins, booted the brake free and let the stage go on. Ben Karpel wiped the sweat off the back of his neck with a bandanna and sighed.

	The Orde clan was his problem. It was what he was sworn to look into. Law-abiding citizens had pinned a badge on his shirt and paid him to protect them. And for five long years he had done just that. But in all that time there had been no real test. This was the first, and he knew he would have to prove himself or move off with his tail between his legs.

	He turned back into the jailhouse, finding it difficult to swallow. His main concern was for his daughter’s safety. Dell Karpel too often pried into his affairs. Yet she had been a help, keeping house for him and doing his books. But in a matter of this kind, he just didn’t want her involved.

	He sat behind his desk and tried to convince himself that his concern for his daughter was what was bringing on fresh worries. But deep down he knew he was scared. He was pushing fifty years. His bones ached and he was constantly tired. He was just living out his days, hoping he could get to retirement age without too much fuss. And now the town expected him to stand up against four of the worst killers the frontier had ever known.

	Karpel brought his hands to his head and closed his eyes. There must be something he could do besides hope the Orde outfit would bypass his town and take their trouble elsewhere.

	Organize, he told himself. Yes, that was the answer. Go and talk to Hank Clinton at the saloon and get him to call some of the townsmen together. Perhaps Abe Carpenter would leave his smith’s anvil long enough to take up a gun and protect his own interests. Or perhaps Jake Lamont, who spent a good deal of every day remembering how good he’d been with a gun as a youth, would put his Colt at Karpel’s disposal. Ben Karpel smiled ruefully. From the moment Tim Shelton had croaked out his story and died, not one of the men had shown his face in the street. Even Clinton, who was obliged to stay in the public eye and keep his saloon open, seemed to prefer his bed to sitting up with good-paying customers far into the night. Carpenter’s ringing anvil no longer belted its sound into the evenings past seven o’clock, and Jake Lamont had suddenly lost all interest in recalling the heroics of his youth.

	Who else was available? Karpel asked himself. General Store owner Don Meikle was more interested in the price catalogues which came from Cheyenne than anything else. Len Meares was interested in nothing but lumber and those who wanted to buy it. Hal Wishart spent day and night making harnesses, reins and saddles, and he never wore a gun.

	The rest of the menfolk minded their own business and the ranchers and their crew seemed to find little of interest in Red Bend, preferring to kick up their feet in Hassel Creek or farther west in Newport.

	Yet, Karpel told himself, Red Bend was a good town with good people in it. It did not deserve to be treed by an outfit of scum.

	He got to his feet, uncertain about what to do next. He closed the door of the jailhouse and locked it, putting the key into his vest pocket. As he walked down the boardwalk he saw Henry Watts heading towards the saloon. The street, although it was not yet five in the afternoon, was as quiet as Boothill. Karpel saw several faces in the windows of the cottages he passed, and other men and women stood in doorways. There was nobody on the boardwalks, not even children.

	Pushing open the batwings of Hank Clinton’s saloon, Ben Karpel studied his customers. Watts had a drink in his hand and was looking around for company. There were three cowhands from the Bar 7 spread, and a group of townsmen stood at the far end of the bar being served by Hank Clinton.

	Karpel moved down the long room, stood near Watts and looked at the three cowboys. When they looked his way, worried, he scrubbed a hand across his thin-lipped mouth. Then: “You boys know what the Bar 7 people intend doing about Tim Shelton’s murder?”

	The cowboys exchanged nervous glances. John Mariner, who had been working for the Bar 7 for as long as Karpel had been sheriff of Red Bend, put his empty glass on the counter and nudged his two friends towards the batwings.

	“For forty and found, Sheriff, we don’t ask questions of those who hire us.”

	Mariner went to go past Ben Karpel, but the sheriff put his hand against his chest, stopping him.

	“Tim was murdered,” Karpel said.

	Mariner licked at his lips and looked uncomfortable. “Ain’t how we heard it, Sheriff.”

	“Then you heard wrong, John. Tim managed to make it to town. He told his story before he died in my arms.”

	Mariner drew in a quick breath and pulled himself to his full height. A hint of defiance showed in his dark eyes. “I’m not his keeper, Ben.”

	“He’s not alive to be looked after, John. He was just a young fellow who minded his own business but had the rotten luck to run into a bunch of rotten scum who killed him cold.”

	“It had nothing to do with us,” Mariner said, moving off.

	The other two had stopped just short of the batwings. Karpel looked directly at them and they turned away as color rose in their cheeks.

	Karpel asked loud enough for everybody in the saloon to hear, “What if it happens to another of your crowd, John? Will you bury your head in the sand again?”

	Anger flared in Mariner’s eyes. His lips tightened and his hands clenched and unclenched as he fought to control his fury. “Damn it, Ben, if you’ve got something to say, say it straight.”

	Karpel studied Mariner for a long moment before he turned to the bar and dug change out of his vest pocket. The jailhouse key came out with an assortment of coins. He fingered the key thoughtfully before he muttered, “No, John, I’ve got nothing more to say.”

	Mariner’s eyes glared. “Damn if I like the sound of your voice.”

	“Go home to your cows,” Karpel said with disgust. Mariner’s face tightened. He stared furiously at Ben Karpel for some time before he smothered a curse and then shouldered his way past the batwings and stepped onto the boardwalk.

	Karpel heard him growl, “Let’s get to hell outa this sick town.”

	Karpel waited until the drumming of hoofbeats died in the street, then he looked at Hank Clinton. Clinton flushed and shook his head.

	“None of my business, Ben.”

	“It’s your town,” Karpel said.

	Clinton gave a wave of his hand. “This saloon is my part of town, Ben. This part I’ll defend.”

	Karpel smiled ruefully. “I hope you can, Hank. I certainly hope you’re up to doing that because I have a feeling my hands will be full in other parts of town.”

	Karpel looked in the direction of the townsmen but they seemed interested only in their drinks. Watts, as if suspecting he would soon be drawn into the web of what he considered to be Karpel’s business alone, moved away. Karpel opened his mouth to call to him but thought better of it. He picked up his money from the bar top and returned it to his vest pocket. Hank Clinton, holding a glass to fill it for him, put the glass down.

	Karpel and Clinton looked at each other until Clinton breathed out heavily and moved away. Karpel looked at the few men remaining in the saloon and smiled, then he walked out.

	The dust from the Bar 7 horses was beginning to settle and the boardwalks remained empty. Ben Karpel, his shoulders bowed, walked slowly down the street he had come to know so well. Suddenly, he felt like a stranger in town who might as well move on. But he couldn’t do that because quitting would put a brand on him that he would never be able to live with.

	 

	Blake Durant heard coarse laughter rising from the creek bed and drew his black stallion, Sundown, to a halt. He sat saddle, the hot wind driving against his range coat, his yellow bandanna flapping. The laughter died and there came the creak of saddle leather. Sundown stood quietly, obedient to the wishes of the man who rode him.

	Durant surveyed the terrain. It was just a section of wild country in a meaningless world. Louise Yerby was dead, and with her had gone the meaning of life.

	The sound of hoofbeats and then more laughter rose from the creek. Blake Durant waited a few minutes then he rode down a twisting trail through tall timber until he found the campsite. The smell of cooked meat rose from the cinders of a fire. Beef bones were scattered along the creek bank. The boot marks in the ground told Durant that four men had stayed here for some time. Riding past the fire, Durant had to put a hand over Sundown’s nose as the horse reared its head, nostrils dilating. The horse quietened under the reassuring touch of the man.

	Durant came out of the saddle, tense as he saw what had disturbed the horse. The boots of a man protruded from a dead bush beside which was a crudely butchered steer over which flies swarmed. Durant grasped a horn of the steer and dragged it clear of the brush. The flies went with the carcass and Durant booted the brush apart until he could see the face of a man ugly in death. His neck had a bullet hole in it.

	Durant pulled the dead man clear of the bush. He had a gunbelt around his bulky middle but the gun had been taken from the holster. Durant left the campsite and followed the horse tracks into deep brush. He saw where five horses had been tethered and later led away. He returned to the creek bank and pulled Sundown around so he could lift the dead man onto the back of the saddle. He surveyed the campsite one last time, then swung onto the horse.

	He went along the creek until he found where five horses had gone into rocky country towards high ground. He stopped on the rise and saw four men and five horses in the distance, departing at great haste. Burdened down, Durant knew he could never hope to catch up with them. In a way he didn’t want to. This was not his business. This was not his territory. He would do only what any man should do and take the dead man in for burial. Then he would move on.

	 


Chapter Two 

	Any Town Is My Town

	 

	MACE ORDE LED the way out of the narrow defile and stopped on high ground from where he could study the town. A huge man, he seemed much too heavy for the horse under him, although it stood on quivering legs at almost seventeen hands. Orde’s large ears poked out from under the brim of his battered range hat, and his ferret face was ugly beneath caked dust. His sons drew up behind him.

	Mace Orde didn’t bother to check the boys out, though they were lined up as if for inspection. Russ, the youngest, had a long, narrow face and little meat on his bones; he seemed the more nervous of the three and kept glancing at his brothers. Clem, the eldest, and Jeb paid him no heed. The town was there before them, and if the information they’d received was correct Bull Arkon was somewhere in it. Their father wanted Arkon, so that was it.

	“Clem.” Mace Orde’s voice broke the silence.

	Clem worked his horse beside his father’s. His small eyes, cold and expressionless, were like polished stones. Of the three boys, he was the deadliest and the most brutal. He had killed more men in the seven years he had ridden with his father than any other man in the West. He was, and he basked in the glory of it, the apple of his father’s eye.

	“Yeah, Pa?”

	“The funnin’s over, Clem. See that the other two remember that. We got to find Arkon and get thet map. It’ll be the makin’s of us.”

	“Town looks small, Pa,” Clem offered.

	“Well, it looks that way because it is, boy. Which means what?”

	Clem wasn’t sure, so he glanced back at Jeb and Russ for help. Neither seemed able to assist.

	When Clem didn’t answer, Mace Orde screwed up his mouth. “Come a day I won’t be with you, boy. Then you’ll have to think for yourself.”

	“I’m thinkin’, Pa, but I don’t rightly know what you’re gettin’ at.”

	“I’m tryin’ to save your scrawny neck, boy,” Mace growled. He pointed at the town which was slowly being swallowed up by the shades of night. “When you ride into a small town, what happens?”

	Clem looked anxiously at his brothers. They seemed as perplexed and confused as he was.

	“You get seen?” Clem guessed.

	“Right,” Mace said. “You get seen by folks who ain’t likely to be hospitable or friendly in any way, right?”

	“To hell with them,” Clem said. He knew his father liked talk like that. To hell with everybody. They were four against the whole frontier. They needed nobody.

	“Not so this time, boy,” Mace corrected his eldest son. “We got an important man to find, so we don’t want trouble if we can help it. We got to go in slow and quiet, no fuss.”

	“But they’ll be waitin’ for us, Pa,” Clem argued.

	“On account of we shot a damn cowpoke, boy?” Mace said.

	“That and the stage driver we let get away. They’ll talk ’cause we put the fear of the devil in them, Pa.”

	Mace Orde grinned, his black eyes sparkling. He looked at his other two sons. “You hear thet, Jeb and Russ? You hear what your nervous Nelly brother just said? They’ll be waitin’ for us. So what do we do?”

	Jeb screwed up his mouth. Russ worked his neck. Seldom had their father sought their opinion on anything. “Jeb, you tell me,” Mace said.

	Jeb, the middle son, was taller than Russ but lighter framed. He was glad he wasn’t the oldest or the youngest son. It gave him a kind of immunity against his father’s wrath to be in the middle of everything. But this wasn’t the case now; he was being put to a test and he didn’t like it.

	“If anybody’s waitin’ for us, Pa, we oughta just ride in hard and cut ’em down,” Jeb said finally.

	Mace scowled at him. “Won’t you ever learn, boy?”

	“It’s what we always done,” Jeb said defensively.

	Mace regarded him with a sneer for a moment and then turned to Russ. “You, boy?”

	Russ looked defiantly at his father. “I ain’t ever been asked before, Pa, so why now? You say what we do and we do it. I don’t see no reason to change things.”

	A flicker of a smile played across Mace’s big mouth for a moment. He said, “When we find Arkon and get his map and that shows us where all thet Confederate gold is hid, I’m gonna retire. I’m through movin’ about. I’ll get me a young girl and settle someplace. You boys will be on your own then, so you’ll have to do a power of thinkin’ for yourselves. Take a case like this one we got now. There’s a man in that town we got to find. There’s also a whole town waitin’ for us. So we got to come up with a solution that gives us our man and doesn’t get us all killed off.”

	The three sons exchanged glances. Not one had an idea what Mace had in mind. Their silence seemed to annoy the old man for a moment, then he sighed wearily.

	“We go in from four different directions. That way folks lookin’ for a bunch of four won’t cotton to us early. Also, we go in under cover of dark and we don’t move if anybody else is about. If we see somebody, hear somethin’, we wait. It don’t matter if it’s a minute, an hour or all damn night. We meet at the livery stable.”

	“Where’s it at?” Russ asked.

	“Just follow the signs,” Mace said.

	Russ looked quickly at Clem, to whom he usually turned for advice. But Clem merely shrugged his wide shoulders.

	Russ said, “Hell, if I don’t know where to go, how’m I gonna dodge folks wantin’ my hide?”

	Mace straightened in the saddle and checked out Jeb and Clem before he suddenly threw back his head and laughed. “Wantin’ your hide, are they? Not mine. Not Clem’s. Not Jeb’s. Just yours.”

	Russ’s narrow face jolted under a rise of anger. “If they see one of us, they’ll know the others are close, won’t they?”

	Mace stopped laughing and nodded. “Well, Russ, boy, I guess you got a point there. I’m sorry I took the wrong slant on you. You done me proud a few times. You ride in how you like, but maybe you best follow Clem. You go where he goes and you do what he does.”

	Mace moved his horse down the slope and headed for Red Bend. The night had already folded around them. The wind was cooler than it had been in the late afternoon, and they made better progress than they had all day. When they were within two miles of Red Bend, Clem and Russ moved off to the north and Mace and Jeb angled off to the south. Soon Jeb rode farther south while the old man went in a direct line towards town. When he reached the back street he swung down from his horse and led it and the dead cowhand’s mount, walking between them.

	Nothing happened to make him wary. Confident that no one would offer him any trouble, he made for the livery stable, where he found a scrawny man raking hay in one of the stalls.

	“Know me, mister?” Mace said.

	The attendant looked harder, then took a quick step back, dropping his rake.

	“Seems you do,” Mace said. He drew his gun.

	The attendant lifted his hands above his head. “D-don’t sh-shoot,” he stammered.

	Mace smiled. “Ain’t nobody gonna hurt you none, mister, if you do exactly what you’re told.”

	“Anything, Mr. Orde, anything,” the attendant said, gulping.

	“First you’re gonna buy this here horse from me.”

	The attendant looked at the roan gelding Mace Orde led his way. The horse bore the brand of the Ranger spread and he had no doubt that it belonged to Carl Bolger, who’d been reported as dead by Henry Watts. Jim Coulson decided to buy the horse and get Jeremiah Ranger to reimburse him later.

	“What are you askin’ for the animal?” Coulson asked.

	“Just a fair price,” Orde said.

	“It’ll be hard to resell with that brand on it, Mr. Orde. Did the man who gave it to you remember to sign up ownership papers ... ?”

	“He forgot,” Orde said. “That matter?”

	Coulson shook his head vigorously. “Not a spit. What’s a brand way out here?” He looked at the horse as if judging it, but his stare was actually directed at the stable doorway beyond which lay freedom. Finally he said, “Current price for a horse like this, Mr. Orde is twenty dollars.”

	“I’ll take forty and throw the saddle in,” Mace Orde said.

	“Forty?” Coulson gasped, but then as Mace Orde eyed him, he nodded again. “Well, I guess that’s fair, like you say, Mr. Orde.”

	Mace Orde pushed the horse away and brought his own forward. As he rubbed his horse’s legs, Jim Coulson saw a chance to escape.

	“I’ll get your money right away, Mr. Orde. It’s just in back there.”

	“Hurry it, mister.”

	Jim Coulson got to the back doorway just as Clem and Russ Orde filled the opening. Clem’s gun was aimed straight at Coulson’s head. Coulson let out a howl of fear.

	“Bring him back here,” Mace said.

	Clem grabbed Coulson by a bony shoulder. Throwing him forward he put a foot between his legs and sent him sprawling. Mace Orde, leaning against a stall rail, pointed his big gun down at Coulson’s terrified face.

	“I ain’t ever knowed a livery man who kept his money in his horse yard,” Mace said. “Also, I never knowed one who told so many lies.”

	“No lies,” Coulson blurted out. “Didn’t tell you a single lie, Mr. Orde.”

	“Then fetch me my money.”

	Coulson pointed to a boxed-in section he used as his office. Mace motioned Russ to go there.

	“The tin box,” Coulson said. “Under the table, held up on hooks.”

	Russ lifted the table and brought it crashing down. The table smashed into splinters and the tin box fell to the floor. Russ brought out his gun and aimed it at the lock, but Mace stopped him.

	“No noise, boy. Just tear it open.”

	Russ turned his gun around and with one blow broke open the lock. He then lifted the lid of the box and pulled out a handful of money.

	“Best be more’n forty dollars there, mister,” Mace Orde said, “or I’m gonna get the idea you was tryin’ to cheat me.”

	“There’s seventy dollars, Mr. Orde. It’s all I’ve got in the world.”

	“There you go lyin’ again,” Mace said. He took the money from his son and stuffed it into a pocket. He then motioned for Clem to bring Jim Coulson to his feet. Clem slammed Coulson back against the stable rail and Mace pushed his eldest son aside and tilted back Coulson’s head until the veins in his neck went purple.

	“Bull Arkon,” Mace said. “He’s in town? A big man with a scar down his right cheek. Where’s he at?”

	Coulson gulped for breath and then croaked, “The saloon. He’s always at the saloon.”

	“Who with?”

	“He don’t mix. He don’t talk to nobody. He just drinks and looks mean.”

	“That’d be my friend all right,” Mace said. Suddenly he grasped Coulson by the shirt collar.

	“What ...  what’re you gonna do now, Mr. Orde? Hell, I helped you plenty, didn’t I? Bought the horse and then I told you about your friend, Arkon.”

	“You done fine, mister,” Mace said. “Only fine ain’t good enough for me. Does Arkon know you?”

	“He stables his horse here sometimes.”

	“Then go fetch him. While you’re tellin’ him a story about a half-breed waitin’ for him back here, we’ll have our guns on you. If you stammer over one word, you’re dead and he’s dead and maybe a few more.”

	Jim Coulson sweated. “Hell, Mr. Orde, when Bull Arkon finds there ain’t no breed here, he’ll get mean. And when he gets mean—”

	“There ain’t no breed here, mister, because his breed friend is dead. But we’re here.” Mace turned to Russ. “Wait here. When Jeb turns up, the two of you hide out. Clem, you come with me.”

	Mace frog-marched Jim Coulson to the rear of the saloon by way of the back street. Clem followed, staying well behind in the darkness. At the back door, Mace repeated his instructions, then he opened the door.

	Jim Coulson couldn’t see properly with all the sweat running into his eyes. He sleeved it away and saw Bull Arkon sitting at a nearby table, his back to the wall. Coulson had hoped Arkon would be at the other end of the saloon so he could walk out of six-gun range and then run for his life. But with Arkon so close he had to go through with it. Looking at Arkon, he rubbed his hands nervously down his grimy shirt front.

	Arkon growled, “What do you want, Coulson?”

	Coulson drew in a deep breath. “Friend of yours wants to see you at the stable, Mr. Arkon.”

	“What friend?”

	“A half-breed, Mr. Arkon. He didn’t give me no name, just said to call you out.”

	Arkon’s mouth tightened. He sat there for a long while before he rose slowly and picked up his bottle. Then, kicking his chair away, he glared at Coulson.

	“You walk in front of me, mister, five paces ahead and slow, you got it?”

	Coulson nodded.

	Bull Arkon looked across the room at Hank Clinton who was washing down his bar top. There were only six other customers in the saloon and none looked his way. Arkon waved for Coulson to go ahead. Coulson went into the back yard and continued on, walking slowly. Bull Arkon watched him walk for a moment and started down the steps. Then Clem and Mace stepped out of the darkness, one on either side of Arkon, and rammed their guns into his ribs.

	“Your breed friend’s dead,” Mace said. “I shot his tongue out for lyin’ to me about you.”

	Arkon looked from one man to the other, knowing he was dead if he moved the wrong way. “Listen, Mace. He lied to me too. He didn’t have the map. I figured he did, but when I tried to beat the truth out of him, he slipped away from me.”

	Mace laughed. “Everybody’s a liar these days, Bull. Walk.”

	Arkon hesitated for a moment. Coulson, hoping his chore was done, started to back off.

	“You come with us,” Mace said. “March, the two of you.”

	 

	Hank Clinton was of two minds about helping Ben Karpel. To begin with, he didn’t like the idea of keeping an eye on Bull Arkon. He was afraid of the man. Secondly, he didn’t want any part of law work.

	However, when Arkon left the saloon with Jim Coulson, Clinton stripped off his apron, asked a townsman to mind the bar, and hurried into the front street. He saw Ben Karpel coming down the boardwalk from the jailhouse, looking tense.

	“Coulson called Arkon out of the saloon,” Clinton said. “I figured it might be important, so I’m tellin’ you.”

	“Where’d they head?” Karpel asked.

	“Out back.”

	Karpel looked towards the back street and nodded. “Thanks, Hank.”

	Clinton hurried off. Karpel took out his gun and checked it. His heart was pumping and his throat was dry. But, before he could make a move, a rider loomed out of the darkness. Karpel went behind an overhang post and levelled his gun on Blake Durant.

	Durant saw the tin star on Karpel’s shirt front and drew Sundown to a halt. “No need for a gun, Sheriff. I’m a peaceful man.”

	Karpel stepped out of cover. “Come into the light.” Durant kneed Sundown forward until the street light blazed down on him. He saw relief and then annoyance in the lawman’s face.

	“The name’s Durant, Sheriff. On my way here—”

	“No matter now,” Karpel growled. He looked towards the back street again. “Just sit tight. I’ll get to you later.” Durant turned in the saddle, meaning to show the lawman the dead man behind him, but the sheriff disappeared into a dark street mouth. Blake worked his horse close to the boardwalk and looked up and down the street. Finding it uncommonly deserted and quiet for that time of night, he slipped from the saddle and dusted himself off. The dead man was going nowhere and the sheriff had seemed preoccupied with private matters. So he headed for the best place to learn something about this town and its nervous lawman. The saloon.

	 


Chapter Three 

	Set-Up!

	 

	IN THE DIM light just inside the livery stable, Jim Coulson worked his way closer to his back door, ready to make a run for it.

	At that very moment Sheriff Ben Karpel stood in the darkness not twenty feet from the stable doorway. He could see Coulson, the big man Arkon, and the shadows of four other men.

	Four!

	Cold sweat formed on Karpel’s neck and his palms were wet. He dried his hands on the rail and took firm hold of his gun. He could think of nobody in town he could call on for help. Even if there was someone, going to fetch him would waste precious time. He swallowed hard. For the first time in his life he would come face to face with Mace Orde. The thought made him shiver.

	He moved forward in a crouch, trying to make himself as small a target as possible. He had not yet decided what action to take, but from the look of things, he thought he could rely on help from Bull Arkon. But Jim Coulson would be as frightened as most others in town. Reaching the tin wall of the barn, he flattened himself against it.

	Inside Mace Orde was talking. “Bull, this can be easy on you or hard.”

	There was a scornful laugh. “Mace, there ain’t nothin’ you ever did for anybody thet wasn’t hard on them. On top of that, you’re up the wrong creek.”

	“Maybe,” Mace Orde said. “Let’s see.”

	Putting an eye to a nail hole in the tin wall, Karpel saw Mace Orde move towards Bull Arkon. There was no mistaking Mace Orde. Ben had seen his evil face too many times. The reports which had come with the reward posters charged Orde with being such a vicious outlaw that he was to be shot on sight. Karpel could see him clearly through the nail hole, but there was no way to get a bead on him with his gun. He looked along the wall but the one window was too far up. He decided to wait. Sooner or later they’d have to come out. He’d get Mace Orde first, then his sons. He wasn’t concerned about Arkon. As far as Karpel knew, the big drifter had committed no greater crime than putting the fear of God into Hank Clinton and some of his customers.

	Karpel returned his eye to the nail hole. He could see Mace Orde’s three sons standing off, while Jim Coulson was showing great interest in the back door of the barn.

	Then Mace Orde grabbed Arkon’s shirt and tore it free of his huge, black-haired chest. Arkon only scowled. Mace threw the shirt to the side. Clem caught it and searched through the pockets. He shook his head at his father.

	Mace grinned at Arkon, then he pulled a knife from his belt and slashed Arkon’s belt in two, making his pants fall. Arkon stood there in his long johns.

	“Step clear of your pants,” Mace ordered. “Jeb, search the pockets.”

	But there was no map.

	“There’s just your boots now,” Mace said. “The map better be there.”

	Mace Orde suddenly kicked Arkon’s feet from under him and sent him sprawling back in a stall. The outlaw put up his gun and reached for a pitchfork which stood against the wall of the stall. He held the pitchfork at Arkon’s throat.

	“Russ, come unshoe this jasper.”

	Russ moved quickly to obey his father, pulling the boots from Arkon’s feet. Mace grabbed the boots in his left hand while he held the pitchfork at Arkon’s throat. After shaking the boots a few times, he tossed them to Jeb and Clem.

	“Tear them apart. Don’t leave a damn inch of leather that could hide a scrap of paper.”

	While his sons tore the boots apart, Mace leaned on the pitchfork, drawing blood from Arkon’s neck. But Arkon didn’t even flinch.

	Then Jeb said, “Is this what we’re lookin’ for, Pa?”

	He held a yellow square of paper. Mace snatched it away, glanced at it and smiled. Then he pulled the pitchfork back. The big man let out a sigh of relief and Mace Orde’s smile broadened.

	“Feels better, eh, Bull?”

	Arkon brought a hand to his bleeding throat just as Mace Orde laughed. For a moment there was terror in Arkon’s eyes and then Mace jabbed the pitchfork forward.

	Bull Arkon let out a scream.

	Howling in shock, Jim Coulson turned on his heels and ran. Jeb swung his gun on him and triggered. Mace cursed his son as Coulson tripped and fell face-first to the hay-strewn floor of the barn.

	Ben Karpel could wait no longer. He ran to the doorway and saw Bull Arkon writhing in agony on the barn floor.

	Karpel yelled, “Nobody move. Drop your guns.”

	Jeb swung around and his gun bucked again. Karpel threw himself to the ground and began to punch off wild shots. Bullets thudded into the ground near him and one nicked his left shoulder. He went into a roll that took him to the corral. Slipping under the rail, he worked his way behind a post just as Mace Orde and his three sons burst from the barn, their guns spouting flame.

	Mace was closest, his face distorted with rage. He saw where Karpel lay and slipped into the shadows. “Get away!” he said to his sons. “I want him for myself.”

	Blake Durant saw the Orde clan just before darkness swallowed them up. Leading his horse into the laneway the lawman had taken, he had heard the high-pitched scream of a man and then a shot. Now, knowing the sheriff was in trouble, Blake decided that he had to buy into the fight.

	He pushed Sundown against the laneway fence and walked forward, his gun at the ready. When he entered the dim area of light near the barn doorway, Mace Orde let out a yelp as he spotted him. Switching his attention from Karpel to Durant, Mace went into a crouch. Jeb, Clem and Russ, having been roughly pushed out of the fight with the lawman by their father, stood around the corner of the building, wondering what to do next. They scurried off as Karpel opened fire on them.

	Then Mace Orde’s gun boomed. Karpel turned on his side and saw the stranger walking towards Orde. The stranger’s gun bucked. There was a flash of metal as Orde’s gun flew from his hand and at the same time came two screams, one from a ricocheting bullet and the other from Orde’s throat. The stranger had shot the gun from Orde’s hand!

	“Pa, are you all right?” Clem’s voice came out of the darkness.

	“Run like I taught you!” Mace Orde shouted. He looked around for his gun but couldn’t find it in the gloom.

	“Stay right where you are,” Blake Durant ordered.

	But Mace Orde ran for the barn doorway, crouched low, moving with surprising speed for a man of his age. Gun flame came from the corral. Durant triggered one bullet, aiming low and missing before Mace Orde threw himself into the barn.

	“Stay where you are, Sheriff,” Blake said. “Cover me in case the others come back.”

	“Right,” Karpel said.

	Durant sprinted for the barn doorway, unconcerned about Orde because he knew the man wasn’t armed. He reached the doorway in time to see Orde pull the pitchfork from Bull Arkon’s neck. Orde whirled and held the bloodied pitchfork before him menacingly.

	Durant smiled. “Have you got bullets in that thing, old man?”

	Mace Orde glared at him. Behind him Bull Arkon lay on his back, his wide-open eyes staring sightlessly at the rafters. A few feet away was Jim Coulson, hugging his stomach, fear and pain paling his pinched face.

	“Who the hell are you?” Orde demanded.

	“Never mind who he is,” Karpel said from behind Durant. Then: “It’s all right, stranger. I heard his killer brood ride off. Orde, drop that pitchfork or I’ll put some holes in your hide.”

	Orde’s mouth twisted. “Big hero lawman. You wouldn’t be so high and mighty if it wasn’t for that lucky shot out there.”

	Karpel thumbed back the hammer of his Colt. “I said drop it.”

	His eyes burning, Orde tossed the pitchfork to the side as Jim Coulson, white-faced and trembling, staggered to his feet. Karpel stepped beside Blake Durant.

	“Mister, will you help me get this jasper to my jailhouse?”

	“Sure,” Durant said. “Then maybe you can get a posse together.”

	Orde snorted with disdain. “You won’t get a posse in this lily-livered town. Even if you could, you’d never capture my boys. They’re too good for the likes of tinhorns like you.” He smiled crookedly at Durant. “Seems to me that you’re goin’ out of your way to get your guts shot up, mister.”

	Blake only smiled.

	“Jim,” Karpel said, “I’ll need your testimony to convict this man of murder.”

	Coulson’s tongue flicked out. “I—I didn’t see nothin’, Ben. I don’t want any trouble with them Ordes. Leave me outa this, Ben. Look, I’m hurt bad—shot in the stomach.” Coulson glanced fearfully at Mace Orde. “Ben, have a heart. I got a business to run, a family ... ”

	“We both saw him drive that pitchfork into Arkon’s neck, damn you!”

	Coulson groaned. “I’m hurt real bad, Ben. I gotta see the doc, righ’ now.”

	Karpel sighed in disgust. “Go and see him then. I’ll talk to you later.”

	Coulson staggered from the barn, hands pressed against his stomach. Karpel walked until he was behind Mace Orde.

	“Start walkin’, Mace.”

	“Sheriff,” Durant said, “my horse is just outside. I’ll get him and follow close behind.”

	“Obliged,” Karpel said.

	“You’ll get yours, mister,” Orde snarled as he walked past Durant.

	Half a minute later, Blake Durant and the corpse burdened Sundown formed the rear of the procession heading for the jailhouse. Blake was surprised to see that no one had been drawn outside by the gunshots. Red Bend was like a ghost town. Blake remembered that Orde had called Red Bend a “lily-livered town.”

	Karpel and Orde were within fifty yards of the jailhouse when gunfire erupted from the boardwalk across the street.

	“I told you!” Mace Orde cried out. “My boys—” But lead whistled inches from his head and he went down on one knee. “Damn it! You want to kill me?”

	The shooting continued. Blake Durant dropped Sundown’s reins, ran up the street and threw himself behind a water trough. He saw gun flame and fired. One man ran off the boardwalk and Blake shouted:

	“Sheriff, get your man into the jailhouse. I’ll cover you.” Without waiting for Karpel’s response, Blake lifted his head above the rim of the trough and blasted away. His shots tore into timber, keeping the ambushers behind cover. Durant refilled his gun, then a man across the street shouted something and disappeared into the darkness. His companion soon followed. Blake rose and was about to fire at one of the running men when footsteps sounded behind him. He whirled around and saw a young woman running towards the jailhouse.

	“Pa, Pa!” she called.

	Karpel turned and scowled.

	“Pa, are you all right?”

	“Damn it, Dell, keep out of this! I told you to stay away whenever there’s trouble.”

	“Pa, I heard the shooting and you know how I worry about you.”

	He moved quickly towards the jailhouse. “Get inside the office, Dell. You, too, Orde,” Ben said giving the old man an impatient shove.

	Once inside, the sheriff lit a lamp and turned to the outlaw:

	“Empty your pockets, Orde ...  and be quick about it. The sooner I get you behind bars the better I’ll feel.”

	“Next time you won’t be so durned lucky, Karpel,” the outlaw pointed out as he emptied his meager belongings onto the office desk. “Next time me and my boys will take this town apart.”

	“You had your chance tonight, Orde, and blew it. Most probably be the same result a second time around.”

	“You talk awfully big now, Karpel—but next time there won’t be no strangers gettin’ in some lucky shot.”

	Sheriff Ben Karpel couldn’t hold back a grin. “Orde, with your three sons backin’ your play, I don’t need any outside luck. Them sons of yours are about all the luck I’ll ever need. Now get into that cell.”

	As the door to the cell snapped shut and Ben Karpel turned the key in the lock, Blake Durant entered the jailhouse.

	 


Chapter Four 

	To Creede!

	 

	DELL KARPEL LOOKED intently at her father’s prisoner in the cell for a long time before she turned her back on him. “I hate this town! I hate it!”

	“Now, Dell, we can do without hysteria,” Ben Karpel said, then he put the ring of keys back on the wall hook and studied the tall stranger. “Much obliged, mister.”

	“The name is Blake. Blake Durant.”

	“Mind telling me what brought you to Red Bend?”

	“Well, I didn’t really intend coming here. I was on the drift—”

	“You’re no ordinary drifter,” Karpel cut in. “The way you went at those scum at the livery, you’re no stranger to trouble. A lawman maybe?”

	Blake shook his head. “I’m just a fellow looking for a place to work.”

	Karpel was not convinced. Nor was Dell Karpel, as she composed herself and began to take a deeper interest in this tall, raw-boned, range-weathered man. What she saw was a man well over six feet in height, solidly built and dressed in clean buckskins. His gray-blue eyes held her interest above all else; they seemed to express a gentleness which didn’t go along with his hard-planed, sun-bronzed face.

	“What ...  what did happen?” she asked.

	“All hell happened, girl,” Karpel said. “First I got word that the jasper I been worryin’ about, Arkon, left the saloon with Jim Coulson. So, figurin’ Coulson and him couldn’t have anything in common apart from trouble, I headed for the livery stable. I saw that scum back there in the cell jab a pitchfork into Arkon, killin’ him. Then I saw his three killer sons and took them on.”

	“Oh, you fool, Pa! You stupid fool!”

	“Maybe you’re right,” Karpel said wearily, brushing gray hair away from his eyes. “But that don’t change what I’ve got to do while I’m wearin’ this badge.” He paused. “I guess I wouldn’t’ve come through it if Durant here hadn’t happened by. Without askin’ a question he bought into the business.”

	Dell again looked at Blake Durant, her eyes soft. “We owe you a great deal, Mr. Durant.”

	“We sure do,” Karpel chimed in. “You got enough money to see you through?”

	“I’ll make out,” Blake said.

	“A place to rest up?”

	“I haven’t looked yet.”

	Karpel glanced at Dell who blushed slightly as she said, “We have a cottage at the end of the street, Mr. Durant. You’re more than welcome to stay.”

	“Suits me,” Mace Orde called out from the cell. “That way my boys can cut all of you down in one swoop.”

	Karpel swung around angrily. “One more word out of you, Orde, and I’ll shut you up for good. You ain’t goin’ no place less’n I take you. As for your scum sons, if they show face in this town again I’ll cut them down.”

	“Them bushwhackers too, lawman?” Orde said.

	Karpel frowned at him.

	Orde laughed scornfully. “Weren’t my boys shootin’ out there, lawman. They was some of Arkon’s friends. And I can tell you, Bull Arkon had no friends who’d shake hands with polecat lawmen.”

	Karpel sucked in his breath and tried to control his temper. He’d wondered about the shooting so close to the jailhouse. Whoever had fired the shots hadn’t been worried about hitting Orde.

	“Whoever they are, they’re after you, Orde,” Karpel said.

	“You finally got somethin’ right, lawman,” Orde said, grinning through the cell bars. “They’re after me and they’ll try like blazes to get me. But you won’t let them have me, will you, lawman? You got a tin badge that says you got to risk your fool neck keepin’ me for the rope.”

	Karpel licked his lips and looked nervously at his daughter. Dell was trembling.

	“Let him go, Pa,” she said. “Turn him loose. You owe this town nothing.”

	“I’m a lawman,” Karpel said. “It’s my duty to—”

	“Duty, Pa? To the people of this town?” She laughed bitterly. “Everybody knew this criminal was coming to Red Bend. And what did they do? They hid behind locked doors, leaving you to risk your life alone. You owe them nothing, so send this man packing and be done with it. We can find another town, a better town.”

	“Seems you’re as smart as you’re purty, ma’am,” Orde put in. “Best thing all round is to open this cell door and I’ll be on my way. This town don’t mean a spit to me any more now that Arkon’s settled with.”

	Ben Karpel ran a hand through his gray hair and looked at Durant. “They did desert me, every yellow-streaked one of them.”

	Blake Durant pursed his lips. “It’s happened before.”

	“Not to me, Durant. And not again, you can bet on that!”

	Dell went to her father and placed a hand on his forearm. “There are a hundred other towns, Pa, any one of which would welcome a man like you as lawman.”

	Karpel moved away from his daughter, his face set in thought. Blake Durant leaned against the wall. He had no wish to get entangled with the problems of this lawman and his daughter. Yet he was reluctant to walk off and leave them in trouble. “How long will it take you to organize a trial, Sheriff?” he asked.

	“Trial?” Karpel barked. “In this town? Hell, haven’t you got the picture yet, Durant? I’m the odd man out in this stink hole. I wouldn’t get a single man or woman to come forward for jury service.”

	“That’s the way it is,” Dell said. “Almost anywhere else my father could call for volunteers to sit in judgment on this man. But not in this town. What my father should do is resign as of now and let the town look after itself. He’ll soon find a place where people know how to appreciate a good, honest lawman.”

	Karpel suddenly pulled off his tin star. He held it in his hand and studied Durant bleakly. Somehow Durant knew that quitting was not the decision Karpel wanted to make.

	“When does the territory judge call next?” Durant asked.

	“Two, three weeks.”

	“A long time to keep watch over this devil,” Durant mused, “what with Orde’s three hellion sons on the loose, not to mention at least another two men out to make trouble. You’d have your hands full.”

	“Too full!” Dell said angrily. “Pa will get shot and this man will be freed. Well, I won’t let that happen.”

	“Another way is to take Orde to a bigger town,” Durant said. “A place like Creede, where there are men willing to stand up for justice.”

	Karpel looked at his daughter. “I could make it to Creede in four, five days.”

	Dell Karpel was shocked. “And be followed all the way, risking your life with every mile you travel? No, Pa! Put the badge down and let’s leave this awful town.”

	Karpel bit his lip and looked solemnly at Durant. “That wouldn’t suit you, would it?”

	Durant shrugged. “I never took an oath of office. Besides, you have to live with yourself, Sheriff. It’s no business of mine.”

	“The hell it isn’t. You risked your life to help me. Say it plain how you’d feel if I threw everything up now and made your risk seem loco.”

	Durant looked at Dell and saw pleading in her eyes. She reminded him a great deal of Louise Yerby, the one woman who could never be replaced. He felt sorry for Dell, but he knew Karpel would feel a lot sorrier for himself if he did the wrong thing now. He said, “I wouldn’t want to see you run, Sheriff.”

	Ben Karpel nodded grimly and pinned the tin star on his shirt. When Dell moved quickly towards him, he said, “I’m going to Creede, girl. I’m through with this town, and this is the last thing I’ll do for it. In a week, meet me in Creede.”

	“No, Pa!” Dell cried out.

	“I said that’s what I’m gonna do, Dell. Don’t argue with me.” He turned to Blake Durant. “And you?”

	“What about me?”

	“By your own admission you’re a drifter lookin’ for work. All right, I’ll make you my deputy. The pay’s bad and you already know what trouble to expect. But on my own I won’t make it. With you, I’ve got a chance.”

	Blake’s stare hardened. He owed this lawman and the town nothing at all. If he went along with Karpel there was a good chance he’d be killed. For what? For doing the right thing? He said, “Isn’t there anybody who’ll ride with you to take the threat of violence away from this town?”

	“Nobody.” Karpel was definite.

	“A town of cowards, Mr. Durant, to the last man,” Dell put in. “Oh, we have some brave talkers, you can be assured of that. But fire a shot on Main Street any night of the week and you’ll hear doors slam shut.”

	“Maybe it ain’t as bad as that, Durant,” Karpel said. “It’s mostly that Orde’s reputation started everybody talking. The more they talked, the more scared they got. That’s why they found things to do instead of helping me.” He looked forlornly down at his gnarled hands. “They’ve all got families.”

	“And you haven’t?” Dell said angrily.

	“With help I can make it,” Karpel said stubbornly, easing his daughter aside to confront Durant directly. “I’m askin’, Durant. I’ll get money for our trip and take every possible precaution on the way to Creede. No heroics, just fast travelin’ and watchin’ our backtrail all the time. If we get attacked, you’ll find me standin’ beside you, right to the end.”

	Dell caught her breath and turned away, defeated.

	“When do you intend to start?” Durant asked.

	“Soon as I eat and Dell packs provisions for me. Or for us, if you’re comin’ along. I reckon before midnight.”

	“You won’t get out of the main street,” Mace Orde called out. “My boys are out there waiting. So are Arkon’s friends, Heck Oliver and Jig Randall. You heard of them, Karpel?”

	Karpel’s mouth gaped.

	“Do you know them?” Durant asked.

	“Heard of them,” Karpel murmured.

	“And?”

	“They’re killers with a big price on their heads.”

	Durant walked to the door of the jailhouse and looked out into the quiet street. He was silent for a long while before saying, “I’ll let you know, Sheriff.”

	Durant was about to step onto the boardwalk when Mace Orde called out, “Be smart, drifter. Get on your horse and keep going. My boys and Arkon’s friends won’t team up, you can bet on it. So they’ll be coming at you and Karpel from both sides. If my boys don’t get you, Arkon’s friends will. You’ll be a dead hero, mister.”

	Blake ignored the talk and walked on. Ben Karpel’s shoulders slumped. Dell grasped his hands and looked imploringly into his worried face.

	“Please, Pa ... ”

	“I’ll need grub for a week for three men, Dell,” Karpel said.

	“You think he’ll go then?”

	Karpel shrugged. “I best be prepared. I won’t blame him if he passes it up, but I’ll be prayin’ that he won’t. Now hurry it, girl. I might have to change my plans any second and I want to be ready.”

	Dell stepped back, tears in her eyes. “Oh, God, Pa, won’t you listen to me?”

	“No more talk,” Karpel said grimly.

	Dell realized then that nothing she could say would make her father change his mind. She stared hatefully at Orde but the prisoner grinned back at her. Then she went on her way, tears flowing down her beautiful face.

	 

	Blake Durant found Doc Sincock tending Jim Coulson’s stomach wound in the back room of his cottage. Having knocked on the front door and getting no answer, Durant had gone through the house uninvited. When he stopped in the doorway, the doctor, a gray-haired, thin weed of a man, merely glanced his way and seemed in no way surprised. “Do you bury your dead, mister?” the medico asked. Durant had left the dead man’s body on Sundown’s back to take care of later. He had made no mention of the dead man to Karpel, figuring he would bring only more worry to Karpel and his daughter.

	“He isn’t my dead, doc,” Durant said.

	Durant then told Sincock how he’d found the steer carcass and the dead man and the tracks of five horses.

	“That’d be the Ordes all right,” Sincock said. “They brought Carl Bolger’s horse along and sold it to Coulson here. Only Coulson won’t be able to keep the horse and he won’t get his money back because the owner, Jeremiah Ranger, don’t pay off killers.”

	Durant looked at Jim Coulson, certain that the stable owner was not badly hurt. There was plenty of color in his cheeks and Sincock’s casual attitude about the wound told its own story.

	“I came to ask about the town and your sheriff,” Durant said.

	Sincock walked away from Coulson and washed up in a basin, then dried his hands with a towel. He seemed completely unperturbed by the events that had torn Red Bend’s peace to shreds.

	“The town’s small, as you’ve seen, and not likely to get any bigger, Mr. Durant.” Sincock smiled broadly at Blake’s uplifted eyebrows. “Oh, yes, I know your name. The whole town does. Maybe you haven’t seen many of our people in the streets, but that doesn’t stop the town’s telegraph from operating. I’ve heard all about how you helped Sheriff Karpel. Now that tells me something. Any man who rides into a strange town and puts his weight behind a lawman belongs to a special breed. You’re no common drifter, I’m sure of that.”

	It was the second time somebody had passed that opinion on him, but Blake Durant was not grateful. “Karpel’s looking for help,” he said.

	“He can look all he likes,” Sincock said. Jim Coulson, looking worried, began to sidle towards the door. Sincock turned and regarded him testily. “But he won’t find any help, will he, Jim?”

	Coulson licked at his lips and looked miserably at the doctor. “Hell, Doc, don’t you start at me. I’ve been in too much trouble already for one night. I’m sick.”

	Sincock waved him out with an irritated gesture, “You’ll live, Jim. I just hope Ben Karpel does.”

	Coulson waited for no more. After his footsteps died in the passageway, Blake Durant put a boot up on the chair near the operating table.

	Doc Sincock drew out a pipe and stuffed tobacco into the bowl. When he lit the tobacco he studied the tall stranger intently. “What you walked into, Durant, is one hell of a mess. The whole town knew Mace Orde and his boys were coming because Mace Orde made no attempt to hide the fact. He or one of his sons had already killed a man before you found their second victim. That in itself is enough for them to be branded killers for which the penalty is hanging. Ben Karpel, on his own or not, would see justice done if he could manage it. So what’s the picture now?”

	Blake was surprised by the question. “You tell me, Doc.”

	Sincock drew on the pipe and blew smoke into the room. “The picture is very clear, Mr. Durant. You bought in and now you have to stay in. You can run away, sure, but those hellions have already seen you and will hunt you down for messing up their plans. So, as I see it, you have to throw your weight behind Ben Karpel.”

	“I don’t have to do anything.”

	Sincock smiled thinly. “If you don’t, Ben Karpel will be gunned down.”

	“He intends to take his prisoner to Creede,” Blake said.

	Sincock thought briefly about that. “As good a move as any, I suppose. At least he won’t be left to sweat it out in the jailhouse waiting for the territory judge to come along. And he won’t have to watch his former friends sneak about the town as if every shadow holds death for them.” Doc Sincock nodded. “Yes, better to go to Creede. There’s a marshal there and three deputies, not to mention a courthouse and a resident judge. If he makes it to Creede, his worries will be over.”

	“It’ll take four to five days,” Blake said.

	“Hard days, Durant. You aren’t the kind of man who’ll ride away and sleep out on your own wondering if a man like Karpel is dead or dying someplace else.”

	Blake felt a rise of anger. “Damn you, mister, you’re taking a lot for granted, aren’t you?”

	“Just judging a man by his stripes, Durant, like I judge the people in town. I know most of them. Some I brought into the world. I watched them grow up to become what they are. And what they are doesn’t impress me very much, but I try to understand them. Ben Karpel will go and a lot of people will feel ashamed of their cowardice. But eventually they’ll learn to forget and they’ll live out their lives. Karpel will be replaced if he doesn’t come back and life will go on.”

	“He won’t be back,” Blake said.

	Sincock offered his hand. “I wish you both luck. As for the girl, I’d take her along if I were you. Dell Karpel is tough and she’s a fighter.”

	“A girl on a trip like that? You must be loco.”

	“It’s that or leave her to the mercy of scum who’ll see her as a way to force Karpel into making a deal. No, take her along.”

	Sincock abruptly left the room. Blake followed him to the front porch. Doc Sincock looked completely at ease, seemingly unaware of the pressure he had put on Durant as he spoke. “It’s a pity about our townsmen, Durant, but there’s no way to change them. If you come back some day, look me up. I’d like to talk to you, learn what makes your kind tick.”

	Blake looked out at the dark, empty street. For years now he’d been looking for a town to settle in. He had a stake to carry him through, but since idleness had never been his way he always looked for work. After so much dust and distance, he had begun to accept the loss of Louise Yerby. Back home his brother would be running the spread efficiently. The place would be there, in good order, when he felt like returning to it. When that would be he had no idea. He had met a lot of people, gone through many experiences. From time to time there had been women who had stirred his emotions. But only for a time. Eventually loneliness and sadness returned and he knew that no woman could take the place of Louise Yerby.

	Now he said, “You’ve got one hell of a town, Doc.”

	“It’s the only one I have, Durant. Good luck.”

	Blake Durant picked up Sundown from the doctor’s hitchrail and led him into the night. He buried the dead man nobody wanted on a hill just outside town, then he sat saddle in the darkness.

	The three shots which ripped into the night came from nearby. Then came the scream of a woman. He heeled Sundown into a gallop.

	 


Chapter Five 

	Death Breeders

	 

	WHILE JEB AND Clem Orde shot up the front of the cottage, Russ, the youngest of the brothers, stole through the back yard. He’d watched Dell Karpel hastily pack clothes into a bag. The sight of the woman, so lovely by lamplight, stirred desire in him. Most of the women he’d known had been frightened of him, because in his black eyes was an unholy gleam, a promise of violence.

	Russ Orde was always hungry for a woman. When he was on the run with his father and two brothers there were nights when it was hell thinking of all the women he could have and couldn’t get his hands on. It was this insatiable desire that set him apart from Jeb and Clem, who could take their women or leave them.

	It was only with intense concentration that Russ made himself think of the plan Clem had worked out. While Clem and Jeb shot up the house, he, Russ, would break into the cottage, overpower the girl and hold her down.

	He licked his lips as he thought of the feel of her body. Holding her down was something he would thoroughly enjoy. He’d seen her on the boardwalk earlier in the night and decided she was the best looking woman he had laid eyes on in years.

	Then, when Clem identified her, it made it all the more exciting for Russ. The sheriff’s daughter. Taking her was something even his father wouldn’t get too sour about.

	He moved onto the back porch and drew his gun. He grasped the door knob and turned it slowly. But the door was locked. Russ cursed under his breath. If he put his shoulder to the door and smashed it in, the woman would bolt.

	A porch board creaked and Russ Orde turned, his gun shifting with him. He saw the faint outline of a tall man at the porch’s end and thought it was Clem.

	He called out softly, “Clem?”

	Blake Durant lifted his gun and the street light, fifty yards away, glinted off the metal. Russ threw himself back, his gun exploding.

	The bullet burned past Durant’s ear. Russ punched off another wild shot, then lunged for the porch rail. As he went over it, Blake Durant fired two shots. He heard one hit home. There was a short cry and then the thump of a body hitting the ground. But before Blake could close in on Russ, two horses came thundering along the side of the house.

	Somebody called out, “Russ!”

	Blake spun on his heel and crouched, using the porch rail for cover. When the riders burst into view, he fired two more shots. Both missed. Cursing, he jumped away just in time to avoid the bullets that ripped into the rail where he’d been. He heard thumping noises from inside the cottage, then the back door opened and Dell Karpel came out with a rifle in her hands.

	“Get down!” Durant warned.

	“Mr. Durant?” she called out, then bullets hit the door beside her. She threw herself to the porch floor and lay there on her stomach, rifle at the ready. “I’m all right, Mr. Durant.”

	Durant breathed a sigh of relief but then his troubles started again as the two riders, leading a third horse, broke back. Russ rose from the shadows of the yard, limping. He caught the reins and vaulted into the saddle. Then, as Blake Durant punched off his remaining two shots, the three men sent a barrage of lead into the house. Blake hit the boards and lay still. The shooting stopped suddenly, and then hoofs pounded in the yard as the Orde brothers fled.

	“Damn you, drifter, you’re for it now!” Russ called out. Blake loaded his gun quickly and went to the porch steps. But the three riders had been swallowed by the night. He reached out and helped Dell Karpel to her feet.

	“I was packing when I saw two of them come into the front yard,” she said. “I got the rifle and waited for a good shot when they started firing. Then the shots came from back here and they went to their horses.”

	Blake studied her, surprised by her calmness. Then he said, “The packing will have to wait.”

	“There’s not much to do, only personal things. The rest I crated up days ago because I intended to leave this awful town with my father.”

	“It’ll have to be sent on to Creede,” Blake said.

	Dell looked intently at him. “Are you coming with us?”

	“I mean to accompany your father, yes,” Blake said.

	Dell smiled gratefully at him. “I knew I had judged you correctly, Mr. Durant. I’ll get my trail gear and Pa’s saddle roll. That’s all we’ll need.”

	“What about provisions?”

	“On the front porch are enough for three people for a week.”

	“With you along, Miss Karpel, it’ll be four.”

	“Orde can starve for all I care,” she said, and went back inside.

	Blake followed her through the house and waited until she collected a carpetbag and a saddle roll, then they walked out to the front porch. There were a lot of lights showing in the windows of the town but the shooting hadn’t brought out any of the townspeople.

	Blake picked up a box of provisions and took the saddle roll from Dell. Urging her to hurry, he led her down the steps and out of the yard. On the boardwalk, he told her to go ahead while he covered her in case of an ambush. When she was some twenty yards from the jailhouse, he followed.

	He was about to step into the jailhouse behind her when bullets ripped into the front wall. Durant threw the provisions and bedroll inside and dived for the boardwalk. More slugs ripped close and he saw lances of flame from two guns across the street. With anger boiling inside him, he rolled and fell behind the water trough. Then Dell Karpel appeared in the jailhouse doorway, rifle in hand. She brought the stock to her shoulder and triggered, sending lead into one of the doorways across the street. Suddenly there was a man on the run on the opposite boardwalk, followed quickly by another. Durant’s gun bucked and the second man let out a howl and pitched forward. A moment later, as Durant was about to cross the street, the first man came back, pulled the second to his feet and they were swallowed up by the darkness.

	Durant sprinted after them, ignoring a cry from Dell Karpel. He could already see that traveling with this beautiful young woman was going to be no picnic. Not only would he have to both watch for an ambush and keep an eye on Mace Orde—he would have to make sure that Dell didn’t make any moves without telling him.

	He reached the other boardwalk as hoofbeats sounded. He turned the next corner in time to see two horses gallop off. They were out of range so he lowered his gun. As he walked back to the jailhouse he decided that he had had his second brush with Jig Randall and Heck Oliver, branded by Ben Karpel as killers as bad as the prisoner in the jailhouse.

	Reaching the law office boardwalk, he found Dell waiting for him. “We’re going to change our plans, Miss Karpel,” he said. “You’re not coming with us.”

	Dell regarded him defiantly. “I’m going along, Mr. Durant. You can stay behind if you like. I can handle a gun as well as most men and I’m not afraid of scum who shoot from ambush.”

	“They’re killers,” he said.

	Dell laughed scornfully. “Are you afraid of them, Mr. Durant?”

	“I’m wary of anybody wearing the killer brand, Miss Karpel. You should be too.”

	Looking past the young woman, Durant saw Karpel scowling from behind his desk. He had a Colt and rifle on the desk. There was no fear in his eyes, only determination. “Close and lock that door,” Karpel said.

	Blake carried out Karpel’s order. Mace Orde was on his feet, holding the cell bars, looking triumphant.

	“Seems you got yourself some enemies, Durant,” Orde said. “So far you had a lot of luck, but how long do you figure your luck’ll hold out, riding with an old man and a girl who thinks she can’t get hit by a bullet?”

	Dell heeled round and glared at the outlaw. “I’m not afraid of your kind, Orde. I’ve seen your breed before. When you’re put to the test, you break.”

	“Ain’t no great test shootin’ down an old lawman, a woman and a drifter, ma’am. You’ll see. Behind a rock or a tree or up on high ground will be guns aimed at you. You won’t make it to Creede.”

	“We’ll make it,” Dell snapped back.

	Mace Orde smiled. “Not while my sons are alive.”

	Ben Karpel came from behind his desk, perturbed. “What’s this about you comin’ with us, Dell?”

	“I can’t stay in town, Pa. If they know I’m here, what’s to stop them from using me to bargain for Orde’s release in return for my safety? I won’t put you to that.”

	“It’s too dangerous,” Karpel argued. “Hell, don’t I have enough troubles?”

	“We have plenty of provisions, good horses and guns,” she said, “What if five cowards try to stop us? We can match them. Haven’t you faced worse odds than that?”

	“Mebbe. But—”

	“Please stop being so protective, Pa. I’m a grown woman and can look after myself. Or haven’t you noticed?”

	Blake Durant said, “I think it’ll be a mistake to take her along, Sheriff. Why not put her in the doc’s care?”

	“That old woman!” Dell said with disgust. “Why, Doc Sincock gets a headache every time somebody stamps too hard on the floor. No,” she said adamantly. “I’m not staying because there is nowhere for me to stay. I’m coming along and I’ll pull my weight. And that’s final.”

	Karpel looked at Blake Durant and saw that his new friend was not impressed by his daughter’s spirit. Karpel’s face went thoughtful. There was something in what Dell had said. She could be taken hostage if left in town. Putting his Colt into his gunbelt, he opened a desk drawer and took out boxes of cartridges. After that he pulled a new rifle down from the wall rack and handed it to Durant.

	Then Dell took over. “I’ll divide the stores into three saddlebags in case we become separated on the way. I’ll need some shells too, Pa, perhaps two boxes. Just get our prisoner on a spare horse and rope his hands to the horn and we can move out.”

	She was gone then, leaving Karpel and Durant staring dumbly at each other. Then Karpel gave a shrug.

	“I’d like to use as much of the night as we can, Durant.”

	Blake Durant looked at Mace Orde and for the first time saw a trace of worry in the outlaw’s face. Blake took down the keys and opened the cell door, then rammed the rifle into Orde’s side.

	“Out the back,” Blake said. “One trick and you’re dead.” Mace Orde glared at him but moved towards the rear door. He looked out into the blackness of the night as though searching for something. Moving quickly, Sheriff Karpel pushed Orde down the jailhouse steps. Within five minutes the four who would make the journey to Creede were mounted.

	Karpel led the way down the jailhouse lane way and out of town. Looking back at Red Bend, Blake Durant was happy to be leaving the place. He settled in behind the cavalcade so he could keep his eyes on Mace Orde.

	 


Chapter Six 

	Thieves Fall Out

	 

	JIG RANDALL, TALL and lean, had the habit of keeping his left hand on the butt of his gun, whether standing, walking or riding. Coming off the high trail, his face was distorted with pain, yet he gave no relief to his bullet-shattered shoulder, keeping his left hand on his gun and holding the reins with his right. Following close behind was Heck Oliver, broader and squatter, studying his friend critically.

	Of all the men Oliver had ridden with, Randall was the most reliable. Taking a bank or a stage coach, or robbing drunken fools—anything—Randall always acted quickly and with absolute calm. But badly wounded, with only the devil knowing how many miles they had yet to travel, Oliver doubted if Randall would make it. But he would make it, with or without Randall. A hundred thousand dollars in buried money was the incentive. And Mace Orde had the map, Heck Oliver was positive of this. Bull Arkon had been speared with a pitchfork to keep the secret.

	Thinking of Bull Arkon brought a thin smile to Oliver’s lips. It had been close in Arabelle County, with Arkon luring them to where his half-breed friend, Rosta, waited in ambush to cut them down. If it hadn’t been for Randall’s sharp eyes, picking out a shadow near the saloon wall, the breed would certainly have killed them. Instead, there had been a shootout. Arkon and Rosta were separated and forced to travel apart.

	Long, hard miles in searing heat had followed. Then they had come to Red Bend where Arkon had holed up, carrying the map and waiting. Waiting for what? For the breed, Rosta? Well, now it didn’t really matter.

	Mace Orde and his bloodthirsty sons had gotten wind of Arkon’s map and had dealt themselves in. Oliver and Randall had arrived in Red Bend too late to keep Mace Orde from killing Arkon. Now Mace Orde was a lawman’s prisoner, and a drifter had bought into the business.

	Heck Oliver had never heard of the man, but he’d seen enough to know that Durant was trouble. Big trouble. He’d put a bullet into Randall and had come close to shooting Heck in the head. And, judging from the shots heard before that, Durant had survived an attack from Mace Orde’s sons.

	Why had Durant thrown in with Ben Karpel? Was it the girl? Was it the money? Could he be an undercover lawman?

	Heck Oliver worked his horse up a ridge and drew behind the pale, shivering Jig Randall.

	“How is it?” he asked, not really caring. If Randall was going to be a nuisance, he might as well leave him here and make his own way.

	“How the hell do you think it is, damn you?” Randall growled. “I must’ve left half of my shoulder back in that stinkin’ town.”

	Oliver checked the country below. It was rugged, filled with rocky defiles. He said, “Maybe you should go back and see the sawbones, Jig. I’ll follow the lawman and his outfit, keep an eye on them. When you’re better you can catch up and—”

	Jig Randall gave a short laugh. “Leave you on your own, Heck, so you can get your hands on that map and go get the money for yourself?”

	Heck Oliver pretended to take offence. “Don’t you trust me, Jig?”

	“I ain’t ever trusted you. You’d rob your own mother.”

	“I ain’t got a mother.”

	“And likely you never had one.” Jig Randall got painfully down from his horse and leaned his back against a boulder. The boulder was cool and gave him some relief from the burning pain in his shoulder. As yet he hadn’t thoroughly checked out the wound, but he knew he was badly hurt.

	“You want to help some instead of makin’ fool propositions, Heck? Well, cut my shirt away and see what you can do for me. The bleeding’s stopped, I think.”

	Heck Oliver took a knife from his belt and advanced towards his trail partner. Seeing the deep pain in Randall’s eyes, he was tempted to thrust the knife home and have it done with. But maybe that wouldn’t be smart. He might be able to use Jig later.

	He cut part of the shirt away and sucked in his breath. Randall stared into Oliver’s eyes.

	“Well?”

	“Bad,” Oliver said.

	“How damn bad?”

	“It’s swollen and ripped something ugly. Maybe some bone got splintered.”

	“Then get a fire going.”

	Oliver stepped back, holding the bloodied piece of shirt. “If we start a fire we might as well put up a sign tellin’ everybody where we are.”

	Randall drew his gun. His mouth was a ragged slit in his gray face. “Make a small fire, Heck. Put on water and then scald and clean this damn shoulder. After that, bandage it up tight.”

	Oliver hesitated, then shrugged. “If that’s how you want it. But I don’t like it, Jig.”

	“Over there.” Randall pointed his gun at some brush. “Use dry leaves and dry sticks. And hurry it up, damn you! They’re not far behind.”

	“You sure they’re coming this way, Jig?”

	“They’re takin’ Orde to Creede. I heard ’em say so. And they left town, didn’t they, four of ’em?”

	Oliver nodded grimly. “They left town all right. But why Creede?”

	“Because Creede’s the closest big town. Creede’s got a marshal, three deputies and a judge. Where else would you go if you wanted to get scum like Mace Orde off your hands?”

	Oliver was not fully convinced, but he gathered loose sticks and dry leaves into a pile and thumbed a match alight. After he had the fire going he took a pot from his saddlebag and poured in water from his canteen.

	When the water in the pot was boiling, Randall straightened up and said tightly, “Okay, scald the knife and lay it on hard.”

	Oliver put the blade of the knife in the boiling water. “Soak the rag too,” Randall said. “Hit me with the knife as deep as you can go and then clamp the rag on. Use a strip of shirt to tie it tight.”

	Heck Oliver rose a few minutes later, the knife in his right hand and the soaked piece of cloth in his left.

	“Get on with it, damn you!”

	Oliver rammed the hot blade of the knife into the ragged gash. Jig Randall stifled a scream of agony and Oliver grinned. He held the blade deep in Randall’s shoulder for a few minutes, drew it out roughly and packed the soaked piece of shirt into the now-bleeding wound. He tied the cloth pad in place, being none too gentle about it, and then he walked to the fire to clean his knife in the boiling water.

	He had the knife back in its sheath when Jig Randall slid down the boulder and lay on his side. Sweat streamed down his face, making lines in the caked dust. His eyes were closed and his breathing was harsh.

	“Okay?” Oliver asked.

	Jig Randall raised his head and looked at his partner through pain-glazed eyes. “I owe you, Oliver. One of these days I’ll pay you back.”

	Heck Oliver wasn’t sure how to take this, but the hardness of Randall’s tone suggested that he was far from grateful. “Ain’t that what you wanted me to do, Jig?” he asked innocently.

	Randall’s eyes became slits. “It’s what I told you to do all right, but I didn’t want you to enjoy it so damn much. From here on in, Oliver, watch it. Watch everything.”

	“You loco?” Oliver barked as Randall’s gun came up.

	“We’ll get the map and then the money, Oliver. Then you and me are gonna have it out, winner take all.”

	“Why not find a winner now?” Oliver said. He stepped away from the fire and his hand dropped to his gun butt. “I ain’t ridin’ with no man who’s gonna jump me when I ain’t lookin’.”

	Randall shook his head. “This ain’t the time, Oliver, and you know it as well as me. We got a lawman, a drifter and a girl to worry about on top of Orde’s three sons. We’ll have a face-out when it’s over.”

	 

	From atop a small rise, the three Orde brothers surveyed the terrain below them.

	“Down there,” Jeb Orde said excitedly, pointing the way. “Down there among them trees. Can’t you see that smoke?”

	“Sure I see, Jeb,” Russ Orde agreed. “Do you think it’s the lawman with Pa, Clem?”

	“Wouldn’t reckon so,” Clem Orde opined. “I don’t think that stranger would be loco enough to give his position away by lightin’ a fire. Wouldn’t put it past that sheriff or his nutty daughter, but not the drifter. He looked as smart as all get-out.”

	“Don’t you think we should take a look, Clem?” Russ suggested.

	“Sure we’ll take a look you fool!” Clem admonished. “Pa was sure right about you two. Don’t know what you use for brains.”

	Clem dismounted and took his rifle from the saddle scabbard. “Jeb, you stay here and tend the horses. Russ, get your rifle and come with me. You hear any shootin’, Jeb, don’t waste any time gettin’ down to help. We’ll sneak in an’ take a look and get out without any trouble. So be careful Russ. With all this dry brush about, watch where you tread. If it is Pa and that bunch we might not get another opportunity.”

	Jeb and Russ dismounted and Jeb watched as Russ took out his rifle and started off behind Clem.

	“Just be careful, boys,” Jeb said. “Knowin’ that stranger he could be settin’ up a trap for us.”

	“You just remember to start runnin’ if we need you, Jeb.”

	Painstakingly the two Orde brothers made their way towards the spiral of smoke. They were within fifty yards of the campsite when Clem signaled Russ to stop.

	“I can see just two horses over by that dead stump,” Clem whispered. “It ain’t Pa then.”

	“Still could be a trap like Jeb said, Clem.”

	“Don’t think so. Reckon it’s Arkon’s pals, Oliver and Randall.”

	“Reckon you could be right. Let’s get a closer look.” With darkness almost upon them, Clem and Russ crept closer to the camp, until they could plainly make out the rough features of Heck Oliver. He was sitting by the fire with a knife blade standing in a pot of boiling water. “What’s he doin’, Clem?” Russ whispered.

	“Beats me. Guess he coulda got winged. I don’t see Randall anywhere.”

	The two brothers watched as Heck Oliver straightened, and moved over to the slumped form of Jig Randall lying against a boulder. They watched in silence as Oliver started digging the knife into Randall’s back.

	“Must be Randall who’s been hit, Clem.”

	“Darn you, shut up Russ. I can see it’s Randall you fool.”

	“Heck seems to be enjoying his doctorin’, Clem. Look at him smilin’.”

	“Yeah. But Randall sure don’t appreciate his humor. Can you make out what they’re sayin’, Russ?”

	“No. We’re out of earshot. But I bet it ain’t glad-tidin’s.”

	“C’mon. We’ve seen enough. Let’s get back to Jeb. And be careful.”

	Slowly they retraced their steps with surprising agility for men so big and awkward. Back at their camp they told Jeb everything they had seen.

	“Could be a blessin’ for us you know,” Jeb opined. “We’re all after that map. Oliver and Randall, too. Surely that will slow them down.”

	“Why don’t we just go in and cut ’em down?” Russ wanted to know.

	“’Cause if we do that,” Clem replied, “we’ll let Karpel and that drifter know exactly where we are. And we all know we’ve got to rescue pa before they get him to Creede. They say Creede’s got four lawmen. Them, plus Karpel and the drifter will make it impossible fer us to bust him loose once they get him behind bars.”

	Jeb scratched the side of his head and suddenly became nervous. “Yeah, I suppose Karpel and that drifter will have to stay on as witnesses when they get Pa to trial. Six against three—I don’t like them odds, Clem.”

	“You’re so lily-livered little brother, I don’t think you’d like any odds, no matter how much they were weighed in our favor. The way you’re lookin’ and soundin’, you’d have Pa stretchin’ his neck without even puttin’ up a fight.”

	“Yeah, well I nearly agree with Jeb, Clem,” Russ put in. “After all we had the drop on Arkon when that sheriff and the stranger bought in. Maybe we just ain’t good enough for outlawin’.”

	“You two don’t look good enough for nothin’ if you ask me,” Clem figured. “Now are you comin’ or are we gonna stand around here jawin’ till they get Pa to town? Mount up and let’s ride.”

	 

	Clem Orde rested against a tree trunk and watched daylight sneak through the high country. On either side of him his brothers studied the desolate wasteland below. They’d picked up the tracks of four horses shortly after breaking camp and followed them until the light gave out.

	“How far does that hell country down there go, Russ?” Clem asked.

	“All the way,” Russ said.

	“A hundred and twenty miles?”

	“Most of it. First sixty is just what you see and then there’s a creek with some shade and small game. It runs for about six, seven miles. Then there’s bad country again all the way to Creede.”

	Clem swore. “Who’d build a town out there?”

	Russ didn’t answer immediately. His mind was on Dell Karpel. He wanted to get his hands on her in the worst way. And he also wanted to get his hands on Durant, who had put a bullet in his leg which Jeb had cut out while Clem held him down.

	“Town was built to spell cattle drive outfits goin’ through to Kansas,” Russ finally said. “When the railroad busted that business, timber outfits moved in and kept the town alive. Back of Creede there’s a river they use to float timber down to Jefferson City. Creede’s a big town.”

	Clem gave a sigh. “Well, no matter how big it is, we ain’t gonna see it this trip. We’ve gotta get to Pa long before Creede.”

	Russ looked down at the wasteland. The heat of the sun was increasing and the wind was hot. Russ checked his canteen and looked worried. “How are you two for water?”

	“I got plenty,” Clem said.

	“Best check,” Russ advised.

	“Hell, I filled up in Red Bend.”

	“And you used a good amount of water washing out my wound,” Russ said.

	Clem reached out and took his canteen from the pommel of his saddle. He shook it and the sound of the water splashing inside made him scowl. “About half full.”

	“Mine’s about the same,” Jeb said.

	Russ glanced down the rugged slope and then turned and looked back in the direction of Red Bend. “No more water for sixty miles,” he said. “Unless it rains.”

	There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. They were moodily silent for a time before Russ said:

	“We’ll have to go back for water.”

	“To hell we will!” Clem exploded. “Randall and Oliver are meanin’ to get that map from Pa. We ain’t wastin’ no time goin’ anywhere but forward.”

	“I say the same,” Jeb put in.

	Russ threw out his hands helplessly and Jeb gave a secret smile. His canteen was almost full. He could drink when he was scouting alone or standing guard. He reckoned he could make sixty miles easily. As for Clem and Russ, they were grown men and should have thought things out better.

	Clem Orde was thoughtfully silent for a long time before he said, “Who’s gonna run things until Pa is back?”

	Russ and Jeb eyed each other. Neither spoke.

	“Got to be one of us make the decisions,” Clem said. “Remember what Pa told us—too many talkers and you got a messed-up outfit. So who takes over?”

	“Straws?” Jeb suggested.

	Clem looked sourly at him. “With you knowin’ which straw is the longest and pickin’ first?”

	“I didn’t have that in mind,” Jeb said. “Hell, I don’t want to give the two of you any orders. I’ll just ride along till we link up with Pa.”

	Clem was immediately mollified. He looked at Russ. “Do you know enough at eighteen to tell a man like me what’s what?”

	Russ removed his battered range hat and raked at his yellow hair. “You can give the orders, Clem.”

	Clem nodded. “I just wanted to get you pair straight. We got a lot of trouble ahead of us, but if things are thought out right, we can come through just fine. Pa’s got the map and all we gotta do is get him away from that lawman, his daughter and the drifter.”

	“There’s Oliver and Randall too,” Russ reminded him.

	“Not with one of ’em hit. You saw them last night.”

	“But they’re still trailin’ us,” said Russ.

	Clem eyed him heavily. “Meanin’, boy?”

	Russ’s lean body stiffened. He didn’t mind his father calling him “boy,” but he wouldn’t stand it from his brothers. If they wanted to fight, one or both of them, they’d come to the right man.

	“Meanin’ we got Karpel and his bunch between us and Oliver and Randall. So the longer we delay here, the closer Oliver and Randall get to Pa.”

	Clem scowled. “So who said to return to Red Bend for water, damn you?”

	Russ gritted his teeth and kicked at the ground. “Who said for me to go back of the Karpel place and grab the girl, only to run into that drifter, Durant?”

	Clem’s eyes burned. “How was I to know that interferin’ cowpoke was waitin’ there? How was I to know he’s in with Karpel and maybe soft-talkin’ the girl?”

	“He was there,” Russ said stubbornly, looking Clem straight in the eye.

	“We goin’ or stayin’?” Jeb said. “I sure wish you pair’d make up your minds. If we’re goin’ after Pa, why don’t we get along?”

	“You too?” barked Clem.

	Jeb went to his horse and swung up. His leathery face burned in the sunlight. “I ain’t buckin’ nobody, Clem. I’m just sayin’ that if we sit here and fry, we ain’t gettin’ no closer to Pa. Ain’t that so?”

	“It’s so,” Russ muttered.

	Clem scowled darkly at his brothers before he swung onto his horse. “I’m goin’ after Pa. You can do what you like, both of you. But if you follow me, you do like I say and that’s the end of it.”

	He worked his horse down a winding trail between blackened stumps, weathered boulders and clumps of dead brush. He looked straight ahead. When the steady echo of hoofbeats sounded behind him, he smiled. He’d show them and his father that he was a leader. And by hell maybe the whole frontier would soon know about it.

	 


Chapter Seven 

	Three Trails West

	 

	BLAKE DURANT RODE ahead of the others as they reached desert country. The scarcity of cover pleased him, for without cover there couldn’t be an ambush. Walking Sundown over the hot sand, he kept a tight rein on the big black, knowing Sundown was ready to answer any call put to him.

	Suddenly Durant reined in and checked behind. Mace Orde rode in front of Dell and Ben Karpel, staring straight ahead, seemingly unaffected by the heat or the riding.

	Mace Orde grinned at Durant and then turned in the saddle to look at Karpel and his daughter. Dell Karpel seemed to be bearing up well. Durant allowed that she had plenty of grit. Well, she’d need it to keep going for six days or so in this wasteland.

	Actually, it was Karpel who caused Blake Durant concern. From the outset Karpel had held them back, explaining away his slow pace as cautiousness. Now, riding beside his daughter, he looked the weariest of the four.

	Blake rode back to them. “Looks bad for a long way,” he said, pausing. “Also, I picked up the tracks of two horses. Oliver and Randall, I reckon.”

	Dell, Blake and Karpel looked out at the heat-seared country. There was not a cloud in the sky, and on the ground there wasn’t a tree, rock, or shade of any kind.

	Dell removed a bandanna from around her neck and tied it over her mouth.

	“That’s a good idea,” Durant said, doing the same with his bandanna, Karpel following suit.

	“How about you Orde?” Durant asked.

	“I don’t much care,” Orde said. “I’ve et dust before.”

	“By the sheriff’s reckoning, this desert stretches ahead for two or three days. I hope to make it in two.”

	“Make it what you like, mister. No matter what you do, the result is gonna be the same.”

	Durant shrugged. “Then we’ll ride at a good pace for four hours. By then the horses will have had enough. We’ll rest, two of us getting shade from the others in turn for maybe three hours, then we’ll keep going as far as we can during the cooler hours.”

	“Why not take it easy now and ride through the night?” Karpel put in.

	Blake Durant shook his head. “We’d lose our way, possibly go around in circles.”

	“And maybe right smack in front of my sons,” Mace Orde said. “How’d that be, eh, ridin’ hard all night and then lookin’ down the barrels of my boys’ guns.”

	“To hell with your sons!” Karpel growled. “First sight I get of them, they’ll wish they never laid eyes on me.”

	“They’re good boys,” Orde said, looking at Dell. “Good, strong, healthy, clean-livin’ boys. They’d stir you plenty, I’ll bet, and you wouldn’t ever forget them no matter how many damn bibles your fool old man makes you read. Clem now, he gets womenfolk so steamed up—”

	“Shut up, damn you!” Ben Karpel roared.

	“He doesn’t worry me, Pa,” Dell said.

	“I won’t have him talking to you that way,” Karpel said. “It’s bad enough having to put you to this torture without making you listen to his filthy talk.”

	“He’ll quieten down,” Durant said, turning Sundown into the direct blast of the hot wind. “If you like, Sheriff, you and your daughter can lead so our friend here can eat your dust.”

	“I’d sooner have the girl ride along with me, Durant, if you don’t mind,” Orde said. “The smell of her sweat makes me feel like a young tomcat.”

	“Damn you, Orde, I warned you!” shouted Ben Karpel. He kicked his horse forward and reached out for Orde’s neck. But Mace Orde coolly turned in the saddle and swung his bound hands. The knuckles struck Karpel in the mouth and blood spurted. The sheriff was knocked from the saddle. He landed heavily, then rolled to dodge the hoofs of his rearing horse. Blake Durant was quickly out of leather. He caught the horse and held it steady, putting himself between the grinning Mace Orde and the red-faced, bloody-chinned Karpel.

	Blake said, “Enough of that foolery, Sheriff. It’s exactly what he wants.”

	Karpel regained his feet, his chest heaving, his eyes burning with anger. “I won’t have him talk that way in front of my girl, Durant. I’ll kill him if he keeps at it!”

	Mace Orde chuckled as he lifted his bound hands to his thin-lipped mouth and licked the blood off his knuckles. Dell swung down from her horse. Removing her bandanna, she wet it with canteen water and tenderly dabbed blood away from her father’s mouth.

	“I don’t even listen to him, Pa,” she said. “Mr. Durant is right. He’ll stop his gibberish when his mouth goes dry.”

	Karpel got back on his horse. Durant and Dell swung up, then Durant walked Sundown back to Mace Orde and signaled for Dell and her father to go ahead.

	“Four hours hard, Sheriff. Then we rest. Okay?”

	“You seem to have taken over, Durant,” Karpel said sourly.

	“Somebody had to.”

	Karpel bit his lip. When Dell leaned forward in the saddle to inspect his cut mouth, Karpel put his horse into a fast walk. Then, as Dell caught up to him, he kicked the horse into a run and soon dust rose in the air, blotting out Orde’s and Durant’s view of Karpel and his daughter.

	Orde turned his head to one side, coughing.

	Durant smiled. “Let’s see how you really like eating dust, Orde.”

	Durant slapped the rump of Orde’s horse and the animal bounded away. Durant rode well behind Orde for several hundred yards and then he drew level with the outlaw. Orde’s lips were pressed tightly together and his head was down as he attempted to escape the wind-blown dust.

	They had been riding for two hours when Ben Karpel, his face red from the sun and his lips parched, called a halt. Durant rode up to Karpel and his daughter.

	“No rest, Sheriff. Not yet.”

	“We’ll kill the horses at this pace,” Karpel said angrily. “If we do that, how do you expect to go on?”

	“Orde is your prisoner,” Blake said. “I came along only because you asked me to. If you like I’ll bail out right now.”

	Karpel glared furiously at him. “So you’ve had enough, have you, Durant? You, with all your fine talk!”

	“I mean to survive, Sheriff,” Blake said. “That means pushing the horses as fast as we can for four hours, then resting for three. Later, when it’s cool, they’ll pick up strength. There’s no other way for it.”

	“You seem so damned sure of yourself,” Karpel grated.

	“I’ve traveled hard trails before, Sheriff.”

	“You think I haven’t?”

	Dell moved close to her father, looking sympathetically at him but showing no resentment against Durant. She handed over her canteen. After Karpel had a drink he simmered down a little but not enough to give in to Durant.

	“I’ve lived hard too, Durant, believe me. I spent years in this kind of country, trailing outlaws and dodging their bullets. I did a lot more than just drift and take what pickings I could find.”

	“Father!” Dell cried out.

	Karpel, screwing up his mouth, handed the canteen back to her. “He’s beginning to get under my skin,” he grunted.

	“If Mr. Durant is doing that, Pa, then you’re in the wrong, not him. I think his plan is right. Ahead of us is a wounded man and his companion. Surely if we proceed as quickly as possible the pressure will be on them, not us.”

	“Oliver and Randall won’t draw off,” Mace Orde said. “They got a big stake in me.”

	“Do they dislike you enough to go through this terrible country just to settle a difference between you?” Dell asked.

	“They hate me,” Mace Orde said matter-of-factly. “They hate me so much they’ll gun down all of you just to get at me.” Orde rubbed his jaw with his bound hands. “And when they get their hands on me, do you know what they’ll do?”

	Dell drew in a quick breath. For some reason she was fascinated by the ugliness of this man. She couldn’t take her eyes off his lecherous face.

	Mace Orde went on: “They’ll string me up, ma’am, after they’ve torn big strips off my hide.”

	“But why? What did you do to them?”

	“Me?” Orde feigned surprise. “Hell, I done nothin’, ma’am, ’cept maybe tell them to keep outa my hair. Now don’t you get any wrong ideas about me. I’m not what your father thinks. I’m a clean-livin’—”

	“You’re a murderer and a thief,” Karpel cut in. “You’re wanted for murder in a dozen states.”

	“All wrong charges, Karpel,” Orde argued. “I’m an innocent victim of circumstances. You just ask my boys when they show up. My boys will tell you. Maybe we did a few things wrong in the past, but we ain’t never killed anybody cold.”

	“What about Bull Arkon?” Karpel said.

	“Arkon? Hell, he was a weasel, Karpel. Arkon was set on cuttin’ me down. He was holed up in your town waiting for me to show up so he could kill me.”

	“What about Carl Bolger who came up on you and caught you with a stolen steer you butchered?—Bolger, whose body Durant here brought into town and buried. And then there’s the other lad who crossed your trail on the range. Three dead, Orde, and you got the nerve to claim you aren’t a killer?”

	Mace Orde lifted his bound hands. “As God is my witness, Karpel, I’m innocent of all those charges laid against me. It’ll come out in the end, you’ll see, so why not just let me go now and save yourself a lot of hardship? You won’t make it to water, you know. It’s still three days from here.”

	“We’ll make it,” Karpel said.

	Mace Orde chuckled in his irritating way and shook his head. “Nope, lawman. That tin star of yours is soon gonna be too heavy to carry. In a way I feel sorry for you.”

	Karpel glared furiously at the outlaw and edged his horse closer. But Blake Durant moved his horse between them. Though he didn’t speak a word, his look at Karpel had solid advice in it. Karpel turned his horse away.

	Durant said, “There are two ahead and somewhere out there are Orde’s sons. What’s your plan, Sheriff?”

	Karpel looked at his daughter and wiped sweat from his brow. His mouth was dry and his lips deeply cracked. Finally his gaze returned to Durant. A faint smile touched at his mouth. “We’ll push on.”

	“Just another two hours,” Durant said. “I’ll stay with our friend.”

	“Two of a kind, Durant?” Orde laughed. “You and me, trail-friends, thinkin’ alike, doin’ alike?”

	Blake gave a wry smile but said nothing.

	Mace Orde was not finished, however. “What do they know about you anyway, Durant? The way I heard it, you just happened along and bought into somethin’ that’s none of your business. Maybe you’re bidin’ your time, wantin’ to know what Oliver and Randall want from me, eh?”

	Blake made no comment.

	Orde went on: “Or maybe there’s a good reason for you bein’ in such a hurry, drifter. Maybe you’re gonna meet up ahead with your friends, Oliver and Randall.”

	Blake smiled thinly at him. “Maybe.”

	“What was that?” Karpel asked.

	“I’m with Oliver and Randall,” Blake said. “That was why I returned their fire in town when they attacked us on our way to the jailhouse.”

	“And missed, Durant,” Orde said slyly.

	“I hit one.”

	Karpel had come back to them and now he glared angrily at the outlaw. “That’s enough out of you, Orde. Durant got one of them all right. We saw his blood in many places along the way. So you quit baitin’ us. If you don’t, I’ll gag you.”

	“Okay, I’ll shut down, lawman,” Mace Orde said. “But you think of this while you wear yourself out. You ain’t gonna make it to Creede, and no damn Johnny-come-lately drifter is gonna shed a tear on that score. What Durant’ll do is bide his time, try to rake off a stake from me or Jig Randall and Heck Oliver, and then he’ll ride off with your daughter.”

	Orde pointed his bound hands at Durant. “Just look at him, Karpel. Ain’t he just right to give your girl all the tomcattin’ she needs and then some?”

	Color flushed into Dell’s face. Karpel, seeing this, whipped out his gun and rode towards the outlaw. But once again, Blake Durant worked Sundown between them.

	This time Blake was angry. “Quit it, damn you, Karpel! Can’t you see what’s he’s trying to do? Are you a fool? You’re sure acting like one.”

	Karpel’s gaze went from Orde to Durant and then to his daughter. But Dell, avoiding her father’s stare, rode ahead, calling out:

	“Pa, will you be sensible? If you can’t be, then I’m turning back. Mr. Durant’s offered to help you and yet you listen to the ravings of a murderer. I’m disgusted with you.”

	She moved farther ahead and Karpel smothered a curse. Then he drew a ragged breath and without a word to Orde or Durant rode after his daughter.

	Orde grinned at Durant. “He’ll break,” he said. “He’s toted tin for too long to think like normal folks. His mind’s all cluttered up.”

	“He’ll make it,” Blake said.

	“Like hell. He’ll buckle, Durant, and you know it. You want to trade with me?”

	“What for what?”

	“Cut these ropes. I’ll take care of Karpel and you get the girl. Also ...  you’ll get to share some big spoils with me and my boys.”

	Blake shook his head. “Forget it.”

	Orde studied him sourly. “What’s your damn price then, mister?”

	“It’s coming at the end of this trail.”

	Orde straightened in the saddle. “You got somethin’ goin’ for you in Creede, Durant?”

	Blake nodded.

	“What is it? I can call my boys off and we can handle Oliver and Randall with their help. What’ve you got goin’ for you in Creede that made you hitch onto a fool lawman’s tail?”

	“A hanging,” Blake said.

	“A hanging? Whose?”

	“Yours,” Blake said into the burning eyes of the outlaw.

	“By the livin’ hell, Durant, don’t you play games with me! I’ve cut your kind off at the knees more times than I can remember. You buck me, mister, and so help me I’ll cut your liver out.”

	“Which is why I’m helping Karpel get you to Creede,” Blake said. “And I’ll make it, Orde, because you remind me of a man I wanted to meet a long time ago, a hardcase who went berserk and killed the woman I loved. Now ride.”

	Mace Orde dropped his hands onto the saddle horn and kneed his horse forward. Blake Durant nudged Sundown ahead and watched the bobbing backs of Karpel and Dell through a screen of dust. He pulled his yellow bandanna over his mouth and nose. Then he slapped the rump of Orde’s horse hard and sent the animal racing.

	“I’ll get you, Durant!” Orde shouted in fury. “I’ll get you sure!”

	 


Chapter Eight 

	When Blood Is Thin

	 

	JIG RANDALL SQUIRMED around in the saddle, the pain in his shoulder all but unbearable. He no longer sweated; his body seemed to have dried up. He worked his leg-weary horse away from Heck Oliver and leaned over the saddle horn, gasping for breath.

	Oliver eyed him for a time, then turned in the saddle to check their backtrail. Miles of heat-seared desert met his raw-eyed gaze. There seemed to be no end to it. He said, hoarsely, “Don’t it ever get cool, not even near sundown?” Jig Randall didn’t answer. The hot wind at his back burned through his tattered shirt. Pain pounded through his shoulder and his neck muscles were stiff. There was a wall of pain across his chest. He didn’t know if he could go on, and suddenly he didn’t care what happened.

	His hands slipped off the saddle horn and he felt himself sliding to the side. He knew he was falling but made no attempt to stay in the saddle. Then the desert floor came up to meet him and his head hit the hot sand. He spluttered grit from his mouth.

	Heck Oliver did not move in the saddle as he stared down at his trail partner, knowing Randall was about gone. He didn’t like the idea of going on alone but he didn’t intend to put up with Randall’s whining any longer.

	“Jig?” he called. “Are you all right?”

	Randall stared at the hot sand, not responding to Oliver’s words. Then he heard the creak of saddle leather and after that the squeak of sand under boots. Something touched his left ankle. He just lay there.

	“Jig? You hear me?”

	Randall didn’t reply. He heard a deep grunt and felt a boot wedge under his left leg. When pressure was put on the leg to lift him, he shifted his right hand onto his gun butt and rolled with the pressure of the boot. His eyes opened and he stared up at Heck Oliver. He saw a gun in Oliver’s hand and bitterness in his face.

	Randall croaked, “Water, Heck.”

	Oliver licked his dry lips and moved back a pace. Randall’s leg fell back to where it had been and he lay perfectly still. He took in a deep breath. The pain momentarily stopped and his neck muscles felt loose again. He heard a cork pulled from a canteen and then Heck Oliver was kneeling beside him, looking uncertain. Randall worked himself to a sitting position and reached for the canteen. He lifted it and let water stream down his face, drinking what he could as the warm water washed over his mouth.

	“Go easy. We ain’t got much left,” Oliver said.

	Randall holstered his gun.

	Jig Randall said, “You were gonna kill me, Oliver.” Oliver opened his mouth to argue as his hand went down to his gunbelt. But he stopped the action because he saw Randall’s hand lift and there was a gun in it. Randall’s eyes thinned down to gleaming slits.

	“You were gonna kill me, weren’t you?” Randall said.

	Heck Oliver shook his head as he tried feverishly to think his way out of the trouble he was in. He said, “Jig, you got it wrong. You ain’t thinkin’ right. Why would I want to kill you? I need you. We got to get to Orde and his map, then we’ll head for Mexico. I know some beautiful women there.”

	Randall drew in another quick breath. “I saw the gun, Oliver, and I saw what was in your eyes.”

	Heck Oliver shook his head and laughed. “You got to be joshin’, Jig. Hell, you and me, we—”

	“Back away, mister!”

	The venom in Jig Randall’s voice left Oliver no alternative but to get to his feet. His right hand stayed on his gunbelt buckle, his gun only a quick grasp away. Then he jumped to the side and went for his gun. He let out a howl as a bullet tore into his ribs. Fierce pain shot through his chest. Then another slug thudded into the middle of his back.

	The white sand was coming up to meet him when a third bullet tore into the back of his neck. God, he’d never known pain like this!

	His face went down into the sand. He gasped for breath and sand grit choked him. Oliver tried to lift his head out of the sand. An enormous weight seemed to be pressing down on the back of his neck. He couldn’t understand it. And he could hear nothing but a loud roaring in his ears. Slowly the roaring died away. Somebody was holding his legs and pulling him away. He could feel his face and hands slide through the sand. Then everything stopped. He wasn’t moving. He felt no pain. He didn’t want to lift his head, he didn’t want to even think. Even his hate for Jig Randall died. He thought of the girl, Dell Karpel, slender and tall and full-bodied. Karpel’s daughter.

	Karpel! Mace Orde! Orde’s three sons, Clem, Jeb, Russ. Heck Oliver suddenly couldn’t remember where he was or what was happening.

	That was when Jig Randall put the fourth bullet into the back of his head.

	 

	Clem Orde kept to a hard pace across the desert, Russ and Jeb riding slightly behind him. Clem felt good leading the way. He’d always had to trail his father and watch his thick, sun-blackened neck and bobbing back. Later he’d wait for the abuse that always came to Clem before the others. There were times when he hated his father but he never admitted it. He was too terrified of the old man.

	He watched the tracks ahead, two sets of them, one of two horses and the other of four. So Oliver and Randall were in front, just as Russ had said. Russ was no fool. Young, headstrong and prone to sulk, he was pretty clever when he put his mind to it. Once, in Cheyenne, Russ had walked into a sheriff’s office and robbed two deputies of a month’s pay. Russ had knocked them out and then he’d bought some whisky in a saloon before riding out of town.

	Clem turned in the saddle. Russ was riding with his head down watching the tracks they followed. Jeb was sitting upright, too much of a fool to keep his hat brim down to shade his face. His skin was blotched with burns. He’d suffer for being a fool, Clem thought, but he gave no advice to his brother. He had planning to do. He stopped suddenly and his brothers rode up to him.

	“How far do you think we should go today in this damn heat?” he asked.

	Russ looked at Jeb, who offered no opinion. Russ said, “They’re going on, ain’t they, Clem?”

	“Seems so.”

	“Then we keep going till we sight ’em. That girl can’t take too much of this, can she?”

	“She looked full of spunk to me in town,” Clem said. Russ looked up at the cloudless sky. Waves of heat washed over him. He said, “I’m for pushing on and getting as much country behind us as we can today. Tomorrow we’ll sight the others.”

	“That’ll put us where?” Clem asked. He hated to ask for information from Russ in front of Jeb.

	“Be three days to the creek. If we keep up this pace through today and tomorrow, barring accidents and delays, we’ll reach water late on the third day.”

	Jeb glanced sourly at his brothers, then he turned and looked over the country behind them. Red Bend had never seemed a nicer town to him. But he voiced no complaint because he knew that Russ and Clem had formed an alliance. Maybe, when this was over, he’d sneak off on his own. As he saw it, his life was little more than trying to pull off raids on banks and stages, risking getting shot up and then running and running. The only break from running was when they went into hiding. He laughed. The good life. “Stick to me, boys,” his father had said, “and I’ll make the good life for you.”

	Clem said, “You bearin’ up all right, Jeb?”

	Jeb turned to look at his two brothers. Clem seemed to be in worse shape than Russ did. But Jeb had expected this, Russ was eighteen, he was twenty-two, and Clem was twenty-six.

	“I’m fine,” Jeb said.

	“Well, we’re gonna speed things up a little. I reckon that if we get through today we’ll soon get to Pa. Just go easy on your water, will you? Don’t be askin’ us to share with you if you drink too much.”

	Jeb waited until Clem was moving ahead, with Russ trailing, before he helped himself to a long drink from his canteen. Then, after putting the canteen back on the pommel of his saddle, he grinned. It was good being a no-account because nobody bothered to check you out. You could live your own life and earn your own rewards.

	I’m smart, he thought. I’m even smarter than Pa.

	 

	Ben Karpel fell from the saddle on the side of the sand dune. Daylight had ended only minutes before and he had forced his horse up this last long slope so he could see, in the next day’s first light, what lay ahead. More exhausted than he had ever been, he sat on the sand and held the reins of his horse, unable to lift his head.

	Blake Durant, looking no worse than he had when they’d left Red Bend, took the reins from Karpel’s hands and then pulled Mace Orde’s horse to him. He waited until Orde slipped from the saddle before he took the three horses to where Dell Karpel stood beside her mount.

	“See to your father,” Blake said.

	He tied the reins of all the horses together, took a set of hobbles out of his saddlebag and used them on Sundown. He knew the black stallion would not stray, so the others would stay with him. Blake brought out jerky and biscuits, gave some to Orde and sat down to eat. All the time he looked ahead, not relishing the thought of another day in the crushing heat.

	“Mr. Durant?”

	Dell Karpel squatted close to him with Mace Orde no more than ten yards away, still eating.

	“It’s Pa, Mr. Durant. I don’t want to worry you unduly, but I’ve just discovered he was wounded back in town. He never said a word about it.”

	Blake remembered that Karpel had changed shirts while he’d staked himself out behind the water trough to fight off Oliver and Randall. He hadn’t thought much about it at that time except to be surprised that Karpel put so much store in appearance. Now he got to his feet, annoyed, and hurried to where Karpel sat with his head on his knees.

	When Dell drew up beside him, Durant said, “He’s sleeping. Best to let him be.”

	In the dim light Dell stared angrily at him. “Didn’t you hear me, Mr. Durant? I said my father was—”

	“I heard what you said, but what he needs most now is sleep. In the morning we can do something about the wound.”

	“But what if blood poisoning has set in?”

	“We can’t make a fire to boil water, Miss Karpel. The fact is, there’s nothing we can do for him. Now try to get some sleep.”

	“Sleep? How can you think of sleep at a time like this? What kind of man are you?”

	“A man bent on survival,” Blake said. “I’ll take the first watch on Orde. I’ll wake you in four hours for the second watch. If your father’s not any better. I’ll see us through to sunup.”

	Blake walked off and joined Orde. He could feel Dell’s stare boring into him but decided to ignore her bitterness. She’d know in the morning that he was right.

	He sat near Orde and said, “Give me any trouble and I’ll see that you sleep sounder than you have in years.”

	“I ain’t gonna hang, Durant,” was Mace Orde’s reply.

	“That’ll be up to the authorities in Creede, Orde. Now shut up.”

	“The old man ain’t gonna make it, Durant. You know that don’t you?”

	“He’ll make it.”

	“Not with fever catching hold of him. Didn’t you see him the last few miles, swayin’ in the saddle and sweatin’, his face white as the damn sand?”

	Blake stretched out. It had been a long time since he’d ridden through such heat. But he knew that he was in better shape than any of them with the possible exception of Orde. The outlaw had something to drive him on, to keep him going.

	“Tomorrow, Durant, it’s gonna get worse,” Orde said. “I been watchin’ the sky. There ain’t gonna be any rain for a long time. We’ll put in another long, hard day tomorrow and the one after that. You sure you don’t want to make a deal? We can leave these two to fry while we meet up with my boys. There’s a heap of money in it for you, Durant, more’n you ever saw in your life.”

	“Get some sleep,” Blake snapped.

	Orde chuckled. “Me sleep, Durant? Hell, you got the wrong line on me, mister. I’m just gonna lie here and rest and wait until you start snorin’ then I’m gonna get your gun, shoot your fool head off, finish off Karpel and maybe have some fun with the girl. I saw you watchin’ her all the time, Durant. You’re taken with her, ain’t you?”

	“If you don’t shut up, Orde, I’ll fill your craw with sand.”

	Orde smiled and lay back, his hands on his chest. He drummed his fingers on his hard stomach. “Yeah, I reckon I saw right, Durant. You’re a tinhorn. You look at her curves and figure that’s what’s in it for you. Well, mister, you’re wrong. What you’re ridin’ into is a hail of bullets. If not from Oliver and Randall, them from my boys.”

	Blake got onto one knee and leaned towards Mace Orde. He waited until Orde’s head turned his way, then he drew back his right hand and punched Orde on the point of the jaw. The outlaw gave a short grunt and lay still.

	“What is it, Mr. Durant? What happened?” Dell Karpel called out.

	“I just put out the lights, Miss Karpel. Go to sleep.”

	Dell lay back, holding her father’s hand, ready in case he stirred during the night. Already some of the heat had gone and the wind was comparatively cool on her neck and face. She thought of Blake Durant. She had been angry at him earlier for not having done something to help her father, but in the dark now, with absolute, silence around her, she decided that perhaps he had done the right thing. In the morning they’d be able to look after the wound.

	She drifted off to sleep.

	 


Chapter Nine 

	Friend Or Foe?

	 

	JIG RANDALL RODE in the burning heat, scarcely able to stay in the saddle. Since killing Heck Oliver he had pushed on for about ten miles. Although the pain in his shoulder had become progressively worse, he had been able to keep going by thinking of the past, of the times he had enjoyed with Oliver. Oliver had always been good for a laugh, had always been able to find women, had usually been able to put his hand on easy money, and he had killed expertly. Jig Randall decided he would miss him. But he wasn’t sorry about killing him.

	As sundown came he let his horse pick its way westward. Only when all daylight faded did he stop. He emptied Oliver’s canteen and ate the last of his dead partner’s beans and jerky. He still had enough provisions to reach the waterhole.

	He closed his eyes and slept.

	When the first light of the new day washed over him he crawled back into the saddle, as weary as when he had left it. He rode through the hot morning and into a blistering hot afternoon. When the next sundown came he fell from the saddle, burned raw by the sun, his lips cracked and bleeding. He lay on his back, the reins of his horse tied to an ankle.

	One more day to go!

	 

	Dell Karpel stripped the shirt off her father and washed his shoulder wound with precious water. It was not a deep wound and hadn’t bled much, but it caused her a great amount of concern, so much so that she asked Durant to check it.

	Blake Durant’s cold assessment of the wound as being little to worry about incensed Dell, but when her father dropped a restraining hand on her arm and shook his head at her, she made no comment. Durant got Orde back into the saddle and led the way across the desert.

	At sundown they camped on another dune, buffeted by cooling winds and weary beyond measure.

	But Mace Orde was far from defeated. Blake slept with Orde tied to his ankle while Dell took the first watch, which she claimed was her duty. Blake did not know how long he slept but when he felt the gentle touch of Dell’s hand on his shoulder, he was awake immediately.

	“Everything’s all right,” she said.

	Blake rolled up his bedroll and packed it on Sundown. Dell was already stretched out near her father. Blake moved around until the cramp left his legs, then he sat on top of the sand dune.

	Suddenly Mace Orde said, “Karpel’ll go today, Durant. What are you gonna do then?”

	“Go on with you and his daughter.”

	Orde kicked his blanket away and shifted to a sitting position. “You’ll have to lay up at the creek, Durant. You ever been this way before?”

	“No.”

	“Then I’ll tell you about it. It’s as sweet a place as you ever saw. When the missy sees it she’s gonna croon herself a lullaby. She ain’t ever gonna want to move on.”

	“She’ll go on,” Blake said.

	Orde chuckled. “No, Durant. With her old man buried under the sand she’s gonna fall apart. And then she’ll get real scared knowin’ Oliver and Randall are close by waitin’ their chance. She’ll figure they’ll get you and then there’ll be just her and me.”

	“They’ll get you too, Orde,” Blake said.

	“They ain’t good enough, Durant.”

	“How will you stop them, Orde, roped down and without a gun? You’ll be a sitting duck.”

	Orde smiled. “You ain’t gonna let that happen, Durant. I know your kind. You got religion in you, some kind of feelin’ that you’re a good man. If you let me die you won’t ever be able to live with it. So why don’t you be reasonable? I’m talkin’ about a lot of money, even the girl if you like. My boys will hold back if I signal them.”

	“Go to sleep,” Blake said crisply.

	“Durant, listen to me.”

	“If you don’t shut up and let the girl sleep, I’ll do what I did last night. You want to hang with your face all lopsided?”

	Mace Orde muttered another curse. “Durant, you’re a damn fool. You can’t get out of this. My boys won’t let you take me in. But play it my way and you can ride off, go where you like. I’ll pay you good.”

	Blake walked off a few paces and turned to see Mace Orde sitting up, tied hands locked over his knees. Blake got down on his haunches, picked up a handful of sand and let it trickle through his fingers. Louise Yerby. The ranch. His brother. So much happiness had been in the offing. So much happiness shattered by a hellion’s bullet ... 

	He sighed, got to his feet and walked back to where Mace Orde was sitting. Orde turned on his grin.

	“Did you think it over, Durant?”

	“Yes.”

	“And?”

	“Burn in hell, Orde.”

	Orde opened his mouth to curse but the look in Blake Durant’s eyes made him think better of it.

	They’d been on the trail for only an hour when Durant saw the dark shape ahead. He rode on alone and minutes later looked down into the heavily bearded face of a dead man. He got down from Sundown and examined the man closely. He figured he’d been dead many hours, perhaps half a day. He looked ahead but saw no tracks. It was only a day’s ride to the creek, so the bearded man’s killer was at least close. As Ben Karpel, scarcely able to sit in the saddle, rode up, with Dell close behind him, Durant called out:

	“Come here, Sheriff. Miss Karpel, stay back. Keep an eye on Orde.”

	Dell pulled her horse to a halt and lifted her rifle from the saddle scabbard. Her face was pinched as she stared ahead, wanting to see what Durant had found, yet fearful of knowing.

	Karpel sent his horse forward at a faster pace. When he saw the dead man, his face tightened.

	“Know him?” Blake asked.

	Karpel shook his head.

	“It’s either Oliver or Randall,” Blake said. “Orde will know.”

	Karpel turned in the saddle and waved to Dell who still held her rifle on Orde. “Let Orde come here,” Karpel said.

	Mace Orde kneed his horse forward. When he stared down on Heck Oliver his upper lip curled back in a sneer. “Good enough,” he said.

	“Give him a name,” Karpel ordered.

	Orde let Karpel see his yellow teeth. “It’s my friend Heck Oliver. Now what do you reckon happened to him, lawman?”

	“He fell foul of Randall,” Karpel said. “Which reduces the odds against us.”

	Orde screwed up his mouth in thought. “Not by much. Randall was always the better man. I guess Oliver was holdin’ him back with that bullet Durant put in him.”

	“Oliver wasn’t the one I wounded in Red Bend,” Durant said. “All those bullet holes were collected at the same time.”

	“Who says so?”

	“No bandages, Orde. A wounded man would stop the flow of blood, wouldn’t he?”

	Orde shrugged. “So what? Randall killed him, so Randall is still alive.”

	“I guess so,” Blake said, then he set about kicking sand over the body, not stopping until the corpse was fully covered. Satisfied, he called out for Dell to come on. “We have to push on,” he said when she arrived.

	“What ...  what was it, Mr. Durant?” she asked.

	“One of our enemies is dead.”

	Dell could not tear her gaze from the mound. But her father reached for her reins and drew her away.

	“There’s only one in front now and three behind,” he said. “That’s if Orde’s three sons are still following us.”

	“They’re following,” Blake Durant said. “I saw dust behind us early this morning. It could have been eight miles away, maybe more.”

	“About three hours,” Mace Orde said, grinning.

	“Just about,” Durant admitted. “Let’s ride. And today, Orde, if you try to slow us up I’ll rope you to the saddle. You can sweat all the way to the creek.”

	“Think we’ll get that far?”

	“I know we will.”

	“Don’t bet on it, Durant, at least not unless you get big odds ...  like a hundred to one.”

	 

	“Them tracks are fresh,” was Russ Orde’s opinion.

	“How far in front?” Clem asked.

	“I’d say four hours.”

	“How you figure that, Russ?” Clem asked, screwing up his eyes as he looked into the sun glare.

	“They made camp here.”

	“So?”

	“Well, with the girl along the old man would travel only by day so’s not to lose their way and at the same time be able to keep an eye on Pa. They’d break camp right after sunup and that was four hours back.”

	Clem couldn’t deny the sense in this. “That’s how I figure it,” he said, scowling when Russ threw a knowing grin Jeb’s way and got a wink in return. “I also figure that if we got four hours to pick up and only one day to go, we should catch up early tomorrow. You reckon you can lead us to that creek at night, Russ?”

	“I think so, Clem.”

	“Got to be better than that. It’s got to be dead on.”

	“Well, there’ll be some trees near water. And there’s a moon tonight.”

	Clem mopped his brow with a grimy bandanna and looked ahead, reminding himself that soon it would be over. They went on.

	Through the hottest day they’d encountered they rode across the barren land. There were no clouds in the sky and not a sign of a living thing. They stopped at noon to eat jerky and biscuits and to moisten their horses’ mouths. They drank sparingly themselves, each proclaiming he was down to no more than an inch of water in his canteen. When they moved on, Jeb dragged behind, not caring about eating dust because the screen put up by the other two hid him from their prying eyes. He drank deeply, tied the canteen to his saddle pommel and relaxed. A half day and they’d be at the creek. Win or lose, get their father free or not, Jeb was going to cut out on his own. To hell with Arkon’s map, to hell with the buried money. All Jeb Orde wanted was to be left alone.

	It was past noon when they stopped at the mound in the desert. Russ was the first to get down but he made no attempt to disturb the sand.

	Clem said, “What you reckon, Russ?”

	“Not big enough for a horse,” Russ said.

	Clem scowled. “A man then?”

	“Or a woman.”

	Clem dropped from the saddle, went down on his knees and brushed away sand with both hands. Jeb stayed in the saddle, wanting no part of uncovering a dead person, man or woman.

	Russ stood back, not moving until Clem uncovered a boot, Then Russ bent to help, smoothing away sand until he found a gunbelt and a man’s bloodied stomach.

	Clem grabbed the boots of the dead man and drew him out of the sand. When Heck Oliver’s bearded face was revealed, Clem swore. “I wanted him. I wanted him bad.”

	“No matter,” Russ said. “He’s dead.”

	Clem rose, frowning. “How?” he said.

	“Must have tangled with Karpel and his bunch,” Russ said.

	Clem spent long moments thinking about this. Then he looked around. “Where’s Randall?”

	“Escaped, I guess,” Russ said.

	Clem kicked sand over the body and walked to his horse. Swinging up, he sat saddle and stared into the distance, the sun burning through his clothes, his skin crawling. He could still feel the dead flesh of Oliver. Then he kicked his horse on and his brothers followed.

	Their faces were grim.

	They were killers, but now the fear of death was in them.

	 


Chapter Ten 

	Don’t Count the Dead

	 

	JIG RANDALL COULD hardly believe his eyes when the soft shadows of sundown came through the cottonwoods lining the creek. It was considerably cooler here and he could smell a sweet fragrance. He walked his horse into the shallow part of a pool and slid out of the saddle. The cool water flooded over him and he relaxed. He’d made it. He’d beaten them all to it.

	When he rose from the water, gasping for breath and making spluttering noises, he looked around him. He found the pool to be about fifty yards long and the same width. It was fed by the narrow creek that came out of the rocky hills. In the other direction the creek snaked down into prairie country. The green grass was a beautiful sight, even to a wounded man.

	“By the livin’ hell,” he said aloud as he slopped out of the water, “this is heaven.” But then he reminded himself of the trouble he was in. He tore his shirt open and pulled the cloth pad from the wound. He stared down at the torn flesh and thought of the look on Heck Oliver’s face as he placed the hot blade of the knife into the wound. “I’m glad I killed the bastard,” he said. “He liked hurtin’ me—I saw it in his eyes!”

	Recovering his composure, he looked back over the way he had come. Late yesterday he had ridden out of the sand to rocky country. From there he had been able to see for ten miles behind. There’d been no sign of anybody closing in on him. Then sundown had come and he’d camped, lying still and listening through the night for an alien sound. That morning, as gray light spread across the land, he’d gone on to higher country. That was when he smelled the water.

	Now he had time on his side, at least a couple of hours of it. He raked together some dead sticks and leaves and built a fire. It was only when he had the fire going that he remembered Oliver had always carried their cooking gear in his saddlebags. But Randall’s shots had sent the horse galloping into the desert, taking their utensils with it.

	Cursing, Randall looked about for something to hold water. There was nothing. “Stinkin’ drifter, stinkin’ lawman, stinkin’ damn Orde!” he cursed.

	Not for several minutes did he think of his canteen. He didn’t know how much fire it could take but he needed hot water to clean his shoulder wound and keep the poison from spreading. After he killed Mace Orde and got the map he’d make his way to Creede. There he’d see a sawbones and get the wound properly dressed.

	He pulled the covering from the canteen and filled it in the pool. Then he placed the canteen in the flames and packed stones around it. He squatted then, watching the tin go black. As long as it held together, everything would be all right.

	It did hold. He had to kick it out of the fire and use the canteen wrapping to pick it up. Even then the heat came through to scorch his hands. He dropped the blackened canteen and stood there, cursing. Then he gingerly unscrewed the cap and tilted the canteen on its side. Steam poured out. He soaked the piece of cloth and gritted his teeth before pressing it on the wound. The heat was all but unbearable.

	He thought of Heck Oliver again and then clamped the hot cloth tighter against the wound. He let out a scream as sharp pain lanced deep into his chest. But he held the cloth there. He repeated this several times before he was satisfied. He then cleaned the pad and used the strip of shirt to tie it in place. Once he had the pad firmly fixed, he walked back into the pool and ducked his head under the water.

	His horse was still standing in the pool, head down but not drinking. Randall walked it to dry ground, left it there and looked around for cover. Soon he found a cleft between two boulders. He hitched the horse behind the boulder and sat down, his feet stretched out. He chewed on a piece of jerky and told himself that Jig Randall was one lucky man. Then he closed his eyes and slept.

	 

	It was mid-morning when Blake Durant topped a rocky rise and saw the pool gleaming in the sunlight. He wanted to ride down, throw himself into the water and just lay there, but Ben Karpel was in a state of complete exhaustion and Dell was in worse condition than she let on.

	So Blake rode back and waved for them to come on. “Water!” he shouted.

	Dell pulled hard at the reins of her father’s horse, for once forgetting about watching Mace Orde. The outlaw, waiting for this break, kneed his horse into a run. Blake saw his move and sent Sundown after him. Orde rode furiously, heading for a slope on top of which was a line of brush.

	Dell, hearing hoofbeats and then seeing Durant ride after Orde, drew her horse and her father’s to a halt. From the corner of her eye she caught movement high above her, then the sun glinted off the barrel of a gun. She turned in the saddle, horrified to see a gaunt man in a boulder cleft. His pain-ravaged face and bloodied shoulder brought a scream from her. But the scream was drowned by the boom of the man’s Colt. Dell ducked behind the neck of her horse but didn’t release her hold on her father’s mount. She heard a bullet thud into something solid and her father’s horse reared in fright. Dell fought to keep the horse under control.

	A second shot sounded. Terrified, she dropped to the ground, then she saw Blake Durant returning with Mace Orde riding just ahead.

	Dell was getting to her feet when her father slipped out of the saddle and fell against her. She cried out as she was slammed back. Pinned to the ground by her father’s body, she felt something warm and sticky against her cheek. She fought clear of her father’s body and looked into his pain-filled eyes.

	Ben Karpel’s mouth worked and blood gushed between his lips. Dell screamed and passed out.

	 

	Blake Durant pushed Orde out of the saddle, glanced at the unconscious Dell and the still form of Ben Karpel, then he whipped Sundown around and gazed up. He saw boulders and brush but no sign of Jig Randall. Though he was tempted to ride up and take the fight to Randall, he didn’t dare give Mace Orde another chance to escape. He jumped down, lifted Ben Karpel from the ground and lay him across the saddle of Karpel’s sorrel. At that moment Dell groaned. He helped her up.

	“We can’t stay here,” he said.

	Dell looked dazedly around her. When she saw her father draped over his saddle, her mouth opened as if to scream. Durant grabbed her arms and shook her roughly.

	“Get hold of yourself, Miss Karpel!”

	Mace Orde chuckled. “Well, now we’re gettin’ down to it, Durant. You sure you don’t want to make a deal with me?”

	Blake wheeled around and threw a right hook that landed flush on Orde’s jaw. The outlaw went down, dazed. He shook his head to clear it.

	“Lead your horse and Karpel’s, mister, and don’t pull another fool trick,” Durant said.

	Orde struggled erect and picked up the reins of both horses. Blake turned to Dell. Tears ran down her cheeks as she looked at her father’s body.

	“He’s dead,” she said tonelessly.

	“Yes, Miss Karpel.”

	Dell shook her head, then her legs buckled and Blake caught her as she started to fall.

	“I can’t do it on my own,” he said. “You’ve got to help.”

	A shudder went through Dell’s slender body and then she began to sob. Blake held her against him. Suddenly her sobbing stopped and she pushed herself back.

	“It was Randall, wasn’t it, Mr. Durant?”

	“Yes, I—I had to chase Orde. I’m sorry.”

	She shook her head. “It was my mistake. I took my eyes off him.”

	“Can you make it from here?” Blake asked.

	“To where, Mr. Durant?”

	“Water and shade and cover. Your father would want you to go on.”

	“Pa,” she murmured. “Dear Pa ... ”

	“You can’t stay here in the open. Randall might attack again.”

	Dell looked up to where the shots had come from. She bit her lower lip and wiped tears from her cheeks. Then she nodded. Durant handed her the reins of her horse and Dell led the animal off.

	Reaching the pool moments later, Blake ground-hitched the four horses and lowered Karpel’s body to the ground.

	Orde was up to his knees in the water, washing himself down. Dell sat beside the body of her father, stroking his blood-streaked hair, her eyes closed against new tears.

	“I’m going after Randall,” Blake said. “I can’t let him make the next play.”

	Dell studied Blake gravely for a time before she reached down to her father’s holster and drew his gun. She levelled the Colt on Mace Orde.

	“Do what you have to do, Mr. Durant.”

	Blake wasted no more time. Swinging onto Sundown, he heeled him into a hard run and burst out of the cover of the trees. He was half-way up the rugged slope, gun in hand, when Randall opened fire. The bullets whined close to Durant but he rode on, holding his fire.

	Suddenly Durant went down against Sundown’s neck and aimed at the brush line from where the shots had come. Randall showed himself, pulling his horse to higher ground. Blake fired and Randall went down on one knee. But then he was on his feet again, still pulling his horse after him.

	Blake triggered just as Randall dropped behind a boulder. Blake slid from the saddle and raced up the slope, clawing his way over the rocks and through brush until he was a few feet from the boulder. He stopped then, listening. Hearing sounds above him, he looked around the side of the boulder and saw Randall swing onto his horse. Randall turned and saw Blake, his face twisted in a fearful grimace. Blake stepped out of cover and fired. Randall gave a cry and hit his horse into a run. Randall rode like a maniac down the slope, his horse’s hoofs causing an avalanche of rocks and dirt.

	Blake climbed until he reached the point where Randall had begun his reckless ride. Above was a ledge of rock beyond which was a drop of several hundred feet. Randall had taken the only escape route open to him.

	Blake put up his gun and watched the fleeing man ride back into the desert, then he walked to the pool and saw where Randall had made his camp. If Randall had stayed there, Blake doubted that he could have smoked him out. Blake went to Dell, put Karpel back across the saddle and made Orde lead the horses away. He buried Ben Karpel in rocky ground after tying Mace Orde to a tree. Then he hitched the horses in shade and returned to find Dell looking tearfully at him.

	“What will happen now, Mr. Durant?”

	“We’ll rest today and see what comes off tonight.”

	“Will the others catch up?”

	“There’s no way of knowing.”

	As he spoke there was the far-off bark of a shot. Blake whipped out his gun, the action so fast that Dell gasped and Mace Orde whistled shrilly.

	Orde said, “Gunfighter, eh, Durant? I should’ve known. And maybe a stinkin’ bounty hunter to boot.”

	Blake thumbed back the hammer of his gun and aimed the Colt at Orde’s face. “Remember something, killer. It wouldn’t take much to get me to blow your head off.”

	The color drained from Orde’s face and he sat back against a boulder. He felt sick in the stomach. Where were his fool boys?

	 

	Russ Orde saw the hard-riding Randall first. He drew his gun and turned in the saddle to look at Clem and Jeb who moved their horses closer.

	“It’s Jig Randall,” Jeb said. “What’ll we do?”

	“Let’s hear him out,” Russ said.

	“Hear that scum out, Russ?” Clem barked. “What the hell’s got into you?”

	Russ shrugged. “We can kill him if we don’t like what he has to say. Maybe he can tell us somethin’ about that shootin’ we heard a while back.”

	The three brothers watched warily as Randall drew rein twenty yards away. Blood streamed from a wound in his neck and another in his left leg.

	Russ said, “What is it, Randall?”

	“I got Karpel for you. Your Pa’s all right.”

	“Come closer,” Russ said. He kept his gun hidden and hoped his brothers wouldn’t draw their weapons.

	Randall eyed them suspiciously as he worked his horse forward. “How’s it with you three and me?” he asked.

	“We got to know more, Randall. Are you sure Karpel’s dead?”

	“I shot him twice.”

	“What about Oliver?”

	“He drew on me and I killed him.”

	Russ thought about this and nodded. “We’re willin’ to listen to you, Randall, but we ain’t makin’ any promises. We’re three to one, remember.”

	“But you don’t know where Durant is holed up,” Randall said. “You don’t have any idea of what you’re gettin’ into. You ride in blind and it’ll be just like committin’ suicide.”

	“If Karpel and Oliver are dead,” Russ said, “then there’s only Durant and Karpel’s daughter to worry about.”

	“Durant’s no greenhorn,” Randall said. “Three bullets and he can get all of you.”

	“What’s your deal, Randall?”

	“I’ll show you how to sneak in on Durant.”

	“Keep talking.”

	“Two miles ahead you’ll see trees around the water. You ride to the far right and come to some hills. You’ll see where my tracks are, where I came down the slope with Durant on my heels. Then you’ll find a pool with plenty of cover. All we have to do is stake ourselves out. In the morning we pick Durant off.”

	“And the girl?” Russ said.

	“I don’t care about no girl. But your Pa’s got the map. We’ll share the money.”

	Russ looked at Clem who scowled at him. “Don’t you think Randall’s bein’ fair, Clem?”

	Clem said nothing. If he had his way he’d gun Randall down.

	Russ grinned at Clem, then turned to Randall. “We’re obliged, Jig,” he said, then he fired his Colt.

	The slug took Jig Randall in the middle of the chest. His hands went out and his gun flew from his fingers. His horse reared and he was pitched high into the air, landing on the back of his neck. There was a loud snapping sound and he lay still.

	“We’re sure obliged, Jig,” Russ said, and then, ignoring Clem’s shocked look, he rode ahead.

	Clem and Jeb soon followed, Jeb’s stomach turning over. After years of watching his father commit murder, he had no wish to spend the rest of his life watching his young brother do the same.

	They came to the slope and Russ led the way up along the tracks Jig Randall had made. It was just as Randall had said it would be.

	 

	Blake Durant watched them from behind the cover of brush. Now he knew about the single shot that had come from the desert. Jig Randall was dead. Blake had one man less to contend with. He snagged back the hammer of his Colt and heard Mace Orde stir behind him. Then Dell Karpel was at his side, her breath warm on his cheek. “What is it, Mr. Durant?”

	“Company,” he said. “Three of them.”

	Dell sucked in her breath.

	Mace Orde kicked out, cursing that the ropes bound his feet. Looking back at him, Durant was almost sorry for this man who was worried about his three sons.

	“I’ll give them one chance,” Blake said. “They’ll live if they surrender.”

	Orde’s mouth twisted. “They’ll get you, mister. They ain’t fools. I taught them right.”

	Durant turned as he heard a metallic click. Dell was working the lever of her rifle. He said, “I’ll handle this on my own.”

	“My father is dead,” she said. “I have a stake in this.”

	“Stay here,” he ordered.

	Blake walked through the brush, following the same trail he had taken in his search for Jig Randall. When he reached the high rock ledge he went down on his stomach. Minutes later he heard them coming.

	Hundreds of yards away, Dell Karpel sat against a rock and stared into the distance. She let out a cry when she heard shots.

	“Boys, watch it!” Mace Orde yelled. “There’s only Durant! One man! Back off and wait!”

	More shooting broke out. Orde cursed. When the shooting died he worked his way to his knees, not caring about the pain of the rope burn to his legs and wrists. “Clem, Jeb, Russ! Go back! He’ll pick you off. Wait it out. Do like I taught you!”

	The shooting started again. Mace Orde fell back to a sitting position and bent his head. Dell looked at him, feeling pity despite herself. Then the sound of a horse coming down the rocky trail brought her to her feet. She lifted her rifle. It couldn’t be Blake Durant returning because he had gone off on foot.

	Mace Orde had also worked this out. “Boy!” he shouted. “Boy!”

	Russ Orde rode hard around a turn in the trail, blood streaming from a head wound. His eyes were wild and he was almost out of the saddle. With a superhuman effort Mace Orde broke the rope on his wrists and lunged forward. But his leg ropes held and he fell face-first to the ground. Looking up, he saw his son.

	“Russ! Russ boy!” he shouted in triumph.

	Dell Karpel fired the rifle. The slug smashed into Russ Orde’s chest and lifted him out of the saddle. He landed on a jagged rock and gave a high-pitched scream.

	“Russ!” Mace Orde cried out. “Help me, boy!”

	Russ rolled off the rock and somehow pushed himself to his knees. Blood poured from his head and chest. He looked wildly around. “Pa!” he called.

	“I’m here, boy! Back off like I told you. Come back later.”

	“Pa, Durant got Clem and Jeb! Where are you, Pa?”

	“I’m here, boy.” Tears streamed down Mace Orde’s face. He watched as his youngest son struggled to his feet, his gun still in his hand. Dell Karpel held the rifle on him.

	“Go back, boy,” Mace Orde said, his voice soft.

	Russ Orde took one step and then his legs gave way. He hit the ground and the gun slid from his hand. His arms stretched out as though he was reaching for something, then his head lolled and his staring eyes saw nothing.

	Mace Orde turned his face away, sobbing. Dell dropped the rifle and sat on the ground.

	 

	“I gave them a chance to surrender,” Blake Durant told Dell and Mace Orde.

	They had a fire going and Dell had made coffee. Orde refused to have any. He sat and stared at the ground between his bound feet. He seemed to be in another world. “They wouldn’t give in. They started shooting.”

	“You did what you had to do,” Dell said.

	Blake nodded. “The oldest, the biggest, rode right up the slope, firing wildly. He wasn’t ten feet away when I shot him.” Durant looked at his hands. “The second one saw his brother go down, then he rode right over him. He was shooting at me and I had no option but to kill him.”

	“I killed the third one,” Dell said. “We were in it together. Drink your coffee, Mr. Durant, then rest.”

	Blake turned away. He had been forced to kill. It had happened in the past and would probably happen again. He stared into the heat-seared distance, wondering what other kind of hell waited for him out there.

	He finished his coffee and lay back. After a while Dell lay beside him under the blanket. Her face was close and he could smell the sweet pine scent of her hair. He touched her shoulder and she took his hand and moved it down her body. Blake took a deep breath as he realized she was naked.

	Dell pressed against him and put her lips to his. When she eased back, she said, “I won’t think of Pa tonight or of anything else that happened. Tomorrow will be soon enough ...  Love me, Blake ...”

	 

	The sun was in his eyes when Blake awoke. Everything was quiet. He lay there for several minutes, looking at the sky, then he sat up, troubled. What had happened during the night would leave its mark on him. He didn’t want that kind of memory. There was no room for it, not with Louise Yerby still fresh in his thoughts.

	Durant got slowly to his feet. He went up the trail with Sundown and found the two dead men. He put them on Sundown and took them down to their brother, then he set about burying all three, keeping his mind blank, not thinking about where Dell Karpel and Mace Orde had gone.

	After burying the Orde brothers he swung into the saddle. Only then did he look in the direction of Creede, and the tracks of two horses in the soft earth. He hadn’t told Dell about Louise, and she hadn’t asked about his past. But somehow she had known.

	So she had ridden off, finishing the job her father had started. She would get Mace Orde to Creede and hand him over to the authorities.

	Blake Durant turned Sundown into the desert and rode back in the direction of Red Bend.

	It took Blake Durant four days to return to Red Bend. The streets were full of townspeople and this sickened him. To think that Ben Karpel gave up his life for these people turned Durant’s stomach sour. For five full minutes he merely sat saddle and stared at the towners. How many of them cared? he wondered. How many of them gave a damn?

	Durant kneed Sundown forward and headed for the livery. Jim Coulson, weak and sore from the bullet wound, came to meet him.

	“I’d like to thank you, stranger, for helping me out before. If you hadn’t come along when you did I’d’ve been a dead ’un for sure.”

	“Seems to me you could’ve given Sheriff Karpel a bit more help than you did. The whole town for that matter. As I recall he had a hand in saving your hide, too. And the town’s. Not that it got him much.”

	“That’s where you’re wrong, stranger. The whole town’s pitchin’ in and erectin’ a monument to Sheriff Karpel at the end of town. We’re mighty proud of what he did for us, and you too, mister. Matter of fact, takin’ care of your black here is gonna be on the house. I’m sure the town committee’d agree to that.”

	“Much obliged,” Durant said with disgust. “I’m sure Ben Karpel would be beholden to you all as well. Not to mention his daughter. Though I think you’d have a hard time convincing her.”

	“Mister, I know we done wrong by Ben, but we plan to make it up to him.”

	“That’d be fine,” Durant said as he moved off. “You can write it on his marker. Rub my horse down, give him water and a feed. Here’s a dollar for your trouble. I don’t want anything from this town. I’ll be back for him at sunup.”

	While having a cold beer in Hank Clinton’s saloon, Blake Durant overheard the loungers finish off the saga of Mace Orde.

	As Durant had anticipated, Dell Karpel had taken the outlaw into Creede to stand trial for the murder of Tim Shelton, Bull Arkon and Carl Bolger. The map that Orde had taken from Arkon turned out to be a phony. No Confederate gold, Yankee greenbacks—nothing. So why all the trouble?

	“Greed,” Durant said to himself. Greed, the chance for a quick, easy dollar, the scourge of the earth. His mind wandered to Dell Karpel. What would become of her? Perhaps at another time, another place, other circumstances, he could’ve settled down with her. Perhaps ... 

	But the memory of Louise Yerby pushed him on. He had to keep moving. He had to drift.

	Soon after he was riding away from Red Bend, the memory of those past ten days escaping quickly from his mind.

	He would drift on, still searching ... 

	 


About the Author

	 

	Sheldon B. Cole was one of many pseudonyms used by prolific Australian writer Desmond Robert Dunn (6 November 1929-5 May 2003). In addition to four crime novels published under his own name, Des was a tireless western writer whose career spanned more than fifty years and well in excess of 400 oaters. These quick-moving, vivid and always compelling stories appeared under such pen-names as Shad Denver, Gunn Halliday, Adam Brady, Brett Iverson, Matt Cregan, Walt Renwick and Morgan Culp. He is also said to have written a number of the ever-popular Larry Kent P.I. novels, but at this late date author attribution is almost impossible. He married and divorced twice, and had three children. He died at the age of 73 in Brisbane, Queensland.


 

	The Loner Series by Sheldon B. Cole

	 

	Where Guns Talk

	Trail to Nowhere

	Boothill is Anywhere

	Brand of the Forgotten

	Kill or Hang!

	Outcast County

	Somewhere—A Sundown

	“Die, Damn You, Die!”

	Losers Die Fast

	Day of the Damned

	Sundown Comes Suddenly

	Carne’s Raiders

	Draw Fast—Or Die

	The Testament Trail

	Beat the Drum Slowly

	Mask of a Man

	No Middle Trail

	The Guns of Gabriel

	Losers Don’t Count

	Only One Survives

	The Vengeance Man

	Gun for Gun

	… And more to come every other month!

	 


 

	But the adventure doesn’t end here …

	Join us for more first-class, action-packed books.

	Regular updates feature on our website and blog

	 

	The Adventures continue…
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