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      “There he shall blaze a nation’s ways with hatchet and with brand


      Till on his last-won wilderness an Empire’s outposts stand.”

    

  




  


  COLORADO


  CHAPTER I


  “DRAP THAT GUN!”


  Along the well-rutted road, a bull outfit crept. The sun was sliding down toward the western hills. Its rays streamed in a silvery sheen across the desert mesquite. A cloud of fine yellow dust rose, stirred by the feet of hundreds of oxen. The yoked animals swayed forward patiently, laboriously. Behind them the yellow trail ribbon stretched many arid leagues. In front of them it wound its tortuous way for nearly a thousand miles.


  That ribbon pointed to the land of gold. It led through flood and drought, to exposure and starvation, to possible attack by Indians or road agents. During the past decade, a quarter of a million people had travelled this trail in ox teams, in coaches, behind mules, and on horseback. Every mile of it had echoed the laughter of eager youth and the groans of despairing age. For this was the great Overland Trail.


  In the train were twenty-five wagons, built in St. Louis by J. Murphy for crossing the plains. They were very large and strong. Each box was covered with two heavy canvas sheets. In addition to the bull whackers there were two night herders, a cavvy driver, an extra hand, the wagon master, and his assistant, thirty-two men in all, each armed with Colt’s pistols and Mississippi Yagers. It was a Russell, Majors & Waddell outfit, one of many plying between the Missouri River and the gold diggings.


  A young man on a claybank pony cantered along the wagon train. He was slender and berry brown. For costume he wore fringed buckskin trousers, a homespun hickory shirt, boots run down at the heel, and a dusty slouch hat.


  One of the drivers, a lank Missourian, hailed him. “Boy, where we throw off at to-night?”


  “Cottonwood Springs, I hear,” the rider answered.


  “Hmp! Hope it’s near. Our tails are shorely draggin’. Say, Tom, the bull boss was lookin’ for you awhile ago. He’s up ahead somewheres. Got back some whipped out.”


  “Didn’t get the horses, then?”


  “No, sir. Neither hide nor hair.”


  Tom Collins waved a hand in farewell and rode to the head of the train. The wagon master, colloquially called the bull boss, hailed him as he drew up. Sim Rivers was a long-bodied man about forty, slow but reliable. After the fashion of the times, he was heavily bearded.


  “Rock along to the Springs, Tom, an’ find us a good camp ground,” he gave instruction. “There’s been a chance of pilgrims along this trail to-day an’ yesterday. A lot of ’em are likely to be bunched up there thick as three in a bed. An’ tell the station master about that bunch of stolen horses.”


  “You didn’t find ‘em, then?”


  “Lost the trail in the hills. Tell him how the Injuns jumped ’em in the night, Tom, an’ how I got right after the lousy thieves.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Tom swung his horse and was gone. He was a youth of few words. Life in the open, often alone, had made him taciturn.


  He rode a sun-scorched plain beneath a brazen sky. The gray vegetation was heavy with dust. A yellow powder filled every wrinkle of his clothes and sifted into his nostrils. His throat was parched. But the young fellow’s heart was light. He was astride a good horse. The pungent odour of the sage wafted to him. Shy antelope slipped gracefully through the shining chaparral. Meadow larks flung out their joyous sudden songs. It was a good world for a man who felt the call of adventure in his blood.


  Tom pulled up. His eyes had been caught by tracks in a sandy wash running into the road. He dismounted, dropped the bridle rein to the ground, and moved forward to investigate. A good many horses had swung off from the trail at this point. Some were shod, some not. They had crowded each other and blurred a good many of the tracks. Very likely those driving the animals had swung them around sharply at this point to take the draw leading to the bluff a quarter of a mile back from the road. It had been careless to leave the road just at this sand wash, if this really were the trail of the thieves. Probably, in the darkness, they had not recognized the bluff until almost past the draw.


  He knew he was jumping to a conclusion not yet established by the evidence. The sign he had cut might have been left by a party of honest emigrants. But he did not for a moment believe it. These hoof marks had been made recently, and no sizeable outfit with horses had passed the bull train for three or four days.


  A little glow of excitement quickened his blood. One of the stolen horses had had a hoof torn by the rocks. Tom had noticed this while driving the cavvy only the day before. His eyes fixed themselves now on this same ragged mark printed on the sand. Old Blaze had stamped it there.


  What ought he to do? He might ride back to Rivers with news of his discovery. Or he might follow the thieves for a few miles and so, perhaps, obtain more definite information. He knew which he wanted to do, and after only a moment of hesitation, he decided to yield to his desire. Swinging to the saddle, he jogged up the wash toward the bluff.


  Presently, another bit of evidence stared up at him. The riders following the stolen animals were mounted on shod horses. Therefore, they were not Indians. Probably they were members of the notorious Wilson gang against which Slade, division superintendent of the stage company, had been waging bitter warfare. Yet this did not agree with the story told by Shep Hods. Shep had been guarding the cavvy at the time of the night stampede, and he had said positively that the raiders were Indians.


  Tom followed the draw to its head, then climbed a steep hillside to the bluff above. Here he picked up again the trail of the horses and verified his conclusion that the riders herding the bunch were upon mounts wearing shoes. He was puzzled. Of course, Hods might have been mistaken. But that was not likely, since he was a slow, methodical Arkansan whose indolent brain did not register snapshot impressions.


  The country grew rougher. Its contour broke into hill waves. The sage was heavier, the brush denser.


  Young Collins knew that it was time to turn back, but he wanted to carry with him as much information as possible. He promised himself that he would go only as far as the next brow, a promontory which jutted out above the surrounding country. The tracks he followed deflected to the left, swinging around the butte and into a small wooded cañon that ran back of it.


  He had been a plainsman for years, and some sixth sense warned him that he was drawing close to the hiding place of the robbers. The whinny of a horse brought him up short. He slid from the saddle and grounded the reins, then moved forward cautiously into the gulch. The Colt was at his hip, the Yager in his hands. Almost noiselessly, with the utmost precaution, he crept through the brakes into a sunny spot beyond. An aspen thicket ran back from the dry creek to the wall of the cañon. He stood crouched for a moment. Time to back-track, he told himself. He was here to spy out the land, not to force an issue. If he should be discovered, he would probably be shot down, after which the road agents would decamp.


  Warily, he drew back toward the brakes. A twig snapped under his foot and startled him. His questing eyes stabbed at the cottonwoods on his right, at the fallen boulders close to the creek bed, at the aspen thicket.


  A voice, low and menacing, shocked him like the crash of a shot shattering the silence.


  “Drap that gun!”


  Tom looked around. On a boulder rested the barrel of a rifle, pointed straight at him. Back of the weapon was a man’s head. Chalky eyes watched him unblinkingly.


  The young man did not argue the point. He was trapped. From his fingers the Yager slid to the ground.


  “Unbuckle that belt!”


  Again Tom obeyed. The Colt dropped beside the rifle.


  “Move right ahead,” the voice ordered. “Keep yore hands up an’ go slow. . . . To the left now round the aspens. . . . Straight along the trail. . . . Don’t make a mistake, young fellow.”


  Tom did not make a mistake. He knew that, if he failed to obey orders exactly, a bullet would come crashing through his back between the shoulder blades. The trail led into the aspens and to the door of a log hut just back of them.


  “Knock on the door!”


  Tom knocked.


  There was a moment’s silence, then someone said hoarsely. “Come in.”


  He pushed the door open and took a step forward. It seemed to Tom that his heart ceased beating. The room was filled with men, and the weapons of all of them were trained on him.


  CHAPTER II


  TRAPPED


  It was as though his entrance had rung a bell for silence. The eyes focused on him were as steady as the guns. None of them for an instant wavered.


  Then the tension lifted. Someone laughed a little, on a high false note of relief, at the same time dropping the barrel of his shotgun.


  There were five men in the room, Tom saw, not counting the one who followed him inside and closed the door. The young man from the bull outfit had an odd feeling that the stage had been set for someone else. The wrong actor had answered the cue. They had been expecting somebody, and instead he had inopportunely blundered in. He could read surprise, even bewilderment, on their faces.


  “Who in Mexico are you?” asked one.


  He was a big man, broad of shoulders, heavily bearded. Long hair fell thick to the coat in black ringlets that began to show the frost of years. His cheek bones were high, his face harsh and imperious. At sight of him, Tom felt goose quills run down his spine. The fellow jolted in him some strange fugitive memory that would not take form. In some previous incarnation, perhaps, he had known and greatly feared this man.


  “Found him crawlin’ outa the brakes,” explained his captor. “So I fotched him along.”


  “Good for you, Dave.” Blackbeard turned his attention to the prisoner. “Did Slade send you here? How many come along with you?”


  Tom could not tell what answer would best serve him. If he said he had friends near waiting for him, these men might fear to destroy him. On the other hand, if he told them he had come alone, he might perhaps persuade them that he had come by chance. He decided to tell the truth.


  “I’m alone. No one with me.”


  “How come you here?”


  “Lookin’ for strayed stock,” he said. “We lost a bunch of horses we were takin’ to the next stage station.”


  “We! Who d’you mean by we?” demanded the big man harshly.


  “I’m with a Russell, Majors & Waddell bull outfit.”


  “What made you ’low yore stock was here?” The black eyes of the man stabbed at Tom fiercely.


  ”I followed the trail a ways, then I lost it. Kinda stumbled up the gulch.”


  Tom’s gaze met steadily that of his questioner. He knew that he was in danger, that the least slip might condemn him. If these men felt their own safety was at stake they would not hesitate to blot him out.


  A thickset man of medium height wearing a deerskin hunting coat thrust a question at Tom. “When did you lose this stock? An’ how?”


  “Last night. The cavvy got stampeded. The fellow on guard claimed he saw Injuns, but he was right scared. Our wagon boss figured the horses jest broke away.”


  “An’ you plumb happened to drift right spang thisaway,” suggested a third man sourly. He had a pallid face, cold, washed-out eyes, and mustard-coloured hair.


  “You might call that right funny, Holt,” agreed the big man with heavy irony. “The angels sorta wafted him here, I reckon.”


  “I reckon they’ll waft him away again, Mose, after we’re through with him,” the cold-eyed man returned cruelly.


  Tom knew now who these men were. The big fellow, the one who seemed to be the leader, was Mose Wilson. He was at the head of a gang of outlaws who plagued the Trail, stealing horses from the stage company and money and supplies from the emigrants. Occasionally they murdered; more often they left poor settlers without supplies or stock to carry them to the promised land. It was against this gang that Slade was trying to protect the country in his official capacity as superintendent of the division. Tom had heard the names of several of them. There was Jim Holt, and there was Musgrove, and one Dave Pope. He discovered a moment later that the man in the deerskin coat was Musgrove.


  “Looky here,” that individual said, “we got other fish to fry. Dave better go back an’ keep a lookout. We can settle then amongst us what to do with this pilgrim.”


  “Musgrove is right,” Wilson agreed. “An’ when the time comes, Dave, give us the signal.”


  Pope growled assent, with no enthusiasm. “He ain’t a-comin’, or, if he does come, he’ll have a whole passle of gun toters with him. Slade ain’t anybody’s fool, not that I ever heerd tell of,” he said, moving to the door.


  “If he brings a bunch of his killers with him, we got to be all the more careful, an’ that’s likely what he’ll do,” Wilson growled. “Me, I never did like this fool notion, anyhow.”


  Musgrove, hard-eyed, looked his chief over coolly. “You would have liked it fine if it had a-been yore own idea, Mose.”


  The big black man glared at him. “Fellow, are you runnin’ on me? Doncha do it. I been fed on raw meat.”


  “Sure, Mose,” the other answered lightly. “You’re a curly wolf from Bitter Creek. You bumped off a fellow in St. Joe onct, an’ another on a river boat above New Orleans, an’ you filled a bird with lead plums at—at—lemme see, that was at St. Louis, wasn’t it?”


  “No, sir. At Independence. An’ he was a sheriff.”


  “Sure. How come I to forget that when I heard you tell it so often?” drawled Musgrove with obvious irony. He was watching the big man with a steady, unfaltering regard. The thumb of his right hand hung hitched in the pocket of his hunting coat, not six inches from the butt of a derringer.


  “I’ll tell it again,” boasted Wilson. “He come at me with a whole damn posse, an’ I drapped him like he’d been a white-tail buck. Any remarks?”


  “Why, no—no. I reckon not.”


  “Then what’s all the talk about?” snorted Wilson.


  “What’s the matter with you two fellows?” Holt asked sulkily. “Cain’t you-all lay off’n each other till we’re through with Slade an’ this kid? After that, you can wild up all you doggone please.”


  “You’re talkin’, Jim,” another man spoke up, pouring himself a drink from a bottle. He was a fat little man on the roly-poly order, and to Tom he looked amiable and friendly. “Business first. Pleasure afterward, I say.”


  “All right, Fat,” Musgrove agreed with a shrug. “Suits me. Shove that bottle north by west, will you?”


  A long man with a big sandy moustache pushed the bottle toward Musgrove. He was a gross fellow, with red veins in his beefy cheeks. Tom had noticed that though he had been sampling the bottle sulkily and industriously his cold, protruding eyes had followed Musgrove and Wilson in their argument almost eagerly. There was something sinister and secret in his gaze, as though he were hoping for some explosive development between them. This was apparently a house divided against itself.


  “Obliged, Orton,” said Musgrove, nodding at the long man as he poured a drink into a tin cup. “Suits me. Like Fat says, business first.”


  The prisoner, his eyes on Orton, had a feeling that the man was disappointed. What did the fellow want? Had he some private interest that would be served if these two men fell out?


  Tom’s senses were keyed to keen tension. He watched each man as he spoke. They were outlaws and bandits. Most of them, perhaps all of them, were killers. How far would they go in his own case? Would they think it necessary in order to play safe to put an end to him? Could he appeal to any one of them with any hope of success?


  Even while his brain was busy, his eyes cast around the room and made a discovery. In one corner, flung together in a careless pile, were moccasins and breech clouts and Arapahoe head dresses. He knew now why Shep Hods had been deceived. The horse rustlers had dressed like Indians before setting out on their raid.


  “Question is what to do with this here pilgrim,” Fat said, coming back to the order of the day. “He come bustin’ in without any by yore leave. He better stay here, don’t you reckon?”


  “Permanent,” Wilson said harshly.


  Tom felt as though someone were walking over his grave. A shiver ran down his spine.


  “Maybe not,” Musgrove differed. “What we got against him? Come to that, what’s he got against us?”


  The pallid-faced man Holt laughed, not pleasantly. “He jes’ came to pay us a neighbourly visit, Mus thinks.”


  “He hasn’t got a thing on us, not a thing. Look at it reasonable. He comes lookin’ for a bunch of horses an’ draps in here. Well, he ain’t found any horses, has he?”


  “No horses,” agreed Holt. “But he found us. I reckon you’re forgettin’ the other business, Mus. Do you figure on lettin’ him see it an’ then turnin’ him loose to tell God knows who?”


  Musgrove shook his head in warning. “What other business? No, Jim, we’ll cache our young friend in the gulch an’ turn him loose after a while.”


  “No sense to that,” said the fat man mildly. “We don’t know what he knows an’ what he don’t. Too bad, but we got to play safe. I got nothin’ against this kid, but you know the old motto about dead men not gossipin’.”


  “You’re speakin’ right out in meeting, Fat. It’ll be that way too,” Wilson announced bluntly.


  “You’re the big auger, are you, Mose?” drawled Musgrove.


  “Fellow, I’ll burn powder quick,” blustered Wilson. “Don’t run on me if you aim to stay healthy.”


  “I’ve had guys get on the prod with me before, but I’m still doing business, big man. No need to get rambunctious with me, Mose. I’m from Texas.”


  “Well, Texas man, draw in yore horns. We’re four to one here.” Wilson snarled this out arrogantly.


  “Hold yore horses, both of you,” cut in Holt. “What’s bitin’ you two? All friends here, ain’t we?”


  “Maybe we are an’ maybe we ain’t,” Musgrove said gently, stressing every syllable. “Mose seems to have notions.”


  “You’re gettin’ mighty tender-hearted all of a sudden, Mus,” jeered Holt. “This bird comes here bellyachin’ about the broomtails he claims to have lost an’——”


  Musgrove shot a question straight at Tom. “Don’t claim we’ve got ’em, do you?”


  “No, sir. They strayed off.” Tom’s gaze met his steadily.


  “Lost the trail quite a ways from here, eh?”


  “Back three-four miles.”


  “Never saw us before, did you? Wouldn’t know us again if you ever did happen to meet up with us?”


  Tom shook his head. “I’m not lookin’ for trouble.”


  “Well, I’ll say you done found plenty,” Fat said amiably. “We gotta stop him from talkin’, boys, looks like.”


  The prisoner was standing in front of a window made of the smooth skin of an animal instead of glass. If he could plunge through it! But there was no chance. These men were dead shots, and they would plug him full of lead instantly. His hope of life depended upon Musgrove. The Texan was a hardy ruffian, and there seemed to be a streak of obstinacy in him. He might stick to his point against them all.


  “Talkin’ about what, Fat?” Musgrove asked. “How he found us here huntin’ antelope?”


  “We don’t know a thing about this fellow, where he comes from or who sent him,” the plump man expostulated.


  “All we know is where he’s going,” Wilson added brutally.


  “We got nothin’ but his own say-so. Now, ain’t that a frozen fact, Mus?” The placid voice of the round little man did not for an instant lose its friendliness. He might have been discussing the weather. “Way I look at it, why it’s us or him. I don’t aim to throw down on myself. Why take chances we don’t have to?”


  “Chances! I been takin’ them all my life. So have you. All of you.” The Texan’s hard eyes swept over his associates scornfully. “If you wanted things so soft an’ safe, why didn’t you stay back in the States an’ raise corn? I reckon you was afraid a mule would kick you while you was ploughin’.”


  The plump man flushed. The cold gray eye of the Texan chilled him. He did not want any trouble with Musgrove. There was about him the ominous quiet of the fighting breed. Fat was no coward, but there would be small profit in taking up this challenge.


  As each man spoke, Tom looked at him. Excitement drummed in his veins. It was his life for which they fought. Presently, if the decision went against him, he would be horribly afraid, but just now he had no time for fear.


  At that moment, while the issue was still in doubt, a voice from outside came to them, a voice hearty with the lustiness of robust life.


  “‘Lo, Jinny girl,” it called.


  The effect of that joyous shout was amazing.


  “Slade,” snarled Wilson, and instantly forgot that Tom was alive. It was so with the others. They seemed to gather themselves together, wolflike, weapons ready to strike, all eyes focussed on the door about to be opened by the doomed man.


  Tom saw his chance, the only one both for him and for that man outside walking lightly to his death. For, if they killed Slade, they must slay him too in order to close his lips. He whirled, dived head first for the window, his body as straight as that of one ready to split the water. The tight skin covering the window ripped like paper. A derringer barked.


  As he struck the ground, before he rose lithely on all fours, Tom shouted a warning. He scuttled through the sage into the aspens, and as he ran he heard the roar of guns. Once in the thicket, he turned, looking back over his shoulder as he worked his way through the slim young saplings.


  He saw a man, a blazing revolver in each hand, backing away from the cabin as he fired. The outlaws were in the open, close to the door, flame darting from their guns. One of them, Fat, dropped his shotgun and leaned back against the cabin wall. On his face was an odd baffled look. His body sagged along the logs and slid to the ground.


  Tom crashed through the aspens. He was unarmed and could not fight. His aim was to reach his horse. Too late, he tried to stop.


  A man knelt on one knee, taking deliberate aim at Slade. The man was Dave Pope. He heard Tom at the same instant that Tom saw him. Pope half rose, facing Tom, but the young man’s body hurled him to the ground. The outlaw rolled over, dropping his weapon. It fell scarcely a foot from the spot where the young man’s hand struck the leafy loam. Tom snatched up the rifle and was off long before Pope could gather himself together.


  Young Collins reached the brakes. “I’m with you,” he called to Slade, who was already drawing close to him. Hurriedly he fired at Wilson, just as the big man retreated into the house.


  Slade’s guns still roared. He backed into the brakes and flashed one look at Tom, a look of keen and searching scrutiny. The man’s eyes flamed with the lust of hot battle.


  “Quien es?” he demanded.


  “A friend. With a bull train of the company. They stampeded our horses an’ I come lookin’ for them.”


  The battle had died down. The bandits were drawing back into the cabin. The two men who had escaped moved into the cañon. Here Slade found his horse where he had left it.


  “Did they get your mount?” he asked.


  “I don’t reckon so. I left it off the trail farther down.”


  “First off, we’ll get it,” Slade said with crisp decision.


  The superintendent of the division was a lean-loined, dark-eyed man. He carried his weight with the light ease of an athlete, a hint of arrogance in his bearing. In age, he was probably in his late twenties. His lips were like a steel trap, his gray eyes cold and steely. Vigour and force showed in his clean-cut face. Whatever his faults, he went the way of the strong. Tom would have known that even if the man’s name had not been flung far and wide over the frontier.


  Tom recovered his horse, which was nibbling brush on the edge of the dry wash where he had dismounted.


  “Young fellow, what’s your name?” asked the older man.


  “Tom Collins. I’m extra man with Rivers’ outfit.”


  “Did these fellows steal your stock?”


  “Yes, sir. Eight horses for the stage. We were takin’ them to Cottonwood.”


  “Sure it was this bunch that took ’em?”


  “They were dressed as Injuns. I saw the moccasins and headdresses in the cabin. While I was comin’ up the gulch, I heard a horse nicker.”


  The stranger stroked for a moment his moustache, evidently in reflection. Presently he spoke.


  “My name is Slade—Joseph A. Slade, superintendent of the division. You’ve heard of me?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Who in this Western country had not heard of Slade? He was a despot in his division, a terror to the bad men who infested this region. Even Indians on the warpath gave his locality a wide berth. Far and wide his reputation had been flung. Already the fictions that have made a legend of his name were beginning to accumulate. When Mark Twain met him a little later, on the humourist’s way to Nevada, the superintendent was credited with having killed twenty-eight men. Slade was held to be faithful to his trust, rigidly honest, and fearless, the very type of man to hold in check thieving Indians and lawless desperadoes. To a cheerful temperament were added wit, generosity, and a personal magnetism that tied his friends to him with ropes of steel. The evil qualities that later ruined his life and made him a menace to society were not yet dominant in him, or at least were generally held in check. Only when in liquor did he let these override his judgment. He was a killer, cold-blooded and remorseless, but he fought on the side of society in his earlier years. Tom had once heard an old-timer say that Slade had never killed anyone who did not need killing.


  “I aim to get those horses,” the superintendent said. “How about you, young fellow? Will you go through?” He looked at his slim companion, lank as a shad, out of cold gray eyes used to appraising men. “If you are scared to tackle this, say so now. I don’t want anyone who will quit on the job.”


  Tom grinned. “I’m some scared, but I’ll go through.”


  Slade smiled, the warm and genial smile that made him friends in spite of the evil in the man. His hand fell approvingly on the shoulder of young Collins. “Fine, boy. I’m sure you will.”


  “I reckon the horses are over thataway,” Tom said, pointing to the left. “Back of the head of the gulch.”


  “If they are here at all, I know where they are,” Slade said. “I ought to know. That cabin was built by me. My wife and I used to live there. We keep it furnished, and once in a while we go there. These scalawags sent me a message saying she was here now waiting for me. I’ve been expecting her, so I came.” He flashed an apprehensive look at Tom. “She isn’t there? They haven’t got her prisoner?”


  “Not in the cabin,” Tom replied.


  “Just a trick to trap me,” Slade said. “I thought it funny she didn’t come on to Cottonwood if she had travelled this far. They would have got me too if it hadn’t been for your yell and the first shot at you. Soon as I heard ’em, I had my six-shooters out and was backing from the cabin. Good for you, boy.”


  “I was savin’ my own bacon too,” Tom answered, a little embarrassed.


  Already Slade’s mind had passed to the business on foot.


  CHAPTER III


  “ONE DOGGONE LITTLE BULLET”


  “Listen, young fellow,” Slade began. “We’ll drift down the gulch and swing a wide circle. The stock is in a little park back of the cabin. There’s no telling what luck we’ll have. May have to fight our way in and out again. May get the cavvy slick as a whistle without a shot fired. Point is that, if I send you for reinforcements, this outfit will have lit out before you get back. It’s now or never.”


  Tom nodded. “Yes, they won’t wait long before pullin’ out.”


  They rode out of the gulch to the cow-backed hills beyond. Slade led the way, winding in and out among them with the certainty of one who knew every fold of the land waves. They travelled at a fast road gait. It would not do to have the horses winded before the scene of action was reached. Tom noticed that they were gradually climbing, and also that they were drawing back to the place where the little park must be situated.


  “Close now,” Slade said. “The rim of the park is just ahead there.”


  The two riders pushed through the brush to a rock rim and looked down into a green park. At the far end was an aspen grove. Here, beyond the park, lay the cabin where Tom had been a prisoner. He could not see it for the aspens, but he was sure of its location. A bunch of horses grazed in the valley. Not far from them sat a man on a rock. He carried a rifle. Even from this distance Tom recognized the long awkward figure. The man was Orton.


  “Can’t get much closer without him seeing us,” Slade said. “We’ll hotfoot down there licketty split. Soon as he sees us, we’ll begin firing. He’ll probably cut for cover, even if we don’t hit him.”


  The riders put their horses down the slope as fast as was safe. Glancing idly around, Orton caught sight of them. He let out one wild yell of dismay, flung a random shot toward them, and legged it for the aspens. Neither Slade nor Tom wasted ammunition on him. They galloped into the valley, one swinging to the right and the other to the left, until they had circled the remuda. Slade lifted the coyote yell to startle the horses and fired twice in the air.


  A black stallion flung up his head, whinnied in alarm, and started the stampede toward the rim. At his heels flew the other horses. The two men flanked the runaways, one on each side, to direct their course.


  They were half up the slope before they caught sight of the pursuit, a compact little group of riders emerging at a gallop from the aspens. A bullet struck the sand slide in front of Tom. Puffs of smoke from their guns showed that those below were firing as they rode.


  It was rough and heavy going up the rocky slope. Tom’s claybank went up the loose shale like a cat, the shoulder muscles standing out as the pony reached for hoof holds. The business in hand so preoccupied his attention that Tom could not turn to see what the pursuers were doing. But he could hear the sound of shooting, sporadic and occasional.


  The claybank clambered up the rock rim, and Tom swung round, silhouetted for a moment against the skyline. In one sweeping glance, he took in the situation. The five outlaws were still in the valley, just beginning to take the incline toward the rim. One of them fired at Tom as he stood there. The bullet cut a twig from a pine two feet from his head. Slade was driving his mount up the last rocky ascent, twenty or thirty feet below Tom. His right arm hung lax. The bridle rein was in his left hand. Plainly, he was wounded.


  Tom raised his rifle, took careful aim, and fired. One of the horses in the valley went down, flinging its rider from the saddle. A moment later Slade was beside him.


  “You’re hit,” Tom said.


  “Plugged through the arm. Get back from the rim, boy.” Slade spoke curtly, incisively, while the horse’s body heaved between his legs from the strain of the climb. “We got to hold ’em here a while, one of us. I’ll stay. Head straight for the emigrant trail and your bull train. Bring help if I don’t show up.”


  Tom slid from the saddle. He knew that Slade, wounded as he was in the shooting arm, could offer no adequate defence. “I’m stayin’,” he said. “You light outa here pronto.”


  Without waiting to argue the case, he dropped to his knees and crept forward through the bushes. Four horsemen, not bunched, were riding the rocky shoulder straight toward him. For a fraction of a second Tom was nervous and unsteady. Then the panic passed. He was quite cool and sure of himself. He fired. Another horse lost its footing and sank down.


  Not ten feet from him, a Colt’s revolver barked. He looked around, to see Slade crouched behind a twisted pine.


  “We’ll stand ’em off here,” the wounded superintendent said.


  Already they had at least delayed the pursuit. The men below were slipping from their horses and taking cover behind boulders.


  “Don’t fool with the men. Pick off the horses,” Slade ordered.


  Tom loved horses. Every one he owned became his friend. It seemed horrible to shoot them down for no fault of their own. But lives were at stake. His first bullet struck one in the flank. The animal gave a cry of pain and galloped across the brow of the hill. The other two horses joined the flight.


  “Good work,” called Slade. “Now, boy, back to our own horses and follow the herd.”


  They flung themselves into their saddles and struck a gallop. Across the hills they could see the dust of the stampeded remuda.


  “They’re headed down. All we’ve got to do is to follow and round ’em up,” Tom said. “How about yore arm? Is it pretty bad? Do you figure you can make it?”


  “Make it? I’ve got to. But I ain’t right happy with that arm. The blue whistler must have smashed a bone in my elbow. It’s sure sending me plenty of notice where it’s at.”


  “I could tie it up, if we stopped.”


  “No, sir. We’ll keep going.”


  Tom looked back. “No sign of ’em yet. If we’re lucky, those fellows back there will never catch us.”


  “If they’re lucky, you mean. Some of ’em would sure go to sleep in smoke if they come too close.”


  They rode swiftly across the hills, drawing nearer to the band of horses. The animals had recovered from their fright and were grazing on bunch grass when the riders reached them. It proved to be no trouble to swing them into a draw and head the leaders toward the road.


  “They’re our horses all right,” Slade said.


  “We’ve picked up a bigger bunch than they stole,” Tom replied. “But I reckon the company can use ’em.”


  “Good thing for Joe Slade you decided to follow their trail a while ago when you struck it. . . . How far back is the bull train?”


  Tom noticed that the man was drooping in the saddle, that his shoulders were sagging and his voice tired.


  “Not so far.” Tom ranged alongside of him and unfastened from the saddle his canteen.


  Slade took a drink.


  “I’ll tie a wet handkerchief round yore arm,” Tom said.


  He did so. The older man swayed a little in the saddle.


  “Don’t you let me quit long as you can prod me with a goad,” the superintendent said. “If I play out, get up behind me and head for the bull outfit.”


  “Rivers is right good with wounds. We’ll make it there, Mr. Slade.”


  “Yep. Stay by me, boy.” Slade grinned, ruefully. “I’ve been shot up, se-ve-re-al times. Old Jules ordered a coffin for me one time, but I fooled him. It kinda annoys me that I’m feeling so puny. I never was so plumb tired of one little doggone bullet before. It hit my funny bone, I expect.”


  They plodded on, Slade clinging to the horn as he drooped more and more. Tom rode knee to knee with him, one arm around the waist of the wounded man. The recovered horses jogged on in front of them.


  They reached the road of the Overland Trail. In the distance, Tom could see a cloud of yellow dust made by a large outfit. Probably this was the bull train.


  “We’re real close,“ Tom said by way of comfort.


  For answer, Slade lurched forward in the saddle.


  Tom swung down and caught the body, propping it along the neck of the horse. He took the reins and moved forward, one arm steadying the limp figure in the saddle.


  It seemed to him that they travelled miles. Sometimes he looked back to make sure they were not pursued.


  The bull train drew near. A man cantered out from it toward him. He saw that it was Rivers.


  “Found the horses, did you?” he called. Then, catching sight of the wounded man, he asked another question. “What’s wrong? Who you got there?”


  “Mr. Slade,” answered Tom. “The Wilson gang shot him up. They stole the stock an’ we brought it back.”


  “Slade!” exclaimed Rivers, astonished.


  The wounded man raised his body with some effort. “They laid a trap to kill me. This boy here saved me. I’m feeling mighty trifling. You’ll have to put me on one of the wagons, Sim.”


  Rivers lifted him from the saddle.


  CHAPTER IV


  TOM LOSES HIS KNIFE


  Half an hour later, Tom was once more riding toward Cottonwood Springs. Rivers had given him explicit instructions to ride back to the outfit if he saw any sign of the road agents.


  “Split the wind back thisaway hel-a-mile, Tom,” he said. “Don’t take any chances with those scalawags. They’d sure do you a meanness if they could. But I don’t reckon you’ll see them. It ain’t hardly reasonable that they would come close to the trail in open daylight so soon.”


  Tom was of that opinion himself. It turned out he was right. At any rate, he reached Cottonwood unmolested.


  He had been told to select a good camp ground close to water and grass. A stretch near the stream, about three hundred yards from the station, seemed to fill the requirements. A covered wagon outfit was camped near, but there was plenty of room for the bull train, too.


  Young Collins rode up to the wagon. A red-bearded man appeared and looked at him in surly fashion without offering a greeting.


  “Right hot to-day,” Tom said. “Skeeters bad at our camp last night. Green-headed flies troublin’ our stock some.”


  The man stared at Tom, ignoring his friendly lead.


  Tom tried again. “We’ll be neighbours to-night, looks like. My outfit is on the road headin’ this way. Jest pulled up to say ‘Hello!’ as I was passin’.”


  “Yore outfit ain’t campin’ on this slope,” the man returned, a threat in his voice.


  “Up there.” Tom indicated the place with a sweep of the hand. “Plenty of room for you an’ us too. We’ll not disturb you.”


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  






















































OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Colorado

A STORY OF THE GOLD TRAIL

William MacLeod Raine





