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    Brady crouched on one knee and frowned, squinting at the smudged and dusty tracks. His eyes lifted slowly, following the sign forward along the ground, and kept on lifting, sweeping the hot yellow-gray rock spires of yonder hills. A hot breath of wind carried gritty dust across his flesh. He turned back to his horse, gathered the reins and swung up to the saddle, at the same time calling across the flats: "Over here, Rubio."


    Pete Rubio, scouting the ground for tracks, trotted his horse across the hardpan to stop by him. Brady pointed upward into the hills. "He's gone up there. About an hour ahead of us, as near as I can make out."


    "We're gaining on him, then," Rubio said. He settled his squat frame back, stretching bare brown legs against the stirrups, pulling his shoulders together under the faded blue army blouse. The shirttails hung down over his breechclout; a seamed leather belt supported knife and revolver and medicine pouch. Rubio wore no hat. His hair was long and straight and dusty-black. He looked along the line of footprints and said, "Anything keeping us here?"


    "Nope." Brady put his horse forward at an easy-swinging trot. The half-breed scout followed him for a Uttle distance, then came abreast of him. "I hope hedon't come across some poor pilgrim with a horse," Rubio said.


    "If he finds a horse, we've lost him,'' Brady agreed. The trail of moccasin tracks they followed lifted them off the hardpan flats into the rocky hills, with the brassy sun thrashing up heat waves. Brady kept his attention on the dim trail of footprints. "Pretty soon," he said, "he'll take to the rocks. Then we'll have to guess."


    "He's a young one," Rubio said. "He don't know all the tricks yet. He'll most likely head for Oxbow Canyon and try to steal a horse from Yeager's outfit."


    Brady nodded. "I've been thinking the same thing. Listen-you stick to this trail, and I'll cut over the mountain to Yeager's. Maybe I can be there to meet Tonio."


    "Don't count on it. He'll probably spot you going over the ridge. If he does, he'll try to double back."


    "That's why you're sticking to his trail," Brady answered. "If I don't see you at Yeager's by four o'clock, I'll try and pick up your tracks. Stick with him."


    "Sure," Rubio said, without enthusiasm. "Mind your scalp, hey?"


    Brady grinned and swung his horse off the trail, threading a path between eroded boulders and sharp-edged limestone walls. It was slow traveling for a while. He had to make a jump across a narrow arroyo and find a way around a towering shelf of rock; presently he reached the top of the slope and stopped to look for Rubio. In a moment he caught sight of the scout, winding up the canyon floor a half mile away. Brady swept off his hat, felt beads of sweat on his forehead, and dragged a buckskin sleeve across his brow. Looking up, he made a rough measurement ofthe sun's angle, replaced his hat and rode down the back of the hill until, after another twenty minutes, he reached the floor of a draw. He put his horse up the draw at a canter, swinging easily with the horse's rhythmic movement. Up to the head of the canyon, climbing and dipping, circling and running-in that manner he rose gradually higher into the indigo fortress of the Arrowheads. After another full hour's travel, the spindle tracery of yucca, catclaw and creosote gave way to the dark somberness of the tall pine forest. Here the horse moved almost soundlessly across a floor of soft needles and rich soil; it seemed a different world from the gritty and dusty rockplains a few thousand feet below. This was Arizona-still a strange country to Brady, and he had traveled these deserts and mountain ranges ahnost half his thirtyyears. �And now it was 1878, with the Apaches jumping reservations all over the Territory and summer coming on strong and another dry spring fading into memory.


    He threaded the timber at a trot. He rode with ease and a feeling of unshakable self-assurance, a big-boned man on a long-legged horse, with the most disreputable of hats flopping over his craggy face. Dark hair grew shaggy at the base of his neck. Un-like most men of the times, he was clean-shaven-the result of a habit that carried back to his youthful admiration of the stem, clean-shaven regimental commander who had been his father.


    He rode past the base of a high blue-gray cliff and re-entered the forest, climbing higher into the Arrowheads, becoming steadily more wary, watching the shadows and listening with care to all the little forest


    


    sounds. Somewhere up in this wilderness of mountains, the war chief Inyo, commanded a steadily increasing party of restless bucks who had jumped the reservations. It was toward Inyo's camp tliat the fugitive Apache youth Tonio was headed; and it was Will Brady's job to stop Tonio, capture him and bring him back.


    In time, he crossed a long ridge until at the edge of a cleared pasture he reined in and peered across the open area, inspecting first the log corrals of Yeager's outpost ranch, then the buildings, and finally the entile visible circle of surrounding forest.


    Still a good distance from the ranch yard, he let his call sing out ahead of him, and when he rode between the barn and tackshed into the yard, Yeager and the family awaited him on the porch. They were silent, noncommittal, and armed.


    Yeager's ranch house was built like a fort, with small windows set high in the walls and guarded by heavy shutters that locked from inside. The stone walls and massive oak doors would withstand any expected attack-and Yeager had dug his well inside the house.


    Yeager's black beard reached halfway to his thick waist. His meaty hands held a buffalo rifle. At one side of the door stood his wife. Squat with a copper complexion and stringy black hair that got in the way of her eyes, a Mimbreno Apache woman, was Yeager's wife. She was, perhaps, the reason why, of all the wilderness ranches in this part of the Territory, Yeager's was the only one not in mortal fear of Apache attack.


    On the long shaded veranda were Yeager's four sons. The youngest was twelve years old; the eldestsprouted a black beard, but one not as long as his father's. None of them looked particularly friendly.


    Brady grinned and touched his hatbrim. Yeager stepped foi-ward to the edge of the porch, allowing his rifle to droop in his grip. "Hello, Brady. You alone?" lam.


    "All right," Yeager said, and on some subtle signal from him, the four boys and the woman faded back through the doorway. "Light," Yeager said, and peered at Brady through narrowed eyes.


    "I expect you'll have a visitor shortly," Brady drawled. "Mind if I hide my horse in your barn?" "Who's after you?"


    "Other way around," Brady said. "Tonio busted out of the guardhouse at Fort Dragoon. He'd been gone four hours yesterday before they found out. He's on foot."


    "What makes you think he's headed for my place?" "Far as I know, it's the only place in thirty miles he could get a horse at," Brady answered.


    "Tonio," Yeager said. "He's Inyo's son, ain't he?" 'That's right."


    "It won't set well with Inyo if you pick him up here," Yeager said.


    Brady kept his face blank and stepped down from the saddle. Standing by his horse's head, holding the reins, he said, "You've got to quit sitting the fence sometime, Yeager. It's my job to pick up Tonio, with or without your approval. You aim to try and stop me?"


    Yeager considered the ground. Silence stretched thin and finally he said, "No. I won't tiy and stop you. But I won't help, either."


    


    "All right." Brady walked toward the bam, leading his horse. When he looked back, he saw Yeager's heavy-set frame disappear into the house. He grinned, niLising over Yeager's strange code of ethics —like a man walking a tightwire, Yeager was, tiying to please everybody at once.


    Brady put up his horse in the bam and came out again, standing in the shadows and building a brown-paper cigarette. He knew the speed with which an Apache on foot could cover giound. He expected Tonio to show up, if he showed up at all, sometime within the next fifteen minutes.


    So thinking, he retumed into the bam long enough to get the rifle from his saddle scabbard, and then went across the yard to post himself in the shadow of the corral corner. Crawling between the fence bars, he peered out thi-ough the fence. Around him several horses milled for a restless moment and then, becoming used to his silent presence, quieted down and ignored him. Along the edge of timber, shadows flickered, keying up his nerves; he knew he would have no indication of the Apache's presence until Tonio came onto the meadow. Impatiently he cursed the blocky obstmctions the ranch buildings created. The door to the house was shut. Yeager had gathered his brood and was now sitting it out in stony neutrality.


    Brady gave himself a one-in-ten chance of capturing Tonio here. Tonio might become suspicious or he might have spotted Brady back along the mountain paths somewhere, or he might have spotted Pete Rubio behind him. Any number of things might make the Apache too wary to come down to Yeager's. Brady rehed on Pete Rubio's skill. Rubio was as gooda scout as could be found in the Territory.


    He pulled down the Winchester's lever and kept his thumb over the hammer, and waited that way, outwardly patient, inwardly tense.


    Even so, he almost missed it when it came. Glancing across the corral between the legs of slowly moving horses, he saw the softly flitting brown breech-clouted shape. It had to be Tonio; there was no other possibihty. A tense grin settled across Brady's rugged features and he turned slowly sideways to bring the rifle to bear in that direction. The Apache was suspicious, uncertain, careful. He had come out of the woods beyond the end of the corral.


    Tonio came forward in spurts, halting at a crouch every few yards like an antelope. As the Indian advanced, certain things became visible to Brady: Tonio carried a Springfield cavalry carbine, and there was a long scabbed bruise across his shoulder where one of the guards must have struck him during his escape. He was seventeen, wiry and brown. The bodies of horses obscured sight of him when he made his final twenty-yard run to the corral. Brady's thumb eared the Winchester's hammer back; still, he made no move. The oncoming Indian's run was soundless, the practiced run of a hunter.


    Crouching in the corner shadow, Brady had a glimpse of the Indian slipping into the coral between the logs of the fence. A moment later he saw Tonio's lean figure moving toward the gate, and freezing beside it, swept the buildings with his glance before he reached for the gateclasp.


    That was when Brady stood up to his full height and trained the rifle on Tonio and spoke without raising his voice: "Stand still, Tonio."


    


    The Indian was not stupid. He stayed where hewas.


    Brady walked forward along the fence, keeping part of his attention on the horses bunched in the corral's far corner. If any of those horses took a notion to move around, it might give Tonio a chance at escape. Brady just had to hope. He moved in rapid strides, speaking quietly: "Drop the rifle and kick it away from you."


    Tonio obeyed. Now his head came around and Brady saw the glint of anger in his eyes. Brady stopped Bve feet away and said without emotion, "It was a good try, youngster. Lie dovm on your face, now—I'm going to tie your hands behind you. Don t give me trouble."


    Tonio went to his knees, then flat; he put both hands behind him, saying nothing. Brady knelt by the rifle Tonio had dropped and took the sling off it, and moved forward with care. The youth gave him no fight; in a moment he had Tonio's wrists bound tightly with the carbine-sling, and stepped back. "All right. You can stand up."


    Tonio stood and met his glance evenly, betraying nothing of his feelings. He said, in the peculiar accents of Agency School EngHsh, "Will they kifl me when we return?"


    "Probably just put you back in the calahozo," Brady said. "You haven't hurt anybody, far as I know. That guard you walloped was coming to before I left yesterday morning."


    Tonio made no reply. Looking over the Indian's shoulder toward the timber, Brady saw Pete Rubio riding unhurriedly forward.


    Rubio came up, drew rein just outside the fenceand said mildly, "I let him know I was behind him. He knew he couldn't out-run me without a horse."


    "Like driving stock into a box canyon," Brady observed. "Good job, Pete. Keep your gun on him while I saddle up a horse for him."


    "Sure," Rubio said laconically, dragging out his rifle. He laid the rifle across the crook of his elbow and let it hang there, seemingly unaimed. But the muzzle was lined up squarely with Tonio's chest. "Better luck next time, muchacho," Rubio said, and smiled through uneven teeth. It was not an unfriendlysmile.


    Brady went to the tackshed and emerged with an old leather-cracked saddle, a blanket, and a bridle. He singled out an unprepossessing bay horse with a white nose blaze, backed it into a corner and saddled it. Then, he stepped into the saddle and let the horse buck the kinks out under him. When the horse and the dust had settled down, he stepped to the ground and led the bay to the side of the coiTal. Tonio stood with his arms tied behind him and his thin young face composed into a blank mask. Rubio sat his saddle lazily with the rifle across his elbow, watching unblinkingly, chewing a cud of tobacco and now and then spitting out a brown stream of tobacco juice.


    "Come on," Brady said. "I'll give you a boost up."


    Tonio offered no resistance. With the Apache in the saddle, Brady led the horse outside, closed the corral gate, and handed the reins up to Rubio. "Wait here," he said, and dog-trotted across the yard into the bam. He mounted his own horse and rode from the barn, turning up toward the main house. He called out: "Yeager, come out here."


    In a moment the door swung open and Yeager'sheavy shape moved out onto the porch. The buflFalo gun still hung from Yeager's grasp. "I see you got him."


    Brady nodded. "I'm borrowing your blaze-faced bay to tote him back to the fort. Next time Fm up this way Til leave the horse off for you. Here's a dollar for the trouble." Brady tossed a silver dollar towards Yeager's beard.


    Yeager's left hand came up with surprising swiftness to intercept the coin in mid-air. He dropped the dollar into his pocket and grunted. "Just you make sure he gets returned. I don't aim to wait six months. And one other thing, Brady." "What's that?"


    "You make good and damn sure that Apache kid don't get loose again. If he tells Inyo that he saw you flip me money after you picked him up here—"


    "Sure," Brady said, smiling. "I'll look out for your interests, Yeager. But just the same, you'd be better off if you moved down to the fort. Apache squaw or no, Inyo's going to make a target out of your outfit pretty soon. He needs supplies and he needs horses."


    "I can handle Inyo all right," Yeager growled. "Now get that kid out of here before one of Inyo's bucks spots you."


    Brady wheeled his horse away from the house. Rubio, leading the bay horse with their captive, had already moved from the corral fence. Brady caught up and said, "Wait a minute, Pete," and dismounted, taking a rawhide piggin string from his ovra saddle. He walked across the few feet separating him from the mounted Indian and used the piggin string to last Tonio's left foot firmly into the stirrup. "That should keep you from jumping off," he observed, and wentback to his own horse. "Pete, you'd be surprised how fast an Apache can run with his hands tied behind."


    "As fast as a Navajo, I reckon," Rubio answered with a grin. Rubio's mother had been a Navajo.


    "Don't do anything foolish," Brady said to Tonio.


    Tonio was looking away, looking steadily at the higher mountain peaks that lifted darkly behind them.


    Brady shrugged. "Let's go."


    


    


    Warner Cole, Major, U.S. Cavalry, commanding, stood on the breathless-hot veranda of his office and leaned a hard, thick shoulder against the doorjamb. For a while his attention idly followed the movements of a troop of C Company soldiers, performing dismounted drill under the hoarsely bellowed orders of Sergeant Emmett Tucker. The troop marched across the far end of the parade ground, performed an about-face, marched the other way, and about-faced again. The major put his glance on Tucker, the tall red-haired sergeant, and allowed himself a moment of speculative regret, which quickly came, and as quickly went. Tucker's problems had to remain his own.


    Major Cole's glance drifted away from the drilling troopers and swept the borders of the parade ground —flat-roofed adobe structmes, weathered into the common yellow-tan of the land, with here and there a spot of shade under a long porch roof.


    Beyond the far end of the parade ground stood the sutler's store, and then the civilian compound, formed of one large saloon, a number of civilian houses, and then the wikiup camp of the Agency Apaches who squatted outside the post hoping for work, food and medical care. At best it was a dusty, forlorn-looking outpost. Behind the saloon sat the squatting tents and makeshift frame dwellings of the ranchers whohad moved into the fort's protection after Inyo had jumped the reservation and begun his campaign of horse-raids, ranch-burning raids, and killings. Right now the major could see on the saloon porch a gathering of men in soiled vests and patched flannel shirts. These were the ranchers, talking among themselves. He knew what they talked about: Why hasn't the army gone after Inyo yet? Whafs the army waiting for? In another day or two a delegation of ranchers would again invade his office and press him for answers he could not give.


    The major shook his head and batted dust from his sleeves, and turned inside the office.


    Here it was even more stifling than on the porch. He dipped a long-handled tin cup into a water-olla suspended from the ceiling in a rope net, and drank long of the cool Hquid. He saw the dark sweat-circles at his armpits and glared at the sergeant-major. The sergeant-major, Sean McCracken, glared back at him. McCracken sat well behind his desk, chair tilted back. His face was broiled crimson and his belly hung over his belt like a loose sack of flour.


    The major wiped sweat from his face and pawed aimlessly through papers on top of McCracken's desk; he met McCracken's blank stare and went to the window to look out past the line of cottonwoods a half mile distant that marked the course of the shallow Smoke River.


    Many miles beyond, the Arrowheads lifted their dusty-blue shoulders against the skyline. Somewhere up there was Inyo.


    The major grunted again and went back into his own office and looked out that window. Heat waves undulated above the cactus-studded plain.


    


    Three riders were coming forward from the direction of the Arrowheads, three horsemen in a close-packed bunch. At this distance the major couldn't make them out, but if it was Will Brady, the presence of the third rider meant they had recaptured Tonio.


    One bright spot in a dreary day, the major thought bleakly. He sat down in the chair behind his desk and found before him a document awaiting his approval, an officer's request for transfer, neatly written out in the handwi-iting of George Sutherland, Captain, B Company.


    Major Cole allowed himself a sigh, after which he muttered, "Another ritual to be performed," and wrote at the bottom of the transfer appHcation: Request denied, and his signature. He carried the paper out to the front office and put it on McCracken's desk and said, "Give this to Captain Sutherland when he comes in."


    "Yes, sir," McCracken said.


    "I think I just saw Brady and Rubio bringing in the prisoner. Tell Brady to drop the Indian off at the guardhouse and report to me."


    McCracken nodded; his loose chin wobbled. Sweat was a glisten on his lobster-red flesh. "Hot and close," McCracken observed, to no one in particular.


    The major agreed, and was turning away from the sergeant-major's desk when a man's shadow filled the doorway and Captain George Sutherland, his brass aglitter, stood at attention with his garrison cap smartly under his aim. "Major—"


    "Come on back. Captain," the major said tiredly, and moved with lethargic steps back into his office. By the time he seated himself, Sutherland had pulled the door shut behind him. Shutting that thin, bhster-


    


    dry door would hardly keep any sounds from the outer office. The major smiled. Besides, McCracken knew as much as any man what went on within the confines of Fort Dragoon.


    Sutherland was standing stiffly at attention. "I won't beat around the bush," the major said. "IVe turned you down again, Captain." Of all his officers, Sutherland was the only one whose first name Major Cole never felt free to use.


    Sutherland's face was round and smooth, almost giving an impression of baby-softness but in contradiction to this, he always carried himself with stiff back and stern demeanor. Sutherland was not a martinet, Major Cole privately observed; but it might not take too much to make him one.


    "As you know," the major continued, "there are no officers on the post capable of replacing you at the moment, Captain. Furthermore, even if I approve your transfer, the War Department is certain to turn you down. The army is overloaded with officers, as you well know."


    "Yes, sir," Sutherland said. His eyes remained straight ahead, fixed on the wall above the major's head.


    "For Pete's sake, relax a little, can't you? At ease. Captain."


    "Thank you, sir," Sutherland said with exact courtesy. He moved his left foot aside and clasped his hands behind him. The rigidity of his body did not change.


    Major Cole allowed himself a small grimace; he felt the sticky wetness of his shirt against the chair; he stood and went to the window and looked out while he spoke. "I realize this is not a glory post, Captain. But at least it offers the possibihty of action--which is more than a headquarters desk job would give you. I have asked before, and I'll ask again now--I know you're not a coward, Captain, and I'd like to know your reason for requesting transfer."


    "My reasons are personal. Major."


    "Personal in what way?"


    "I'm afraid I'd prefer to keep that to myself, sir. The major, without looking around, shook his head gently. "Lx)Osen up a little, can't you?" "Is there anything else. Major?" The major put his back to the window, facing Sutherland. "Most of our wives don't like it here. Captain. Yours isn't the only one to find this place well-nigh unbearable."


    Sutherland's sensuous lips curled a trifle; he said, "I don't know of any particular desire to leave on my wife's part, Major. She's never suggested it to me." Major Cole considered the man. He could not make Sutherland out; he could not understand the man or his motives. Finally he said, "All right, Captain. I'll respect your wishes in the matter; I won't press it further. When I feel we can spare you, I'll approve your transfer request. Until then, as you know, we have an Indian problem, and this post is awaiting orders from General Shennan. When those orders come, I expect you'll have your hands full of Coyotero Apaches for a while--and I'll need every man I can get, particularly my hue officers."


    "Of course. Major," Sutherland said. If there was a trace of dryness in his tone. Major Cole chose to ignore it. "Thank you, sir." The captain saluted, executed a smart about-face, and left the room.


    After a moment's troubled thought, the majormoved into the front office and confronted the desk of Sergeant-Major McCracken.


    The sergeant-major looked up with bland anticipation. "Yes, sir?"


    "McCracken, what the devil is wrong with Captain Sutherland?"


    "Man to man, sir?"


    "Of course, damn it."


    McCracken let his chair come down on four legs, and planted his elbows solidly on the scarred wood desk top. At last he looked up, all red round cheeks and loose chins and thinning sandy hair, and said tentatively, "I wouldn't want to be spreadin' tales, Major."


    "I understand," the major said. "Go on."


    Having heard his remark, McCracken continued: "The talk is he's jealous, sir. They're sayin' his wife's been seen with one of the officers. Maybe the captain wants to get her away from him, Major."


    "Which other officer?"


    "Why," McCracken said innocently, "I couldn't say, Major. I couldn't say."


    Major Cole grunted and walked forward to the open front door. He looked at the dusty parade ground. There was only one officer in his command who could get this kind of mouth-shut loyalty from McCracken; that officer was Captain Justin Harris, of C Company. And when he thought about it for a moment, the Major could understand how Sutherland's pretty dark-eyed wife might be attracted to Captain Harris. Harris was everything that Sutherland wanted to be but was not. Harris was a good officer. He was easygoing, carrying himself lightly but with self-assurance, coiffident of his abilities asan officer and therefore never overbearing, and handsome with his long face and his gently sardonic eyes and his rambling easy temper-Hanis was, the major decided, just the kind of man who would appeal to Eleanor Sutherland. Or any other perceptive young woman.


    Funny, the major mused. I had it in mind that Harris was pretty well interested in Sadie Rand. For the good of harmony on the post, it might be well to have a talk with Justin Harris.


    So deciding, the major turned back and said to McCracken, "Get word to Captain Harris when he comes in from scout detail that I want a word withhim."


    McCracken frowned. "I'm beginning to feel I spoke out of turn, Major. Maybe you ought to forget I said anything."


    "Why," the major said, "did you say anythmg, McCracken?"


    "No, sir," McCracken said.


    "I didn t think you had," the major said, suppressing the beginnings of a smile.


    McCracken got up and came around his desk. The chevrons on his sleeve were dusty and faded. "I've served with some pretty good officers in my time, Major," he said, and clapped his hat on his head and waddled corpulently out the door, out of sight, leaving Major Cole alone in the room trying to puzzle out just what the sergeant-major had meant by his parting remai'k. Presently he decided to take it as a compliment.


    A trooper came hurrying down the walk from the adjutant's office and swung inside, saluting the major and holding out a folded paper in his left hand. "Thewires is up again, sir, and this telegram just come tlirough."


    "Thanks, trooper." Major Cole took the message back into his ojffice, read it, read it again, and was still thinking about it when he heard the tramp of hoofs out front of the building. He looked up expectantly.


    Brady and Rubio. It was an old ritual. Pete Rubio moved to the room's corner and stood there with his arms folded. He was chewing tobacco, saying nothing.


    Brady came forward and stood at slouched ease, a tall rugged dark man in a buckskin shirt and butternut trousers and a battered hat. "He's back," Brady said, and the major knew this would be the sum of Brady's voluntary report.


    "Any trouble?"


    "No," Brady said. "He's not a bad kid. And you can't blame him for trying to get to his father."


    "I don't intend to get rough with him, if that's what you mean," the major said. "But he's our one ace in the hole, and I want to keep him here. We can use him."


    "Use him. Major?"


    The major nodded. Then he said, "Your contrast expires next week. Have you thought about it?"


    "I've thought about it," Brady said. "I'm getting a little bit weary, Major. Tired of chasing a few renegade Coyoteros around the countryside for a Hving. Last year I came across a nice little valley up in the Santa Catalinas, all locked away from the rest of the world. I'm thinking of nmning a littlehorse ranch up diere."


    It was a long speech for Brady and the major recognized it. Presently he said, "I've just received a wirefrom Sherman's headquarters ordering me to get the garrison ready for action."


    "That's no news," Brady said. "You've been ready to set off for a month now."


    "I think this means a campaign," the major continued, ignoring Brady's remark. "I think it means we'll be mounting the regiment against Inyo. We'll need your services, Brady, to lead us to Inyo's ran-cheria in the Arrowheads."


    Brady jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the corner where Pete Rubio stood in squat, imperturbable quiet. "Pete knows that country. So do most of the Agency Apaches and Indian police around here."


    The major shook his head. "It won t do. No offense, Rubio."


    " 'S all right, Captain," Rubio drawled. Rubio called every officer captain.


    "Then get Al Sieber," Brady said. "Sieber's the best in the Territory."


    "Sieber is also working for another command, and they won't spare him. I need you, Brady. I want you to extend your contract." "For how long?"


    "For the duration of the campaign," the major said, with no change in tone. "It may take a week; it may take years." He leaned forward, his arms across the desk and the flats of his palms hard against the wood. "During the war I was a junior officer in your father's command."


    "I'm not my father. Major," Brady said gently. "Don't play on my sympathies."


    "I don't give a damn about your sympathies." He sat frowning up at Brady.


    


    Brady was quick, strong, shrewd. The Major needed that kind of man to act as his chief of scouts. Brady knew that as well as he himself did. That meant Brady was either angling for something, or was really serious about giving up his contract and going oflF to start his wilderness horse ranch.


    The major snorted. "Damn it, what will it take to keep you?''


    Brady shrugged. He walked to the open window and turned around.


    "I've got a bad case of conscience right now, Ma-]or.


    "What do you mean?"


    "You and I both know why Inyo jumped the reservation and why most of his band followed him. It wasn't because Inyo's a criminal and it wasn't because they all got iDlood-thirsty. It was because they got hungry. They've had a dozen treaties busted right under their noses. Now the Government puts them on a God-forsaken reservation that won't even support sand lizards and cactus wrens. What do they expect the Apaches to live on? Hell-I don't blame Inyo for heading for the hills, and neither do you. All he wants is a place to live where there's enough game and water to support human life."


    The major smiled grimly. "I thought so," he said. "The Interior Department knows the situation. I've joined forces a good many times with the Indian agent here to protest the situation. You know that as well as I do."


    "That doesn't change the facts," Brady insisted. "I'm not blaming you. Major. I just don't feel like hounding Inyo any more. I figure he's taken enough."


    The major nodded. "Brady, I'm going to play my


    


    ace, and I hope it works well enough to change your mind." He tapped the telegram on his desk with his index finger. "Sherman's headquarters has just advised me that the Interior Department is now willing to transfer this band of Coyoteros to the San Carlos Reservation in the White Mountains. But they won't approve the removal until and unless Inyo brings his renegades down out of the hills and back to the reservation. He's done too much damage and killed too many people. The Government wants him where it can watch him before it does him any favors."


    All the while he spoke, he was watching Brady s expression-a growing, unconvinced frown. "It smells," Brady said. "Of what?"


    "Cow dung," the scout answered bluntly. "It sounds to me like just another empty Washington pohticos' promise to trick Inyo into returninjg to the reservation."


    "I don't think so," the major said. "For one thing, this is over General Sherman's signature. Sherman does not make empty promises. For another thing, feelings are getting pretty high in the East about this whole Indian problem. Nobody's Ukely to put up with any more Washington double-dealing on this question. They're all remembering what happened to Custer a few years ago. I think they'd rather make the Indians happy than go through that again."


    Brady was nodding but the major noticed that the frown remained. "I'll think about it," the scout said. He stood up and put on his hat. "I'll think about it," he said again, nodded to the major, and went out of the room.


    


    Rubio swung away from the corner and followed on Brady's heels.


    As the major put the telegram in a drawer, he heard the heavy tramp of Sergeant-Major McCracken's returning footsteps. The sergeant-major's bulk filled the doorway and his deep-throated voice filled the room:


    "Captain Harris is bringing his troop in from scout detail," he announced.


    "All right," the major said. "Thanks, McCracken." He got up and walked out toward the parade ground.


    


    Captain Justin Harris left his half-troop of dry and dusty cavalrymen under the expert command of Sergeant Mitchell Andi-ews, and rode his own leg-weary horse across the parade ground to the commanding officer's office. The major was standing on the porch, a bull-shouldered, level-eyed officer, twisting the points of his mustache. Down the row of buildings Harris saw Will Brady and Pete Rubio leading their horses into the stables.


    Dust was a fine, gritty coating on everything- including Hanis's lips and cheeks and eyelids.


    Heat still held its heavy hand against the earth; shadows were long and red-tinged. As he dismounted, Harris had a glimpse of McCracken s heavy shape bent over the desk inside the front office.


    He saluted the major tiredly and left his horse's reins in the hand of the trooper who came up for them, and stepped up onto the porch. The adobe waU was pink in the low sun's hght. Harris's lean frame moved with the stiffness of a long journey. His voice was an unhurried Virginia drawl: "We went up the Smoke to Tilghley's Ford and made a swing around through Spanish Flat. No sign of Apaches up that way. We came back along the foothills of the Arrowheads, and two mornings ago we came onto a bunch of hoofprints. Unshod horses. We followed the trail and at noon we found VicManter's wagon. Remember him, Major?"


    The major nodded. "Itinerant trader."


    "Called himself the Apaches' friend." Harris said. "The wagon was burned to charcoal. They'd staked Manter out over an anthill. There wasn't much of him left—we buried it. Then we followed the tracks up to where they split up in the foothills and the trail petered out."


    'Inyo's bunch?"


    "Yes."


    "Come inside, Justin."


    Harris followed him inside and waved back Mc-Cracken's informal salute. He left the door open to the major's office and stood relaxed, waiting while the major opened a drawer, pulled out a telegram and handed it to him.


    HaiTis read the message and handed it back. "I see," he said. "This business with Manter won't help Inyo's chances any."


    "No," the major said, "it won t. A few more raids like that, and the Interior Department vidll take back its offer." .


    Harris looked through the window toward the Arrowheads, now turning indigo, violet and salmon-red under the rays from the setting sun. "I guess it's likely to be a long, bloody summer, Major."


    "Maybe," the major repHed. "And then again, maybe not. I want you to stand ready to go up there with Brady for a powwow with Inyo. We still may be able to talk him into coming back peacefully."


    Harris nodded. He turned back toward the door and said, "I want to get a few pounds of dust washed off."


    "Just a minute. Captain."


    It was the major's formal use of the word "Captain' that halted Harris. He turned to face the major, half-unconsciously bringing his lean body to attention.


    "There's something I have to ask you," the major said. His hand came up to twist the end of his mustache. "This is a small post, Justin. Talk runs aiound pretty fast here. "Talk?"


    "Talk-about you and Mrs. Sutherland. Is there anything to it? I'd better know, Justin."


    Harris could see that the major was both troubled and embarrassed by asking the question. "Did Captain Sutherland make a complaint. Major?"


    "No. He did not. This is purely gossip, third-hand at best. But it has come to my attention and I think I ought to know about it." The major seemed to grow abruptly conscious of the severity with which he was twisting the point of his mustache; he dropped his hand self-consciously to the desk top and let it He there. "What's the truth of the matter, Justin?"


    "I've had a few words with her from time to time," Harris said. "Nothing more than that, Major." "There's nothing between you, then?" "Not on my part, at least." Harris realized he was giving answers that were ambiguous. He tightened his fists at his sides and felt his jaw creep forward.


    Major Cole looked down and picked at a fingernail. "It would be improper of me to pry further, I think. But I ought to caution you about a couple of things, Justin. This kind of talk must spring from some source. And as I said, it makes the rounds in a considerable hurry. If it continues, it might make a good deal of trouble for you-both from George Sutherland, and from Sadie Rand, if she hears of it. She is your girl, isn't she?"


    "I like to think so," Harris answered, bringing up into the front of his mind a clear image of the blonde girl's clear-eyed features. "Is that all. Major?"


    The major giamted. "Damn it, I don't like this any more than you do. Don't stiffen up on me—I've seen enough of that today. Just pay heed to an old soldier's advice, Justin—and spike these rumors before they go any fiuther."


    Harris shrugged his wide, loose shoulders. "I'm not sure how I'd go about doing that, su," he said. He saluted and went out.


    Passing McCracken's desk, he stopped and turned, and put his suspicious glance on the sergeant-major's broad, red face. McCracken met his eyes with bland innocence. "Something I can do for you. Captain?"


    "I guess not," Harris said, and added, "I never figured you for a gossip, McCracken."


    "Why, what does that mean, sir?"


    "Forget it," Harris said. He put on his hat and went out into the twilight.


    An hour .later, after a bath and a shave and a change of clothies, he emerged from the officers' mess and stood on the edge of the parade ground, glancing up at the stars. He stretched, Hghted a cigar, and went across the compound through the night, his red cigar tip glowing and bobbing with his progress. On his way out of the garrison area, he saluted the guard and then tramped a well-packed trail toward the civilian camp, passing the end of the row of laundress shacks. The sound of a girl's calculated laughter came to him dimly from the saloon when he went by it; he continued to the sutler's store and went up onto theporch, and stood in the darkness a moment before he put his thumb on the doorlatch and went in.


    The big, disorderly room of the store was warmly illuminated by oil lamps suspended on the walls. Chet Rand, the sutler, stood behind the beer counter talking to the only customer, Will Brady. Brady had changed out of his trail costume into town garb-broadcloth trousers and a colorful flannel shirt. The scout's unruly black hair needed cutting; it always seemed to need cutting. Brady grinned when he saw Harris and waved a half-full beer mug in greeting; Harris came forward, still wearing the troubled expression that had burdened him since leaving Major Cole's office, and said in a subdued tone, " 'Evening, Will. Chet."


    "Sadie's out back in her room," Chet Rand said. He was a florid-cheeked man of some fifty years, dressed in a soiled and ill-fitting dark suit. "I'll tell her you're here, Justin."


    Will Brady put up his hand in a gesture. "A little later, Chet. I want to palaver with the captain first."


    "Why," Rand said, looking puzzled, "why, all right, Will." He drew a mug of beer and put it on the counter before Harris, and went back through the rows of drygoods to a rear door, through which he went out.


    When the door had closed, Harris regarded the scout and said, "What's on your mind, Will?"


    Brady indicated the full mug wth his hand. "Drink up. You just put that uniform on fresh?


    "Yes."


    "It's already dusty," Brady said. "Hell of a country." He set his mug down and hoisted himself up to a sitting position on the counter, swinging his legsloosely, lightly banging the counter-front with the backs of his bootheels. Presently he said, "George Sutherland was in here a while ago. Pretty drunk. Asked if you were here, and then left. Somebody's put a bee in his bonnet, Justin."Harris uttered a small groan. "Not you, too."


    "What's that supposed to mean?"


    "The major gave me a little speech tonight.''


    "So it's already got to him, has it?"


    "Hell," Harris said, with a soft viciousness. "I'd like to go out and tell the world to mind its own business."


    Brady chuckled. "That won't happen for a while yet, I suspect. I'll shut up if you want, but I just thought I'd warn you—Captain Sutherland looks like he's out for blood." Brady's emphasis on the word "Captain" was heavy and a trifle sarcastic; Harris knew, from many months of traiUng with Brady, just what Brady's opinion was of the B Company commander.


    "Thanks for the warning," Harris said.


    "We had a little excitement while you were gone," Brady said in an idle tone. "Tonio busted out. Pete and I went up after him and caught him at Yeager's ranch. He's back in the guardhouse now, plenty snug, I guess."


    "Sounds like a good job done."


    "Wasn't hard. Tonio's too young to have learned all the tricks yet. If he'd been smart enough, or a little older, we'd have lost him. A smart one wouldn't have headed for Yeager's—he'd have stayed in the rocks. Nobody could find a man in that rockpile soutli of Yeager's."


    Harris nodded. "Did the major show you that telegram from General Sherman?" "He did."


    "He made some remarks to me about the two of us going up to Inyo's camp to try and talk him into coming back to the reservation peacefully."


    If Brady was surprised, he didn't show it. All he said was, "When?"


    "The major's still waiting for orders." "My contract's up next week," Brady said. Harris's hand with the beer mug paused halfway to his mouth. He lifted it slowly the rest of the way and drank, looking closely at Brady over the rim of the mug. "You're not going to quit us now, are you?" "I'm thinking on it," Brady said. "Listen, Justin, don't get your hopes too high. Talking to Inyo wouldn't do much good at this point." i


    "Why not?"


    "Inyo might be willing to come down, but I doubt we'd get much co-operation out of that pack of young bucks with him. And if we took this kind of a proposal to him, he'd have to hold a council of warriors. He may be a war chief, but he doesn't have the authority to tell any of them what to do when it comes to giving up the fight."


    "Why shouldn't the rest of them accept the offer? It's a good one."


    "Sure," Brady said softly. He shifted his seat on the counter. "But those young bucks have tasted blood, now. They know the smell of a fresh kill. They'll never get the kind of excitement on the San Carlos reservation that they're getting right now, raiding all over the Territory and downi into Mexico."


    Harris shook his head. "I won't argue. You know them better than I do. But if they've got enough respect for Inyo's judgment, and if he's in favor of coming back to the reservation, it just might work."


    "Sure," Brady said again. "It might. But it's a mighty thin chance. And you and I might get our heads cut off if we went into the middle of Inyo's camp and then they decided not to take up the offer."


    Harris finished his beer and put down the empty mug. "That's the kind of business we're in," he answered. "We get paid to take risks."


    "You, maybe. Like I said, my contract's up next week."


    "Aagh," Harris said in disgust. "You won't quit any more than the major will—not until this thing's finished."


    "Don't count on it, Justin."


    "Just the same, that's one thing I'm not worried about," Harris hed. He went around the end of the counter and came back through the trough to the beer keg. "Want another?"


    "Obliged."


    Harris drew two fresh beers and sKd Brady's across the counter. Then he came around in front again and stood idly fingering a bolt of cloth on a wooden rack.


    Brady said, "If you're worrying about Sutherland, maybe you ought to do something about it."


    "Like what?" Harris demanded, wheeling on him.


    Brady shrugged. "Talk to him—straighten this mess out before it gets bigger than you figured on."


    Harris shook his head. "I know him better than that. You don't talk George Sutherland out of anything. He'll fight at the drop of a hat, but it takes a lot more to make him think. If he's got something inhis head about me, I won't get it out by talk."


    "Beat him up, then,'' Brady said in an offhand tone, and dropped off his seat. "I guess I've about emptied my bucket of wisdom for one night," he said, and grinned, and went out through the front door.


    Harris shook his head, musing quizzically about Brady's strange, carefree personality, so much contradicting the man's physical powerfulness and heavy, craggy features.


    Harris went back through the store to knock on the door that led into the Rands' living quarters.


    Sadie Rand, all youth and blondeness and quiet prettiness, opened the door. "Dad's gone out to the saloon," she said immediately. "Do you want some coffee?"


    Harris smiled. "Not on top of beer, thanks." He leaned forward, catching the point of her chin on his finger, and lifted her head for a kiss.


    She seemed to notice his restraint; she came through into the store, closing the door behind her. "That was a cool greeting. Captain," she said in a playful tone. She glanced at the mug of beer in his hand and walked right past him to the counter. "Your friend left half a mug of beer," she said.


    "Will Brady."


    "I know. Dad told me he had something mysterious to talk to you about." She picked up Brady's half-mug of beer and put it to her lips, and drank in sips. Harris followed her forward and stood six feet distant, watching her with affection plain in his eyes.


    She looked up, meeting his glance, her eyes holding his over a lengthening moment of stillness. Her gaze was too level—she had something on her mind.


    Presently she said, "Captain Sutherland was in here a little while ago. He was drunk and he was talking pretty loudly. I couldn't help but overhear." She folded her hands in front of her and cocked her head to one side. "I assumed he was under the influence of a conclusion that he'd jumped to.''


    "He was."


    "I assumed he didn't know what he was talking about."


    "Hell," Harris said, hearing the disgust in his own voice. "Now you, too. You didn't believe what you heard then, but you're not sure now. That's it, isn't it?"


    He rammed his hands in his pockets and thrust his head forward, staring at the floor. After a while, Sadie's voice came to him: "I only want a little reassurance, Justin. All you have to do is tell me it isn't true."


    His head came up. "Either you trust me, or you don't," he said flatly. He swung and pushed his way out of the store, with the heat of rising anger stinging his belly and throat.


    Brady worked with methodical thoroughness, running the steel currycomb along the sleek hide of his horse. A single lantern hung from a nail at the end of the stall, bathing the interior of the stable in a flickering yellow glow. He gave the appearance of a very content, very mild and carefree man. But the revolver hung ready at his hip and his ears were always attuned to the many sounds of the night, so that he was aware of Captain Justin Harris's approach long before Harris came into the stable runway.


    "Howdy again," Brady said mildly. "Looking for something?"


    "Sutherland," Harris said in a taut voice that revealed his anger. "I want to get this settled. Have you seen him?"


    Without changing expression, Brady pointed over his shoulder with a thumb. "He s in that empty stall."


    "What?"


    "Drunk. I guess he slipped in there to sleep it off. Didn't want his wife to see him."


    Harris came forward with a determined stride and peered into the dimness of the vacant stall. Brady watched him for a moment, then returned to his task of currying the horse. He heard Harris mutter something, after which the captain came forward and stood by him, watching him curry the animal, saying nothing. Brady said, "Where to now?"


    "Home to bed," Harris grunted, swinging away. His walk was stiffer than usual.


    Harris disappeared into the night and Brady continued his methodical task, moving around to the off side of the horse. When he was done currying, he rubbed the animal down carefully and slipped the almost-emptied nosebag off its head. He went forward to the water tiough and filled a bucket and brought it back for the horse. Finally he patted the horse's neck and put the bucket back where he had got it.


    He was coming back to turn out the lamp when something disturbed him. He stood still, frowning. Then he heard a muffled scratching issue from the vacant stall where the diunken officer was sleeping. Brady grunted and moved toward the lamp.


    By the time he got to it, Sutherland was standing unsteadily in the mouth of the stall. "Brady," Sutherland said thickly.


    "That's my name."


    Sutherland shook himself. In the pale wash ofmoonlight his round face seemed cherub-like. He


    Tubbed his hands up and down against the side of -lis trousers, looking around confusedly. "Did anyone •Ise see me here, Brady?"


    Brady said, smiling, "I reckon half the men on the post saw you walking around tonight, Captain. You'd had a few drinks."


    "Did I say anything?"


    "You came into the sutler's and asked if anybody'd seen Captain Harris. That's all I heard you say."


    Sutherland shook his head as if to clear it. "I was in the sutler's twice tonight," he said. "Who else was there?"


    "How would I know. Captain?" Brady kept his voice and face expressionless. He reached up toward the lamp.


    "No. Wait—leave the lamp burning." Sutherland looked puzzled. "Damn it, where's my saddle?"


    "On your own rack down there, I'd guess."


    Sutherland shook his head again, violently.


    "Sure—sure. Well, thanks. Good night, Brady."


    "Going somewhere, Captain?"


    "A ride, I guess—clear my head." Sutherland was in pretty bad shape, Brady could see. The scout touched his hatbrim in acknowledgment. "I hope you feel better, come mornin'," he said, and walked out of the stable.


    Brady waited on the porch of the adjutant's darkened oJBBce, standing back deep in the shadows, rolling a smoke andlighting it. The night sky was a velvet depth of indigos and blacks; a thin rind of moon hung a third of the way up, affording little illumination. Brady put his shoulderblades against the wall of the building.


    Presently the faint splash of hght in the stable doorway was extinguished, and shortly thereafter a horseman issued from the place. Sutherland rode within ten feet of Brady. Sutherland's horse cHp-clopped across the dusty length of the compound. Dimly through the night, Brady heard a few soft words exchanged between the mounted officer and the trooper on guard; then Sutherland rode on out of hearing.


    Brady pulled a last drag of his cigarette and tossed the butt out past the edge of the porch. He was about to turn down the walk when he caught the sound of muffled steps through the powder-dust. He stood still and looked back.


    The shape advancing was a very tall, very thin one. Brady stepped to the edge of the porch and said, "Howdy, Emmett."


    The tall man came right ahead until he was close enough to make out Brady's features.


    "Howdy yourself," said Emmett Tucker, who was Justin Harris's company sergeant.


    Tucker was thin to the point of emaciation; his hair, brick red, was gray in this Hght. "Scouting for Injuns on the adjutant's porch, Will?"


    "Sure enough," Brady answered in a lazy tone.


    "I just saw Captain Sutherland on his way out the gate. Wonder where he's off to at this hour of a black night?" Tucker spoke in an Alabama drawl. He might have been thirty-five or fifty; it was impossible to tell.


    He leaned a long bony-fingered hand against the porch post and spat toward the ground. "Cap Harris said we might be doing some riding in the next few days. Up into the Arrowheads, just the three of us."


    Brady chuckled. "You never get left out of anything, do you?"


    "Wouldn't want to miss anything," Tucker repHed. And he added, in a tone of dry good humor, "Somebody's got to go along and wet-nm-se the captain."


    "Captain Harris doesn't need any wet-nursing, Emmett."


    "Sure," Tucker murmured. His rawboned face cracked into a grin. "Almost as good an officer as I was, I reckon."


    "You were an officer?"


    "That was another war," Tucker murmured. He swung away abruptly and plowed through the night, apparently headed for the saloon. Tucker didn't drink often, but when he did, he put Sutherland's performance of tonight to shame.


    Presently, Brady turned down the porch and walked toward the officers' houses. The night was deep and still. His footsteps along the porch boards sent back crisp echoes. He dropped off the end of the porch and went through the dust, walking with measured paces, pulling his hat forward across his brow, passing the major's house and the adjutant's and Surgeon Clayton's and Justin Harris's, and turning without hesitation up the stone-bordered walk of George Sutherland's house. A lamp burned inside; he lifted his fist and knocked.


    


    Eleanor Sutherland owned a striking clear-featured beauty and the power to attract men strongly. And she knew it. When the door opened, she stood in dark silhouette against the hghted room; she tosSed her hair and Brady stood fast, letting her size him up, letting her take time to decide on her course of action.


    It was some time in coming, but fmally she said, "Hello, Will."


    He nodded and removed his hat.


    "Well," she said a little dryly, "I suppose you want to come in." She stepped aside and swept her arm toward the room in a half-sardonic gesture. "Welcome to my parlor. Will."


    Making a point of ignoring her sarcasm, he walked on into the parlor.


    "Sit down. Will. What brings you, on such a fine night?" Everything she said seemed tinged with irony; he suspected it served mainly to cover up a monumental unhappiness; but that, for the moment, was not his concern. He sat, crossing his legs and hanging his hat over the lifted knee.


    "I'll fix you a drink," she said, walking past him toward the kitchen, speaking over her shoulder: "That hat looks as though wolves have been chewing on it."


    "I keep it out of sentiment," he said, matching her tone for dryness.


    In a little while she came out of the kitchen with a half-filled tumbler of whisky in each hand. She put one on the table beside his chair, then looked around the sparsely furnished room with evident disdain. "You can't keep dust off things for five minutes here," she said, and shrugged, taking a place on the love seat facing him. She took a drink and regarded him blankly.


    "Where I come from," Brady drawled, "ladies aren't supposed to drink hard Hquor in polite society."


    "Since when is this polite society. Will?"


    "I was under the impression your husband's an officer and a gentleman."


    Her only response was a short laugh. She tossed her head back and watched him. Beautiful dark eyes she had; even now her beauty had the power to sway him, forcing him to maintain constant guard over his impulses.


    She took another sip and said, in a far gentler tone, "It's been a long time since you've darkened my door, Will. To what do I owe the pleasm-e?"


    She was now defensive and this surprised him; never before had she seemed to feel a necessity to construct shelters around herself in his presence.


    She turned her supple body half-sideways on the love seat arid extended one long, graceful arm along the back of it and sat, drink in hand, regarding him through half-closed lids.


    By way of answer to her question, he said, "Talk has been going around, Eleanor. I think you're playing dangerous politics."


    "And just what," she rephed with mock sweetness, "is that supposed to mean?"


    His drink sat where she had placed it on the table, untouched. His slouched posture was relaxed; long years of bone-pounding movement had trained him to treasure each available moment of inactivity and put it to best use.


    He said softly, "I always figured you owned a little more respect for public opinion."


    Her eyes flashed; he saw her hand clench white around the glass. Her words, though softly spoken, had bite in them: "You didn't seem to feel the same way a few months ago, Will. I didn't see any concern then on your part for George or for pubhc opinion."


    "You and I were careful," Brady said. "We didn't let it get around."


    "And that makes everything right," she answered.


    He ignored the edge to her words. He said, "You've gotten careless."


    She leaned forward, suddenly tense, suddenly dead serious. "Will, you and I were washed up months ago. You were the one who said so. Now what gives you the right to come in here and dictate my life to me?"


    "I don't like what you're doing."


    "Well," she said in measured syllables, "that is just too bad."


    But her eyes behed the hard crust of her words; her eyes were too bright—the beginning glisten of tears. She stood, turned away, and walked across the room to the small window cut into the adobe-plaster wall; she snatched the curtains aside and leaned forward, arais braced against the sill. It was, he knew, another pose; there was nothing she could seethrough that window except her own reflection, and perhaps his. But her words were no pose. "What do you want from me, Will?"


    He answered with disquieting calmness: "I want you to leave Justin Harris alone."


    She wheeled. Her fists again were clenched. "You have no right to ask that of me."


    "Come on, now," he said soothingly. "I don't think you understand what you're playing with, Eleanor."


    "Don't I?" She walked swiftly toward him and glared down at him; he had to fear his head back to look at her. "Then listen to this, Will Brady. I don't know what it was that changed your mind about me a few months ago, but all of a sudden you decided you were too good for me. You dropped me, and that's fine—for you. You don't have to go on living, day in and day out, with George Sutherland. You don't have to sit and go quietly mad while he plays his stiff-backed little military games and preens himself in front of the mirror and complains every hour about the miserable administrative mistake that assigned him to this forsaken outpost. You don't have to live your life with a man who's lost all capacity for loving and feeling—you don't have to hve with a cold, dead machine. Will."


    He interrupted her softly: "I didn't choose to marry George Sutherland, either. We make our own beds, Eleanor. You and I have talked this out before—and you know my feelings. It would be a lot more honorable for you to leave him than to keep playing around right under his nose."


    Flesh rippled along the line of her jaw. "Let me finish, Will. Don't talk to me about honor. I've heard more tlian I can take about honor. Pride and honor—nothing else matters any more to George. Well, I've had my fill of it-right up to here." She threw her head back and touched her throat.


    "All right," he said mildly. "That changes nothing."


    "Doesn't it? Will, love is something you have to keep aHve, like a fire. You've got to feed it. George quit all that a long time ago."


    "Then leave him."


    "Leave him? And go where?"


    "You'd make out all right, I reckon," he drawIed.


    "I was wUing to go away with you. Will. Remember that little horse ranch up in the mountains? But you didn't want it. You wouldn't have any part of it You had a sudden attack of 'honor.' And I haven't seen you since that day." She dropped abruptly to one knee; her hand moved forward, ahnost reluctantly—as though it were against her will—and her fingers toyed with his sleeve. "I had to do something, Will," she said in a small voice.


    "So you took up wdth Tucker," he replied, appearing untouched. "Sergeant Emmett Tucker—quite a comedown, wasn't it?"


    "So you knew about that."


    "Purely by accident. It didn't last long with Tucker, did it, Eleanor?"


    Her head shook back and forth. There was a light deep in her eyes—perhaps it was desperation. "Emmett is a good man," she said tonelessly, 'iDut he's troubled. He's got too much in his past. There are things he's too proud to forget. It was no good between us. We both had to force ourselves."


    "So Tucker went back to the bottle," he observed, "and you turned to Justin Harris." "Justin is a man, Will."


    "Sure. And he's already got a girl."


    Her lips curled wryly. "Do you think I don't know that? Every time I approach him, he makes it all too clear."


    Not without gentleness, Brady pushed her hand away from his arm and stood up. He took a restless pacing turn around the room, hands rammed in his pockets, and came back to take a stand looking down at her. She remained crouched before the chair where he had been sitting. Her body shd back slowly until she was sitting crosslegged on the floor, head thrown back, eyes shining up at him defiantly. She lifted the glass to her lips and swallowed and put the empty glass down.


    "What do you want from me, Will?"


    "I told you. Leave Harris be."


    "I can't. I've got to have somebody to turn to."


    "Turn to me, then, if you've got to. But leave Harris alone."


    She looked up, surprised. Then surprise faded to bitter, jaded disappointment on her face. "You don't want me."


    "I want you," he admitted. "I always did. Fut I never figured we had a chance of working out."


    "Why not, Will?" Her voice rose. "Why can't we?"


    "Tucker and me—I've got my own memories, too. But it's not just that, Eleanor. You're an officer's wife. I can handle that, but Justin Harris can't. That's what you don't see. A thing like this can wreck him —and Justin's too good an officer to have his career smashed by you or me or anybody like us."


    Her face moved; thoughtfulness replaced the bitter downturn of lips. "You think a lot of him, don't you?"


    "Sure. You said it yourself—he was the only manyou could find. The only real man on this post. I respect him for that."


    "Enough to sacrifice yourself." "By letting you hang on me when you need somebody to hang on to? No, Eleanor. I'm not that much of a saint."


    She shook her head. Sitting on the floor, she looked like nothing so much as a spoiled little girl, just emerging from a tearful tantrum. She said, "I don't understand any of this. Will—I don't understand you."


    He picked up his glass from the table and sipped from it, speaking slowly: "I saw your husband ride off the post a little while ago. To clear his head. He'd passed out in the stable while he was hunting for Harris. He was primed to pick a fight, I guess. It will probably wear off by morning. When the two of you first came here, I thought he was too strait-laced, too spit-and-pohsh, but I figured he had the makings of a fair officer and a fair man. I figured wrong. I've watched him too long to give him any more chances." "That's why you've changed your mind?" "Partly."


    She shook her head. "I don't want it that way. Will. Either you want me or you don't. Leave George out of that. What's between you and me has nothing to do with him."


    He drank the whisky down and stood regarding her a moment longer. "All right," he said. "Do what you want to do—but stay away from Harris. You hear me?"


    She came to her feet. All her movements were supple, graceful, attracting all his male instincts. "Wait," she said.


    He stood still.


    "What do you want me to do. Will?"


    "I've already told you."


    "Is that all?"


    He faced her squarely, recognizing her weaknesses for what they were. He said, "I may be leaving the post next week. My contract is up.''


    Her expression changed. She looked slowly around the room as though it were unfamiUar to her. Finally she said quietly, "I want to go with you."


    "To be with me? Or to get away from George Sutherland?"


    Finally she said, "I can't say. Will. I'm not sure."


    He turned toward the door. With his hand on the latch, he looked over his shoulder at her. "You'll have to figure that out for yomself, Eleanor. I want you for me, not for the freedom I may seem to oflFer you. The horse ranch in the Santa Catalinas will be a lot tougher than this place."


    "I don't know. Will."


    He nodded and pulled open the door. The last thing he said before he left was, "While you're making up your mind, stay clear of Justin Harris, hey?"


    "All right, Will. I don't need him for anything, now."


    He left her that way, standing alone in the center of the dusty parlor. He pulled the door shut behind him and walked into the night, head bowed in thought, troubled by the memories that flitted past his vision, troubled by the uncertainties of the present and the dangers of the future.


    When he left the stable, having taken a look at the passed-out Sutherland and having said good night to Brady, Justin Harris crossed the compound to hisquarters and sat down on the edge of his cot to tug off his boots. Hard, bright anger continued to course through his veins and he knew better than to try to sleep. He lay back with a week-old Tucson newspaper and tried to read, but after half an hour he gave up and threw the paper aside, getting up and putting on his boots again and tramping around the little room until presently he flung the door open and went out onto the parade ground.


    The quarter moon was almost directly overhead. Dimly against the lights of the camp-town beyond the post he could see the figure of the guard slowly moving back and forth across the road. Mrs. Mc-Cracken s tomcat came prowling around the edge of the building, stared at him with yellow-gleaming eyes and vanished on soundless paws. Harris, after a moment's consideration, walked down the row of houses, turning up the walk to Sutherland's house.


    Lamplight shone through the window; he was startled to see the silhouette of a woman close against the glass—Eleanor Sutherland. For a moment he thought she was watching him, but then he realized she could see nothing but reflection against the glass from inside the lighted room. He looked past her, seeing for the first time the figure of a man sprawled comfortably in a parlor chair—Will Brady.


    It drew him up straighter. After a moment Eleanor turned her back to the window and the curtains fell into place, obscuring whatever was transpiring inside.


    It had been in Harris' mind to confront both Sutherland and Eleanor and straighten out the whole tangle of intrigues that seemed to be tightening around them all. But now it was apparent thatSutherland was not yet home, and that Eleanor was, in her expert fashion, entertaining a guest.


    Harris shrugged. It meant little to him; he was mildly surprised to see Brady here after Brady's hard words of earher in the evening. But it was not Harris's affair, and he had little interest in Eleanor Sutherland. He turned back and walked toward the gate.


    The parade ground was softly still. His boots scuffed up little eddies of dust. At the gate, the sentry came to attention, presenting arms. Harris saluted and was going past when a thought stopped him, turning him around. "Trooper."


    "Yes, sir?"


    "Have you seen Captain Sutherland tonight?"


    "He rode off post about twenty minutes ago, sir?"


    Harris said "Thanks, trooper." He peered forward in the dark. "Phillips?"


    "Yes, sir, that's me."


    "Didn't recognize you," Harris said. "How's your wife coming along?"


    "Pretty good, thanks, sir. The baby's due any day, the doc says."


    "Good enough," Harris said. "Carry on, PhilHps." He went forward along the road, tramping the worn wagon ruts.


    Presently he mounted the four cracked wooden steps to the saloon door and pushed his way inside. Smoke lay low and heavy. The room was filled with its usual crowd, lethargic, gambling, talking and smoking; little conversations rippled around the room. Here and there, a girl with crudely apphed rouge and forced smiles talked with a soldier or adusty civilian. Two bartenders sweated busily behind the long plank bar.


    Restless, uncertain, Harris stood swaying on the balls of his feet, looking the room over-and spotted, alone at a corner table, the gaunt and carrot-topped familiar shape of Emmett Tucker, his company sergeant.


    In no mood to drink or think alone, Harris pushed his way through the crowd to that corner and stood near Tucker's shoulder. "Mind if I buy into your bottle. Sergeant?"


    Tucker looked up. There was a faraway, dismal quahty in his glance. "Suit yourself. Captain," he drawled, and poured Harris's glass full of whisky. Tucker tilted the bottle to his lips.


    Harris sat, coiling his fingers around the glass. When he spoke it was more tolerantly than before: "Going over it all again, Emmett?"


    Tucker's bleak eyes slid across Harris's, and dropped once more. "Leave it be, Captain. Leave it be."


    "All right." Harris hooked an elbow over the back of his chair and swung half around to regard the goodnatured crowd. But here sat Tucker, back in a comer cooled by his own bitter memories. After a while Harris, turning back and planting his elbows on the table, said to the rawboned sergeant, "You've been fighting this ever since I met you, Emmett. Maybe the odds would even up a little if two of us were doing the fighting together."


    Tucker's glance flashed up again. "Why not?" "Spit it out, then."


    "A lot of things, Captain. A woman, a brother. A man carries memories around on his back." Tuckerfrowned into the bottle. "Why all the interest?"


    "You're too good a man to get corked up in a bottle."


    Tucker laughed shortly. "Yeah. I thought the same thing once, myself.''


    "What happened to change it?"


    "The War Department Act of 'Sixty-six."


    "I don't know that one," Harris said.


    "I reckon you're a little young to recollect it, Captain. But it's this: No ex-Confederate officer can hold a commission in the army of these here United States," Tucker said.


    "You were an officer, then?"


    "Brevet Captain at Chancellorsville. At your service, sir." Tucker looked up a moment, curled his Ups into a wry smile. Then he lifted the bottle.


    "A man shouldn't let a thing like that ruin his Hfe," Harris said. "Why dwell on it?"


    "I'm as high as I can go, right now," Tucker said. "That's kind of hard on an ambitious man. Captain." His hand was steady on the bottle. "And I'm not handy at anything else. I'm army. Been army all my Hfe. Too old, too stubborn to change. I don't figure to see myself handlin' a pick or a lasso or a plow, or clerking."


    "Maybe," Harris suggested softly, "you ought to take pride in a job well done, instead of worrying after a job you can't get. You're a good topkick, Em-mett—the best. Why be ashamed of that?"


    "I ain't," Tucker admitted. "Only from here it looks like a blind canyon, you see? Nowhere to go from here, except maybe get my head shot oflF by some howling Coyotero. Or spend the rest of my life drilling troops on the parade ground, and finally getput out to pasture in a supply office somewhere."


    Harris shrugged. "We ail get killed or put out to .pasture sooner or later, Emmett. You've got a bad case of feeling sorry for yourself, that's all."


    Tucker grunted. "I'll tell you something, Captain. I was a good officer. I don't look like it now, but I came out of West Point. Class of 'Sixty-one."


    Harris's eyebrows lifted. He sat a little lower in his chair, sipping his drink, and for a while joined Tucker in Tucker's private dark and silent country. And when he got up to leave, he had nothing to say.


    


    


    Brady wasn't exactly sure whether he was an important part of events or merely a bystander. What he did know was that things were threatening to come to a head pretty quickly. He had seen Sadie Rand this morning and knew of her difficulties with Hai-ris, which had made him curse inwardly. Last night, well past midnight, he had observed the return of Captain George Sutherland on his horse, and had seen the grim set of Sutherland's features when Sutherland went past the lantern on the hospitaldoor.


    Not long after that, he had met Emmett Tucker, walking with the precariousness of a very drunk, very sad man. Tucker had merely grunted to him and gone home. And this morning he had seen Justin Harris fall in his company onto the dust-covered compound and berate them for sloppy driUing. Which was something Harris seldom did.


    The major had come out on his office porch and spoken a few words of smprise and caution to Brady who had taken all these small things into his head. Brady was now in the barber's chair, trying to sort them out.


    After a shave and a haircut, he went across the weed-and greasewood-strewn lot to Chet Rand's store, where he consumed a lunch consisting ofcanned tomatoes, canned peaches, salt beef and crackers.


    The only thing he could see plainly was that everything, all these entanglements and angers, revolved around the central figure of Eleanor Sutherland. Eleanor's dark beauty had drawn them all into a web of hatreds and deceptions. How long that web would last was anybody's guess. It seemed pretty obvious that when the web did collapse, it would dump them into an uncomfortable pit of conflict that might destroy all of them.


    "I'll see you later," he said to Chet Rand, and left the sutler's. For the next five days he was bound to the army by contract; after that-he had not decided. A lot of it depended on Eleanor. In some ways she frightened him as much as she attracted him. He knew he wanted her, but he was not at all sure that he was capable of making her happy. Up to now his own life had run through drifting paths. And he was half-afraid that it was his very irresponsibility, in contrast with Sutherland's regimented conduct, that appealed to Eleanor. If that was true, he knew there was no chance of making any kind of a mutually happy future with her. If, on the other hand-


    The answers simply were not available. He found himself cm-sing the whole morass, while he walked slowly across the parade ground. Down at the far end. Tucker was drilling his platoon with sharp, clear commands— "Right, march! Pick up your feet, dammit—you're raising enough dust for a brigade." The dry bite in Tucker's voice was something no one could miss.


    Brady paused in front of the guardhouse, nodding to the sentiy. He peered in thi-ough the small barredopening of the door, made out the wiry form of Tonio far in the dimness.


    "How's it going, Tonio?"


    Tonio moved forward. There was, Brady noticed, a new respect in the Apache youth's eyes. Tonio spoke carefully, Agency School talk. "What am I being kept here for, Brady? What have I done?"


    "I'm not quite sure," Brady said. "I'll ask the major. I don't run this place, Tonio--I just work here. Anything I can get for you?"


    Tonio spat. Brady smiled gently. ' Take it easy, lad. At least you're getting plenty of food and shelter.


    "I wish to hunt my own food-to be with my ownpeople."


    "You may get your wish pretty quick now. Just


    don't try to bust out again."


    "If I do, you will not catch me aUve."


    Brady nodded. "Maybe that's what you learned the other day. Well, keep on learning, kid, and one day you'll be a chief. I'd like to see that happen."


    Tonio met his glance proudly; Tonio believed him and that was good. Brady turned from the door, patting his pockets, frowning. He said to the sentry, "Got the makings on you, soldier?"


    "Sure." The trooper handed over paper and toBrady rolled a smoke and handed the materialsback.


    That was when he heard the faint sound of scuffling. His head lifted, listening to the sounds of scratching and thudding. Presently he walked around the end of the guardhouse. Behind the building he came upon the sight of two men mixing in savage battle, silent and vicious. Harris and Sutherland.


    The two officers stopped abruptly, startled. Both looked at Brady. Sutherland's lip was cut and his cheek showed a bruise; Harris bled from his ear. And from his awkward bent stance, Brady guessed that Harris had been hit more than a few times in the belly.


    "Howdy,'' Brady said with a straight face. "Can I hold somebody's coat?"


    The sounds of the two men's breathing filled the air for a moment. Then Sutherland spoke: "Get out of here, Brady, and forget you saw anything."


    "How are you going to explain your face?"


    "Shut up, Will," said Harris, "and go along."


    "No," Brady said. "I reckon not. You're fighting the wrong man, Captain Sutherland."


    Sutherland's brows knitted into a frown. His moon face was flushed and showed the tracks of sweat and punishment.


    Brady said, "You two look pretty funny right now."


    Harris said wearily: "Get out of here, Will."


    "No," Sutherland said. "Wait. What did you mean —I'm fighting the wrong man?"


    "Just what I said. Captain Harris never took after your wife."


    Sutherland moved forward a pace, braced. "How do you know?"


    "I get around. Captain, maybe before you jimip to a conclusion, you ought to take a look and see how far the jump is."


    Puzzled, Sutherland's round face turned toward Harris. "Is that true?"


    "I told you before, George—I don't want anything from your wife and I never did."


    Sutherland stood awkwardly poised. The roundfleshiness of his cheeks made him look soft, but he was not. He remained unconvinced; he frowned past lowered brows at Harris. "Smoke means fire," he said stubbornly.


    Harris straightened, shrugging. "You take my word or you don t. Listen, George—this loose talk has hurt me as much as it's hurt you. My own girl's suspicious of me now."


    Brady tried to hold back a grin, but was not altogether successful.


    Harris, glancing at him, waggled a finger. "You shut up. Will."


    Brady's brows went up. "I didn't say a word." He fought down the impulse to laugh.


    Sutherland stood fast, frowning at Harris. "Why didn't you tell me all this before?" "Did you ask me?"


    "Aagh," Sutherland said. Abruptly he wheeled, brushed past Brady and was gone around the side of the guardhouse.


    Harris came forward wearing a troubled look. "Maybe it would have been better if we'd finished the fight. George and I have been rubbing each other the wrong way a long time."


    "Sorry, Justin," Brady murmured. "I'd have minded my own carrot patch, only I figmed I had a stake in this one."


    "What stake?"


    Brady shook his head. "Not now," he said. He was turning away when Harris's voice caught him.


    "You—you and Eleanor. I should have figured it before."


    "Don't rush into a wrong guess," Brady said, turning.


    


    �"Hell," Harris said. "I didn't think you were that kind, Will."


    Brady, full of contradictions and no longer sure of himself, turned and went tramping through the dust.


    Harris caught up to him in a few long strides. "Hold on. Will. I didn't mean any offense. It took me by surprise, that's all."


    "Sure," Brady said, glancing at him bleakly. They were walking alongside the guardhouse wall. Suddenly he stopped and confronted Harris. "Damn it, Justin, I had it all figured out. Why'd you have to go and tear it apart?"


    "Why?" Harris said. "What did I do?"


    Brady searched his eyes for a moment, and cursed. "Damn it, do you have to keep standing there looking like an officer and a gentleman?"


    "Wait a minute," Harris said. "I'm just beginning to pt this. Your conscience is bothering you, Will."


    "Is it?" Brady's eyes flashed up, hot with an anger directed against no one in particular. "Well, then, maybe it is. It'll take a wiser man than me to put it all together, Justin. But I'll thank you to quit get-ting in my way with your iron-bound codes of honor. I've got grief enough without that."


    "It's not me that's getting in your way," Harris answered. "Don't get things mixed up, Will."


    "How else can I get them, Justin?" Brady retorted. "Neither your damned codes nor anything else is going to set things right."


    Harris nodded. "I see," he said gently. "Then you're in love with her?"


    Brady swung away, putting his back to Harris. "Well," he said, half in anger, "what if I am?"


    When he turned back, Harris was shaking hishead. "You've got trouble then," was all Hanis said. He stood regarding Brady with a worried glance.


    Brady cursed.


    Harris showed a wan smile. "Want some advice, Will?''


    "No."


    "I'll give it to you, anyway. Get clear of this post —get clear of that woman. Find yourself a saloon and drink yourself to death. Anyhow, ride over the hill and don't ever look back."


    "It wouldn't work," Brady said.


    Harris took a pace forward and gripped Brady's shoulders. "She belongs to somebody else, Will."


    Brady let out a long breath. "Yeah." He turned on his heel and walked away.


    Hanis let him go alone.


    


    


    Brady, measuring neither time nor distance, rode a far way out onto the desert plain. Catclaw and palo-verde and manzanita scrubs dotted the yellow-brown land, and the dust-filled heat was bitter and bright. His horse covered miles of ground; and now and then, out of habit, his eyes flicked the surrounding hillocks.


    And finally he saw before him the gently winding comse of the Smoke, bordered by its marching green cottonwoods. He rode down to the river and let his horse drink its fill from the shallow flow.


    Now drought lay hard and bleak across the land. He had known times when the Smoke flowed sixty or a hundred feet wide along its desert course; today it was scarcely ten feet wide.


    He considered his cavalry boots. A Christmas gift from Justin Harris, not too many months ago. He cursed, led the horse back on the grass, loosened the cinch, and left it with reins trailing. He walked back to the shaded bole of a thick cottonwood, settled with his back to the tree. Legs stretched, his hat tilted across his brows, he glanced upstream and down, and closed his eyes.


    But rest was impossible. Presently he stood up and tore a foot-long twig from a low-hanging branch. He proceeded to break the twig into the smallest possible bits, and tossed them one by one onto the surface of the meandering river. In a short while there was a tiny fleet of them, floating downstream.


    Brady pushed back his hat and sm-veyed the river in both directions; it wound out of sight both ways, leaving him nothing but the thin perimeter of cotton-woods to look at. He turned back to his horse, tightening the cinch and mounting. Brady frowned and sat there, not moving the horse, curlingone leg over the saddlehorn. He patted his pocket and swore; he did not have his cigarette makings. "Fine day," he muttered. "Fine day-everything's going right." He put his foot down into the stirrup and lifted the reins, yanking his hat low over his forehead.


    That was when the sight of something out of place froze him. He squinted forward. Presently a breech-clouted Indian, short and lean, rode a dappled horse out of the trees across the river and sat his horse, regarding Brady.


    Brady matched the Indian's frank stare. It meant only one thing: that Indian was not the only Indian around here. Most likely, Brady was surrounded by now.


    Brady grimaced. If he hadn't been so stupidly engrossed in his own problems, he would have heard them sneaking up on him. He scowled at the silent Indian and tried to figure up the odds against him, but he had no way of telling how many of them were concealed in the cottonwoods.


    Pretty soon they would get tired of their little game. One of the young bucks, more restless than the others, would take a shot at him from the trees. That would be the end. He didn't propose to wait for that.


    He had to assume two things. One was that themajority of the Apaches were in the trees behind him on his own side of the river, expecting him to tmn and walk or run from the silent one across the river. Another was that surprise would give him a little edge-the edge he needed-between life and death. "Well," he said, under his breath to the pony, 'Tiere we go."


    The Apache across the river sat his dappled horse blandly, unbhnkingly. Brady cocked his muscles, gave his horse warning with a little twitch of the reins, and jabbed in the spurs. He charged straight across the shallow stream into the surprised Indian on the dappled horse.


    The Indian shouted and lifted his lance; Brady leaned far forward along the horse's withers, water splashing up against his legs, and lifted his revolver from its holster. He fired two hurried shots.


    Shooting from the back of a lunging horse did not make for accuracy. He hit the Indian-the Indian lurched on his saddle and dropped the poised lance -but he had not hit a vital area. A tight grin of tension spHt Brady's lips. He splashed out of the water, and wheeled past the swaying mounted form of the woimded Apache. The Indian reached out for him but missed; Brady spun his horse into the trees with the first of a fusillade of shots winging by him. He heard the bullets strike trees, he heard the boom of Agency rifles and the sharper crack of one fast-shooting Winchester—all this in a few spht seconds.


    He plunged his horse, galloping through the fringe of cottonwoods.


    He broke out of the trees and sped at a dead run up a slope, crossing a patch of rocks and looking back in time to see the first of the bucks on horsebackleaving the trees in pursuit of him. He heard a couple of shots, and ran straight up the slope and over the top and cut shaiply to his left. After a steady run he reined the horse again to the top of the ridge and looked back.


    The Indians were strung out in a ragged line. The ten Apaches were considerably beyond accurate rifle range. He ran forward along the crest until he turned to the left again and ran once more for the trees. That was his mistake.


    There were very few stupid Apaches when it came to hunting down a man. When he was halfway to the river, a trio of mounted bucks broke from the cottonwoods and charged toward him, rifles lifted.


    He cursed and yanked the horse's head around, making for the steep hillside. The maneuver had given the main pai'ty of braves a chance to gain on him. He fired a few random shots over his shoulder, and felt the horse begin to scramble, attacking the stifle rise of the hill. The firing of the Apache rifles increased. Ricocheting bullets screamed off rock surfaces. A glance backward showed him that the three Apaches from the river had joined the main party; they were within two hundred yards. Far back along the trees, a straggling solitary rider was trotting forward. He guessed it was the one he had charged and wounded at the river.


    The horse heaved forward; he had the precarious sensation of starting to fall backward, the hill was that steep. He leaned flat forward over the horn. A rearward glance flung at his pursuers told him they had gained thirty yards.


    And finally, the horse lunged over the top. Brady gigged it to a canter and went across the narrow,rocky ridgetop, and began the long run down the shallow dropping slope of the other side. He knew exactly what the Apaches were doing. Two or tliree would be cutting to either side, making the long run around the end of the ridge. The rest would be following him up the slope.


    His only course was straight ahead into the tortured ruggedness of the foothills, into the darkness of the Arrowheads.


    Brady s mind worked swiftly. If he maintained his present direction, it would not be too long before the Apaches drove him into a box. There were very few passes into the fortress of the Arrowheads; most of the notches were dead ends, box canyons. He had to make a long swing around until he was running parallel to the base of the foothills-and then hope his winded horse would outlast the Apache's lightly loaded mounts.


    The horse was already badly vmided. He could feel the shod hoofs stumble now and then. Behind him he saw the first of the Indians scrambling over the ridge top and plunging forward after him, whooping. The distance was not much more than half a mile.


    A man could not outgun fourteen fighting Apaches. But to continue running, in the end, would lead to defeat. His eyes swept the hills and settled on a craggy mound of rocks. Beyond it lifted the higher masses of the foothills and then the dark fastness of the Arrowheads. He swept o£F his hat and looked at the sky, at the westering sun-two hours of full day-fight left, and another hour of dusk before night. On a fresh horse it was five hours to Fort Dragoon.


    It was the nearest thing to a natural fortification this desert had to oflFer. A manzanita branch rushed by, tearing at his trouser leg. He went around the side of the hill and pointed the horse up its steep slope and let the horse rock and stagger up the hill.


    Halfway up, Brady yanked the rifle from its scabbard and the canteen from the saddle and, carrying only these two things, flung himself off the horse and ran uphill.


    He covered ground with pumping legs until his eyes swam with blood and his chest heaved and he could not get enough of the hot, stinging desert air into his lungs; he squeezed upward between the faces of a rock-sHce and scrambled on, demanding of his punished legs step after step. And finally, in that manner, he achieved the top of the hiU-a small round flat space, surrounded by a natural rock perimeter, and guarded on half its base by a sixty-foot sheer stone chff.


    He lay flat, canteen and rifle at hand, and for a single moment let his head drop onto his arm while he brought great rasping lungfuls of scorching air into his body. His legs were numb, immediately starting to stiffen. He lifted his head and looked downhill.


    They were coming.


    He saw his own riderless horse standing with its feet splayed, utterly beaten, head hanging ahnost to the ground, eyes wide and bulging and glazed.


    The Indians charged right up to the base of the hill and stopped, milling, holding a quick conference. The brassy sun beat down on Brady s back and sent up painful reflected heat from the surface of the flat rock on which he lay. He reached his rifle, extendedit over the edge of the rock and rested his cheek against the stock. He shook his head; he bhnked; he aimed the rifle, held his breath and squeezed off a shot.


    The bullet took the nearest of the Indians off his saddle and dumped him on the ground; immediately, the other Apaches scattered to the cover of the rocks. Presently, he saw two men leading all the horses to a spot out of Brady's range.


    Now it would begin—the slow stalk.


    He picked up the rifle again and began to search for targets in the rocks below. For a while, he knew, it would be standoff-but if they could crawl too close to him before nightfall, he was done ...


    Sutherland entered his quarters late in the afternoon with the dark bruise on his cheek and a little scab of dry blood at the comer of his mouth. His look was bleak. Eleanor, at the window, did not turn when he entered. For a moment he watched the cahn outline of her profile against that light Finally she turned slowly, giving him a long look and said, "Hello, George."


    He said nothing in reply. Outside the parlor, heat pulsed along the ground. Eleanor said idly, "Did Lieutenant Garrett come in with the patrol?"


    "No."


    "I thought I heard horses."


    Sutherland maintained his stiff stance. "Perhaps it was the horse traders. They brought a bimch of stock for the major to look at"


    "Yes," she said, turning into the room. "Perhaps that was it." Heat was almost stifling in the low-ceilinged room. Sutherland took off his pistol beltand hat and put them on a table. His wife looked at him. "You re bruised, George." "Yes.''


    "Does it hurt?" "No."


    She had been fingering the pistol belt on the table. Now she turned. "I don't mean to pry if it's army business, George. But let me ask you one question." "Go ahead, my dear." ]Was it Captain Harris?"


    "As a matter of fact," he said, "it was. Are you happy?" "No."


    "If you're interested, nobody won the fight. We didn't stay at it very long." He smiled. "I beheve I might have licked him," he said, and nodded. "Harris is careless, and in the long run, his carelessness would have given me the opening I wanted."


    "He has a reputation for being a good fighter." His eyes flashed. "Leading troops against Indians is not the same kind of fighting, my dear. But I assure you, Jll better him at both, before I'm through with him." Hi5 tone remained calm; he added, as though it were an afterthought, "I intend to see Justin Harris break, Eleanor. It will give me a certain pleasure." All the while, he watched her carefully.


    "Harris won't break, George. He's not your kind of oflficer. He has the capacity to bend-that's what saves him from breaking."


    "What does that mean?" He laughed shortly. And then suddenly he bent toward her and spoke with suppressed urgency: "Let me tell you something, Eleanor. There are a lot of men on this frontier like Justin Harris. They think this is a different kind ofworld from the world they were bom in. They think that because this country is wild and primitive and lazy, they should be that way too-wild and primitive and lazy. But I've got something to tell you about that. This is still the army and we are still civilized human beings. I don t care how far we are removed from drawing-room teas and comer newsboys-the rules are the same. You don't throw away the book when you fight the Apaches, and you don't throw away the rules when you fight for your woman. Do you understand me?"


    "I'm not sure," she said, and spoke slowly: "Perhaps you had better spell it out for me, George."


    He stood with his feet braced a little way apart, his body bent shghtly foward in an attitude of challenge. He said, "There is a rumor around the post that you have been seeing Justin Harris."


    "I don't feel called on to apologize for rumors, or to explain them," she replied evenly.


    Sutherland drew his head back. "I didn't say I believed the rumor, Eleanor. Perhaps I did at one time, but I have come to believe that Captain Harris has no particular interest in you beyond the interest that any man might show toward a pretty woman." "Then what are you so upset about?" "Do you think I'm upset, Eleanor? Not very. You'll never see the day when anything can upset me beyond the point of reason and honor."


    She waved her hand vaguely. "It's all right," she said. "I didn't mean to offend you."


    "You didn't let me finish what I was saying," he said stiffly.


    She smiled a little. "Go on, then."


    "I told you, I don't believe Harris has any designson you. But Im not altogether convinced that the reverse is equally as untrue."


    "What do you mean by that, George?" His chm lifted and he addressed her sternly. "Do you feel that you understand the kind of man I am Eleanor?"


    "I think so," she said slowly. "I think I do." "I am a soldier-an ojficer." He began to pace a straight path back and forth across the room. "I'm a discipHnarian because my duty calls for it-and I do not choose to allow myself to be lax in discipline just because we are on a frontier post or because the weather happens to get hot in the summer here. I believe that the United States Cavalry is the finest body of fighting men on the face of the earth and I am proud to be a part of it. I don't beheve in appeasing Indians-because I beheve that they are savages who are born and educated for the express purpose of fighting, killing, looting and torturing their enemies. You don't make peace with people like that— you subjugate them. That's my job, and I do it as best I can. Disciphne I find is one of the most valuable means I have of insuring that my men are better fighters, under any conditions, than the Indians. I do not agree with Harris and Brady and the others that the best way to whip the Indians is to learn to fight like them. No kind of rational thinking or honorable behavior can support that kind of attitude." He stopped pacing long enough to look at her. "Do you understand what I'm talking about?" "I think so."


    "Do you agree with me, Eleanor?" "I don't know," she said. "I'm not an Indian fighter,George. Why ask me questions like this? How would I know the answer?"


    "I should think you wouldn't have to be a soldier to understand that laxity and sloppiness are not superior to disciphne and pride."


    "Is Captain Harris lax and sloppy?" "In my opinion his methods are." "I get a different impression," she said, "when I see Sergeant Tucker drilling Hanis's company. They seem disciplined enough to me."


    He shook his head in an exasperated gesture. "Marching drill and attitude are different things, Eleanor. It's the man's attitude I dislike. Can't you see that?"


    "Yes," she said slowly. "I can see how you might dislike it." When she looked at him there was a strange kind of pity in her eyes.


    He did not seem to notice it. He resumed his pacing. "Harris is too easy with his men-too familiar, too relaxed. It's not a soldierly attitude."


    "George," she said, "haven't we gotten a bit off the subject?"


    "What?" He stopped. "You were talking about rumors." "Yes." He met her glance, a bright hght in his eyes. "And you don't connect the two?" "Not yet."


    "Very well," he said grimly. "Then I'll connect them for you. I have the feeling that you are impressed by Captain Harris, Eleanor. You're attracted to him. You see in him a great many things that you don't see in me—an easygoing nature, an ability to form quick friendships, a careless smile—"


    She interrupted: "Aren't you forming a hasty conclusion, George?"


    "No," he said. "I don't beheve I am. I beHeve you are strongly attracted to him-and I mean to put a stop to it. I mean to show him up for what he is. I mean to prove myself a better man than Justin Harris."


    "You don t have to do that, George," she said quietly.


    "I feel I do," he said stijffly. "One thing a man must have from his wife is respect."


    "Of course," she said. Her tone was dry.


    His eyes flashed toward her. "Don't mock me, Eleanorl"


    Her brows lifted. "Am I mocking you?"


    He stepped toward her. His arms half-lifted; he stood before her, working his Hps, plainly on the verge of breaking. His glance traveled the length of her supple body, and something powerful and bitter came into his eyes. Then he wheeled, buckled his pistol belt about him, put on his hat, and strode to the door. Holding it open, he paused long enough to say, "I'll eat out tonight-at the Officers' Kitchen." And left.


    Silence became a thickness surround the woman. She moved to the window and stood with her arms folded, looking out into the dusty afternoon as the low sun cast long, sharp-edged shadows along the ground.


    


    Major Cole stood on the porch of his office, shading his eyes against the long slanting rays of the sun, and when he saw Sutherland walk out of the house, he lifted his voice and called: "Captain-can you come over here a minute?"


    Sutherland came up, saluting smartly. "Yes, sir." "Come inside," the major said, and led the way past McCracken s desk into his own office. As usual, Sutherland closed the thin, dry door behind him; and as usual, the major smiled slightly. With this ritual accompUshed, he sat down behind his desk and said, "Lieutenant Garrett should be coming in with his scouting patrol. Depending on what information he brings, and whatever word I may receive from Sherman's headquarters, I may want you to take out the next patrol."


    "Yes, sir," Sutherland said. "I beheve it's my turn, sir."


    "That's right." The major leaned back in his chair, tilting it on two legs. He considered the bruise on Sutherland's cheek, the cut by his mouth, and said nothing about these. He had seen Captain Harris a few hours ago, similarly bruised. What he said was, "At ease. Captain. I want to caution you about one


    Sutherland straightened. "Yes, sir?


    "The last time you took a patrol on scout," themajor said, "you returned two days overdue. I was ready to send a large force into the field under Captain Harris, since I had had no word from you."


    "I sent back a courier, sir," Sutherland said stiffly. "Unfortunately, he was cut off by the Indians. I had no way of knowing that. I was hot on Inyo's track and it was my judgment that it would be best to pursue him, on the chance he might make a stand."


    "In which case," the major rephed mildly, "you'd have been wiped out. Captain. Inyo will not make a stand until he knows the circumstances are all in his favor. Until then—until he draws us into a trap—hell keep on running."


    "It seems a cowardly way to fight, doesn't it, sir?"


    The major shrugged. "I'd say it was more smart than cowardly. My advice to you is this: your orders are to patrol the area roundabout this post, in a radius of fifty miles. In the future, you will confine yourself to those limits. Your mission is to reconnoi-ter—not to engage the enemy. Do you understand that?"


    Sutherland flushed. "Yes, sir."


    "Very well," Major Cole said. "That's all. Captain."


    Sutherland saluted, about-faced, and left. Shaking his head, the major put his chair down and went into the front office. "McCracken."


    The sergeant-major's jowls shook when his face moved. "Sir?"


    "Any word of Brady?"


    "No, sir. He ain't come back yet."


    The major nodded. "Damn it, I wonder where he went?"


    "He's a loner, sir. Likes to ride off by himself now and then. I wouldn't be worryin' about him. Major."


    "No," the major said, "I suppose not." He nodded again, thoughtfully, and went back into his office.


    Twihght eddied in violet sweeps over the land pockets; the crescent moon lay at a low angle over the horizon. Brady lay on the rock shelf and squinted down the hill into a rapidly oncoming darkness. The Apaches had made forays twice, feelng him out; he had wounded one man and, he thought, killed one with his rifle. He expected the main attack to come before the last of daylight seeped from the sky. After dark, the warrior's spirit if he was killed could not find its way to heaven.


    His eyes grew narrow. Down the slope, the rocks were dark and their shadows might conceal anything. Farther off, beyond the base of the hill he could see the browsing shapes of the hobbled ponies. Three or four of the Apaches sat complacently around a tiny campfire, roasting a rabbit. There was no telling where the rest of the Indians might be. Brady dropped flat again, woimed to the edge of the chff, removed his hat and looked dovm.


    As he had suspected, one patient sentry sat cross-legged out in the desert, some distance from the base of the cliff, watching that exit. There were no men attempting to climb the sheer face.


    His own horse the Indians had picked up, led away, and staked out wdth their horses.


    There must be nine or ten Coyotero bucks in the rocks below, in addition to the four by the campfire. Were they simply starving him out or did they intend to attack him? He couldn t know.


    To let them know he wasn't asleep, he aimed his rifle at the distant campfire, lifted the sights and pulled off a shot.


    By a lucky accident the bullet plowed deadcenter into the campfire, scattering sparks. The four braves around the fire moved like staitled antelopes, scut-tling swiftly away into the brush, leaving the carcass of the half-cooked rabbit to char and burn in the flames. Brady grinned tightly. He took off his hat again and swept a sleeve across his face, wiping away beads of sweat. Westward, the clouds turned indigo. He fought down the urge to smoke.


    Some distance away, he saw dark shapes filter out of the brush, gathering together. A conference. He frowned. The sky darkened by several perceptible degrees more, after which the council broke up and eight or nine Apaches went to their horses, made ready to leave, and mounted. Then, in the last faint of dying dusk, one of the mounted bucks lifted his rifle, shook it in Brady's direction, spoke a quick command and wheeled his horse. The others followed, drumming away across the desert; and presently all sound and sight of their travel died away.


    Brady's frown had deepened. The Coyoteros obviously had bigger game than him in mind for the night-and he was suspicious of their goal. They had ridden off in the direction of the Smoke River. It suggested something to him, and he knew he had to get out of this trap.


    He put his mind on it. It shouldn't be impossible. Behind the mountain, watching the cliff, was one brave. Down below in the rocks, keeping him down, were four, or at most five, others. One of them would be the wounded one. He slid back once more and crawled to the edge of the chff, dragging his rifle with him.


    The sentry was perhaps five hundred yards away--a long, long way for a rifle shot. But it was not absolutely essential that he hit the sentry; all he had to do was raise a ruckus. He lifted the Winchester to his cheek, made a rough calculation for distance trajectory, and pulled the trigger.


    The bullet missed the sentry. He levered a new cartridge into the chamber and peered off into the


    The sentry was up and moving, heading for the cover of a brush clump. He settled the rifle butt into the hollow of his shoulder, and methodically emptied the rifle's five remaining cartridges toward the sentry.


    He punched fresh .44-40 shells out of his belt, thumbing them one by one into the side loading gate of the rifle and settled down to spray the sentry's position with another burst.


    He could see two shapes—one at either side of the hill-flitting through the rocks and scrubs, running on a course that would take each of them around one side of the hill to investigate the racket on the other face.


    It was hardly a free ticket home, but it was the best break he could hope to make for himself. He tightened his fist around the balance of the rifle. He gathered his muscles and pushed himself forward, over the rim of the hilltop, sliding on his belly.


    Going downhill over pebbles and fist-sized rocks was no easy job, especially since he had to maintain absolute silence. Steadily he crawled. The waiting Indians might be within ten feet of him, for all he could tell.


    That was when a strange, rising-and-falling call floated dimly across the desert. The call undulated against his ears, dying slowly: the Apache death cry.


    It was a piece of luck he hadn't counted on. He must have hit the sentry with one of the many bullets he had fired. He clamped his mouth shut and stayed put, hoping the cry would draw the other Apaches ofiF the slope to go around the hill.


    He allowed himself a moment to get air into his lungs, then held his breath again. He had heard the muffled short roll of a pebble dislodged. His hands tightened on the rifle. Then he heard the quiet, stealthy progress of muffled footfalls. The faint sounds of travel—sounds that an untrained ear would have missed entirely-grew steadily louder. The Indian was coming straight at him, going up the slope, perhaps intending to come up and catch him unawares, or shoot down from the hilltop, blasting him off the face of the cliff.


    Brady held the rifle in sure hands, ready to club the Indian, shoot him, or freeze and let him pass if the Indian did not spot him. But it didn t work out that way. The Indian's thick, square shape came easing around the end of the rock shelf and dimly across the four feet of night Brady saw the Indian's rffle muzzle start to swing toward him.


    With a faint inward touch of regret, Brady brought the rifle barrel down with full energy against the Indian's head-and reached swiftly forward to catch the faHing body. Gently he let the motionless form down, and swimg away, moving rapidly downslope, bent double and hoping the other Apaches were too far away to spot him.


    Taking his chances, Brady made haste as best he could. A twig snapped underfoot; he froze in the shadow of an upthrusting boulder. He moved away from the rock and found the earth leveling out. Hehad achieved the bottom of the hill.


    Holding the rifle, his hand was damp with sweat. He switched the rifle to his left hand and wiped his moist pahn on his breeches. The four or five remaining hobbled Indian ponies were not far ahead now; he heard the clack of a hoof against a rock, and the faint tear of tough desert grass being ripped up by a horse's jaws.


    Finally he came to a halt sheltered by a four-foot mesquite, and stood regarding the dark shapes of the horses. His own horse was there, but it was far too worn out to be of use tonight. His best bet, he decided, was a tall dark gelding standing not fifteen feet from him. The horse had not shied away from his white-man smell and that was a good sign. It was a larger animal than most Indian ponies. He suspected it had probably been stolen from a ranch during a raid. He took a long breath and moved forward.


    The horse's big head lifted; the animal inspected him boldly. Brady lifted the knife from his belt. He approached the horse silently and knelt by its feet, reaching forward to cut the rope hobbles. The gelding's head jerked up and its nostrils blew softly; thus warned, Brady wheeled, lifting the rifle.


    He saw the lean face of an Apache not ten feet distant. The Indian was prone on the ground, crawling—the one he had wounded back by the river. He saw a revolver lifting in the Apache's fist.


    Instinct guided Brady's actions. He rolled aside. The Apache's bullet struck the ground a hard blow where he had been an instant before; he landed hard on his shoulder, dimly aware of the horse jumping away behind him, and pulled the rifle trigger.


    The bullet took the Apache somewhere in thechest; the man flipped backward and lay facing the sky. Brady whirled; his eyes found the tall horse not far off. The horse stood restively, moving on its feet. He spoke a few soothing words and caught the rope halter. He pulled the geldings head down and turned to mount. But the gelding, startled by the sudden shooting, jumped around, and he had to drop the rifle and use both hands on the horse's mane to swing aboard.


    The horse settled down the instant Brady was upon its long back. Brady's head lifted, scanning the hill behind him. That was when a gun opened up about halfway up the slope, spitting yellow flashes toward him. Brady put pressure on his knees, and the horse wheeled fast and bolted forward at a hard gallop toward the trees that Hned the Smoke. Brady clamped his legs around the horse's barrel and buried his left hand in the knotted mane. The big shoulders lunged; the long legs covered ground at a dead run.


    He kept up that pace for a half mile, then slowed down to save the animal. It was a long ride to Fort Dragoon, and he had to make it in the best possible time. There were eight or nine Apaches headed there tonight and they had an hour's lead on him. The only fact in his favor was that the Apaches had to exercise care to avoid being seen, and they would have to make a pretty wide detour around the little settlement at Tilghley's Ford. Their horses, too, were tired out by the day's nmning. Brady planned to pick up a fresh mount at Tilghley's Ford. He just might beat them to the fort; he had to try.


    


    Caked with dust and sweat, bone-tired and hungry, he spoke irritably to the sentry at the post gate, and cantered into the compound. He rode directly to the guardhouse, swung from the saddle and walked with long-legged strides to the door.


    The guard lifted his rifle. "Brady?"


    "Yes," Brady said. "He all right in there?"


    "I guess so," the trooper said. Brady stmck a match against his thumbnail and held it up to the small barred opening in the door.


    Tonio was curled up on the floor in the far corner, scorning the cot. Tonio's head lifted and his eyes regarded Brady sleepily. Brady shook the match out, expelling a long breath; he was in time.


    He went back to the cowpony, climbed into the saddle, and said to the trooper on guard, "Keep your eyes open, soldier. They may try to break him out tonight."


    "Sm-e," the trooper said.


    Brady wheeled the horse across the compound and dismounted at the door of Harris's quarters, and went to the door.


    After a moment of poimding, Harris's sleepy voice came forward: "What the hell?"


    "Open up, Justin. It's Brady."


    He heard Harris grumble something; presently feet trod the floor and the dim light of a match wavered through the window. Then a lantern came on, slowly brightening. Presently the door opened, re-vealing Hams in his nightshirt, squinting and sleepy-eyed.


    "What's wrong?"


    "I'm about two jumps ahead of a bunch of Inyo's bucks. I think they headed here to bust Tonio out."


    It brought Harris awake quickly enough. He wheeled back into the room, catching up his trousers. "How big a bunch?"


    "Eight or nine." Brady stepped inside and closed the door. "I spotted them about five miles back. They were walking their horses. It'll take them a while to get in position and start crawling up on us. But we'd better get ready for them." "How much time?" "Maybe a half hour."


    "All right," Harris said. He had his pants on and was buckling his shirt-clasps; he reached for his pistol belt, ran fingers through his hair, and grabbed his hat. Then he blew out the lamp and followed Brady out the door. "I'll get the major up-you roust out Tucker and have him put a squad on the roofs of the buildings around the guardhouse. Did you warn the guard?"


    "Sure. Had a look in on Tonio, too. There's no telling whether he knows they're going to try and spring him tonight."


    "He probably does," Harris said. "On the run now.


    Brady nodded and turned away. Harris said, "I guess Inyo wants his kid back pretty bad."


    "I guess he does," Brady answered, and went on.


    According to the hastily designed plan, no lamps were left burning except those that would ordinarily be lit at this hour of the early morning. Brady stood with Major Cole and Justin Harris, looking out through the window of the major's front office. Behind them, Sergeant-Major McCracken rubbed his eyes and ran a hand over a scratchy stubble of beard. The office was pitch dark. Harris said softly, "You didn't just happen on that bunch in the middle of the night. Will."


    "No," Brady admitted. "A few of them kept me pinned down on top of a hill about eight miles the other side of Tilghley's Ford. I broke loose, stole a horse, and ran like hell."


    Breath whistled softly through Harris's teeth. "Remind me to keep you on my side, Will. You're a beter Indian than most of those bucks."


    Brady chuckled. "I guess maybe we'd better shut up."


    Silence settled in the room. The trap was set. Slowly the moon sHd down past the western rim. Three o'clock. And suddenly the door burst open. "Anybody here?"


    Brady recognized Sutherland's voice. A frown crossed his face. "Be quiet," was all he said.


    Major Cole said softly, "We expect a few of Inyo's men to try and get Tonio out of the guardhouse. We've set a trap for them."


    Sutherland said, "This is a rotten way to fight a battle. It's the way an Indian would do it."


    "Be quiet, Captain," the Major said. "Stand still and keep quiet."


    The night stretched along; Brady could see only the flat rooftops of the buildings against the nightsky, and the pale dust of the parade ground. But he knew men waited on top of each building. Pete Rubio, the breed scout whose ears were twice as good as any other man's, had replaced the guard outside the guardhouse.


    In the office behind Brady, something thumped the floor. The major said, "Keep him quiet, McCracken."


    "Yes, sir," McCracken murmured, and made soft sounds moving. McCracken was sitting on top of Tonio, who was tied and gagged. The major was taking no chances. Brady heard the rasp of Sutherland's breath; Sutherland's continuing anger floated across the darkness and touched them all. Then Pete Rubio's dark figure started to march a slow path back and forth in front of the guardhouse door, rifle tilted idly over his shoulder.


    That was the signal. Brady knelt by the open window, lifting his rifle and resting the barrel on his hand in the opening, supported by the sash.


    But whatever Rubio had heard was a long time coming. Brady was almost ready to give it up as a false alarm when his quick eyes caught sight of a furtive form slipping around the guardhouse corner. Rubio gave it every second a man could dare. Then his squat frame wheeled and the rifle came down off his shoulder, pounding into the crook of the crouching Indian's neck. The Indian dropped to earth.


    At that moment the rooftop rifles opened up. Yellow muzzle flashes spurted from points all along the row of buildings. The sound of shots was fierce conversation in the night and Brady cursed: "Too soon —too soon."


    He wheeled back from the window, bumping into somebody's body; he swung to the door, flung it open and ran out onto the parade ground Legs pumping, he rushed toward the guardhouse. Struck by the edge of the same fast-traveling thought. Rubio wheeled away from the guardhouse door and ran around the end of the building. Brady kept up his breakneck pace, following the scout around the building. Behind it he saw Rubio crouching down to aim his rifle, squatting on almost the exact spot of ground where Harris and Sutherland had come to blows yesterday. Brady stopped by the back corner of the building, bracing his rifle against the walls edge and took aim on a wheeling, running figure. His own shot and Rubio's sounded through the night simultaneously and the running Indian went down. Rifles were talking insistently all along the post. Dark shapes scuttled away through the desert brush. Then hoofbeats and the silhouetted shapes of men mounting up, not too far out in the desert. Brady put bullet after bullet toward the Apaches. He saw two of his targets spill out of their seats. Then the others were rushing away, half a dozen of them in full flight, quickly outdistancing the armys rifles.


    Still cursing, Brady ran out into the desert with Pete Rubio at his heels. Presently he came upon the first of the downed Indians.


    "Come on," he said, and Rubio came. Later, with two dead Indians laid out for burying and another two in the post hospital, Brady walked back to the major's office, scuffing up dust with his boots, feeling the night's intense anger slowly subside in him. A lamp came ahght on the major's porch. Harris blew out the match and tossed it down. McCracken came out the door behind the major and Sutherland.


    As Brady came up, he heard McCracken talking: "Want me to put Tonio back in the calaboose, Major?"


    "You may as well, McCracken."


    The sergeant-major turned back into the office. Brady stood at the foot of the porch frowning into the dust until McCracken came back out with Tonio. The young Indian, hands tied behind him, glared angrily at Brady and at the others and allowed McCracken to prod him away. Down the row, Captain Miles Clayton, the post surgeon, came out of the hospital and walked forward.


    "That one Rubio walloped will be up and around by noon," he said, and went on into the night, trudging tiredly.


    Brady gi'ound his heel back and forth in the dust. "If we'd waited just a little longer," he said wearily, "we might have had them all."


    The major's shoulders lifted and dropped. "We did the best we could under the circumstances. At least we've still got Tonio—and we've left Inyo with something to think about. He'll know now that he can't fool with us and get away with it."


    "Maybe," Brady said, not convinced. "I want to know who the fool was who started shooting too early. The idea was to lead them into a trap and cap-tm-e most of them—not kill a couple and wound a couple more and let the rest get away."


    Harris came forward to the edge of the porch and said to him, "It doesn't make much difPerence, now. Quit worrying about it."


    "Hell," Brady said. "You'd be mad, too, if yourisked your neck to bring the news in time, and then saw some idiot blow the whole thing up in your face." But privately he knew Harris was right. The main task was accompHshed-they had prevented Tonio's escape. It was only the anger pent up from the long day s events that made him spout off.


    To cover his embarrassment, he borrowed tobacco and papers from McCracken, who had just returned from the guardhouse, and busied himself by rolling a cigarette with much more care than usual.


    The major was turning to Harris. "Justin, word came in on the telegraph last night after taps. Sherman has given us the go-ahead to try and talk Inyo into returning to the reservation on the promise that they'll all be moved to the San Carlos when he comes in. I want you to take Tucker and Brady and start for Inyo's camp in the afternoon. You can take the Apache that Rubio knocked down to guide you into Inyo's camp. He'll probably agree to it, since it gives him a chance to go home, and there'll only be three of you along. Brady, between now and then I'd suggest you get some sleep."


    "Good idea," Brady replied dryly. But he was considering the fact that his contract would run out in two days. He wondered if he ought to risk his neck by riding into Inyo's camp when there were just two days between him and that horse ranch in the Santa Catahnas. And there was another consideration. He looked blandly at Sutherland who was facing the major.


    The major said, "Captain, after the noon meal you will take a fourteen-man patrol and swing around the loop from Spanish Flat to Rifle Gap. Under no circumstances are you proceed beyond Rifle Gap.I'll expect you back in four days. You can have Pete Rubio as scout."


    Sutherland put his hot glance on Harris. It was plain enough that Sutherland envied the other officer for the job that had been assigned to Harris— a far more dangerous job than a routine scouting patrol—a mission afiFording much more opportunity for gallantry and bold decisiveness.


    Sutherland saluted the major stiffly. "Yes, sir," he said, and left. Brady stood a moment longer, dropped his cigarette into the dust and walked away, pushing back his hat and wiping his dusty forehead. His tread was weary. In the east the sun was splashing its first long red rays across the clouds on the horizon.


    


    Early afternoon. Brady was up in time to see Sutherland, all polished and pressed, mounting up and leading his patrol out with a quick downthrust of his arms.


    By the time the dust had settled, Brady was crossing the post with determined stride. He felt considerably better now after a shave and a bath and a change of clothes; he didn't particularly care who saw him go up the walk to the Sutherland quarters and knock at the door. The two precious strips of lawn flanked him.


    When the door opened the first thing Brady said was, "I don't guess you kissed him goodbye."


    "Funny," she said tersely, and stepped back to admit him. For the benefit of any possible onlookers, he removed his hat and ducked his head and shuffled his feet before going inside and he did not shut the door behind him.


    Dayhght fell in through the doorway, showing the dust in the air, dust that no one could fight. He took his usual seat and accepted a cup of coffee.


    Eleanor said, "It must have been a tough night for you."


    "Some," he said. He regarded her steadily. She was without a doubt the most beautiful woman he had known. He said, "I came to tell you something."


    "I know. You've decided to go into the mountains with Harris."


    His eyebrows rose. "So you had that figured out You know me better than I do."


    "Perhaps I do," she said, smiling gently.


    "Then maybe you had this figured out, too: remember the other day when I told you to think over my offer?"


    "Yes."


    "I suppose you've thought it over by now."


    "Yes," she said again. He could tell nothing by her tone of voice.


    Unaccountably his eyes dropped away from her face. He looked at her hands folded quietly in her lap. He said, "I've changed my mind, Eleanor."


    If she was surprised, she gave no evidence of it. "I thought that was a woman's perogative."


    "I've made it mine."


    "I see," she said. "Another attack of honor, Will?"


    "I guess maybe that's it."


    "Well," she said. Her shoulders moved, a gesture of resignation. "That's it, then."


    "I don't like your husband any better than I ever did," he said. "That's not it."


    "I didn't think it was. But I've come to know you pretty well-you said so yourself. You don't have to like a man to respect his rights."


    "Something like that," he agreed quietly. He was in a morose mood. He got up and took his hat and moved toward the door. When he got there he paused and stood a moment with his back to her, frowning out across the little patches of lawn. He turned and looked at her once more and said, "Just for curiosity, Eleanor-what did you decide?"


    "I decided not to go with you, Will." She made it that plain. No excuses, no apologies, no hedging. He nodded with a bitter little smile. He said, "An attack of loyalty, I guess?"


    "I'm not sure." She wasn't looking at him. "I suppose perhaps it was."


    She did not look at him. He put on his hat and turned. Her voice followed him softly: "Goodbye,Will."


    He nodded again, pulled the door shut and walked slowly out into the dust.


    Justin Harris climbed the dried boards of the steps, crossed the porch and entered the sutler's store. Sadie Rand was waiting on a trooper. Harris put his back to the wall beside the door and waited there for her. She glanced at him; he saw a break in her expression. Then she returned her attention to the trooper. Her hands, tying up the trooper's parcel, were long-fingered and supple. Her arm5 were round and firm. She wore a simple gingham dress; she nodded politely to the trooper, who smiled at her and went out past Harris with a courteous " 'Afternoon, Captain."


    Harris nodded, returned the trooper s salute, and moved forward to the counter. Smells of cloth and fresh wood and paint permeated the place.


    He said, "I acted like a damn fool the other day."


    Her smile was quick and open. "You don't have to apologize."


    "That's a fool thing for you to say," he said, matching her smile.


    "Do you want a beer?"


    "Sure."


    She took a mug down from the shelf, blew dust from it, wiped out the inside with a towel and held it under the barrel faucet. When he took the mug from her his hand rested on hers for a moment. He smiled again and sucked foam off the top of the beer. Sadie said, "Do you mind if I share it?"


    He handed the mug back to her, watched her drink from it, and grinned. "That's not lady-like," he said. "Do you think I should associate with the Ukes of you?"


    She took on an uncaring air. "Suit yourself. Captain. All I can say is, it's a hot day and a dry one."


    "That it is," he said, taking up the mug once more. "Sadie, Usten—there's nothing between me and any other woman."


    "All right," she said, as though the subject didn't interest her. She turned away to put up the bar towel.


    "Do you beheve that?"


    She faced him quickly. "Of course I do." She had to lean forward to grasp his hand; she pulled it forward and held it, looking at the ridges of vein and tendon. Her eyes were wistful. "Justin—"


    "No," he said. "No promises, Sadie. Not today. Tm just about to leave with Will Brady and Sergeant Tucker. We're going up to Inyo's camp."


    "I see," she said in a small voice. She looked up.


    "You understand me, don't you?"


    "Yes," she said. "Til be here when you get back, Justin. Right here."


    He nodded. That was what he had come to hear her say. When he raised his eyes again he said, "Come around here."


    She walked around the end of the counter, pauseda moment to touch the wood—a curious expression passed over her—and crossed the space between them, into his arms. His grasp encircled her; his lips dropped and found her moutL "Just that way," he murmured. "Wait for me just that way."


    "I will," she breathed. He stepped back and pushed her jaw gently aside with his big fist, and left the room quickly to avoid seeing the moisture that would rise to her eyes.


    He went up to the post under a hot midaftemoon sun and met Brady and Tucker in the stables. "All set?"


    "Any time, Captain," Tucker said. "Want me to get that Indian out of the guardhouse?"


    "Go ahead."


    Tucker left the stable and Harris busied himself taking down his saddle and blanket. By that time, Brady had put the bridle on the captain s horse and led it forward. Harris smoothed the blanket down across the horse's back, threw the saddle over and cinched up. Then he stood regarding Brady soberly. "It's a rotten trick, Will-you ve only got thirty-six hours left on your contract."


    "That's all right, I reckon," Brady drawled cahnly, and went back to lead his own saddled mount forward. Then he went back again, and came forward leading another horse. "What's that for?" Harris said.


    "Yeager. I borrowed the horse from him to bring Tonio back. Told him I'd return it next time I was up his way."


    "All right," Harris said. "Here comes Tucker. Mount up."


    


    


    Sutherland sat his horse impatiently, waiting for Pete Rubio to get up from his crouching position and remount his horse. The scout was taking a long time about it. Finally Rubio mounted and trotted back to the column. "Cattle tracks and unshod horses on top of that," Rubio said. "I expect it's just a few Agency buck out trailing some of their own cattle that got loose."


    "All right," Sutherland said. "Ride on ahead, Rubio, and keep me informed of what you find."


    "Sure," the half-breed said. His face was blank. He wheeled his horse and rode away at a gallop. Sutherland looked back at the troopers, all of them coated with dust. He lifted his arm, called "At a trot," and dropped the arm forward, leading the patrol out. His sergeant, Tom Brophy, rode wordlessly at his side. Brophy was a man whom Sutherland had found to be uncommunicative, at least in his presence. Whatever thoughts ran through Brophy s mind were kept locked up tight inside his skuU.


    The sun moved steadily across the far quarter of sky, striking against his left shoulder, making him tilt his head to the side to shade his eyes with the brim of his hat. The desert was quiet and vast; its loneliness was a threatening kind. A low pall of yellow dust followed in the wake of the column, heldlistlessly above the ground; ahead the white unfriendly glare of powder-sand and mica particles and glossy rocks beat against his eyes. Just the same, Sutherland's hat made a flat, precise line across his view; his back was straight and his shoulders squared. He had lived a good part of his hfe according to the strict rules of Cooke's Cavahy Tactics, and there seemed to be no reason for change in sight. An eager, restless, impatient energy thrust out of him at all times, even when he was still. Now he viewed the hard blazing sky with resolute, level eyes. He glanced at the raw-boned, sun-blackened features of Brophy.


    Brophy rode with the ease of long habit, slouched as comfortably as possible on the spht-fork Mc-Clellan saddle. Sutherland's glance filled with intolerance and contempt; he turned straight forward once more.


    On the horizon lifted the ragged edges of high, serrated mountains, blue-gray in the distance. Heat condensed breathless around them; behind him were the voices of the troopers in idle conversation, the soft rise and fall of one man's voice softly singing an old song, the tramp of hoofs and creak of leather. Sutherland's Hps were pinched together.


    They neared the second day of patrolling, and there was nothing but the wide desert. His hand slowly moved, forming a tight fist, smacking gently into the other palm. Ahead was a rise of ground, and beyond it the lift of the Yellows. This would be near the northern end of the swing; soon they would turn about, ride down parallel with the high Mogul Rim, and pick up the Smoke again at the near end of the Arrowhead range. Was this all it was to be—anempty ride across the burning plain? Rubio's squat shape appeared on horseback atop yonder rise; Rubio lifted one hand in lazy signal and trotted forward, finally swinging into line at his right side and talking calmly:"Three more miles into Spanish Flat. You figure to spend the night there?"


    "No," Sutherland said, glancing back along the column. "I don't want to have to roimd up a dozen scattered drunks in the morning. We'll move on past the town and make camp at Willow Creek."


    He glimpsed the half-angry turn of Sergeant Brophy's head; he ignored it. "See anything out of the ordinary, Rubio?"


    "Nope," Rubio replied laconically. He spat a brown stream of tobacco juice, swinging with loose comfort in the swaying saddle. "Not a thing. Captain," he murmured, and lifted his reins, sweeping away from the column at a canter.


    Brophy's voice brought Sutherland's attention around: "Captain?"


    "What is it?"


    "Beggin' your pardon, sir—I don't mean to get out of line. But it's a long, dusty trail, and the men could do with an evenin's relaxing, sir."


    Sutherland's answer was quick and sm:e: "Would you be willing personally to guarantee the good conduct of every man, Brophy?"


    Brophy's answer was a long time coming.


    Sutherland nodded grimly. "I thought not. Neither would I. We'll camp at Willow Creek."


    Plainly holding back a great many tilings, Brophy only said, "Yes, sir," in a reluctant tone.


    Sutherland paid the sergeant no more attention;on purpose, he remained insensitive to Brophy's feelings, whatever they might be.


    Major Cole dropped into the sutler's store just after suppertime to pick up a can of pipe tobacco. It would have been impossible to miss the preoccupation with which Sadie Rand greeted him and waited upon him; and so, with more than an idle interest, the major inquired how she was getting along.


    ''All right, I suppose," was her lackluster answer. Her glance wandered around the place as though seeking a place to hght, a handle to hold. The major picked up the tobacco can, tossed it a foot in the air and caught it, and began to turn away, disincHned to press the girl.


    "Major."


    "Yes?"


    "This mission that Justin's gone on—how dangerous is it. Major?"


    He nodded, understanding; still, it was not in him to reassure her if it would require a falsehood and so he said, "There's no way of telling. It depends entirely on Inyo's mood."


    "I see," she said quietly.


    "You're an army girl," he added. "I wouldn't fool you about this, Sadie. When a man rides into a lion's den he's got to face the possibility that the lion may be hungry."


    "I know. Thank you. Major."


    "What for?" he said, with a slight sour feeling in his belly. His expression was gravely wooden. "I'm sorry. Should I have lied to you?"


    "No," she said. But just the same, she turned from him, putting her back to the counter, gripping itsedge with her hands—and he saw the knuckles whiten. He regarded the tobacco can gloomily. "He'll be all ri^t-rm sure of it. I've never known Inyo to fail to honor a flag of truce."


    Her answer was quick and perceptive: "Inyo isn't the only Indian in that camp, Major."


    "That's true," he admitted. "He's not" He grimaced and stirred. "I guess I'm not doing a very good job of this," he said.


    "That's all right. Major." She turned about, meeting his eyes, looking away, locking her hands together. Her eyes were wide. "I guess you're worried,too."


    "I guess I am," he confessed, touching his hat-brim. "Good night, then."


    "Good night, Major."


    The soft echoes of her voice followed him out into the twilight. Dull heat smothered the land; therewas nowind.


    Yeager's Indian wife had a tough, raddled face that stared at Brady in a discomforting, unfriendly manner. After breakfast, Brady dropped a pair of silver dollars in Yeager's calloused palm, said "Obliged for the loan of the horse," and went across Yeager s ranch yard to mount up.


    Harris and Tucker sat their saddles in dusty blue shirts; the Apache prisoner wore a cheap flannel shirt, tails flying, and a bandage startling white on his head where Rubio had clubbed him with a rifle. Around them, tall timber marched upward and away in all direction, giving Brady the feeling that they stood at the bottom of a dark, imprisoning funnel. He regarded the Apache brave, who made apoint of ignoring him. Over the past thirty-six hours the Indian had maintained a stony distance, silent and withdrawn; now, too, his copper-colored face bore a look of strong aloofness. Harris said, "Tell him if he'll give us his word not to try an escape, we'll untie his hands."


    Brady relayed the message to the prisoner, speaking in guttural Apache, using his hands to aid his talk. The Apache only glared back at him. Brady commenced to glower, after which the Indian nodded his head slowly. Brady rode across the intervening few yards, leaned far out of the saddle to untie the Indian's hands and sat back.


    Tucker gigged his horse forward. "You think we can trust him?"


    "Why not? He's got nothing to lose."


    "He's already lost considerable face by getting captured. It might not look too good for him to guide us in."


    Brady shrugged. Considering the Apache's enigmatic face, he said, "I guess we can chance it. He knows we'd shoot him down before we'd let him escape."


    Tucker loosened his holster flap. "You think he understands English?"


    "No telling," Brady said, and looked at Harris. "Want to get going?"


    "Nothing's keeping us here," Harris answered. His eyes were narrowed, concealing whatever might have been on his mind. "Did you talk to Yeager? If Inyo doesn't accept our offer, I doubt Yeager's place will last long. Inyo's pretty hungry by now."


    "I talked to him," Brady said, sending his glance across the length of the sunlit yard. Yeager stood bythe big door, rifle in hand, slowly chewing on something; his long black beard moved up and down. "He's pretty set in his ways, I reckon."


    "Then he trusts those bucks more than I do," Harris observed. "Let's go."


    Harris's eyes were deep-set and brooding. Brady nodded, lifted an arm in signal to Yeager and loped out of the yard with HaiTis at one shoulder and the Apache at the other. Tucker came along behind them, leading their pack horse. Brady's full canteen banged softly against the saddle, in rhythm with the horse's long-legged gait. They quickly left the dusty yard and penetrated the cool dark corridors of the vast forest. Brady motioned the Apache out ahead; from here on, the choice of routes would be up to the Indian. Trees closed in on them so that Brady dropped behind Harris in single file, trailed by Tucker and the pack animal; and in that manner they crossed the morning's first three hours, steadily climbing along the sides of heavily wooded canyons into the deeper reaches of the Arrowheads.


    They were close to timberline now, well above the eight-thousand-foot-level, and the timber was thinning out. Long, bald faces of juniper shrubs and glistening rocks spread before them in humping, jagged patterns, buckUng all around. The Indian kept up a steady pace.


    Tucker, rawboned and long-faced, gigged his pony forward alongside Brady's and rode with the leadrope of the pack animal idly draped through the fingers of his right hand. "How far you figure it from here?"


    "We wont get there today," Brady said. "Maybe in the morning."


    "Big mountains," Tucker observed. He reached up to adjust his hat, and closed the collar of his shirt. "Maybe the air's cold up here and then again, maybe it's just that this is Inyo's country—and we're trespassin'."

  


  
    "They won't jump us," Brady said. "Not till they find out what we're up to."


    "You figure they've spotted us already?"


    "I reckon," Brady said. He saw the darkness of Tucker's expression, the heavy roll of his lips. Tucker was looking northward, toward the bowels of the mountain range, toward the advancing breastwork of heavy gray clouds that had been marching steadily forward all morning. "Guess it'll rain before morning," Tucker said. All his tones seemed edged with gloom. "Something else to add to our exquisite comfort." His dry voice accentuated the Alabama drawl. He kept watching the oncoming cloud-front with hangdog eyes.


    "Easy," Brady droned.


    Tucker's glance flicked him and passed on. Tucker was plainly troubled, but then he always looked troubled—it was almost a characteristic of his facial structure.


    Brady gave him a further brief study and said thoughtfully, "My hitch is up today."


    "Congratulations." Tucker's reply was hollow. He added, "In a couple of weeks I'll be finishing up my fourth enlistment."


    Brady's head turned to watch him, but Tucker's thoughts were effecively concealed behind the blandness of his cheeks. Brady said, "You plan to sign up again?"


    "Why," Tucker said. "I hadn't thought on it. I expect I will." But in that moment, Brady saw a shadow of uncertainty pass across the sergeant's face.


    They went along the top of a ridge from which they could look down and command a vast district of land. A vague silver ribbon some distance away was Peacock Creek, flowing down through successive notches to meet the Smoke out in the far valley. They cut away from the ridge and dropped into a shallow rocky bowl, going across and descending thereafter into a maze of canyons that defied any kind of mental untangling. The country grew steadily more arid, less vegetation and great cliffs and mounds of red and yellow rock, seamed and weathered smooth by the ages. Here they rode through a land of timeless temples, sixty miles deep in roadless wilderness—the air was clear and cool; it was a magnificent country. But a single furtive movement far off, picked up by a corner of Brady's shrewd and wary vision, warned him of the unceasing hostile nature of yonder cliffs. The beast of danger growled silently through these echoing halls of monumental rock.


    Beside him. Tucker was inspecting his revolver, emptying the bullets into his hand and squinting down the bore, and feeding the shells back into the chamber. "Soldier or not," Tucker drawled, "I hope I don't get a chance to use this thing. Not this trip, anyway. I get the feeling we're likely to be a bit outnumbered, if it comes to shooting."


    Brady grunted. Tucker reversed the gun in his hand, lifted the holster flap and dropped the Colt into leather. He said, "I guess about all any of us can do is survive as long as we can."


    "You sound jaded," Brady said.


    "Well, I guess I am. Maybe I've seen too manydoors close in my face to think anything different."


    Brady said, "I get the feeling you re a little too busy feeling sorry for yourself. Self-pity neverhelped anybody, Emmett."


    "Probably not," Tucker conceded, and showed a sudden brash grin. Brady could not tell whether it was forced. Tucker said, "And faint heart never filled a flush. I reckon I'll go out in a blaze of glory, vyhen it comes. Don't worry none about me, Will— I'm the toughest damned soldier you ever met."


    Brady chuckled but there were troubled overtones both in Tucker's bravado and in Brady's own mind. Still, he allowed himself to go ahead and say what he had been working up to all the while: "As soon as we get this mess with Inyo cleared up, I'm taking off for the Santa Catahnas. There's a nice little valley up there I know of-plenty of grass and water, and not too hot in summer—and nobody's yet been able to count all the wild horses up in that country. I aim to start myself a little horse ranch."


    "Good for you," Tucker applauded with a faintly perceptive hollowness.


    "I could use a good wrangler to go partners in the place," Brady said tentatively. "One man can't run a horse outfit all by himself."


    "I'm a soldier, Will," Tucker answered immediately. "Just the same, I'm obHged for the offer." He tilted his hat back and rumpled up his red hair, letting the cool high-country air slip through it. After a while he said in a more thoughtful voice, "Maybe I'll think about it some, at that."


    A slow smile erased some of the rough edges fromBrady's face. "Good enough," he said.


    That was when Harris up ahead, lifted his rein5 and dropped back. "I just had a ghmpse of something moving, up on that ridge over there." He pointed forward and slightly to the right of their direction of travel. "I don't think it was an animal."


    "They've been watching us for quite a while," Brady rephed. "I've seen them trailing us, off and on, for the last two hours."


    "No call for worryin'. Captain," Tucker said softly. "Not so long as we can see them, anyway."


    A cool current of air riffled across the slope, chilling them. Up ahead, the Indian guide's bandaged head bobbed steadily forward, a white dot against the brilliant colors of the land. Brady's face, wide at the cheekbones,was brittle from high winds and hot suns; his jowls were blue and his eyes lazy, not wholly open at any time. He flicked ashes from his smoke and watched Harris trot forward ahead of him, and surveyed the surrounding hilltops. In silence, then, they taveled foi-ward through the endless turns of the high land until presently twilight ran red over the hills and the wind hummed a steady monotone through the acoustic chambers of the tall rock slabs that dwarfed them. And all the time, Brady kept seeing, like ghosts in the distance, the flitting shapes of squat brown men with steady eyes and hair bound tight with strips of cloth. Northward, the marching mass of black clouds continued its invincible advance.


    


    


    Two days before, the immigrants came into a valley at the top of the cooling day and rolled their wagons down into it. Hillsides dropped them by easy stages into the bottoms, where a creek ran thin and trees guarded the snake-turning banks, and at sundown the heavy wagons had let out their tailgates by the stream. A boy picketed the six horses and made a quick rope corral around the oxen. The men cut wood and built fires, and the boy drew water from the stream for the night's meal; afterward, under full dark with a quarter moon rising, the boy drew out his harmonica and played for a time. Presently he sought his blankets and slept.


    At dawn the Apaches came down out of the hills. They killed the wagon people and ran back into the hills, driving their plunder ahead of them—six Ohio draft horses.


    The soldiers nosed over the hill at nine in the morning and rode forward cantering, advancing to the scene of carnage.


    Sutherland turned away from the mutilated bodies, five of them, and replaced his hat on his head, softly swearing; he called out in a harsh voice for Sergeant Brophy.


    "Sir," called the sergeant, turning away from the burned wagons.


    ''Burial-detail—and be quick. I'm moving out now. Catchup within two hours."


    "This soil makes hard digging, Captain," Brophy murmured.


    "Do as you're told, damn it."


    "Yes, sir." Brophy raised his arm in a half-salute and called out in his roughened voice; "You—Barnett, McQuade. Picket your horses and come with me."


    Sutherland mounted and neckreined savagely aroimd and ran up beside Pete Rubio. Rubio was studying the evidence of prior horse travel in the ground. "They got a few horses, Captain. Butchered one ox—over there—and spent a while gorging themselves this morning, I reckon. I don't figure they took any prisoners. Headed north."


    Sutherland turned to watch Brophy and his two men taking shovel to sod. "A few horses for three white men, a woman and a boy. Is that a fair bargain? And Harris thinks he can make deal with these savages."


    Rubio said nothing. His enigmatic cheeks were smooth. Sutherland hipped farther around in his saddle and called out his crisp orders: "We're moving out. Prepare to mount. . . Mount!"


    The cry rang defiantly through the hot and dusty morning. There were the scattered sounds of men's weary bodies hitting saddles, of horses coming into hne. Sutherland raised a hand. "Forward."


    The patrol moved out at a trot. Sutherland spoke to Rubio: "How many of them?"


    Rubio spat out a stream of brown juice. "Fifteen —maybe twenty. No tellin' how many was hid out in the trees and didn't come in to make tracks."


    "All right," Sutherland said. "We'll stick to them."


    The column moved wide of the curling stream then ran along northward, keeping the line of ti'ees a hundred yards on the left flank. Soon they bunched up into a tighter unit as they passed into the higher hills. Sutherland signaled Rubio back to him and said, "How far ahead now?"


    Rubio rubbed a dust-grimed hand across his jaw and sm-mised, "Three hours, maybe less. Captain—"


    "What is it, Rubio?"


    "They might take a notion to swing back on us."


    "Let them," Sutherland said harshly. He turned in the saddle and shaded his eyes, and saw nothing on the hills. "Get going, Rubio."


    Rubio took a drink from his canteen and said, in brittle tones, "Yes, sir, Captain." He capped the canteen and replaced it on his saddle and swept away from the column, again taking the point far ahead.


    Sutherland sat stiff in the uncomfortable saddle as the horse carried him over Rubio's tracks. In the cavalry blues he made a narrow shadow against the bright noon. His eyes looked out hollowly from the round moon face; and his hands constantly fingered the reins as he rode.


    In two hours he allowed the men a five-minute rest, during which he paced restively, fitfully working his hands together; in the saddle again, they moved north, cutting into higher and more jagged country, with Pete Rubio keeping them to the track. Presently Sergeant Brophy rejoined the patrol with his two men and Rubio led them deeper into the mountains, with Sutherland making a forced march of it. They made the best of the dayhght hours androde on more than an hour into the night before Sutherland reluctantly called the halt. He stepped stiffly from the saddle and handed his reins to Trooper Barnett.


    His call was husky: "Three hours. We move on at midnight. Get some sleep." He turned to Brophy: "Post a double guard, Sergeant." And when Rubio came up to him, he said, "Have we gained on them?"


    Rubio spat. "You'll never see the day when a pony soldier can catch up to an Apache, Captain—unless the Apache wants you to catch up."


    "You didn't answer me, Rubio."


    "No, sir. They've stayed steady ahead of us. Which means one thing—they know we're behind them. I expect they'll try to set a trap. You aim to ride into it. Captain?"


    "I don't tolerate impertinence, Rubio."


    "Sorry, Captain," the scout murmured with dry sarcasm. "Just remember, I ain't one of your boys in uniform. I'll tell you this much, for your own good— if those Apaches didn't have something up their sleeves, they'd have split up and faded into these rocks where nobody alive could ever find them. They're leadin' you on, Captain."


    "Let them. I beheve I can show them which is the superior fighting force, Rubio."


    "Sure you can, Captain," Rubio said, very softly. The reflected moon glinted off the surfaces of his dark eyes; he swung away.


    The men of the patrol ate their cold rations, rolled stiffly into blankets and were immediately asleep. Sutherland told Brophy, "Keep your sentries awake," and dropped to the ground. He uttered a quiet sigh and sank into dreamless sleep; without strain on it,his face turned cherub-like.


    At black midnight, knowing the Apache predisposition to avoid night combat, he led the patrol out of camp. The column climbed snakelike over the timbered ridgetops, following Rubio's unerring nose. The black clouds that had collected in the afternoon now obscured half the night sky. Sutherland said to Brophy, "Slickers, Brophy--pass the word back. We're in for some rain."


    The temperature had dropped sharply. In the mountain reaches ahead of them, thunder crackled. Sutherland called a halt at two o'clock under a beginning drizzle, and another at four, with the full blades of slashing rain cutting down upon them. They were beyond the timberline by now, entering the land of big rocks and wave-topped cliffs. It was almost impossible to see a hand at arm's length in front of his face; Sutherland found amazement in the way Rubio stuck to the Apache trail. Driving rain puddled the ground. No sHcker could keep it out; by dawn, which was bleak and gray, Sutherland was soaked to the skin. When he got down during the rest period, his feet made squishing sounds in his boots. The horses cropped at sparse grass, and then again the tired men were asaddle and away quickly, covering the chilled damp country of the morning at a lope.


    At eight they fell across the scalped body of a trapper and Sutherland left a detail with it; at nine the detail caught up at a ford and they had not yet sighted the Apache raiders, though Rubio estimated them to be not more than a half hour ahead.


    "They're holding back for us, Captain. They'll make a play pretty soon. We better turn back."


    "There are six dead whites behind us." Sutherland rephed. "I intend to exact payment, Rubio. Keep on." His clothes were a soggy misery. Rain funneled down the trough of his hatbrim and poured in a steady stream before his eyes. Under the slicker his hand folded back the flap of his holster.


    Eleven brought them to an opening of a flat-sided canyon that cut into a high northern slope. The rain was slackening; the gray-red walls of the canyon rose to dizzy altitudes before them. Sutherland pulled up; Rubio came back to meet him and Brophy gigged his horse forward to his flank.


    Brophy said, "Rifle Gap, Captain. This is as far as we can go. The major's orders . . ."


    "Shut up, Sergeant." Sutherland was quite aware of the orders. They expressly forbade him from advancing beyond Rifle Gap. "Rubio."


    "Captain?"


    "How much of a lead do those Indians have on us?"


    "Not much," Rubio said, grunting. "Not much at all, Captain. I reckon if you went in there you'd find 'em quick enough—or maybe they'd find you."


    "I want facts, not sermons, Rubio."


    Rubio shrugged. "They went in there, all right. But was I you I wouldn't follow them."


    Sutherland's fist softly pounded the saddle pommel. "It would take a half-day's ride to go around that mountain."


    Rubio shrugged and waited quietly. Sutherland stared into the maw of the canyon for a long interval. Rubio said, "With a lot of luck, a cavalry outfit like this one can cover maybe forty-five miles in twenty-four hours. In the same period of time, an Apachecan cover a hundied miles. He can go as fast on foot as you can go on a horse. It's something to think about, Captain. I wasn't fooHn when I said they could lose us in ten minutes flat if they wanted to."


    "I know that as well as you do, Rubio."


    Rubio's answering glance was skeptical. The drizzle continued, turning the air gray, turning the men's faces to a bleak pale shade. Sutherland said, "Damned few times you can get a band of Indians to stand and fight. When you can do it, you've got to figure that you've got a good break. I don't intend to give this one up. Next time, they may not be willing to fight it out."


    "Give them an advantage like this one," Rubio argued, "and they'll fight every time. Captain, we've got no way of knowing how many are in there. They might have joined up with a hundred more bucks for all we know."


    "I've seen no evidence of a larger party," Sutherland said stiffly. "Brophy, tell the men to bring out their rifles."


    "But, Captain—"


    "That's an order, Sergeant," Sutherland said tightly. "Carry it out."


    "Yes, sir." Brophy wheeled his horse and trotted back to the head of the column.


    "You see," Sutherland said, "I command loyalty."


    "Any good soldier will give you that. Captain." Rubio's eyes were bitterly bright. "But what are you givin' them in return?"


    Sutherland looked at the scout with what was almost a sneer. "You don't have to come with us if you don't want to, Rubio. I can do without you now."


    Rubio considered him across the dismal silence.


    "Why," he muttered, "at this point Tin better oflF with you than without you, I reckon. Alone in these hills, my scalp ain't worth a hill of dried beans. I'll go along. Captain—if nothing's going to change your stubborn damned mind. I'd like to have it on the record that I'm callin' you a fool, though."


    A vast contempt rose in Sutherland's eyes. "That J will be all, Rubio." He turned his face straight ahead, and brought down his arm flatly. "Column of twos, forward at the trot!"


    And so they rode into the canyon, sixteen long-legged men on horseback, rifles balanced across their pommels and muscles set on fine triggers. Rivulets of rainwater flowed in miniature cascades down the cliff-walls and formed a stream that wandered back and forth down the floor of the gap. Boulders, fallen from the far high rims, lined the floor. Rubio rode beside Sutherland at the head of the column, the bugler and Brophy behind them. Sutherland's eyes searched the fallen boulders. Their horses splashed and clip-clopped, steadily trotting.


    Rubio spat on the rocks and said, "Don't lift your eyes. Captain. They're up there, on the rims."


    Sutherland kept his face expressionless, maintaining the trot. There was no sound other than the noise of their own progress. "What are they waiting for, then?"


    "They ain't scared," Rubio said dryly. "I can tell you that much."


    "How far to the other end of this notch?"


    "Maybe a mile," Rubio said. "Maybe there ain't enough of them and they're waiting for more to show up. Or maybe they want us to ride out of the other end of the canyon right into the main party."


    Rubio spat again with his sharply sweeping eyes covering the turns ahead. "Play it easy, Captain--you may get out of this yet, with enough fool's luck."


    "Shut up, Rubio."


    The first warning arrow—a part of the ageless Apache game-the first arrow fell, clattering along the rocks, dropping among them. Sutherland shouted back, "Gallop!" and thundered through the canyon.


    Echos lifted around them, pounding hoofs and flat gunshots through the sky, rebounding as if in a great empty tunnel; bullets screamed off the rocks. Sutherland's horse, tight on Rubio's tail, wheeled in and out of rocks while Sutherland lifted his pistol and thumbed off shots toward the high rims. The drum of hoofbeats and the steady rattle of gimfire deafened him; the plunging run of the horse almost unseated him, coming around a stiff turning, and then they were racing out onto a downslope with the bugler reeling on his saddle behind Sutherland. Sutherland's lips were clamped together, turned white by pressure; he led the column at reckless speed down that hill into the brush at its bottom. And just as he and Rubio splashed into the creek there the Apaches rose up from the bushes beyond, thrusting volleys of arrows and bullets forward.


    The horse went out from under Sutherland and he felt himself flung from the saddle into the icy water. He ducked under, pistol still locked in his grip, and wheeled back to the bank, plunging ahead into the brush, with Apache gunfire whipping overhead from front and back in a wicked, relentless crossfire.


    Savagely he turned about, crouching on one knee,squinting through the tangled brush to seek out targets. With calm precision he squeezed off the three remaining shells in his pistol, and knelt to reload. The sudden realization came over him like a delayed reaction in that it was his duty to look after his men. He wheeled back into the brush of this narrow no-man s land and found Rubio, belly to the ground, rifle at his cheek, picking his targets with calm care. "Rubio, find Brophy and tell him to report to me on the double."


    Rubio looked up bleakly. "Tell him yourself."


    "Damn it, Rubio—"


    "I don't take orders from murderers," Rubio said mildly, and dropped his eyes to the sights. Cursing, Sutherland crashed on, heedless of the metal that sizzled through the air taking little bites out of bnish and wind and rain. A drop of water whipped into his eye and he blinked desperately; a protruding branch cut a deep red scratch in the back of his hand; his running feet got tangled in the undergrowth and he fell flat, the pistol flying from his grasp. He lost precious moments retrieving the gun; and ran on through the shoulder-high brush.


    When he found the sergeant, Brophy already had the troopers behind rocks and mesquite. Off in a shallow gully he glimpsed the horses with their horse holders.


    An arrow came in from behind and fell quivering into the trunk of a mesquite beside him; he swimming and saw a dozen howling Apaches coming downhill at the troop's rear. When he lifted his pistol to fire on them he heard Brophy's practiced even tones: "Barnett, Holly—cover the flanks. Corporal Frank, take a man up those rocks and hold the rear." Thegun was empty in Sutherland's fist; he let his arm drop. Brophy's voice cut forward sharply: "Captain —get down. You re a target, standin up that way."


    Sutherland wheeled and dropped to a crouch beside Brophy, thumbing shells with aggravating slowness into the gate of his revolver. On the slope behind, the running Indians had dropped to earth, immediately fading from sight. With his gun reloaded and his breath subsiding in his chest, Sutherland said, "Head count, Brophy."


    "Near as I can tell, sir," Brophy said, and paused to fire a shot forward through the brush "we've got six dead and two wounded. There's seven of us left in a piece—and maybe Rubio, if he's around here."


    "He's in front of the line," Sutherland said. The Apaches in the brush followed with a ragged volley, and then a sudden quiet descended on the area. Drizzling rain continued to dampen everything. Brush rattled to his left and he wheeled, lifting his pistol. Pete Rubio snaked through the brush on his belly and rolled over, getting to his haunches, peering forward.


    Sutherland said, "Are they coming toward us, Rubio?"


    "Not yet."


    "Then what's keeping them?" Rubio looked around and spat.


    "You tell me, Captain. You're the Indian-fighting expert."


    A blaze of red filmed Sutherland's eyes. In that quick moment he had an almost uncontrollable urge to shoot Rubio down; the pistol came up and his thumb eared the big hammer back to full cock, and with the muzzle trained point-blank on Rubio he said, "Answer my question."


    Rubio shrugged contemptuously. "You ain't going to shoot me—you got few enough guns as it is. But I'll tell you what you want to know. They've fallen back to regroup and most likely wait for reinforcements. They figure they've got plenty of time—we ain't going anywhere, not now."


    Sutherland cursed and turned around. His face was livid. One buck, more ambitious than the rest, splashed into the creek forty yards downstream and came plunging halfway across the water before Sutherland's slug took him in the ribs, spun him completely around and dropped him into the mud. Scattered shots sounded at irregular intervals.Sutherland punched the empty shell-case out of his gun and plugged a fresh cartridge into its place.


    "Brophy."


    "Sir?"


    "We'll have to consoHdate. Draw the men back slowly to the rocks on either side of that gully where the the horses are. I believe we can hold them from there."


    "Yes, sir," Brophy said. His voice was as blank as the gray sky. He turned away through the bushes. Sutherland grunted and began to walk crouched toward the gully. "Come on, Rubio," he said disgustedly.


    He didn't bother to see if Rubio was with him; he threaded a path through the brush and rocks and after a half-hour he found himself on the rim of the gully overlooking the horses. Some of his men were already here. He saw one man with his arm hanging useless, another limping badly, a third crooked strangely on one side; men straggled in, all of them trying to watch all four compass points at once; andwhen Brophy came, last to arrive, Sutherland said, "You counted wrong, Brophy. There are nine of us, counting the horse holders."


    "Yes sir," Brophy said.


    "Post your men around the perimeter. Sergeant. Get ready for another attack—and pay special attention to the horses. We need them."


    Brophy turned away. Sutherland put his back to a high rock and allowed himself to slump slightly. A bleak hght came up and stained his eyes. Nearby, Rubio was squatting motionless in the shadow of a great boulder.


    Rubio pulled a straw from the ground and stuck it into his mouth, letting it hang from his lip corner. He said, "Might be three or four of us could make it. We could stampede some of the horses, come dark, and go out the other way, while the Apaches go chasing after the horses. I reckon," he added drily, "we've got enough spare horses now to turn the trick."


    "Perhaps," Sutherland said coldly. "I dislike the notion of retreating."


    "You figure it's better to get your scalp lifted, hey? I made a mistake, then-I always figured you for a few brains, at least."


    Sutherland cursed under his breath and called out: "Brophy."


    Brophy did not answer. He lay flat on the ground, fifteen yards away, with a crimson shaft rising from his throat and blood pulsing thickly out to stain the rocks. Sutherland swore fervently and lifted his pistol; but no targets presented themselves to his gun. Then he saw Rubio dart past him, scoot across the intervening open ground, and coolly strip the sergeant's pistol and shells from the body, after which Rubio moved on into the rocks, disappearing, taking up a position.


    Alone on this face of the hill, Sutherland allowed his body to go more slack, while he made his mind work. Presently he pushed away from the rock, crawled uphill through the brush, and by a roundabout concealed course finally came up beside Rubio. "All right," he said. "We'll pull back."


    Rubio grunted. "A fine time to show some sense, ain t it?"


    "Be quiet. I want you to pass the word along—unsaddle all the horses but those we'll need to ride out."


    "What about the wounded?"


    "We'll have to take them with us."


    The drizzle spattered the backs of their hands. "That's mighty kind of you," Rubio said huskily, and moved off.


    


    The apaches had walked into Brady's camp at dawn and roused him and his companions. All of them carried arms, but none of them had brandished their weapons or even pointed them. Now, three hours later, Brady sat beside Harris while their horses moved along the floor of a long canyon under a drizzling gray sky; Tucker brought up the rear with his pack horse; and all around them rode the silent Indians. Once in a while one of the Apaches would make a joke, and the others would laugh; but by and large, it was a quiet journey. The Indians had not taken the guns from the soldiers. Harris's wry glance came around and struck Brady. "I didn't know I was buying into this kind of thing when I accepted my commission. Maybe I'd have thought twice."


    "What are you complaining for?" Brady said. "I'm not even getting paid for it. My contract ran out, remember?"


    Harris chuckled softly in his throat. "Well, if we don't get back, maybe somebody will write it all up for the newspapers, and we'll be the heroes. I hope Inyo's in a good mood."


    "Yeah," Brady breathed by way of answer. They broke out of the canyon, trotting at an easy pace and soon, on the side of a mountain that commanded a good-sized district, their Apache guides brought them into the rancheria.


    This was a big, pattemless scatter of Indian wickiups, spread out over the humps and hollows of the hillside without apparent plan. Water ran by at the foot of the slope, the volume of the stream increased by the night-long rain and the continuing drizzle.


    As they rode through the community, old women came out and stared at them with heads thrown back against the rain, eyes blazing defiantly; one woman picked up a handful of dirt and flung it at, them. It hit Brady's saddle; he ignored it. Harris said, "I know how much these people like to beat around the bush, but with Inyo I want to get right down to brass tacks."


    "So does he, I reckon. He's pretty direct. This ain't a horse trade. Just say a few pohte words, then tell him what you want."


    Harris nodded. Brady said, "Don't make any judgments from the size of this camp. It's not the only camp they've got up here." "I guessed as much."


    "You'll do," Brady said, with a quiet grin. "Here we are. Don't step down until we're invited."


    A woman with long gray hair turned stringy by the rain came out of the big wickiup, and thereupon one of the bucks escorting the party wheeled his horse and drummed away.


    Harris looked at Brady. "What was that for?" "Most likely the old woman's his mother-in-law. They ain't supposed to look at their mothers-in-law or talk to them."


    Harris smiled faintly. Tucker gigged himself up alongside; -and thus, thi'ee abreast, they faced the chief's lodge.


    Stooping to clear the low doorway, Inyo camethrough into the rain. He was a tall man, very tall for an Apache, and lean like his son Tonio; his face was a seamed map of creases and shelves. He raised a hand in greeting to Brady and said softly, "Enju."


    "Enju" Brady replied and said to Harris, "We can get down now."


    A brave came forward with obvious intent, whereupon Harris said, "Tucker, take care of the horses," and the brave apparently understanding him, changed course and went away. Tucker grunted without pleasure and gathered up the reins of the four horses. The pack horse kicked a fly away with a rear hoof, startling Tucker. Brady had to smile; they were all jumpy today, and no wonder. On the ground, facing Inyo across a four-yard distance, he heard Harris's quiet question; "Does he speak Eng-Hsh?"


    "Some. He'd rather speak his own language-it's a matter of saving face. I'll interpret."


    "All right," Harris said, and stepped forward, giving the Indian sign for friendship. "Enju," he said. Brady stayed right beside him.


    The tall chief nodded carefully and indicated the doorway of the lodge, afterward pushing the blanket-door aside and entering. "After him," Brady said dryly, and followed Harris into the damp dimness of the wickiup.


    A small fire burned in the center of the place; its smoke made exit through a hole in the roof. Now and then a drop of drizzling rain sizzled on the fire. Inyo sat down cross-legged on a blanket, indicating to Brady that he and Harris should take seats on the far side of the fire. Inyo's eyes were level, lighted by an immense pride; he waited patiently.


    ''May the god of the sun be kind to the great war chief," Brady said in Apache dialect.


    The chief dipped his head in reply. Brady spoke a few more pleasantries, obeying the Apache code of etiquette, and turned to Harris. "You can speak your peace.''


    "You can do it better than I can," Harris said. "Tell him about the telegram from Sherman."


    "All of it?"


    "The whole thing."


    "All right," Brady said, and turned to the chief. He spoke for some time, telling Inyo in carefully chosen words the offer to move the Apaches to the San Carlos, and the condition appended to the offer: that Inyo lead his renegades to the reservation.


    Afterward, Inyo made answer in tones that were not so much guttural as low and soft-throated.


    Harris said, "What did he say?"


    "About what we expected. He says it sounds good to him, but he doesn't speak for all his people. He's only a war chief. There's a difference between a chief of the people and a war chief."


    "Who's the chief of the people?"


    "They haven't got one," Brady said dryly. "In wartime they don't need one."


    "Then who gives the orders?"


    "In battle, the war chiefs. Other times, nobody. Everybody makes up his own mind. They run a pretty free society. For all practical purposes, everybody's free to come and go as he pleases."


    "That's just fine," Harris said, with a dour turn of his lips. He locked his hands together and leaned back a little. "Tell him the alternative—tell him we're prepared to mount a big expedition against him. Tellhim we respect his fighting abihty and the pride of his people but we've got a whole lot more soldiers than he does, and sooner or later we'll kill all of them if they keep on resisting. Tell him his children will all be orphans and his women will all be widows."


    Brady told it to Inyo, though he was fairly certain the chief had understood Harris's English. Inyo considered the two of them over a stretching interval, after which he spoke again, and Brady translated: "He says he knows all'that now. He didnt know it when he jumped the reservation, but he's figured out the odds. He knows we've got him hcked in the long run. But he still says he can't speak for anybody but himself."


    Harris scratched his head and tugged at his ear-lobe. "Ask him to talk frankly--ask him what he thinks the chances are of him talking his people into giving up and coming back to the reservation."


    Brady asked, and waited with half-held breath for Inyo's answer.


    When it came, the answer was carefully thought-out and spoken. Brady said, "He says it wouldn't work. The braves have suffered too long and taken too many empty promises from the Government. They prefer to stay in the mountains and fight as long as they can-at least it's an honorable way to Uve and to die, if they must."


    "But Inyo has a lot of prestige with them. He's a respected man. Why shouldn't they listen to him?''


    "It's not in their way of doing things. They'd listen to him. They'd give him all the respect he's due. Then they'd go off and do as they please."


    Harris turned to look away for a moment; he said, "Frankly, I can't say I blame him. If I was in theshoes of one of these Apache braves I'd probably make the same choice myself."


    Brady said, "That kind of attitude wont get us anywhere right now."


    Harris grunted. "All right. Will, can you think of anything else we can say?"


    "No."


    "That's what I thought. We've said our piece. Inyo has our offer. You might tell him it's a good offer, and we'll stand by it. It's no empty promise."


    Brady translated the words into Apache and relayed them. Inyo said nothing. Harris turned his palms up, raising his shoulders in a sign of resignation. "That's it, then. Ask him if we'll have safe passage out of the mountains."


    Brady asked the question, and interpreted Inyo's reply drily: "He says he can't guarantee it. He says his own men will respect our flag of truce, but he can't speak for the others in the mountains. He says maybe we ought to keep our eyes open."


    "Thank him for the advice," Hanis said. "Make your goodbye speech. Will, and let's get going."


    Brady did so, and afterward followed Harris outside. Tucker was standing patiently by the horses, trying to ignore a squad of small brown children who were keeping busy by taunting the horses and throwing pebbles. Brady grinned at them and shook his fist; the children became quiet and stopped throwing stones, but did not run away. Instead, they stood fast and glared with steady hatred.


    "Let's get out of here," Harris murmured uncomfortably, and Brady turned to his horse.


    Brady carried the white flag, high and conspicuous on a pole. He wondered skeptically how much goodit would do if they happened to encounter a crowd of Indians who were not directly within Inyo's sphere of influence.


    They rode back through the country of high cliffs and wide mesas, under the continuing discomfort of the steady drizzle. There seemed no end in sight to the sky's weeping. Tucker, alongside with the pack horse, was decidedly nervous. It was not the kind of nervousness brought on by fear; rather it was an angry wariness, the impatience of a man growing anxious for action. It was product and culmination of the gradual gathering bitterness that marked Tucker's progress through life-Brady remembered Tucker's diy comment, that he had seen too many doors close in his face.


    Noon came and went-time gauged by Harris' pocket watch, not by the sun; there was no sun. Time traveled on in gray and leaking lethargy; the ground, once dusty, was turned soggy, muffling the sound of hoofbeats. The cold on these windswept, dripping heights was biting. Dim, gray light washed all warmth out of the various color-tones of the land, giving everything in sight the appearance of a uniform hostility.


    They traveled with deliberate haste, now galloping, now trotting, now walking; alternating the pace in that manner to save the horses, they covered ground at a good rate. The trail Brady chose was one that kept them in open country much of the time, thus minimizing the chance of ambush. Now and then they had to cut through a tangle of badlands or a narrow-sided canyon, and in these places Brady's hand stayed near his gun and his. eyes swept the nearby places of concealment with heightenedalertness. And then, walking the horse across a long flat plateau of rock and scrub growth, his head lifted sharply and his hand raised in restraining signal.


    They reined in on that barren flat; Harris said, 'Whaf s the matter?"


    "I think I heard something—gunshots."


    Harris frowned and turned to Ksten against the wind. There was the steady light patter of rain against their oilskin ponchos; there was the sound of Tucker's led horse shifting its feet. "I don t hear anything," Harris said.


    Brady shook his head. His eyes were narrowed. "I didn't imagine it. Keep your eyes open. Let's keep going."


    They moved forward again, each man frowning with new, taut awareness toward the surrounding jagged peaks. "Timber country coming up soon," Brady said. "Watch the shadows."


    Harris squinted upward toward the clouds. "Not a break anywhere in that sky. It's going to be a long | summer-a tough campaign. The only way we'll get ' these Apaches out of the mountains will be to pick them off one by one."


    "That sounds like fun," Tucker said morosely. He, too, considered the sky; presently he said, "Will?"


    "What?"


    ''Does that offer still stand?"


    "Sure."


    "I think I'll take you up on it," Tucker said. His face looked sour. "I've had enough campaigning to last me quite a spell."


    Harris turned his glance toward the sergeant. His voice carried a rough good-humor. "This is a hell of a time to desert me."


    'The army's full of sergeants. Captain. I'm tired."


    Harris's eyes were level, holding Tucker's. "I can't say I blame you," he said.


    "Thanks," Tucker said dryly. "We're not out of this yet, though. I'll keep my gun greased till we hit the desert. Which is still two days away."


    "So it is," Brady murmured, scanning the juniper slopes ahead. The path he chose dropped them through a long field of altitude-stunted greenery, lifted them over a rocky saddle of ground between two somber bald-topped peaks, and took them by easy stages downward, and finally, at midafternoon, entering a stand of timber with startling abruptness. Rain dripped unsteadily from the laden tree-tops, adding to their discomfort. Along the way they scared up an antelope, a solitary animal prowling the forest for graze; startled, it wheeled and fled, the humping signal spots on its rump showing white in alarm. When Brady looked at Tucker he saw that Tucker had his sixgun halfway out of its holster. Tucker rammed the gun back with a grunt of disgust and folded his slicker back over the holster. "A trip like this would make a wooden Indian jumpy."


    "A fact," Brady murmured in agreement. He, too, felt the nerve-tightening pressure of their constant danger.


    Single file, they threaded the forest, steadily descending. Late in the afternoon the rain quit, although the cloud cover continued to blanket the sky from horizon to horizon. Nightfall came early; it caught them still in the depths of the tall timber country. Brady said, "We may as well rig a lean-to and make camp. There's no hurry-if the Indians want us, they'll get at us whenever they please."


    And so they built a quick shelter beneath the dripping pines, staked the horses out, and spent the night in relatively dry discomfort, taking turns standing guard. No incidents marred the night. At dawn long red splashes of light streaked the eastern sky. "Clouds are breaking up," Tucker observed thankfully. They broke camp and were once again on the move by six o'clock after a quick cold meal. Harris said, "How far is it to Yeager's?" 'Three hours," Brady said positively. "If the place is still standing."


    "Now," Tucker observed in his customary dour tones, "there's an encouraging thought. I rise to remark that you're about the most contrary skunk I know, Brady. Maybe I'll reconsider that horse-wrangling job."


    Brady's chuckle relieved a good deal of pent-up strain; he was grateful even for Tucker's bit of sour humor. They traveled forward at a steady gait across the damp-matted carpet of soaked pine needles, now and then cutting tlirough a rocky clearing and once passing the edge of a long bum, wth nothing remaining but the fire-blackened stumps and charred, lifeless trees, the only aftermath of a forest fire.


    The sun advanced, going in and out of sight past the moving breakup of clouds. Fhckering shadows shortened along the ground and then, chmbing a slope through a thick stand of pines, Brady reined in abruptly so that Tucker almost ran into the tail of his horse.


    "What's up. Will?"


    "Shooting. Hear it?"


    The three listened with keen ears. "I hear it," Harris said, and Tucker echoed the statement.


    "About a mile and a half ahead," Brady guessed. ''That would put it just about at Yeager's place."


    "Fine," Tucker said. "Fine."


    Brady looked at Harris. "You're in command."


    Harris grunted. "Thanks for reminding me." He turned silent and for a moment they listened to the steady distant talk of rifles, echoing across the mountains. "Let's take a look," Harris said, and led the way forward at a cautious pace. Brady looked back and saw the grin across Tucker's mouth that did not spread to the man's eyes; Brady's jaws tightened and he gigged his horse forward.


    As they advanced across the undulating slopes, the sound of gunfire grew louder, and their caution increased. Presently Brady said softly, "Easy, Justin. It's just over the hill now."


    Harris nodded and went on, finally halting within pistol shot of the top of the hill. He dismounted and said in a sibilant whisper, "Hold the horses. Tucker. We'll go up for a look."


    Brady dismounted and went up the hill on foot with Harris beside him. Behind him, Tucker sat his saddle, keening the roundabout woods.


    Approaching the rim, they dropped to hands and knees. The shooting had slackened a bit, but still the volume of fire indicated to Brady that at least a dozen rifles, perhaps more, were busy peppering Yeager's ranch. The heavier roar of a buffalo gun would be Yeager himself, fighting back through the little gunports of his fortified house.


    And so it proved to be. They belly-crawled thelast fifteen feet and lay flat and hatles5 on the soaked ground, peering down through the thinning timber to the wide cleared area that marked Yeager's outfit. Yeager's house bloomed with gunfire; Brady counted eight guns firing from various positions within the house, and that made him frown: Yeager had himself, his wife and four boys. That made six. Who were the other two riflemen?


    It mattered little. The house was ringed, on the fringe of timber, by at least twenty Apache guns.


    "They're pretty busy," Brady observed.


    "I wonder what they decided was all of a sudden so important at Yeager's?"


    "No telling," Brady said "Yeager's got some help inside."


    "I noticed." Harris was watching the timber-edge around the ranch. "What do you think, Will?"


    "I think Yeager's got his hands full."


    "It wouldn't do us any good to go charging through the Apache lines and fort up with Yeager. A few more gims wouldn't do him that much good. We can give him more help from back here, if we do it right."


    "Silently," Brady said. "If we can pick a few o them off, one at a time—with knives maybe—it ma) give them something to think about. Long enougl for us to make a break and get Yeager out of then with his crowd."


    "It's worth a tiy," Harris said. He was starting t( worm back when Brady stopped him. Brady wa< pointing downhill. "Look in the corral. What do yoi: see?"


    "Horses. What of it?"


    "Look at that big bay. The one with a white stocking on its left forefoot."


    "You've got good eyes," Harris murmured. "I can't tell one horse from another at this distance. What's all the mystery?"


    "I could swear that's Sutherland's horse," Brady said quietly.


    And Harris's eyes came around slowly to his, widening. "My God!" Harris whispered.


    Brady nodded soberly. "He had fifteen men with him when he left the fort." He dug his hand in and started pushing himself back oS the exposed rim of the hill. "Come on."


    


    There were yellow glinting pinpoints in Brady's eyes. "All right?" he asked; and Harris nodded, moving away softly through the trees. Brady turned and looked at Tucker. On Tucker's face was a touch of restlessness, a touch of isolation. His bleak eyes reflected a faint bitter light. Tucker looked at Brady, nodded briefly, and swung away. Ripples of light glinted along the blade of the knife in Tucker's hand. Presently he disappeared into the woods to the right. Brady turned to the left and moved ahead.


    Over the hill, the talk of guns kept up in unceasing savagery. Now and then came the boom of Yeager's heavier buffalo gun; the long intervals between Yeager's shots proved that Yeager was choosing his targets with care. Brady walked ahead with long paces, circumnavigating the back of the hill slopes until he estimated that he was almost opposite the point from which he and Harris had overlooked the besieged ranch. Here he turned an abrupt right-angle and went straight up the hill, dropping lower as he approached the summit until, going over the top, he was on his belly once more. He stopped at a point of vantage to consider the trees below. When he rubbed his chin, heavy whiskers stung his hand. Temper pushed at his self control--the rattle of guns continued, battering his ears--but he layflat and carefully regarded the timber immediately ahead before he moved, and when he did, it was with great care.


    The wind carried with it the smell of rain and the sharp, raw scent of the wild comitiy. He crept through the forest, bent low enough for his fingers to touch the ground, and presently, like a dog bristling against a faint unfamiliar scent, he halted. A bright shift crossed his features—a surface sign of excitement—and wrinkles converged around his eyes. Ahead, through the trees, his attention had narrowed upon a squatting brown figure, rifle to shoulder.


    Brady turned his head from side to side, putting his cool, almost indifferent glance deliberately on the surrounding trees. No one else was in sight. Ahead of him, the Apache's gun roared and the Apache flipped open the trapdoor breechlock to shove a new cartridge into the Springfield. Brady unlimbered his knife and began his stalk, moving from tree to tree. The Apache, keeping his back to Brady, had his attention held intently on the ranch house across the intei-vening open ground. Brady let his body down flat and crawled slowly, keeping the thickness of a pine trunk between him and the -Indian. The Apache fired another shot, again re- t loaded his .45-70 and took aim, waiting apparently for a target. Brady took his eyes deliberately off the ' Apache's back and again swept the surrounding : thickets, still seeing nothing; he lifted the knife and ' dug in his toes. From a distance of only ten feet, he made his run.


    The Apache heard him, but not in time. Brady locked his arm about the man's tlnoat and withouthesitation plunged the knife cleanly between the ribs.


    The Apache sighed. Breath bubbled in his chest; his back arched with incredible power, all but breaking Brady's hold; then the body went slack, and Brady let it to earth slowly, pulling the knife out and wiping it clean on the ground. The Apache's torso jerked, but a moment's close inspection satisfied Brady that he was dead.


    Brady coolly picked up the Indian's loaded rifle, cocked the big hammer, and took aim on a ringlet of rising gunsmoke that was a quarter-way around the circle of trees. When that Indian gun fired again, he had his target, and fired. The big .45-70 recoiled against his shoulder-and he saw a half-naked figure fall plunging out of the trees.


    Brady rammed the carbine muzzle-first into the ground, thus blocking the barrel with mud and making the gun a death-trap for any passing Indian who might pick it up and try to shoot it. Then he laid the gun down beside the dead Apache and moved off silently through the shadowed timber.


    His face was turned harsh and raw by the violence he was embroiled in. Threading the trees, he caught sight of another kneeling figure firing upon the ranch house; he again dropped flat and again wormed forward.


    But this Indian was not so easily to be caught from behind. At irregular intervals the Apache's head turned while he watched the roundabout trees with care. Brady froze, flat against the earth. When the Indian took aim on the house again, he moved quickly forward, halting again when the Apache had fired and reloaded and turned to inspect the trees.


    Brady placed himself behind a tree and gauged the distance between him and the Indian, and reversed the knife in his hand, balancing it, holding it by the tip. The Indian bent over his rifle, taking aim on the house; and Brady's arm went back, grew taut, and flung the knife with full power.


    It sank hilt-deep in the back of the Indian's neck. Brady's flesh broke out in sudden cold sweat; his arm was msty and it was, he knew now, through luck only that he had struck the Indian. He had aimed for the back, not the neck. Breath oozed through his nostrils.


    He scuttled forward and knelt, regarding the Apache. The man's loose, blind expression was plain enough evidence that he was dead. When Brady removed his knife, he put his back to the dead man and surveyed the circle of timber, the long meadow, the defiant fortress that was Yeager's house.


    And it suddenly occurred to him that there was a difference in the hard-clattering sound of the day. The volume of fire from the Indian positions had decreased sharply.


    It took little wondering to figure out the reason for it. He himself had accounted for three of the Apaches. If Harris and Tucker had done half as well, the Indian's force would have been reduced by a fourth or a third. Brady's lip corners turned down in a passionate display of bitterness. He was sick-physically sick-of killing, of death. He stared bleakly through the trees, and it came to him that the rate of fire from he timber-circle was continuing to decrease. It was impossible to befieve that Harris and Tucker were accounting for it. Then, suddenly, the woods were quiet.


    The riflemen within the house realized it, too; losing their targets, they quit firing. A sti'ange, eerie silence blanketed the valley. Brady nodded grimly. The Apaches, aware that something had gone wrong, had fallen back to reassemble and hold council.


    Acrid fumes of sulphur instated his nostrils. The smell of gunsmoke was thick. A commotion broke out of the trees across the valley, and a moment's consideration told Brady that it was Harris, mounted and leading the other horses at breakneck speed into Yeager's corrals.


    When Hanis's run drew no fire, Brady left the woods and dogtrotted across the meadow, waving his hat in signal to those within the house.


    Coming out onto the porch, standing aside from the door, Yeager ran his hand down his back length of beard and said, "I guess you gents must be the reason why those bucks lit out."


    Brady followed Harris up to the house. "They haven't gone far," Brady said, "They'll be back pretty soon."


    Yeager shmgged his big shoulders. "Let 'em. I can hold them off all summer if they want to tiy me. There's a well inside the house and I've got plenty of grub stored up. Plenty of gunpowder, too."


    "All it will take," Brady said mildly, "is a couple of kerosene-soaked fire-arrows landing on your roof." "I thought of that," Yeager repHed. "They can't get close enough to the house to shoot fire arrows. It's all open land-and I can cut them down before they get within bow-and-arrow range." "At night?"


    "Most likely," Yeager said complacently. His supreme self-confidence was irritating.


    Throughout this exchange, Harris had been surveying the hills with a troubled glance. "I wonder where Tucker is? Do you suppose anything happened to him?


    "Give him a little time," Brady said. "If he doesn't show up, I'll go looking for him."


    "All right," Harris said, still troubled. He turned toward Yeager. "Who's inside the house, Yeager?"


    "Couple of your soldier boys, and my family."


    "Is Captain Sutherland in there?"


    "I am." Sutherland came through the door, limping very slightly. A rifle hung in his hand. His round face was streaked with dirt and sweat; his uniform was torn and filthy. He favored Harris with a mocking salute and came to a stand wearily, feet braced wide apart, his lip curled a little.


    Harris looked at him with a bit of awe. "Where are the rest of your men, Sutherland?"


    That was when Pete Rubio came out onto the porch. Rubio had a little difficulty moving; his arm was bandaged tightly, hung in a sling across his chest. He too grasped a rifle.


    "I'm the rest of his men, Captain," Rubio said.


    Sutherland spoke with tight stiffness: "We were ambushed by a superior force and cut to pieces."


    "Where?" Harris demanded.


    "Rifle Gap."


    Without hesitation, Harris turned his glance on Pete Rubio. "Is he telling the truth, Rubio?"


    "Pait of it," Rubio drawled. When he looked at Sutherland there was ill-concealed hatred in his eyes. "It wasn't in Rifle Gap, it was beyond Rifle Gap. And we wouldn't have been ambushed if the captain here hadn't decided he knew more about Indian fightingthan Indians do." Rubio spat a dark bitter stream upon the porch.


    Sutherland glared at him, not speaking.


    "So you made a break for it," Brady said, 'and the Apaches chased you this far."


    Rubio nodded, spitting again. "We couldn t shake them loose. They kept picking us off-we traveled all night, taking the wounded with us. What you see standing here is all that's left." Dry malice filled his eyes when he looked at Sutherland.


    "I see," Harris said quietly. He was plainly shocked. Brady felt the bitter sting in his belly of unwilling belief. "This washes you up, Sutherland," he said, turning away. "I'm going up to look for Emmett Tucker."


    "Good luck," Harris breathed. Walking away, Brady heard Harris say, "You can consider yourself under arrest. Captain."


    Brady mounted his horse and swung away from the yard. In his mind lifted a dismal anger against the sour irony that had allowed Sutherland, who had killed his command as surely as if he'd taken a gun to them, make good his escape.


    Tracks of pain streaked Tucker's eyes. He lay sprawled on the ground with the shaft of an arrow rising from his side. His lips were pale.


    Brady got down and went to him, carrying a canteen, whipping out his kerchief. He soaked the cloth and put it to Tucker's mouth. Tucker looked up with silent gratitude.


    Brady considered the wound. "The arrowhead's caught between a couple of ribs," he said. "That makes you lucky-the ribs kept it from going indeeper." After a further moment's self-deb ate, he said, "Listen to me, Emmett."


    Tucker didn't blink. Brady swept the roundabout timber witli a quick sui-vey and said, "I can t move you until we get that arrow out. Otherwise it might work its way into your lung. You understand me?"


    Tucker grinned tightly. "Go ahead," he said in a hoarse croak. "Pull it. Will."


    "It will be rough."


    Tucker's head moved in a slight nod. "Got a spare bullet?"


    Brady punched a cartridge out of his belt-loop and put it gently into Tucker's mouth. Tucker worked it around with his tongue until it sat crosswise between his teeth.


    Brady said, "All right?"


    Tucker repeated his nod.


    Bracing his knee against Tucker's ribs, Brady took firm hold with both hands on the arrow shaft. Tucker's eyes remained open, staring with combined interest and pain at the operation.


    His voice, muffled around the bullet, croaked impatiently: "Come on—come on."


    "Yeah," Brady grunted, and yanked.


    Tucker made no sound at all. Brady regained his balance, holding the bloody arrow, and had the impression that Tucker hadn't even bhnked. But sweat stood out on Tucker's forehead. Blood welled from the wound; Brady took the soaked kerchief and pressed it against the flesh.


    "Hold this in place—tight as you can."


    Tucker's hand came up and pressed the kerchief down. Slowly it turned dark. Tucker's mouth opened a Uttle and the bullet fell out'. When Brady picked itup, he saw that Tucker had almost bitten it in two. He grinned at Tucker and tossed the bullet away. "A piece of luck," he said. "I was afraid for a minute that the arrowhead might stay in. We'd have sure been in trouble if that happened." "What now?"


    "You're going for a little ride. Down to Yeager's. No telling how soon those Apaches will be back." "I'm game," Tucker said. "Take it easy, that's all." "Easy as we can," Brady replied. "Keep that compress held tight. When we get down the mountain, we'll bandage you up properly."


    "Sounds good," Tucker muttered, grunting and grimacing while Brady helped him to his feet. "I hope to hell Yeager's got some whisky." "All set?" "Let's go."


    Half-supported by Brady's arm, Tucker hobbled across the few feet to the horse. "You'll have to give me a boost up, I guess."


    "Sure." Tucker gritted his teeth, and Brady pushed him up into the saddle. He noticed that the red-haired man was sweating again. Tucker's look troubled him; he knew Tucker was sujffering far more pain than he let on. The wound might be a good deal more serious than Brady had at first suspected.


    He said nothing of all this, however. He swung up behind Tucker and gigged the horse gently forward.


    It was a slow ride. By the time they reached the yard, Tucker's head was bobbing down against his chest and Brady was holding him upright in the saddle. Brady felt the quick need to get Tucker inside and lay him down. Harris and one of Yeager's brawny sons came out and helped him carry Tuckerinside where they stretched him out on a pallet near the fireplace. In one dark corner George Sutherland bulked, his frame held rigid by a massive resentment. Harris was bending over and knelt there, too. Brady looked across the room at Pete Rubio, who stood with his hand protruding from the sling and his rifle stubbornly gripped in his free hand. Brady said, "How's that arm, Pete?''


    "I'll make out all right," Rubio said. "How about him?"


    "No telling, yet." Brady looked down at Tucker, and then at Sutherland. "You've sure caused a lot of grief for one man," he said. Sutherland pointedly ignored him. The woman went out of the room and presently returned with a coffeepot full of steaming water and a bedsheet, which she proceeded to tear into strips. Then, gently nudging Harris aside, she knelt beside Tucker and went to work with calm and silent competence. Tucker s eyes were closed and his breathing was a hoarse rasp.


    When the woman stood up and turned, Brady spoke to her in Apache dialect: "What do you think?'


    The woman shrugged and went away. Brady frowned down at the redheaded sergeant. "He didn't seem in such bad shape when I picked him up. I took an arrow out of him. He was pretty cheerful."


    "Probably pierced an artery," Harris said. "He's still bleeding through the bandage."


    Tucker's eyelids fluttered and he squinted up seeming to have trouble focusing his eyes. "You're a cheerful cuss," he said crankly to Harris, "Has anybody got some whisky, damn it?"


    Harris turned. "Yeager? Get some whisky for this man."


    "Sure," Yeager said, and in a moment came into the room with a bottle which he handed to Harris. HaiTis tipped it to Tucker's hps. The sergeant drank greedily, then laid his head back with a long sigh. "That's good," he murmured. "That's good." "Want some more?" "No, thanks. Captain." "Hurtmuchr


    "Not too much. Listen, Captain--you people have got to get out of here. Those Apaches will burn this place down around your ears."


    "You're in no condition to travel, Tucker." "Then leave me be. I ain't going to last long anyway. I can feel it. Get the hell out of here, will you?" Harris smiled vaguely. "Is that an order, Sergeant?" "Yes, sir. It's a goddamn order." Harris patted his shoulder. "You're a good man, Emmett," he murmured, and got to his feet. "Will, how long do you think it will be before they jump us again?"


    "Nobody knows but the Lord." Brady raked a match along his pants to ignite it, and ht his cigarette. "I'm a mite surprised they haven't started shooting aheady. I didn't see any sign of them up on the hill."


    "Maybe they lost more men than we figured on. I killed two of them and I think I put a slug in another. He kept running but he was limping badly. How about you?"


    "Three."


    "Tucker?"


    Tucker's eyes were half closed. "Four, I think. Give me the bottle, will you?"


    Harris stooped to put the bottle in Tucker's hand.


    Brady's moody eyes watched the sergeant. "That's nine down, maybe ten." Harris said. "Better luck than we could have hoped for."


    "They got overconfident," Brady said. "If they'd put proper watch on their backtrail, they'd have spotted us."


    "How many do you think are left?"


    "Out of that bunch," Brady said, "maybe ten or twelve. There's a good chance that more will be joining up with them, a few at a time. Word goes through these mountains pretty fast when there's something important."


    "Maybe they're waiting for reinforcements, then."


    "And maybe they're waiting for nightfall," Brady said, "so they can set fire to this place and then pick us off like sitting ducks when we make a run for it."


    Sutherland's hard, precise voice cut across the room resentfully: "There may not be as many of them to reckon with as you suspect. We gave a pretty good accounting of ourselves."


    It brought Pete Rubio's head around contemptuously. "We didn't even make a dent. Captain. There's hundreds of them in these mountains."


    Sutherland subsided into continuing silent anger Brady gave him one brief, flat glance and tumec back to Harris. "I can only think of one way out—an< it's a damned poor risk."


    "Spill it out," Hanis said.


    Brady looked around the room. Posted at the windows, Yeager's sons kept careful watch, their rifles ready. The tiny openings plunged the room into deep gloom which was relieved only by the red flickering flames in the fireplace and two lanterns on the far wall.


    Brady said, "The minute it gets dark-and not a second later-we could make a try. They probably won t be expecting it quite so fast. We get on our horses and run like hell. We take the short-cut, down tlirough Apache Canyon. It's a rugged trail, but they'd trap us on the long route. If we could beat them LQto the canyon, we could hold them off long enough to reach the floor of the vaUey-theoretically. Once we get onto the desert, I doubt they'll push us farther. Too much chance of it backfiring, like it did the other night when they tried to break Tonio out."


    Harris was considering the proposal soberly. 'Where does that leave him?" he said, pointing to Tucker.


    Tucker's eyes slid open. "Right here. Captain. Don't fret about it" Tucker assumed a lazy grin. "I'm a mite too tired for a long trip."


    Harris shook his head. He looked around at the others. "All right. Will. We'll try your plan. Tucker goes w4th us. Any objections?"


    Sutherland was the only man to move. He stepped a pace forward from the corner; but suddenly he was the target of a fixed gaze from every pair of eyes in the room; and Harris said, "You've got no say in this. Keep still."


    "You're a fool," Tucker said to Harris. "Ill slow you down, that's all. I'm no good for anything. What's the point of hauling a deadweight corpse with you?"


    "You're not as close to dying as you think you are," Harris said, pointing toward Tucker's bandaged side. "The blood's started clotting now. It's not coming through the cloth any more."


    Tucker looked down, grinning. "Hallelujah," hebreathed. "Think of that." His head tipped back and, still smiling, he lifted the bottle to his lips. "Will, maybe I'll make you a good wrangler yet." He saluted witli the bottle and di-ank again.


    


    The afternoon wore on with no sign of Indians until at four o'clock Rubio spoke from his post at the window: "They're keeping an eye on us from up there. Out of rifle range."


    "Then they're waiting for nightfall," Brady said. He sat with his back to the side of the fireplace. Red light, reflected from the flames, rippled along the side of his trousers. He ran a cleaning rag tlirough the bore of his rifle and inspected it, and began reloading the magazine while he watched the steady rise and fall of Tucker's chest.


    In the dim corner beyond, Sutherland stood with his back straight and his arms folded recalcitrantly over his chest. His eyes avoided meeting anyone's glance. Harris was leaning in a dejected pose against one wall, head propped on his hand and elbow to the wall; Rubio and Yeager and two of the younger boys were on guard and the two other boys were in the kitchen with their mother. It was, Brady thought idly, an odd conglomeration of people, to say the least. His belly was heavy, satisfied; laconic as she was, Yeager's wife was a fine cook.


    With no particular apparent interest, Harris said, "What does the weather look like, Rubio?"


    "Clearing up. Won't be as, dark a night as we'd like."


    Harris nodded with a certain reservation. Bradywas working on his tenth cigarette of the afternoon. Waiting made him edgy. He poked a twig into the fireplace and used its burning tip to Hght his smoke, and tossed the twig into the fire.


    Suddenly George Sutherland pushed himself out from the corner. Brady looked at him. Sutherland had been working himself up to something all afternoon; that much had been easy to see. Now it was coming. Sutherland walked across the room with de-hberate strides toward Harris, and came to a halt within arm's length of him. "I want to talk to you."


    "We've got nothing to talk about," Harris told him levelly.


    "You've wrong," Sutherland said flatly. "None of this changes anything."


    "Are you talking about your wife?" lam. "IVe told you before. I had nothing to do with her." "He's telling the truth," Brady said. "Go back to your comer and shut up."


    Sutherland wheeled. "How do you know so much about this? For a two-bit buckskin scout, you seem pretty well informed."


    Brady stood up, uncoiling his length without hurry. "Sure," he said. "Eleanor's not interested in Captain Harris." He watched the recoil of Sutherland's face against his use of the woman's first name; he showed Sutherland his savage grin and used his words like a whip to punish Sutherland: "I'm the man you've been looking for, Sutherland. I'm the one who almost talked your wife into running away with me. And maybe I still will, after this. Life's too good for you— Captain. You don't deserve it."


    "Of course," Sutherland breathed. "I should have known. If she was to turn to anyone, it would have been somebody like you—an irresponsible, footloose tough. I should have knovm," he growled-and Brady saw his hand clawing at the holster flap.


    Brady's gun was half-drawn when Harris's hand swept forward, batting the lifting revolver away from Sutherland's fist. The gun clattered to the floor out of reach. Sutherland whirled; HaiTis said mildly, "That's the kmd of thing we might expect from you. I think you're sick, George. I don't think there's any room in the army for you."


    Sutherland glared at him in helpless rage; he wheeled again, facing Brady across the distance between them. His voice sounded half-choked: "You— you!"


    Brady let his gun fall back into leather; he unbuckled his gunbelt and let it drop. "Come ahead, if you've a mind to." His own voice sounded weary.


    Sutherland chewed on his rage a moment longer, then broke into a clattering nm, charging. As he came past blindly, his heavy boot almost rammed into Tucker's head. That uncaring action broke the last of Brady's self-control, so that he stood finally as fully angry as Sutherland. His Ups peeled back from his teeth and instead of dodging Sutherland's charging rush, he stood his ground and measured the distance. Choosing the moment carefully, he rammed his fist straight-aim into Sutherland's face.


    It was a cruel blow; it flattened Sutherland's nose, making blood spurt from it; Brady felt the cartilege - crush under his fist.


    Sutherland wheeled back. Looking down at Tucker, Brady knew this would not do. In spite ofhis hot raging temper, he backed away from Sutherland, thus leading the man across the length of the ; room until they were both safely away from Tucker. Then set his feet and lifted his guard and stood awaiting Sutherland's attack.


    The savagery of Sutherland's contorted face was heightened by the blood that matted his nose and hps and dripped from his chin. He roared incoherently and plowed ahead until Brady once more struck him a blow that set him back on his heels, jarring his entire body. The shock of it must have warned Sutherland, for he grew abruptly calm and lifted his fists cautiously, and began to circle around Brady, moving on the balls of his feet, slightly bent forward. Brady waited for him, heat glaring in his eyes.


    He had fleetiag glimpses of the others—Harris, Yeager, Rubio, and the two boys, even Tucker--watching them and holding their distance; he kept his attention on Sutherland, and as Sutherland gradually circled closer, he began a duel of jabbing blows with Sutherland. The officer outweighed him by a few pounds, but they were both big-boned men and evenly matched.


    This, though, was the first fist fight Brady had ever entered when he felt a driving desire to maim and kill his opponent.


    His anger had settled, into a cool and calculating shrewdness by now; he aimed each blow with care and made effective use of his guard and felt for a while that he was gradually getting the better of Sutherland, until Sutherland suddenly changed his method of attack and rushed in, ignoilng Brady's blows, locking him in a viselike hug and dancing him around. Brady shifted his hips to avoid Sutherland'slifting knee; he felt the powerful arms restricting his breath, and he stamped his foot down against Sutherland's instep.


    It broke the man's hold, bent him over, and made of him a target that no one could miss. Brady's fist came up from hip-level and pounded like a hammer into Sutherland's lowered face. Punishing an aheady crushed area, it rocked Sutherland back and made him howl. Brady pressed him relentlessly, pounding a quick rataplan of hard-knuckled fists against Sutherland's midriff. Sutherland's guard was ineffective; with fierce anger Brady kept bringing the fight to him, so that Sutherland could not escape him. His fists became twin pistons, battering Sutherland with wicked regularity; with each blow he made a little restitution for McQuade, for Brophy, for Barnett.


    A red haze swirled before his eyes; he reaUzed in a foggy way that they had him in a grip, that Harris and Rubio were holding his arms, and tliat Harris was shouting in his ear: "For God's sake, that's enough, Will! Let him alone!"


    His body sagged. "All right," he said in a broken voice. The haze drifted away from his vision and he saw Sutherland against the wall, his mouth open and his eyes closed, a broken tootli and blood oozing out of a mass of cuts and bruises; Sutherland shd slowly down the wall and rolled onto his side and brought his knees up against the pain. Little mmmuring cries came steadily from the man's chest.


    "Did I do that?" Brady asked weakly. His knuckles burned and throbbed.


    "I think it's enough, for a while," Rubio said dryly. "Funny—I had the same thing in mind myself. Then they put a hole in my wing. But that's all right. Iguess you did him enough damage for the two of us."


    "Are you all right now?" Harris said in a worriedtone.


    "Yeah," he said bitingly. "I'm fine." And whenHarris turned to kneel by Sutherland, he wheeledangrily and went back across the room to pick up hisgunbelt.


    Tucker grinned up at him. "Nice job. Will." "Sure," he said, and felt self-disgust rise in him.


    "Sure it was."


    Dusk. Harris was speaking to Yeager; Brady listened while he sat by Tucker. Harris said, "You can t be serious, Yeager."


    "Ah, but I am. Captain. Nobody budges me until I'm ready to be budged."


    "Don't be a fool. You know what they plan to do to this place after dark."


    "They won t do it," Yeager said cahnly. "Not after they see you and your crowd ride away. They don't have any fight with me, nor me with them."


    Exasperated, Harris turned away. "Will, talk to him."


    Brady looked up. Yeager shook his head; and Brady said to Hams, "You can't force him, Justin."


    "All right," Harris said disgustedly. "Maybe you're right at that, Yeager. But you can do one thing for us. Take care of Tucker until he's able to ride."


    Yeager considered Tucker. His glance revealed nothing of his feelings; his expression was eflPectively concealed behind the thickness of his beard. Presently he shook his head. "Them Apaches ain't fools, Captain. You can bet they've counted noses. They know exactly who's in here. If all of you don't leave,I'm done. He'll have to go with you."


    "In that case." Harris said flatly, "we'll all go. If you won t give shelter to a wounded man, Yeager, then You've got no right to shelter yourself. And we can use the firepower you and your boys will add to the party."


    Yeager's mouth opened but Harris had his gim out by then. "I don't want to use this, Yeager. I don't even want to think about using it. But I will if I have to. You understand me?"


    "Captain-do you know how long I've spent building this place up?"


    "Don't look for pity from me, Yeager. I've spent too long watching you play both sides against the middle."


    Brady murmured, "I warned you the day would come when you'd have to climb down off the fence on one side or the other. That day's come, Yeager. Make your choice."


    Yeager's glance moved back and forth between the two of them. "Aagh," he said, giving up in disgust, and turned away. Harris bolstered his gun. "All right, everybody. Get ready to move."


    Brady looked around the room. His glance passed the four boys, Rubio, Harris, Sutherland-one of Sutherland's eyes was closed, the other only half open; his face was a bloody mess, even after Yeager's squaw had done her best to clean him up; he had to support himself by leaning slumped against the wall. All the stiffness had gone out of his back.


    And Tucker. Tucker looked up, smiling, his hand loosely draped around the neck of the two-thirds-empty whisky bottle, as though jealously guarding it. "Emmett?" Brady said softly.


    "All set." Tucker said, "whenever you are."


    But Brady wasn't so sure, looking at the pale shade of Tucker's lips and the fever-brightness of his eyes.


    "Don't worry about me, hey?" Tucker breathed. If I fall off my horse, don't let anybody stop on my account."


    "I never make that kind of promise," Brady said and stood up. "Pete?"


    "Another five minutes," Rubio said. "Then it will be dark enough. When we go, we go fast."


    


    And it was fast.


    They managed to get mounted without discovery. Brady flung the corral gate open and spoke a quick, soft command; and then it was all hoofbeats drumming, pounding across the valley, charging into the trees with a few scattered, startled bullets seeking them but falling short or flying wide; and they were into the trees, all of them, and pummeling through the forest. It wouldn't be long, Brady knew, before the Apaches got to their horses and gave chase; but the margin might be just wide enough to let them make good the escape.


    They poimded on at a dangerous pace through the darkness. The moon was fattening up, about one-third full. It flickered down through the branches. In the lead, Brady was first to reach the top of the ridge where the fork lay; he made his choice without hesitation and pounded down the left trail, toward the narrow head of Apache Canyon—the most direct, but the most rugged route down to the desert floor. One man posted in the thin split that was the canyon s rocky head could hold off an advancing army. Brady had spoken to no one about it, but he intended to be that man. He hoped that once he had given his companions enough of a lead, he could make good his own escape down the ti'eacherous canyon trail. It was not much of a hope, but he had to gamble on it.


    They drummed through the night with no sign of pursuit yet, but it was only a matter of minutes before he heard the first of the gunshots behind them. The Indians would follow them closely, sniping at them; they would not, however, make a battle of it. Not at night; their superstitions forbade it. Brady was gambling on that superstition. There had been times, he knew, when Apaches had ignored it.


    Rubio, arm in sling, rode forward at breakneck pace to catch up and spoke across the hoof-pounding distance between them: "I'll drop back and hold the head of the canyon."


    "The hell you will," Brady said. "I picked that job for myself. You know the trail down through the canyon better than I do. It's up to you to guide therest of them down safely."


    He wasn't sure, but he thought he heard Rubio grumble. Then Rubio's voice lifted again: "Tucker's not doing too good—I think he's started bleedin again."


    Brady cursed under his breath but there was no slowing the pace now. He could only pray for Tucker.


    The trees gave way to a long barren plateau across which they thundered on straining, panting horses. It was only a part of a mile to the head of the canyon now. Brady said, "Keep going, Pete," and fell out to the side of the column, slowing his pace, letting the others sweep past—eerie shadow-shapes on horseback, careening wildly tlirough the crying night. Behind, he could see the distant flashes of Apache gunfire. At that range, and from the backs, of running horses, they could not hope to hit anyone except through blind luck. Still, they were burning up a good bit of ammunition, and it was not easy to expectthem to miss everyone. His horse loped along under him; the column swept past and he had a glimpse of Sutherland's slumped shape rocking on the saddle. Yeager's bearded silhouette was hunched, and so was his wife's, like a flour sack.


    The Yeager boys went by, four in a row, and in the darkness Brady couldn't tell them apart. And then came Harris, bringing up the rear, Brady let him go by and then fell in behind. A bullet, half spent at this range, whipped audibly past. The Apaches knew full well what was going on up here; their fire increased savagely so that the horizon immediately behind him became like a far-off mountain in an electrical storm. He swung out to the side a little to keep his eye on the column ahead. And that was when he saw a man halfway down the column throw up his arms, utter a brief cry and pitch from the saddle, tumbling in awkward somersaults.


    "Keep going," Brady shouted.


    He swept forward and when Harris went by, not pausing, he reined in savagely and jumped from the saddle, holding the reins, kneeling over the dovmed man.


    "Sutherland," he breathed and touched Sutherland's pulse. There was none. "Maybe you're better off," Brady murmured, and stood up.


    Forward, the first of the column was already clattering into the narrow, rocky defile that was the head of Apache Canyon. Brady for this moment stood quite alone on the plateau wdth only Sutherland's corpse for companionship. But behind him the Indians were gaining swiftly. Their bullets thudded into the ground about him. He gathered the reins and swung into the saddle with practiced speed. The horse,sensing the oncoming danger, plunged ahead at an immediate dead run, almost slipping out from under him; he clamped his legs around the horse's barrel and sought the stirrups and leaned forward while Apache gims kept up a fierce running banage behind him. In front the last of the column disappeared, dropping abruptly from the level plain into the steep descending notch of the canyon.


    Behind him lay George Sutherland, dead from an anonymous bullet. It was, he thought, probably the best Sutherland could have hoped for—at least now he would not have to stand before the military tribunal and face the consequences of his acts.


    Something struck him a blow, half-turning him in the saddle, and he realized that he had been hit. For a moment he did not know where; it was a frightening interval. The horse bounded ahead, rapidly closing the distance to the canyon, and when he felt the beginning sharp burn of the buUet slice across his arm, he experienced a strong wave of relief. It was no more than a cut.


    Leaning forward to make a smaller target, he rammed through the night, crossing the last hundred yards, beginning to slow the horse's pace before he reached the abrupt drop at the canyon head.


    Big twdn boulders, simk mto the top of the notch, made of it a single-file fissure, through which everyone must pass who wished to enter the canyon. It, was a perfect spot from which to block entrance and hold off pursuers. Brady yanked the reins back, ready' to jump out of the saddle with his rifle, when something caught his eye. A riderless horse wandered aimlessly in search of grass. "Who's here?"


    ''Keep going, Will." The voice was hoarse but strong. Emmett Tucker's voice. "Don t be a fool, Emmett."


    Tucker came out of the rock's shadow and stood with his rifle lifted and trained on Brady s chest. Tucker was bent over a little to one side, favoring the arrow wound. In the night Brady could not make out his expression.


    Tucker said, "I wouldn't make it all the way down anyway. Will. You go on."


    "You re crazy," Brady said, lifting his leg over the saddle to dismount.


    "Stay put." Something in the shading of Tucker's voice stayed Brady. Tucker said, "I'm not foolin', Will. I'll put a bullet in you if you don't keep going. And two of us, wounded, can't do any better a job than one of us. Move on. Will, and hurry it up. I'll shoot if you don't."


    "To hell with you."


    "I mean it. Will."


    Brady's eyes narrowed. "I believe you do," he said in a quieter tone. Behind him the onrushing thunder of horses was a growing racket. "Emmett—when you get through, remember that horse ranch." "Yeah," Tucker said huskily. "So long, Will." "So long," Brady replied, "partner." And under the unwavering muzzle of Tucker's cocked rifle, he wheeled reluctantly away and put his horse down the treacherous switchbacks of the canyon trail. The walls rose swiftly so that the world grew even blacker and his eyes became useless except for affording him a look at the narrow strip of sky winding overhead.


    Then he heard the first of the gunshots behind him.


    


    He reined in and turned the horse aroimd, and satthe saddle uncertainly. Tucker's rifle barked again. Brady heard the muffled echoes of the column down below him, somewhere in the black depths of the canyon. He cursed hvidly; he slammed a fist into his open palm and glared defiantly against the night; and turned around again, pointing the horse downward through the canyon. The night was complete; he had to trust the horse's head since he could not see the trail. Behind him the firing settled down to a steady rate and slowly grew faint with distance.


    At the moment when Brady disappeared into the canyon, Tucker's chief emotion was a sudden, vast loneliness. It sank into his belly, almost overpowering him. He took his carbine, canteen, and ammunition, and dragged himself mainly by wall power across the narrow opening, dropping behind a low rock that would shield most of his body from anvthing except a chance ricochet. Out on the plain, the Apaches had quit shooting and were probably off-horsing to come up on the canyon afoot. He sighed, poked the carbine forward, and fired in the direction of a vague movement. His bullet drew no response, but he suspected it had served to caution the Apaches and slow them down. And that, in the end, was all he could expect to do—slow them down, hold them off for a limited time.


    His lanky body lay cradled in the rocks. The tightly bound wound throbbed with dull heat. He felt a bit lightheaded, and knew without doubt that there was a definite hmitation placed on his time. His face was long and dour, reflecting a half-warm faraway regret. He remembered a good many things and he thought,


    I guess after all a man makes his own breaks. A long time ago, at the time of his first enlistment, he had made his choice, and it had come inevitably to this. The best he could do was shrug it off: I have to die sometime.


    He saw a bobbing shape and fired at it, whereupon it dropped from sight. He had no way of knowing whether he had hit the man or just warned him. His eyes were close-lidded; they swept the flats in steady arcs. A thousand memories came hard and sudden, the bitter and the sweet intermingled. He squeezed off a shot and had the satisfaction of hearing a man cry out in the night; he reloaded the carbine and saw in his mind an image of a cannon wheeling into position and firing, jerking back on its wheels from recoil. Vicksburg? He could not recall. A film seemed to be glazing his vision. He had to blink it away. He fired again and a bullet whanged off the rock above his head, leaving a long white scar. The muzzle flash echoed red in his eyes and he fired back at it, thus drawing a sudden heavy volley of bullets. They had him ranged. The bullets sang close by. His shoulder jerked back and when he laid his other hand on it, he felt the warm stickiness of blood and knew that his moment was drawing near.


    He took a drink from his canteen and felt his body jerk in sudden spasm; his left arm fell to his side and he could not move it, and when he touched it he knew that a bullet had smashed the bone near his shoulder. He grunted, blinking away the haze that coated his eyes, and lifted the revolver out of his holster. It took a good deal of energy to ear back the hammer. He rested his gun-hand on the rock, waited.


    "So this is what it's like," he muttered. He thought of praying, but set the idea aside. The time for praying had been a long while ago; it was too late for that now. His hfe was behind him. If he was to be judged by it, nothing he could say now would change anything.


    "Well," he murmured, "good luck, everybody," and pulled the trigger.


    


    A SHAFT of sunlight streamed in through the window slantwise, showing a sharp-comered pall of dust hanging in the room's air. Brady stood bone-weary, hipshot against McCracken s desk, slowly and mechanically building a cigarette and lifting his red-rimmed eyes toward Justin Harris.


    Major Cole was talking: "I suppose it's just as well."


    "Yes, sir." Harris said tiredly.


    "Good or bad," Major Cole went on, "I've only had one life, and that was the army. If we'd court-martialed him and drummed him out or imprisoned him, he'd have been worse off than he is now. To tell the truth, Justin, I've known worse officers than George Sutherland. At least he had guts."


    Harris nodded bleakly and Brady said with momentary fire, "So did the men who rode with him, Major."


    "We can't resurrect them," the major said to him, and turned back to Harris. "For the sake of his wife, and everyone else concerned, I'm going to report nothing more than that he died in the performance of his duty."


    "Yes, sir," Harris said again, and Brady, seeing how meaningless it would be now, kept his peace.


    The major said, "Sherman's reply just came in. Our guess was right. It's going to be a tough campaign. Our orders are to throw troops into those mountains and keep them there, keep Inyo off balance—press him, harass him, pick his men off, wear them down and give them no chance to rest."


    "That's a large assignment," Harris said, without surprise.


    'To do the job," the major answered, "we're getting an additional company of cavahy from Fort Apache, and two companies of infantry from Fort Lowell. They're sending Al Sieber down as chief of scouts. Brady, you'll be his second."


    "No, sir."


    The major's head drew back. "What's that?"


    "My contract's run out," Brady said. Fatigue dragged his shoulders down, slowed his voice and dimmed his vision. "I'm through, Major."


    The major frowned and said slowly, "I see."


    Harris said, "Going to build that horse ranch, Will?"


    "I guess I am."


    "It may not be too peaceful around those parts," Harris said. "Not until we get the Apaches rounded


    "I'll take my chances," Brady said. "I doubt Inyo will get that far west."


    "He will if he's pushed."


    Brady's only answer was a tired shrug. Major Cole said, "What can I say to make you change your mind?"


    '"Nothing," Brady said. "I'll pick up my pay at the adjutant's. So long. Major." He stepped forward to shake the major's hand, and turned away.


    Halfway to the door, Harris stopped him, offering his hand. 'Well, then," he said warmly, "good luck, Will."


    "Ill drop in now and then, when Tm down this way," Brady said, and met Harris's deep glance. He nodded and walked outside. As he went through the door, he heard the major's businesslike voice behind him, talking to Harris: "My plan is to release Tonio from the guardhouse and then trail him. With luck, he'll lead us right into Inyo's main camp."


    So that was the major's plan; that was why Tonio was kept prisoner. Brady shrugged it ofiF; it was no longer any of his concern. He paused a moment on the major's porch to hght his cigarette, then dropped his feet into the dust of the parade ground and walked up to the adjutant's office for his pay.


    When he came out, the sun burned harshly against his shoulders, and far down the compound a drill sergeant was marching Harris's troops. A tangible gloom had settled over the garrison, evidence of the grief that had come back with news of the massacre of Sutherland's command.


    Harris came out of the major's office, saluted wearily and headed across the parade ground, obviously going toward the sutler's where Sadie Rand awaited him.


    Brady went over to the guardhouse, nodded to the half-dozing sentry, and squinted in through the high small opening, taking a moment to accustom his eyes to the darkness of the interior.


    Tonio prowled forward and looked at him blankly. Brady said, "You're a good kid, Tonio."


    "Why do they keep me here, Brady? When will they let me go?"


    "Soon," Brady said. "Plenty soon, kid. Take iteasy." He made a vague gesture of farewell and turned away, leaving the proud youth standing in sohtary pride within the hot, dark place.


    Brady stood under the sun, took off his mangled hat and turned it around in his hands, considering it thoughtfully. It was not a good time for what he had in mind, but it was the only time he had; so he turned his eyes and his steps, and walked up the line to the Sutherland quarters.


    She was waiting for him. He said, "Hello, Eleanor," and she said, "Hello, Will," without much ex-pression in their voices. She wore black, and tliat was fitting; but the set of her features was more regretful than grieving.


    The moment was quiet and calm. He spoke his piece briefly but without hurry; he had little enough to say. "I'm going," he told her. "Maybe one day I'll be back. Where will you be?"


    "I think �I'll go to Tucson for a while."


    "Tucson," he said.


    Her eyes met his, holding them with frank honesty. There was no longer any pretense between them. "That valley of yours," she said, "it's near Tucson, isn't it?"


    "A day's ride, maybe less," he murmured.


    "Look for me, then."


    He nodded. "I guess it wouldn't be a good thing for you to come with me now."


    "No. First, I've got to straighten out some things in my mind."


    He nodded; he felt the same way. "All right," he said. "I'll see you in Tucson."


    "So long, Will," she said softly.


    He planted his hat on his head, touched a forefinger to its brim, and turned out of the place.


    Pete Rubio was just then leaving the post hospital, his arm hanging in a fresh white sling. Brady set a course that would intersect with Rubio's, and came up beside the scout when they were halfway to the stables. He extended his hand and said, "I'm pushing on, Pete. Good luck to you."


    "Sure," Rubio said, shaking hands. "Don't take any wooden Indians, Will." He turned then, walking away, his squat, compact legs hitting the ground solidly. Pete Rubio, though perhaps he didn't know it, was as army as any man on this post.


    Brady shook his head; it was no longer for him; he had had his fill of it. The call of the peaceful hills was strong. A little horse ranch, a hand-hewn cabin by the waters of a spring, a fireplace for winters and the shade of tall trees for summers. There would be game in plenty for his rifle, and an end to combat.


    It was four days' ride. The sun was angling westward, striking his face. He was tired, but anxious-ness kept building in him, and so he saddled his horse and rode from the post, heading for the Santa Catalinas. He never looked back.
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