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ONE

Curt Metheny stepped into the stirrup and swung
his right leg across the worn leather. The tall
steel-dust gelding stirred beneath him. Holding
the horse in, Curt looked down at the two older
men in the ranchyard, his face bitter and bleak.

Hooper Forbes hitched his belt over his sag-
ging potbelly and said, “Sorry, boy, but that’s
how it is.”

“It’s all right,” Curt Metheny said. “I wasn’t
expecting much.”

“I know you’re a good hand, Curt, though
maybe you never worked too steady at it. But I
ain’t hiring now, not even top hands.”

He don't want me around Lenora, Curt was
thinking. Thats one reason. But the other
ranchers didn’t have daughters like Lenora. There
just wasn’t a job for Curt Metheny on this range.
He had suspected it before; now he knew for
certain. This was the last stop, the one he had
dreaded most. Nothing to do now but go back to
town. And get drunk.

Doyle Guinness, the Frying Pan foreman,
glanced up from the scuffed boot he was digging
into the dirt. “Ever think of trying somewhere
outside the Ontawee?”

Curt laughed shortly. “Time I did, I guess, Doyle.”

“Good horse you got there,” Guinness said
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irrelevantly. “You ever want to sell, keep me in
mind.”

“I don’t figure on selling.”

Guinness scowled and spat tobacco juice. “You
don’t need a horse like that where you’re
working.”

“That’s for me to say,” Curt said mildly. “Well,
I’ll see you—"

He kneed the big gray about and headed out of
the yard. The bastards, he thought. They wont
give a man a chance. They get a man down and
won't let him up. But his time would come.
Sooner or later he’d bust loose and show these
highheaded augers something.

He felt heat rise in his lean cheeks and rim his
ears with fire. He knew Forbes and Guinness
were talking about him back there—about him
and his family—and he could imagine what they
were saying. It filled him with a fury that burned
his throat and soured his stomach. He wanted to
strike out at somebody, lash away with a gun or
his bare hands at almost anyone. He’d have to
cut loose before long.

A rider barreled around an outlying shed and
came straight at Metheny, high and mighty like
all the Frying Pan cowboys, expecting everyone
to pull aside and make way for them. Curt held
his mount on course, making the man on the
smaller pony pull up short, swearing. It was
Harry Keech, broad and squat in the saddle, with
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a grin on his battered face as his horse blocked
the passage.

“What you doing way out here in cattle country,
Curt?” he inquired with sly malice. “Reckon as
how you didn’t find Lenora home?”

“I wasn’t looking for her.”

Keech spat. “A sad case, a real pity. That gal still
likes you, Curt; I know she does. A shame that old
Hoop’s dead set against you. Probably figures
that jaybird Theron Ware’s a better match, huh?”

“I don’t know, Harry. And I don’t care a damn.”
Metheny’s voice was dull until he gave it a new
edge: “You going to pull out, or you want me to
ride right over that runty bronc?”

Keech’s grin widened. “Always that chip on
your shoulder, kid. Simmer down. Your horse is
some bigger, but you ain’t!”

“I’'m big enough, Harry,” said Curt Metheny,
restraining himself with considerable effort.

Keech laughed and gestured. “Aw, we ain’t
got no call to fight, Curt. Put a check on that
temper. You hear ’bout Utah Tyrrell’s gang up in
Arrowhead? Went in to take the Wells Fargo
station and run into a trap. Got the hell shot outa
them, from what I hear—cut plumb to pieces and
choused outa town. First time Utah’s bunch ever
got set back real bad.”

“Sorry to hear it,” Curt said, annoyed at the
man’s relish of the news.

“You’d side them outlaws?”
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“I favor the underdogs mostly.”

Harry Keech barked with laughter. “I get it,
Curt—being one yourself and all—Now don’t get
all het up, boy. I didn’t mean nothing bad. There’s
worse things than shoveling horse dung outa
livery barns.”

“There is for a fact,” agreed Metheny. “Like
groveling in the same for the big moguls.”

Keech stiffened and broadened in the leather.
“Don’t go prodding me too far, Curt. I never
groveled, and I never will. And I ain’t taking
much more from you.”

“You asked for it, Harry.”

“All right, forget it,” Keech mumbled, massaging
his stubbled jowls. “You know, they say one of
Utah Tyrrell’s boys—maybe Utah himself—has
got a girl in Holly. A gal named Rita that works
in the Mustang Saloon.”

“Is that so?”” drawled Curt. “You got more news
than the Holly Town Herald.”

“Sure, I git around. And I like to study folks
out. Now the boss’s girl, that Lenora, is quite a
gal under that fine smooth face she wears. I could
tell you some things on her—”

“Drop it!” Curt Metheny said with wicked
intensity. “That big mouth of yours, somebody’s
going to shut it for good someday.”

Keech went solemn and ugly. “You, maybe?”

“Me—maybe.” Curt watched the man’s eyes,
ready for anything.
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“Aw, the hell with it and you too,” Keech
growled. “I got work to do.”

Curt smiled. “I wouldn’t want to keep you from
that, Harry.”

“You couldn’t!” blustered Keech. “And don’t
think for a minute I’'m scairt of you, boy—”
Suddenly he was grinning again. “Was going to
do you a favor, but I don’t know. Going to tell
you Lenora’s out riding this afternoon, all by
herself—or maybe to meet Theron Ware. But you
ain’t supposed to go near her, so you better keep
away from that South Waterhole.”

“I wouldn’t think of trespassing.”

“You’re a smart boy—sometimes.” Chortling,
Keech yanked his pony aside and around the
big gray. He called back over his shoulder:
“Going to the dance come Saturday night?”

“I might.”

“See you there. Come loaded and ready to turn
loose your wolf.”

Curt Metheny grimaced, shook his head, and
let the gelding drift in the direction of the rutted
wagon road that led to Holly Town. I should have
busted Keech, he thought. But if you busted one
Frying Pan rider, you had to take on the whole
crew. Well, it would no doubt come to that,
eventually.

He rode on at an easy, single-footed gait, glad to
put this last ranch behind him, yet reluctant to
return to town without a job. Back to Lauritsen’s
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livery stable, which had once belonged to Curt’s
father, and where he now worked as a hostler.
Curt spat with distaste and raised his face to the
wind from the open prairie. He could ride and
rope and work stock with any of them, but his
name was Metheny. That put the mark on him,
branded him an outcast. The name Metheny was
an evil legend in the Ontawee country.

He considered ranging round by the South
Waterhole. It would be nice to see Lenora alone
again. The thought stirred an old hunger deep
inside him. There was an earthy streak in the girl,
enough to make her fiery and fascinating. Traces
of it showed in her eyes and about her mouth, in
contrast to the fine cut of her features. Lenora
must have got her looks from her mother’s side.
She had the look of a true thoroughbred, while
old Hoop was as crude and gross as some of his
low-down hired hands, a hog of a man, as greedy
for money as he was for food.

Curt thought of the days when he and Lenny
had planned to marry. They’d been very young
then, and Curt had been accepted and welcome
in the big house at Frying Pan. That was before
the blight had fallen on the Metheny family.

Curt wondered why Keech had revealed the
girl’s whereabouts today. Perhaps he knew she
was meeting Theron Ware and wanted Curt to
tangle with the young banker. Or maybe Lyme
Vector was working that part of the range, and
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Keech figured Lyme might shoot Curt down for
molesting the boss’s daughter. But it didn’t matter
what Keech had at the back of his cunning mind.
In his present mood, Curt Metheny wouldn’t
mind brawling with Ware or shooting it out with
Vector. And he did want to see Lenora Forbes,
regardless of the consequences.

She was the only girl he’d ever wanted with
everything in him, all the way and forever.
There’d been a few others that didn’t really
count—nights at the Mustang and other places.

He thought of Rita, who worked in the
Mustang. He’d heard before that she had a man
with Utah Tyrrell’s band. Old Barnaby had
spoken of it, but only as a rumor. Rita herself
never talked about it, even to Curt, whom she had
known most of her life. Curt had tried to pry
some, too, being interested in making contact
with an outfit like Tyrrell’s, but Rita just smiled
and clammed up tight. Curt had considered
turning outlaw if he could make the right
connections. A man who couldn’t get a better job
than hostler in the town livery barn might as well
move outside the law. But it wasn’t so simple,
unless you wanted to set out on your own. It
wasn’t easy to hook up with a gang like Utah
Tyrrell’s. You had to have experience, a record,
and a reputation—and Curt Metheny had nothing.

Curt swung the big gray away from the twin
ruts of the wagon road toward the South
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Waterhole. Perhaps there was a chance he’d catch
Lenora up there alone. But if he had to shoot a
man or two hereabouts, it might lead to a
breakaway from Holly Town, and make him an
eligible recruit for Utah Tyrrell’s night riders. He
loosened the Colt .44 in its holster and tried the
Winchester in its sheath, almost hoping Lyme
Vector or Theron Ware or somebody would come
along looking for trouble.
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TWO

If Lenora Forbes was in this valley, Curt knew
where to find her. He stopped by the creek in the
canyon below to water the big gray and drank
deeply himself. Then he ducked his head, washed
his face and hands, and wiped them dry with his
blue bandanna. Contrary to custom, he wore his
brown hair clipped short on his well-shaped
skull. Tt was cleaner and cheaper, and in direct
rebuttal to the long hair and sideburns affected by
Theron Ware and other townsmen.

He crossed the grass toward a sentinel ridge
with a lone ponderosa pine at its peak, which
thrust up above the waterhole. Red cattle were
scattered at graze on the parklike plain, where
aspens made a silvery shimmer against the
darkness of cedar, pine, and juniper. The cattle,
fat and sleek with the Forbes Frying Pan brand
burned high and large on the shoulder, looked up
incuriously at the passing horseman and bent
back to their grazing. The afternoon sun set the
water agleam through the trees, and high against
the molten blue an eagle soared in majestic flight.
Swallows swooped in serene circles over the
treetops, and the song of meadow larks floated on
the breeze. Bright butterflies fluttered above
purple-blooming lupine, and paintbrush made a
vivid red stain alongside of a fallen cottonwood.
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The air smelled sweet and pure, and Curt
breathed it in with deep pleasure. A beautiful day
in a beautiful land, and a girl like Lenora over
yonder—

Her chestnut was alone, chomping grass in the
shade of the ridge. Curt stepped down and let the
split reins trail, and the big gray muzzled at once
into the green forage. Curt walked toward the
little glade near the water’s edge, a trifle nervous
and hesitant now but determined to keep going.
The sight of Lenora sent a pleasant shock tingling
through him. She sat with her back to that
weathered gray log they had shared in the past,
staring through quivering aspens at the sunlit
sheen of water.

At the light crunch of his boots, Lenora rose
and turned, and Curt wasn’t certain whether her
look showed just surprise, or surprise mixed with
disappointment. There was no welcome in it,
anyway, and they stood there, awkward and ill at
ease, the intimate closeness of old completely gone
from them. Lenora looked taller than she was,
owing to her straight, supple bearing and high dark
head. She wasn’t beautiful, or even pretty, but she
had something better, a look of distinction and
quality. She was difterent, unique, and shaped with
such loveliness, it made Curt catch his breath.

“Why, Curt,” she murmured. “You—you really
shouldn’t be here.”

“Why not?” The hurt turned him hard and rough.
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“My father wouldn’t like it. Theron wouldn’t
like it.”

“The hell with them. But if you don’t want me
here, I’ll go.”

Lenora shook her head, hand lifted in a
restraining motion. “It—it is quite a surprise, you
know.”

His smile was thin. “And not a happy one. You
expecting Theron, Len?”

“I—I’m not sure.”

“Well, sit down, Lenny,” said Curt Metheny.
“Can’t do any harm to talk a few minutes now we
got the chance. It’s been a long time.”

“Yes, Curt, it has.”

She resumed her seat in the grass, back to the
log, and Curt sat on the crumbling wood, not too
near her.

“What you doing out of town, Curt?” she asked.

“Hunting a riding job.”

“And you didn’t find one?”

Curt’s laugh was bitter. “You know I didn’t. Not
in this country.”

Lenora turned brown grave eyes on his high-
boned profile. “Why don’t you go away
somewhere, Curt? Where you’d have a chance to
start again.”

“I’'m going, Len—if I ever get enough money to
move out.”

“You’d soon have enough if you didn’t drink it
all up.”
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His eyes were cold on her. “I see Theron’s been
doing some talking.”

“Not only Theron. Everybody knows the life
you’re leading.”

Head bent, he swore under his breath. “Why
can’t they leave me alone?”

“I don’t know, Curt. But they can’t—or won’t.”
There was a sorrow in her that almost matched
his, and it drew them closer together.

Curt stared straight at her. “What ever happened
to us, Lenny?”

“It didn’t happen to us, Curt.” She smiled with
that same sadness. “It wasn’t us—it was outside.
We had nothing to do with it.”

His bronze features hardened. “I know—it was
my folks. Are they going to hold that against me
forever, Len?”

“I don’t know. I’'m afraid so, Curt. That seems
to be the way people are.”

“And you, too? You feel the same way, don’t
you?”

“No—No, I wouldn’t, Curt—if you’d done
different yourself. I fought my father, Theron,
everybody, for quite a while. Then I got tired of
fighting, I guess. You weren’t fighting them, not
the right way. You kept drinking and helling
around, playing right into their hands.”

“Maybe so, Len, but how can one man fight a
whole town and range? Unless he takes to a gun.
And then he don’t last long.”
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“It does seem hopeless.” Lenora sighed. “And
perhaps it is—here. But you’d be all right some-
where else, Curt. You’d get along fine outside the
Ontawee.”

Metheny nodded dully. “Yeah, I got in a rut
here, Len. Drifting along, sinking deeper all the
time. Have to make a move—before it’s too late.”
His sandy, cropped head lifted. “You going to
marry Theron Ware?”

“Why, I don’t know. He wants me to, and my
folks are agreeable—"

“And you? You’re the one that counts.”

“I—I’m not sure. I like Theron. I don’t know if
it’s love, but I enjoy being with him. He has a lot
of charm.”

“He’s not good enough for you, Len,” said Curt.
“I’'m not talking behind his back—I’ve told him
that, and I’ll tell him again.”

“Theron’s done very well in the bank,” Lenora
said. “J. A. Cottrell regards him highly, calls him
his right-hand man. And he’s liked and respected
in Holly and all around the country.”

Curt snorted softly and dug his bootheels. He
knew about Theron Ware, who went to church
regularly, sang in the choir, and then sneaked
over to the Mustang. To Curt’s mind he was a
politician in the worst sense, a hand-shaking,
back-slapping phony without a grain of decency,
honesty, or sincerity in him. How could a
character like that fool everybody?
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“All right, Lenora,” Curt drawled. “Theron’s a
success, and I’'m a failure. But I wouldn’t trade
places with him. He can have everything else,
Len, but I hope he never gets you.”

The girl scanned Curt’s taut profile. “You know
something about Theron that other people don’t?
Something I should know.”

“I’ve known him all my life, Len, and so have
you. I used to like him, when we were kids. |
don’t any more—and it’s not because he’s up and
I’m down. He’s changed, that’s all.”

“He’s ambitious, Curt. He wants to make
something of himself.”

“So he’s ambitious. If you got to cut throats,
stab backs, and stomp on faces to be ambitious,
then I’'m glad I’m not.”

“You’re bitter, Curt—"

Metheny laughed. “Haven’t I got some right to
be, Len?”

“Yes, I guess you have,” Lenora murmured.
“Now, tell me what I ought to know about Theron
Ware.”

He shook his head. “I won’t tell you. Find out
for yourself, Lenny. Ask the bartenders and store-
keepers, the small ranchers and homesteaders,
the town drunks and roustabouts.”

“I can’t believe that about Theron Ware,” said
Lenora. “He’s always been a perfect gentleman
with me.”

“He’s got some judgment and sense,” Curt
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admitted wryly. “And your father’s big and rich
enough to keep Theron in line—But I’'m not
asking you to believe anything, Lenny. [’ve
talked too damn much already. It’s not becoming
to a man.” He rose and stretched, and Lenora
stood up beside him, her eyes darkly intent on his
angular brown face. Curt smiled down at her. “I’ll
be riding along, Len.”

The whisper of boots in grass and pine needles
reached him then, even before the crisp voice
cracked out the name “Metheny!” like an epithet.
Curt drew and whirled in one swift motion,
striding over the log and bringing his gun level
and lined on the tall, white-shirted figure of
Theron Ware. A cry of protest went up from
Lenora, shrill and urgent, and Theron spread his
hands.

“I’m not carrying a gun, Curt,” he said.

There was no weapon in sight, so Curt,
although he had suspected that Ware was never
without a short belly-gun hidden somewhere, let
the hammer down gently and slid the Colt back
into the leather. “You could get yourself shot,
Theron, coming up on a man that way.”

“I’'m not a gun fighter,” Ware said, the words
cold and clipped. “But I’ll oblige you in any other
way you want it. You have no business being
here. You’ve been told to keep away. If you don’t
know your place, someone should teach you a
lesson.”
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“You want to be the one, Theron?” drawled
Metheny.

Walking in toward them, Ware was big and
rangy, well-built, a handsome man in the white
shirt, embroidered vest, dark pants, and shiny,
ornamented boots. A white hat was raked back on
his pomaded black hair, and curly sideburns
framed his strong, ruddy features, the teeth
flashing white beneath the neat mustache.

“I don’t hold with fighting in front of a lady,”
Ware said with calm assurance. “But if you
insist—"

“Tell the lady to take a walk,” Curt suggested.

“I’m staying right here,” Lenora Forbes
declared. “There’s nothing for you to fight about,
anyway. Why don’t you two boys grow up?”

Ware glanced at her. “Your father told you not
to see any more of Metheny.”

“I'm of age. I’ll see whoever I please.”

“Was this meeting prearranged, by any
chance?”

Curt said, “Pure accidental. I just happened to
ride by. Had an idea it was a free country. Maybe
I was wrong?”

“You always seem to be wrong.” Ware smiled
with contempt. “For men like you this is not a
free country—you don’t belong in it. Now, get rid
of that pistol.”

“Stop this nonsense, you idiots!” Lenora said.
“I ought to use this quirt of mine on both of you.”
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Curt unbuckled his belt and turned to place it on
the log. “This won’t take long, Len,” he said,
smiling at her.

Theron Ware lunged suddenly at Curt’s back,
hooked his right arm around his neck, setting his
heels to wrench savagely upward and back.
Locked helpless in that strangling grip, Curt was
jerked over and down on top of the other man.
Bucking and kicking violently, Curt tried to break
the killing hold, but Ware’s arm was a bar of iron
under his chin, shutting off his breath and
twisting his neck to a cruel angle. In vain Curt
strove to butt his head back into Theron’s face,
before the increasing pressure could choke the
life out of him. Finally, in desperation, Curt drove
a vicious elbow deep into the banker’s groin.
With a gasping cry of agony Ware shuddered and
lost his grip, and Curt rolled clear and free in the
grass.

Neither was able to rise at once. When they did
get up, slow and groggy, Curt was sobbing for
breath and Ware was bent almost double. Curt’s
neck felt broken. For a banker, Theron was
mighty powerful. Curt had nearly lost this one in
the first minute. A little longer, and he’d have
been out cold, maybe dead. Lenora watched them
with wide eyes and parted lips, wringing the
braided quirt in her white-knuckled hands.

Curt’s lungs were just beginning to function
when Ware straightened up and came forward in
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a snarling rush. Curt was slow in raising his
weighted arms, and Theron’s fists smashed into
his face, rocking his head and setting off flares
behind his eyeballs. Curt gave ground and
grappled at the flailing arms, finally getting a
hold to fling Ware aside and slip clear himself.

As Theron came about again, Curt was in on
him, hooking a left to the mouth, ripping a right
into the belly. Ware grunted and broke in the
middle once more, but he kept on swinging, and
Curt couldn’t get a clean shot at him. Dust smoked
up as they circled and weaved, both bleeding
and panting hard now, lunging and striking until
they got tangled up and went reeling crazily
back and forth, with Ware constantly trying to get
a crippling knee into Metheny’s crotch.

Curt crouched and sledged wickedly at Theron’s
body, left and right, getting his shoulders and
back and legs into the blows. Ware staggered
back, and Curt switched to the face, lashing
Ware’s head from one side to the other, the
pomaded hair splintering into wild shards of
glossy black. “You fight—so fair—banker,” Curt
gasped out, and went after the man with brute
fury. Catching the back of the bowed neck, Curt
yanked Ware’s head downward and lifted his
right knee into the face with terrible force. The
sodden smash was sickening, even to Curt, and
Ware went slack and limp, dropping instantly
with his ruined face buried in a bed of ferns.
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“Curt—you’ve killed him!” Lenora said in
hushed horror.

“No—but I ought to.” Curt stood swaying on
shaky legs, blood and sweat streaming from his
face, chest and shoulders heaving in painful
convulsions. “Have to—sooner or later. If he
don’t—kill me first.”

Minutes later, Theron Ware was beginning to
stir and roll feebly about on the ground, and Curt
was reaching down to help him up when a
crashing in the brush brought him erect and
spinning round—too late. A rider had burst into
the clearing, and his rope was already snaking out
with a blurred swish. Curt tried to dodge, but the
loop settled and tightened about his arms and
body, biting to the bone. It was Lyme Vector on
his favorite sorrel, Curt saw in the fleeting instant
before he was hauled off his feet and dashed
against the earth.

Vector wheeled the sorrel and used his spurs,
putting the horse into a run that kept the rope taut
and dragged Metheny along the rough ground
like a broken ragdoll, bouncing and twisting
grotesquely in a torrent of dust. Lenora’s scream
came from far away: “Stop, Lyme! Pull up, you
fool!” Then the brush was clawing and slashing at
Curt Metheny, and he was barely conscious when
Theron Ware’s great shout reached Vector and
caused him to rein up at last.

“Hold it, Lyme!” yelled Ware, mouth distended

27



in the crimsoned mask of his face. “Bring him
back here, man. He’s got something coming from
me!”

Lyme Vector turned back and heaved on the
lariat, jerking Curt upright and holding him there,
the rope binding and cutting into his arms.
“You’re plain lucky I didn’t drag you to death,”
Vector gritted with icy venom, towering in the
saddle, buck teeth bared in his beaked face. “But
maybe Theron’s got a better treatment for you.
Come on, move along now. Walk, boy, or I'll drag
you back in on your face!”

Stumbling weak-kneed along beside the sorrel,
Curt strained to loosen the numbing loop, but
Lyme was keeping his rope tight as a bowstring.
Lyme would have dragged him to death all right,
if they hadn’t stopped it, and now Theron would
probably beat him to death—or shoot him to
ribbons. With a cold fear spreading in his stunned
brain, Curt knew he was helpless in the hands of
two men who hated his guts, who had hated him
for years. The father of Theron Ware and the
father of Lyme Vector had been members of the
posse that went out into the Potholes after Jud
Metheny years ago, and they had been two of the
men who died there under Jud Metheny’s guns.
Nothing was apt to stop Theron and Lyme now
that they had their chance at Curt.

“What are you going to do, Theron?” demanded
Lenora Forbes as Vector halted his sorrel and
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yanked Curt erect before them. “Haven’t you
done enough to him? He’s half-dead now.”

“That’s not half enough,” Theron Ware said,
spitting out a mouthful of blood.

“Want him turned loose, Theron?”” Lyme asked.

“Not yet. Hold him up there, Lyme.”

Ware stepped forward and chopped brutally at
Curt Metheny’s blackened face, and Curt would
have gone down if it hadn’t been for the taut rope.
Ware set himself to strike again, his split lips
skinned back on reddened teeth, when Lenora
Forbes lifted Curt’s gun from the log and spoke
with sharp authority:

“That's enough, Theron! I’ve got a gun on you,
and you know I can use it. Don’t touch Curt
again, or [ will. Turn him loose, Lyme, right now!
And then keep away from him, both of you.”

Theron Ware glanced back in astonishment
and saw the big .44 firm and steady in Lenora’s
grasp. Lyme Vector swung off the sorrel, and Curt
collapsed the moment the rope slackened. Lyme
loosened and freed his loop and stepped back, a
questioning look at Ware.

Theron shook his battered head. “She’s right,
Lyme. This has gone far enough. Get some water
for him.” The cold light in Lenora’s eyes had
chilled Theron Ware back to sanity.

Vector’s beaver teeth showed still more over the
rope he was coiling with tender care. “I ain’t
taking orders from you, Theron; git your own
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water.” He mounted the sorrel, a lank figure with
great shoulders and arms. “You shoulda let me
finish him. Someday you’ll wish you had, mister.
You want me any more, Miss Lenora?”

“No, I don’t want either of you,” the girl said,
still holding the Colt level in her tanned hand.
“I’ll take care of Curt. You go too, Theron.”

“What’s come over you, Lenora?” asked
Theron Ware, with a gesture of dismay. “Are you
out of your mind? I won’t leave you with Aim.”

Lyme Vector was already riding away, and
Lenora Forbes lined the .44 fully on Ware, the
hammer back under her thumb joint.

“Yes, you’ll leave me right here—with him,”
she said with icy clearness. “I wouldn’t mind
shooting you, Theron. After seeing what you just
did.”

Ware gazed at her in bewilderment. “He
smashed my face, didn’t he? My nose is broken.
What do you—"

“Get out, Theron,” said Lenora. “I’'m sick of the
sight of you.”

Theron Ware walked slowly away. “I’ll kill him
next time,” he said, teeth grating on edge. “Or let
Lyme kill him.”

Lenora was already kneeling beside Curt
Metheny, but when Ware glanced back at her, she
lifted the gun in his direction and held it there
until he disappeared in the brush and timber.

When Curt surfaced to light and reality, he was
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surprised to find himself still alive, and even
more surprised to find Lenora Forbes at his side.
Lyme Vector and Theron Ware had intended to
kill him. Curt knew it, even before those last
punches had knocked him senseless and sagging
in the tight rope. Len must have stopped them. He
saw his gun in the grass beside her then and knew
she had saved his life. He stared up at her with
dim awe and wonder.

Lenora had bathed his head and face, washed
the blood and dirt from his shoulders, arms, chest,
and back. His tattered shirt was spread to dry on
the ground nearby.

“You took a beating, Curt, lost some skin and
blood,” said the girl. “But I couldn’t find any
broken bones.”

“I’'m all right, Lenny—thanks to you,” he said,
slow and wondering. “You must’'ve turned my
gun on them.”

“I had to, Curt. They were going to kill you—or
cripple you for life. I never saw that side of
Theron before.”

“My dad killed both of their fathers, out in the
Potholes that time.”

“Then it—it won’t end here, Curt?”

“It’s only just begun, Len.”

“Oh, Curt, I don’t know—" She sighed and bent
forward and lowered her mouth upon his, still
murmuring: “But it won’t work—for us. It never
can be—not for us, not here—"
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His bare arms closed round her, and the
pressure of his mouth stilled her lips, crushed and
held them full and sweet and opening in warm
response. Time ceased as he turned on his side
and drew her even closer, her body firmly soft
and vibrant against his.

“You feel so good, Curt—" she breathed
huskily, her arms clinging and straining.

“It’s still there for us,” he said. “It always will
be.”

“No, Curt.” Lenora fought to break away with
abrupt violence, and after an agonizing minute he
let her go. She sat upright in the grass, her full
bosom rising and falling, a tortured look on her
fine face. “I’ve got to get home—before dark.
And you’ve got a long ride into town.”

The magic was gone. Curt got up, dazed and
stiff, feverish and lightheaded, and lifted the girl
to her feet. She moved away at once. Curt pulled
on the damp, torn shirt, shrugged into the leather
vest, and strapped on his gunbelt. She had sent his
blood racing, and the beat of his heart left him
breathless.

With eyes averted, Lenora handed him his hat.
“How do you feel?”

“Not too bad—considering.”

In a kind of trance, they walked out toward their
horses, well apart and almost like strangers again,
the breech widening between them at every step.
Curt spoke at last, forcing the slow words out:
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“I guess it’s no use, Len—not for us.”

“I—I’m promised to Theron,” she said, her
voice shaky and strained. “There’s too much—
too many things against us, Curt. You’re good—
and decent. You’re a fine boy, Curt. I’'m sorry
about—everything.”
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THREE

The moon had risen when Curt Metheny reined up
on the ridge above the ghost town of Lodestone,
and its light laid a jigsaw pattern of black and
silver upon the broken landscape. The old mining
camp straggled along the gulch of Kenoshee
Creek. It was said to be haunted, but Curt figured
that Spider Werle, the sole remaining resident, had
spread such rumors to keep people away. Most
travelers bypassed the place, especially at night,
but Curt generally rode straight through the
deserted settlement and often stopped to listen to
the fantastic yarns of Spider Werle. The aged
hermit still believed he would strike it rich here,
start another gold rush, and bring Lodestone back
to booming life. “They’ll all come back when I
make my hit,” he declared, “including the dead
along with the living.”

The town was eerie and unreal in the
moonlight, as Curt Metheny rode in, the hushed
stillness broken only by the rustling of the wind.
The ruined buildings seemed to be sinking into
the desolate earth, with dirt and debris drifted
high against the walls, overflowing porches and
thresholds. There were caved-in soddies, skeletal
shacks and sheds, crumbling adobes, and dis-
jointed frame structures with gaping windows,
sagging overhangs, and doors and shutters
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twisted askew. Moonbeams glistened on faded
signs, some of which were still faintly legible,
and Curt had heard legends linked with those
names. His father and old Barnaby had known
these places in their youth, lived and loved, drunk
and gambled, fought and killed here. Barney
didn’t talk much about it, but Curt had heard the
stories from other sources.

After the clean grass and sage of the open
plains, this gulch smelled of decay and death.
He caught a glimpse of bats flapping erratically
through the shadows. The sound of rats scurrying
and scratching in the rubble came to him, and
then above it the stomp of hoofs and the snort of
a horse somewhere ahead. There was another
rider in Lodestone tonight, and Curt reined his
big gray to a standstill. Theron Ware or Lyme
Vector—or both of them—might be staked out
here to bushwhack him. And he’d heard it
rumored that Rita Corday sometimes came here
to meet her lover from Utah Tyrrell’s band.

Curt pulled into an alley, stepped down, and
ground-tied the gray, then moved forward on
foot, the .44 Colt in his right hand. The sounds
had come from the area of the town corral, and
now the murmur of talking reached his ears. A
man and woman—it sounded like Rita, and she
was not alone this night. If the man was one of the
Tyrrell gang, perhaps Curt could join up with
them. Rita would vouch for him, even though she
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didn’t want him to turn outlaw. But when the man
spoke again, Curt recognized the voice and knew
it was no bandit. It was Stan Russett, a deputy
marshal from Holly Town.

Curt paused to listen at the building corner,
beneath the drooping boards of a shattered
awning. The jumble of old corrals lay beyond,
with broken bars and poles canted like jackstraws
in the moonlight. Rita was leaning against the
outer rails of the first pen, and Stan Russett was
standing in front of her, tall and straight and full
of his own dignity and importance. A smug and
stupid man, Stan had grown into since he and
Curt had been boys together, and it saddened and
angered Curt to see the change in him.

“I still don’t see why you should follow me out
here,” Rita was saying.

“In the line of duty,” Stan Russett said. “I
thought you might be meeting one of Tyrrell’s
boys—or Utah himself.”

“You want to be a hero, don’t you, Stan?”

“No, ma’am,” Stan Russett said. “I’'m just a
lawman trying to do the job as best he can.”

Rita’s laugh, light and musical, held a hint of
mockery. “Now that you know I don’t have a
rendezvous with an outlaw, you can ride back to
town.”

“Thought I heard a rider coming in, Rita.”

“If you did, it was no one looking for me.”

“I’1l escort you home.”
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“You’re very gallant,” Rita Corday said, “but
I’m not ready to go—yet.”

Stan Russett’s laughter was humorless. “Well,
the night’s young and you’re real pretty under the
moon. You know I’ve always liked you, Rita.”

“I’m flattered, Stan. But I can’t return the
compliment.”

“I know.” He kicked dirt against the lower rails.
“It was always Jack Metheny. You couldn’t see
anybody else. Well, you got what you deserved
when he deserted you. And he got what he had
coming—from the Sioux.”

Rita smiled sadly. “Don’t speak unkindly of the
dead. And please go, I want to be alone.”

“No, by God! You can’t order me round like a
dog. You try to act like a great lady, when you’re
nothing but—"

“Not quite,” Rita said calmly. “I have the
privilege of refusing anyone I don’t want. You
and Theron Ware should know that—by this
time.”

Stan Russett caught her by the shoulders and
jerked her roughly off the bars. “I’m not good
enough for a little tramp like you. I’ll show you!”
He wrenched her in close and bent to search for
her mouth. Rita turned her head away, stamped a
high heel down on his instep, and lifted a sharp
knee against him. Grunting and cursing in pain,
Stan let go of her and stumbled backward. As he
lurched forward again, Rita raised her quirt.
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“Don’t come near me, mister. I’ll slash your
face wide open!”

They stood frozen in that tense moonlit tableau,
and Curt Metheny, his gun back in its sheath,
stepped out from under the wrecked overhang. “I
don’t think the lady cares for your company,
Stan,” he drawled.

Stan Russett swiveled to face him, bug-eyed
with surprise, and went into a gunman’s crouch.

“Go ahead, Stan—reach for it,” said Curt, arms
hanging loose at his sides.

Russett couldn’t bring himself to the point of
drawing. With a long, ragged sigh he dropped his
hands and scowled at Metheny. “What the hell
you prowling round out here for, anyway?”

“Just riding through,” Curt said. “I ought to
shoot you for molesting Rita. Or beat what few
brains you got out of that rock-head of yours.”

Rita Corday said, “Don’t waste a bullet on him,
Curt. Just send him on his way.”

“So, it’s that way with you two?” sneered Stan
Russett. “Little brother Curt crawling into big
brother Jack’s love nest, huh? Ain’t that romantic?”

“Shut your filthy mouth!” Curt Metheny said.
“Or I’1l put one right through that tin star you’re
so proud of.”

“Maybe you want to shed that gun and try it
barehanded?”

“Any way you call it. You never saw the day
you could lick a Metheny.”
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“Maybe I couldn’t lick Jack. But you ain’t as
big as your brother was.”

“I’'m a lot meaner though,” Curt said, with a
grin. “Try me and see, Stanko.”

Russett winced at the nickname Jack Metheny
had tagged him with in boyhood days. “Hell, I got
more important things to do than beat up bums
and stableboys. But I’'m going to get you one of
these days, Curt, and get you good.”

“Shut up and blow,” Curt said. “The only
beatings you ever handed out were to dead-drunk
cowboys, and then you used a gun barrel—from
behind. Get out of here, Stanko.”

Russett turned away with an angry gesture,
mounted his black horse, jabbed hard with his
spurs, and rode out at a gallop toward Holly Town.

“Glad you came along, Curt—just then,” Rita
murmured, smiling up at him.

“You could have handled him yourself, Rita,
but it was a pleasure for me to move in.” Curt
threw a friendly arm around her shoulders. “I
should’ve smashed him, though.”

“No, he isn’t worth it. I don’t mind his insults—
I know what’s behind them.” Rita shook her head,
the coppery hair burnished by moonbeams.
“You’ve got enough troubles in Holly, without
taking Stan on—Did you have a fight today, Curt?”

He nodded, with a rueful grin, and told her what
had happened on the Frying Pan range. Rita listened
with interest and sympathy, a tragic beauty in her
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clean, sculptured face and sorrowful slanted eyes.

“Oh, Curt, I wish you could get away from
here,” she said. “I’d miss you terribly, but you’d
be so much better off somewhere else.”

“You could help me, Rita. If you really know
one of Utah Tyrrell’s men.”

“I won’t have you turning outlaw, Curt. That’s
no way to live, either.”

“It’s better than this. At least, I’d feel like a man.”

“A hunted man, an outcast.”

“I’'m an outcast right here, Rita. In my own
home town.”

“But you’re within the law, Curt. You’re not a
criminal, a fugitive, a wanted man with a price on
your head.”

“You do know one of them, Rita?”

She inclined her head. “I’ve met all of them.
They’ve been at the Mustang.”

“Isn’t there one in particular?”

“No, there couldn’t be—not really. Not after
Jack. He was my man. There’ll never be anyone
else for me.”

Curt studied her sad, lovely profile. “Didn’t you
expect to meet one of them out here tonight?”

“No, Curt. I just like to come here, to get away
by myself. My mother used to sing in that old
opera house over there.”

“Yes, I know,” Curt murmured. “They say she
was very beautiful. What are those night riders
like, Rita?”
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“Just men—Iike most other men. Except they
have to be harder, tougher, and wilder, and they
get that look—the haunted look of wild animals,
hounded and hunted and fighting for their lives.
You want to be like that, Curt?”

“Am I any better off this way?” Curt rolled two
cigarettes and flicked a sulphur match alight on
his thumbnail. “The whole Ontawee’s against me,
you know that, Rita.” He lit her smoke, then his
own. “At least those men have got one another.
And I’ve got nobody—I’m all alone.”

Rita Corday smiled fondly up at him. “You
don’t mean that, Curt. You’ve got Dane Lauritsen
and little Tee Dee and old Barnaby. You’ve got
Lenora Forbes—and me.”

“Yes, you’re partly right.” Curt touched her
shining hair. “I can count on you, Rita—and
Bammey and Tee Dee. But Dane is souring on
me—and I sure haven’t got Lenora.”

“Well, with three of us, you aren’t exactly
alone, Curt.”

“I appreciate that, Rita. I’'m thankful for you
three—What kind of a man is Utah Tyrrell, would
you say?”

Rita puffed thoughtfully on her cigarette. “A
good man gone wrong. Tall and strong, steady
and sound, quiet and easy. A handsome man,
almost noble looking—except for an ugly birth-
mark on one side of his face.”

“And the others, Rita?”
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“A Mexican called Spanish, a half-breed Indian
called Comanche, an old-timer named Pitts. Two
boys, Kid Ansted and Dusty Shands, even younger
than you, Curt. Two real bad ones, natural born
killers, Bowie Bowden and Herm Goedert. And a
one-eyed man they call Jakes, strange and silent,
set off from the rest, sad and lonesome. More like
Utah than the others, yet all by himself—alone.”

“I’d like to know them,” Curt Metheny said,
boyish and wistful. “I’d like to ride with them,
Rita. I'd feel alive then, I think.”

“But not for long, Curt,” said Rita. “You’d soon
be dead—just like they will be.”

“Did you hear anything about them up in
Arrowhead?”

“There are stories going around. I don’t know
how true they are. But if they didn’t get it there,
they’ll get it some other place. It’s bound to
happen. You can’t buck those long odds forever.”

The despair in her voice and her face led Curt to
change the subject, thinking that she cared more
for somebody in the Tyrrell outfit than she
wanted to confess.

They left the ghost town several minutes later
and took the trail toward Holly across open
rolling prairie. Curt tried as usual to disregard the
dark smudge of decrepit structures that marked
the old Parkhurst layout, but his glance strayed in
that direction in spite of himself. A familiar chill
of horror set him to shivering in the leather, and

42



the nausea in his stomach made him gag. Rita
Corday looked at him with quick warm sympathy,
but there was nothing to say.

In that ranch house, a log-faced dugout built
into the hillside, Curt’s mother and Zed Parkhurst
had died—violent deaths in gunsmoke. And from
that spread Judson Metheny, Curt’s father, had
started his last lone flight, down through the Sand
Hills and out into the Pothole country, where
death had caught up with him, too.

A few miles farther on, Rita Corday spoke: “I
hear that young Alvah Parkhurst is gunning for
you too, Curt.”

Metheny grinned bleakly. “A big bag of wind.
He’s been threatening for a long time, they tell
me. But I’ve never laid eyes on him, that I know
of, Rita.”

“Oh, Curt, I wish you’d get out of here before
something happens—something bad. I wish both
of us could get away. The Ontawee never brought
us anything but heartbreak and sorrow.”

“We’ll make it someday, Rita,” said Curt. “But
I want to leave my mark on Holly Town before I
go. I’ve got a lot of scores to settle here.”

“Don’t turn killer, Curt,” pleaded Rita. “Some-
thing inside a man dies when he turns killer.”

“l feel dead inside now,” he said simply.
“Maybe that’ll give me an advantage, when the
showdown comes—"
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FOUR

Curt finished forking hay into the feed racks and
walked back toward the lantern-lit arch of the
livery stable. It had been a long day in the
stables, and he couldn’t take many more of them.
It was no kind of work for a man like him. He
hoped Tee Dee had the water heated and ready
for his bath. Twenty-four hours after the fight at
the waterhole, Curt Metheny was still lame and
sore. Nobody had come after him yet, although
he’d been on the lookout for Frying Pan riders all
day. Evidently Theron Ware was keeping out of
sight until his face healed up.

Curt had to get out of this town, but first he’d
have to raise some money. There were people he
could always borrow drinking money from—
old Barnaby and Rita Corday and Tee Dee—but
borrowing enough for a stake was a different
proposition. Lauritsen was a possibility, but not a
very strong one. Dane didn’t approve of Curt’s
conduct of late, and didn’t want to let him go,
anyway. Curt was a good hand with horses, a hard
worker all around, and Dane Lauritsen still hoped
to reform him otherwise.

The great barn smelled of hay and grain, dust
and manure, oiled leather and horses. As a boy
Curt had loved those smells, but now he hated
them. The odor of the stable seemed to cling to
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him, even after bathing and changing clothes, a
stigma, a perpetual reminder of his low station in
life. This had been a wonderful playground when
his father owned it, and all the kids in town had
hung around there with Jack and Curt, frolicking
in the hayloft, playing hide-and-seek in stalls and
sheds, romping about the corrals and feed pens,
watching the bronc peelers tame the wild ones in
the breaking corral.

Those had been happy times, even if the boys
hadn’t fully realized it then. Jud Metheny had
been about the most popular man in Holly,
outranking the younger element. Jack and Curt
and their friends—Theron Ware, Stan Russett,
Lyme Vector, and the rest—haunted the stable
and yards. Here they had learned to harness,
saddle, and tend to horses, driven their first rigs
and ridden their first ponies. Jud had been
generous—too generous for his own good. All
the kids had worshiped him, and Jack and Curt
had been looked up to because their father was
Jud Metheny, who could ride anything on four
legs, handle a gun and a rope like a magician,
lick any man who crossed him, and make the best
saddles in the West. But that was a long way
back, Curt mused, in another and far better
world.

Dane Lauritsen, busy over his books at the old
roll-top desk in the glassed-in office, looked up
and beckoned as Curt turned away from racking
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the pitchfork. Curt entered the office with some
reluctance. He liked this gaunt spare man, but he
did not want any lecture tonight.

“So you didn’t land a riding job yesterday,
Curt?” asked Lauritsen, his balding head tilted
and the yellow-gray mustache drooping on his
mournful face.

“They weren’t hiring. Not me, anyway.”

“You got into some more trouble though,”
Lauritsen said with characteristic bluntness.
“Trouble at Frying Pan.”

“Not of my making, Dane,” said Curt, wondering
anew at the way news traveled around this vast,
lonely land.

“But you’ll get blamed, of course.”

“That figures. I always do.”

“You’ve got the name of being a trouble-
maker,” Dane Lauritsen said gravely. “Whether
you deserve it all or not, I cannot say, but the
reputation sticks and follows a man. I had hoped
you’d straighten out and settle down before now,
Curt.”

“There are times you have to fight, Dane. When
it’s forced on you, what else can you do?”

“I know, Curt. A man can’t back down and run
away. But you’re always too ready. Maybe you
don’t exactly look for it, but you’re always ready
to fight. You can’t lick this whole town and
country all by yourself, Curt. Men who try to do
that end up outlaws.”
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“They won’t let me alone, Dane. They’re
always on me.”

“I don’t know, Curt. I think half the slurs and
insults you jump at are in your own imagination.
You’re apt to think folks are running you down,
talking about you—and your family—when they
aren’t at all. I been thinking of giving you an
interest in this business, Curt, with a chance of
working up to a full partnership. It’s no more than
you deserve, no more than I owe you—and your
family. But you go on drinking and fighting—and
hating all mankind. I can’t do it, Curt, unless you
change. Won’t you at least make an effort, son?”

“Yeah, I’ll try to, Dane,” said Curt dully.

“Fine, Curt, fine—if you really mean it.” Dane
Lauritsen’s solemn features lighted hopefully.
“You stay sober and out of trouble, save some of
your wages and act decent and respectable, and
I’1l see you get your chance.”

“I’m obliged to you, Dane,” said Curt, with shy,
boyish awkwardness. “You been good and square
to me, and I appreciate it.”

“My uncle Eric brought all that misery onto
your family, Curt,” said Lauritsen somberly. “It
all commenced with him. I came here to try and
make it up to them, but I was too late—for your
folks, anyway. Least I can do, I figure, is help you
out a little, son.”

“You couldn’t help what Eric did, Dane. It
wasn’t your fault, in any way.”
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“I want to make up for it—I got to make up for
it as much as I can, Curt. Go ahead and get
washed up now.”

Curt left the office and limped wearily toward
his quarters at the rear of the stable. He would
have liked to please Lauritsen, but Dane’s way
was too dull, too slow for him. Curt wanted to
blow Holly Town hell-west-and-crooked all over
the Ontawee plains.

Tee Dee had a pint of whiskey waiting for him,
and the water steaming slightly in the huge
round cask. Curt took a couple of swigs, passed
the bottle to Tee Dee, and stripped off his work
clothes. The barren room looked friendly, almost
homelike, in the mellow lamplight. Curt tested
the water, climbed into the barrel, and settled
down with a long sigh of pleasure, only his head
above the surface, a cigar in his teeth. Watching
him worshipfully, little Tee Dee laughed in sheer
delight.

“You sure look funny in the tub with that cigar!
You feeling any better now, Curt?”

“A lot better since I got in here, Tee Dee. Guess
maybe I’ll live, after all.”

“Wish you’d tell me about yesterday,” Tee Dee
said, sipping the whiskey like sarsparilla. He was
a small, thin youngster with a withered left arm, a
crooked back, and the face of an angel under
kinky black curls.

“Hey boy, easy on that liquor,” Curt warned
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him, laughing through cigar smoke. “I told you
what happened, Tee Dee.”

“You ain’t worth a damn as a storyteller, Curt.
Did Dane call you down any?”

“Not much, kid. Just about what I deserved,
probably.”

“He’s a good man, Dane i1s,” the boy said.
“Some different than Eric Lauritsen, from all I
hear. You ever fcel like going after Eric with a
gun for what he done to your dad?”

“Yeah, I have, Tee Dee. But that’s long past,
and nobody knows where Eric went to. Even
Dane don’t know.”

Tee Dee leaned back on the bunk, rubbing his
hump against the wall. “You think Utah Tyrrell’s
bunch’ll ever hit this way, Curt?”

“Hard to tell, Tee Dee,” said Curt. “But I wish
they would.”

“Sure like to see ’em,” Tee Dee murmured.
“But they got shot up pretty bad in Arrowhead,
according to what everybody’s saying. Most
likely have to lay low awhile, huh? The whole
country out after ’em. Boy, that must be the
life!”

“At least you live—until you die.”

“Don’t everybody?”

“No, Tee Dee,” said Curt Metheny. “A lot of
people just go through the motions.”

“Yeah, I get what you mean. You like to join up
with Utah Tyrrell, Curt?”
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“I’ve thought of it some. But there isn’t much
chance—for me.”

“Why not?” demanded Tee Dee. “You’d make
’em a good man, Curt. You’re as tough as any of
’em, and just as good with guns and horses.
Better’n most of ’em, I bet.”

Curt Metheny laughed softly. “Bring me a
drink, Tee Dee. And take away this cigar.”

When the boy had gone out to supper, Curt
stood up and soaped himself with thorough care
before sinking back into the warm, luxurious
depths. As he soaked there, drowsily at ease, his
mind went back to the younger happier days,
when the name of Metheny had been an honored
and respected one.

Judson Metheny had built up the livery
business in Holly, with funds acquired one way
and another from Lodestone, and had prospered
at it—until he took Eric Lauritsen in as a partner.
Leaving the stable largely to Eric thereafter, Jud
had resumed his saddle- and harness-making,
concentrating on the craft he loved and had
mastered.

Absorbed and lost in this work, Jud paid less
and less attention to the business and financial
affairs of the livery barn, although Barnaby tried
to warn him that Eric was letting the place go to
pot and ruin, and no doubt stealing Jud blind
besides. But Jud trusted Eric Lauritsen, and it
came as a complete and crushing shock to him,
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when Eric took off one day with all the company
money, leaving nothing behind but a stack of bills
that Jud had assumed were long since paid. Jud
Metheny was never the same man after that.

He had to mortgage the business to pay off the
debts, and it left him flat broke. When the bank
foreclosed on the livery stable, Jud could have
done well enough making saddles and harnesses,
but by that time he was drinking heavily. It got
so bad he couldn’t carry on his trade, and the
saddle shop went under, too. Domestic problems
complicated matters and drove Jud to total
distraction—and even harder drinking.

Jud hadn’t used a gun much since the old days,
when Lodestone was on the boom, but now he
turned against humanity and took to the gun once
more. Barnaby kept him out of a dozen shooting
scrapes, and Ed Gracey averted gunplay in other
instances, but it was bound to happen sooner or
later. One day Jud wounded two men in a gun
fight outside the Ten-High Saloon, and when the
brother of one of the victims came after him later,
Jud shot and killed the man. It was self-defense—
the dead man had been a professional gun
sharp—but Jud Metheny was getting meaner all
the time, and public opinion ran high against
him.

From there on the family deteriorated rapidly.
Jud and his wife Martha had always got along
fine, but under the pressure of poverty they began
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to quarrel constantly. What had been a happy
home became a screaming madhouse, a place of
horror. Jack, the older boy, took up drinking,
gambling, and carousing in full scale with his girl
Rita Corday. Amanda, the daughter, grew wild,
unruly and man-crazy. Curt, the youngest of the
family, still shuddered at the memory of those
hideous days and nights, with the home and the
world he loved going to pieces all around him.

When Jud and Martha weren’t tearing one
another apart, they were berating and scolding
Jack and Amanda; and when Jack and Amanda
were not under the lashing tongues of their parents,
they were reviling one another. Curt wanted to run
away from home, but he was afraid, and he didn’t
know where he’d go or what he’d do after he got
there.

Jack was the first to break away from the
degeneration of the Metheny family. He enlisted
in the Seventh Cavalry, in time to go north with
Custer on that spring campaign in 1876, and to
die at the Little Big Horn. Ten years ago now.
Curt had been fifteen at the time, too young for
Jack to take along with him.

Rita Corday, the girl Jack had left behind, went
to work in the Mustang to make her living. Then
Amanda disappeared with a flashy young faro
dealer from the Silver Queen, and the last heard
of her, she was seen in a Kansas City saloon.

The inevitable climax had been even more of a
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nightmare, with Judson Metheny coming home
crazy-drunk and thrashing Martha, blaming her
for the loss of Amanda and Jack—But Curt
refused to think any more about the ultimate
breakdown. He had tormented himself enough for
one evening. He rose, rinsed himself, and
climbed out of the barrel.

He had dressed and was pouring himself a drink
when he heard someone shuffling along the stable
floor. He looked around to see old Barnaby in the
doorway.

“Come in, Barney, and have a drink,” Curt said,
glad as ever to see the old man, who had been his
father’s life-long friend. Barnaby was now janitor
at the bank and handyman at the Mustang.

“Right cosy here, Curt. How are you, my boy?”
Barnaby stumped in, a bent, gnarled, gray oak of
a man, quite deaf now, his faded, sunken eyes
alert, watching Curt’s lips to read the answer.

“Not too bad, Barney.” Curt poured another
whiskey and handed it to the old-timer.

“Guess Theron and Lyme didn’t use you up too
awful bad. Theron didn’t show in the bank today.
I hear he ain’t near as pretty as he was, son.”

“Anybody miss him?”

“Nobody but old J. A. and a few bird-brained
female customers.” Barnaby sank into the raw-
hide chair to nurse his drink, and Curt sat on the
edge of the bunk. “Too bad, Curt, you didn’t burn
down both of them bastards yesterday.”
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“Then I’d really have to haul out of here,
Barney.”

“Still thinking of pulling out, Curt? And still
needing a stake, 1 reckon. Well, I might have
something for you, if you want to run the risk of
it.”

“I’m about ready to try most anything,” Curt
confessed.

“l got it fairly straight, son, that Rita’s going to
have a special visitor someday soon. Right from
Utah Tyrrell’s wild bunch. There’s a reward on all
them boys, Curt, and it would give you stake
enough to travel on—if you’re set on going. Hate
to hurt Rita, or turn in a good outlaw, but some-
body’s bound to get him sometime. Rather it be
you than some stinking lawdog like Stan Russett.”

“Well, I don’t know, Barney,” said Curt. “Rita
told me she had no special man with Utah, but |
figured she was covering up. I like Rita a whole
lot, and she’s suffered enough from one Metheny.
And my sympathy inclines toward the Tyrrell
gang—if anywhere. But it’s worth thinking over,
Barney, and I’'m obliged.”

“It ain’t an idea I’'m too proud of myself,”
Barnaby admitted, grinning. “But if a man needs
money bad enough—well, it’s better’'n robbing a
bank. From a legal viewpoint, at least.”

Curt joined in Barney’s ironic laughter, and
said, “Another thing, too. If | can reform enough,
Dane says he’ll take me into the business here.”
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“That 1s something to consider real serious, son.
Dane’s a solid man, and you’d make a good team.
But reforming’s a mighty painful task, they tell
me. Never felt called on to try it myself.”

Curt smiled over the cigar he was relighting. “If
I’m ever saved, Barney, it won’t be in this town.
The way they got me tagged here, sprouting a pair
of wings wouldn’t do me any good.”

“A damn shame, too,” Barnaby grumbled,
sucking whiskey from his gray mustache. “You
was never a bad one, Curt. And don’t let ’em turn
you bad, neither. Or make you think your folks
was bad.”

“But that’s in the books, Barney. You can’t
argue that off.”

“I would, Curt. It was circumstances, fate, some-
thing—1I’ll never begin to know or understand
what. But I knew your dad and ma. They was
good people, the best. Good people can go wrong
if life kicks ’em in the teeth enough times.”

“Sure, I know, Barney,” said Curt hollowly.
“They were fine—then something happened to
them. Let’s go get some supper.”

Emerging from the livery runway into Front
Street, they met Stan Russett, an arrogant stern-
ness on his hawklike features. Ignoring Barnaby,
Stan paused with thumbs in gunbelt and surveyed
Curt with cold insolence. Curt stared straight
back, striving to contain and control his sudden
anger.
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“You want something of me, Stan?” he inquired
finally.

“If T did, I"d take it.” Russett spat and strode
away, tall and stiff with self-importance.

Barnaby sent a vicious spurt of tobacco juice
after the deputy. “That tin star makes Stan ten
feet tall—he thinks. I can remember when he
wouldn’t of had any grub to eat or clothes to wear
if it hadn’t been for you Methenys.”

“Stanko remembers it too, Barney,” said Curt
quietly. “Maybe that’s one reason he hates me
now. It sure is funny how growing up changes
folks.”

“It spoils the hell outa most of ’em, that’s a
fact,” Barnaby agreed glumly.

As they moved on toward the eating houses,
they encountered men who spoke to Barnaby
but failed to see Curt Metheny at his side. Ed
Gracey, the town marshal, stepped out from a
deep-shadowed overhang and greeted them both
with easy friendliness: “Evening, Barney.
Hullo, Curt—I hope you aren’t looking for
anybody.”

“Just for some supper, Ed,” said Curt. “Any
Frying Pan in town?”

“A few of the boys. Didn’t see Lyme Vector or
Harry Keech, though.” Ed Gracey was a solid,
stubby man with kind eyes and a low voice. Well
along in years, he still moved with catlike ease
and precision.

56



“I won’t look for them, Ed,” said Curt Metheny.
“But they’re apt to come hunting for me.”

“Not while I'm around, Curt,” murmured Ed
Gracey, and he dropped back into the shadows
beneath the board awning.

“They’ll come just the same,” Barnaby growled
as they trod onward over the splintered plank
walk. “Ed can’t be everywhere at once.”

“Sure, they’ll come—Hooper Forbes’ll send
them,” Curt said. “And Theron will try some-
thing. Or hire somebody to do it for him.”

“Yeah, they’ll all be in Saturday night for the
shindig,” Barnaby predicted gloomily. “You
better stay sober that night, son—if you’re still in
town.”

Curt nodded absently. He was thinking about
the night rider who was coming in to see Rita
Corday. He didn’t really want to take a man like
that, even for the reward money. Ever since that
posse had run down his father, an army against
one lone man in the Potholes, Curt’s sympathies
had been with the hunted. But maybe he could
persuade the outlaw to take him along to meet
Utah Tyrrell and perhaps join up with them.

Curt had two widely divergent dreams. In one
he was married to Lenora Forbes, with a home
and a small spread of his own, and kids to raise as
time went on. In the other he was riding with a
gang like Utah Tyrrell’s and they hit Holly Town
like a hurricane, splitting it wide open, rocking it
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from one end to the other. Curt wasn’t absolutely
certain which of the two he wanted more.

“Barney, you find out when Rita’s friend is due
if you can,” Curt said thoughtfully.

“I can find out,” Barnaby promised. “But it
ain’t likely he’d let anybody take him alive, son.”

“Well, I don’t think I'd want to take him,
anyway,” Curt said. “But maybe I can talk with
him, Barney. Utah could be kind of shorthanded
after that Arrowhead show.”

When Curt went to bed that night sleep would
not come. He was a kid of fifteen again, reliving
the shame and horror of a decade ago. He finished
the whiskey, but it brought him no relief. He
couldn’t stop thinking, no matter how hard he
fought against it. He had to sweat it out in detail,
suffer once more through the appalling and
monstrous tragedy that had destroyed the
Metheny family.
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FIVE

On that night ten years ago, the boys had been
playing cavalry and Indians in the lumber yard at
the edge of town. But they were getting too old
for that game; it seemed more childish than ever
since Jack Metheny had run away to join the
regular U. S. Cavalry. For Curt, nothing was
much fun, nothing seemed right and real and
good, now that Jack was gone—and Amanda, too.
He was lonely, unhappy, and the situation at
home filled him with sick dread.

As they straggled back into Front Street, Curt
was detached and silent in the midst of noisy,
jubilant companions. Lyme Vector and Stan
Russett tried to duck him in the stone watering
trough before the town hall, but Curt fought off
the bigger boys until Theron Ware and Pat
Shannon came to his rescue and broke it up.
When Jack was around, no one had bothered
Curt, but some of the older kids were beginning
to pick on him now. Even in adolescence Lyme
Vector had an evil look, mature and knowing
beyond his years, and Curt was a bit afraid of
him.

They wound up shooting pool at Marr’s, on a
broken-down table in the side room that the
proprietor retained for the youngsters, but Curt
Metheny’s mind was not on the game. After he
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missed several easy shots, Lyme Vector began to
ride him hard.

“Get off me, Lyme,” said Curt, his voice choked
and shaky.

Vector laughed in malicious glee and went on
baiting the smaller boy. “Don’t talk back to me,
punk. Your big brother Jack ain’t here to back you
up. You shoot pool like a girl. Why don’t you
hang up that cue stick and let the men play?”

“Keep it up,” Curt panted, “and you’ll get the
stick—right in that dirty face.”

Vector and Russett roared with mocking
laughter. Pat Shannon said, “Lay off the kid,
Lyme. He’s got enough troubles,” but Vector
went on with his raw-hiding: “Always wondered
what Curt was going to be. Now I know. A
professional pool shark. All his family made
something of themselves. The old man’s the
biggest drunk in the Ontawee. Jack was our top
lady-killer, and Amanda went off with a two-bit
tinhorn—"

Curt Metheny slammed his stick on the table
and swung with blind fury at the buck-toothed
face of Lyme Vector. A solid shock jarred Curt’s
left arm, and Vector’s head snapped back under
the whipping impact. By sheer luck Curt had
landed one square in Lyme’s eye, and that eye
was gashed and swelling purple as Lyme came
lunging back toward Curt. The others crowded in
between them, forced them apart, and one of
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Marr’s strong-arm attendants herded them all
outside into the dark alley.

Lyme Vector broke loose there and smashed
away at Curt’s face, the speed and power of his
long arms beating down Curt’s guard and
driving him backward. An adobe wall caught
Curt’s shoulders and held him upright, stunned
and shaken to the heels, the taste of blood like
copper in his mouth.

Vector came in to crush and grind him on the
wall, but Curt ducked under the sweeping arms
and came up inside, lashing left and right at that
ugly face, feeling a savage joy as his fists crashed
home and rocked Lyme backward. A rain barrel
saved Vector from falling. He bounced off it and
charged, panting curses and flailing in mad fury.
Curt met him head-on, and they fought back and
forth from wall to wall. Lyme had the advantage
of height, weight, and reach, but he was blind in
one eye now, and Curt’s hands were quicker and
surer, fired with a killing rage that jolted and
staggered the bigger boy.

Lyme Vector was losing, getting the worst of it
with the fists, when he bulled into a clinch,
wrapped his great arms round Curt, and wrestled
him to the earth. In this type of combat Curt had
no chance. Lyme pinned him securely, grinding
him into the dirt and rubble, and punished him
with fist, elbow, and knee. Curt was almost out
when a man burst through the ring of watching
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boys, ripped Lyme upright and flung him against
a row of ash cans, and lifted Curt to his feet.

It was Barnaby, holding Curt gently and
speaking to Vector and the rest with cold, biting
scorn: “Twice his size, and you couldn’t take him
in a fair stand-up fight. If I ever hear of you
touching him again, Vector, I’ll beat them horse
teeth down your throat. And what was you other
boys going to do? Stand by and watch that big
galoot half kill this kid?”

Nobody, not even Lyme Vector, dared to talk
back to Barnaby, and Barney led Curt Metheny
out of the alley, helped him brush off his clothes
and wash up at the horse trough, and sent him
homeward with the words: “You fought real
good, Curt—you had him licked. Jack’d be proud
of you, and Jud oughta be—and I am. You fought
like a Metheny, and nobody can say more than
that.”

Walking toward home, warmed and uplifted by
the tribute from Barnaby, Curt began to feel some
pride and satisfaction in the way he had stood up
to Lyme Vector. There had been no more fear
after it started, and he would never again fear
Lyme—or anyone else, large or small. Curt had
fought his first real fight alone, without the
support of his brother Jack, and from here on he
would be ready for any of them.

A group of men at a street corner fell silent as
Curt neared them, and he supposed they had been
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talking about his family. He could feel their eyes
on his back after he passed, and he wished he was
grown and wearing a gun. The time’ll come, the
boy thought grimly. I'll make them back down
and crawl into their holes, the way Dad and
Barney do now.

He heard his father and mother arguing before
he reached the house. Once his heart had gone up
at the sight of those lighted windows, but now it
sank dismally. Jud was drunk and shouting, and
Martha was screaming back at him. The frenzied
cries rose higher and louder, and Curt went cold
all over. He wanted to turn and run and never
come back here, but he walked numbly toward
the animal sounds of anger and hatred.

The front door closed behind him, Curt halted
tense and trembling in the dim hallway, the
voices from the lighted kitchen dinning in his
ears.

“That nagging tongue of yours, woman,” Jud
was roaring. “That blacksnake whip tongue would
peel the hide off a bull buffalo. It drove Jack and
Amanda away from home, and it’s driving me
crazy.”

“My tongue?” yelled Martha. “I never raised
my voice till you began drinking like a maniac.
It’s drink that’s driving you crazy, Jud, and
everybody in town knows it. You’re the one who
drove your son and daughter out of this house.
Nobody can live with a drunkard—nobody! And 1
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can’t stand it any more. I’ve got to get out of
here.”

“Go, damn it, go ahead, get out! You’re no
good to me or anyone else. I know that Zed
Parkhurst’s been hanging round here again. Well,
he’s welcome to you. Go on away with that
scarecrow of a nester before I kill the both of
you.”

“You know Zed Parkhurst’s nothing but an old
friend of my family’s. He was engaged to marry
one of my sisters once—you know all about
that. He comes here as a friend, to help out in
time of trouble, and that’s all. Don’t try to make
something dirty of it. Your whiskey-soaked brain
twists and spoils everything. You’ve ruined this
family, and you’ll put me in my grave before
you’re done!” Her voice kept rising, until it was a
shattering screech. “I’'m going to leave you,
Jud—TI’ve got to leave you!”

“Shut up, Martha,” said Jud in a lower tone,
suddenly seeming to regain the composure that
was characteristic of him in a normal state.
“Please quiet down, Martha; get hold of yourself.
We can’t fight like this, Martha—it’s no good.
Take it easy now, please.”

“Don’t tell me to shut up! You drive me insane,
you drunken brute, and then tell me to quiet
down. You—Don’t hit me, Jud! Don’t you dare to
hit me!”

“Be still, then, just be still. I don’t want to hit you.
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Don’t make me, Martha.” He sounded controlled
and reasonable now, but Martha, tortured beyond
her limit, could not—or would not—check her
shrieking tirade. After more pleas, Jud struck her,
the smack of the open-handed blow sounding
clearly. Martha’s screaming attained greater
heights of intensity, and Jud struck again and
again until that ear-splitting flow of sound was
shut off abruptly and Curt heard the thump of his
mother’s body on the floor.

Unthinking, his mind as numb as his body, Curt
lifted the Henry repeater from its rack and moved
trancelike toward the kitchen, levering a shell
into the chamber as he went. Martha was
sprawled by the table, sobbing silently now, and
Jud lowered the whiskey bottle he was drinking
from to stare at his son.

“What you going to do with that rifle, Curt?” he
asked mildly.

“I—I dunno,” the boy said, in honest confusion.

“Curt, I had to hit her. It was the only way to
stop that damn screaming. I didn’t hit her real
hard.”

“You—you won’t fight any more, will you?”

“No, Curt. We aren’t going to fight any more.”

Curt tried to swallow the knot in his throat
while tears blurred his eyes and trickled down his
thin cheeks. “Don’t drink—too much, Dad—
please.”

“I won’t, Curt. Just enough to go to sleep on,”
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Jud said hoarsely, his own eyes blinking and
misted as he knelt beside Martha. “And I’ll take
care of your mother.”

“Get away from me,” Martha moaned. “Don’t
you touch me—mnot ever again.”

Blind with tears, Curt stood the rifle in the
corner and turned quickly away. But instead of
going upstairs to his room, he opened the front
door and stepped out into the night. He had to
get out of that house, away from his father and
mother. He couldn’t sleep under that roof tonight,
even though there was no other place to go except
the hayloft in the livery barn. And he would not
sleep much, wherever he went.

In the morning when Curt went back home with
fearful reluctance, his mother was gone and his
father was lying unconscious on the bedroom
floor. At first Curt thought he was dead, but Jud
was only half-dead from drink. The boy fled from
the whiskey-reeking room to fetch Doc Pillon.

Barnaby returned to the house with them and
stayed with Curt after they got Jud undressed and
washed and into bed under drugs. Together
Barney and Curt kept house and cared for Jud,
who recovered quickly and was remorseful and
penitent.

“Where’d Ma go, Dad?” asked Curt when his
father awoke to sanity.

“I don’t know, Curt,” said Jud, with agony in
his deep gray eyes. “Maybe to stay with Zed
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Parkhurst. He’s an old friend of her family’s, you
know.”

“You want me to go after her, Dad?”

“No—not yet, Curt.”

“Don’t you want her back?”

“Yes, I do,” Jud said. “But I’'m not sure she’ll
want to come.”

“She’ll come,” Curt said with assurance. “She
won’t stay away from us, Dad.”

“I'hope you’re right, son. We’ll see after I’'m up
and around—"

Jud Metheny didn’t take a drink for two weeks,
and said he was off the stuff for the rest of his life,
but something happened to alter that resolve on
the day he was starting for Lodestone to see his
wife. As Jud came out of the hardware store with
a fresh supply of cartridges, a man on the street
made a remark about Martha’s living with Zed
Parkhurst, and Jud struck him one tremendous
wallop. It fractured the man’s jaw and knocked
him clear over a hitch rail into the street. Jud
glanced around at the onlookers, turned, and
strode into the Ten-High and started drinking
whiskey.

He was drunk when he rode out, and he had
packed a few bottles in his saddlebags, but it
didn’t show on him. The newspapers later
described him as being “inflamed, unbalanced,
and crazed by strong drink,” but that was a gross
exaggeration. Jud did stop at the house to strap on
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his old double-sheathed gunbelt and pick up his
Henry rifle, and the papers played that up as
indicative of premeditation on Jud’s part. What-
ever it was, it prompted young Curt into saddling
up and riding after his father that afternoon. Curt
knew where he was going. Parkhurst had a little
homestead-ranch layout up near the deserted
mining town of Lodestone.

The sun had set and dusk was hazing the prairie
with blue and lavender when Curt sat his horse
back in the trees and watched his father ride in
toward the crude corrals and sheds about the
ranch house. It came to Curt as never before what
a striking figure Judson Metheny made in the
saddle, big and easy, with fine strong features and
a clean-limbed grace about him, every movement
fluid and flawless.

Jud dismounted in the yard, left his rifle in its
scabbard, and turned to the dugout like any
visitor on a casual call. A blued steel barrel jutted
from a slit in the log facade, and Parkhurst
shouted a warning;

“Don’t come any closer, Metheny!”

Jud paused, right hand raised in the peace sign,
and called back: “I just want to talk to Martha. I
got a right to talk to my wife.”

An evening breeze carried their voices to Curt
in the clump of cottonwoods. He was rigid with
fear, waiting for his father to be shot down. He
wanted to ride in to Jud’s side, but he remained
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frozen motionless in the leather, more afraid of
his father’s anger than of Parkhurst’s rifle.

“She don’t want to see you, Metheny,” yelled
Parkhurst. “Git back on that horse and ride out.”

“She’ll see me—if you let her, Park.”

“Git outa here before I start shooting. I’ve got
you cold.”

“I'm coming in, Park,” said Jud Metheny,
stepping lightly forward. “Don’t do anything
foolish, man.”

Parkhurst’s cry was high-pitched with panic:
“Stop right there, Jud! Stop or I’ll shoot you dead
in your tracks!”

“You don’t want to shoot me, Park,” said Jud,
walking onward in easy-measured strides, empty
hands at his sides.

There was a commotion within the dugout, the
rifle barrel jerked and vanished behind the logs,
and there were sounds of struggling and over-
turning furniture. Ma must’ve jumped him, Curt
thought as he saw Jud spring forward, gun leaping
into his right hand, and ram into the door.
Afterward, Curt couldn’t be absolutely certain,
but it seemed to him there was a muffled
explosion inside the cabin before the door gave
under Jud’s driving shoulder. Then Jud was inside
and guns were blasting and roaring. Curt glimpsed
bright flashes through the tiny windows and saw
smoke curl out the open doorway.

The firing ceased, and stillness was strange and
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eerie in the deepening dusk. Racked with dry
sobbing, Curt strained to hold his spooked bronc,
sure that all three of them must be dead in that
dugout. There was no sound from the interior.
Powder smoke stained the darkening air and
stung Curt’s nostrils as he finally reined down the
bucking horse.

After a timeless interlude, Judson Metheny
came out the door, alone, with bowed head and
sagging shoulders, moving like a man in a
shocked stupor. Curt longed to join his father
then, but something held him back in the shadow
of the trees. Jud yanked a bottle from his saddle-
bags, took a long drink, and swung to the saddle
with the bottle still in his big right hand. Flooded
with despair and terror, Curt watched him ride
slowly away into the purple shadows. He knew
he’d never see Dad again—not alive, anyway—
and he knew that Ma was already dead behind
that log wall.

Curt didn’t want to go near the place, but
some compulsion urged him toward it. He got
down and stumbled to the doorway, the reek of
gunsmoke biting at his nose and throat. Zed
Parkhurst was sprawled face down over his rifle
in the splintered wreckage of a table and chairs.
In the corner beyond Martha Metheny lay with
blood on her face and dress and the wall behind
her. They were both dead.

With a strangled cry Curt turned and fled to his

70



horse, flung himself into the saddle, and rode out
as if all the legions of hell were in pursuit. He had
to get to Barnaby. There was no one left but
Barney. Dad didn t kill Ma, I know he didn ¥, Curt
thought fiercely. But he’ll get the blame for it.

By noon the next day the story was all over the
Ontawee, and posses were being raised in Holly
Town and out on the range. Jud Metheny had
murdcred his wife and Zed Parkhurst. The whole
country would soon be up and out after the
killer.

Curt told his story to Barnaby, and together they
presented the facts to Marshal Ed Gracey and
other officials. Curt said Jud had gone to
Lodestone to talk things over peaceably with his
wife, but Parkhurst had threatened him with a
rifle. Jud hadn’t even drawn a gun, and Parkhurst
was going to shoot him. Martha Metheny tried to
prevent this; Parkhurst shot her; and Jud went in
and got the man who had killed his wife.

But nobody except Barney believed the boy’s
version of it. A clear case of double murder was
th