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  1

   OLD JAKE HANLON sits on the edge of the mesa and looks out over miles of southwestern plain. Mile upon mile it runs to hazy horizon, broken only by the sharp upthrusts of the few tall rocky buttes that still resist the long slow erosion of time. These rise like islands in the immensity of open space. The plain laps around their bases like an ocean of sand and adobe dust dotted with sparse scattered bunchgrass and low dagger-leaved yucca plants and wicked ground-hugging cactus.

   Old Jake Hanlon sits as still and quiet as a wrinkled lizard on a sun-warmed stone. He is ancient and craglike, weathered and withered to a thin angular shape of brittle bones and remnants of stringy muscle. His hatchet face under his wide floppy hat brim has been whittled by age to dry leathery skin stretched taut over the bone structure beneath.
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   He is something like a worn rocky butte himself. He is old, so old that he has forgotten the exact total, is simply aware it is somewhere in the late nineties - though for the gawking kids of tourists in town he has been known to push it well past the century mark.

   Nowadays the town knows him no more. He has not been there for several months and he will never be there again. Many people in the town are glad that he is gone. They think of him, whenever they still think of him, as a decrepit old nuisance, a shiftless relic out of the past, a lawbreaker, a jailbird, a disgrace to a modern progressive community.

   Old Jake has left the town for good and has come out here to the abandoned headquarters of the Triple X, to the tumbledown adobe house and the almost roofless barn and the empty broken-rail corral that dwindle towards erasure into the land a quarter mile behind him from the edge of the mesa. He has come out here along the washed-out road no longer ever scraped by the county, bouncing on thee front seat of a fine big powerful car beside Henry W. Harper, grandson of the Hardrock Harper who founded the Triple X a long lifetime ago.

   There is water still from the spring back of the rambling house, not much more than a trickle now, but enough. There is food in cans on shelves in the one room whose ceiling still shuts out the sky. Once every two weeks Henry W. Harper drives his car along that parody of a road, bringing more food in cans. He is a plumpish middle-aged lowshod man, this Henry W. Harper, with soft hands and manicured nails and a fine big house in town. But he can remember when he was young Hank and wore boots during his summer vacations and Jake Hanlon taught him to sit a saddle as a man should and took him on camping trips into the mountains where the elk hid and always brought him out safe again. He will be bouncing over that forgotten road bringing food in cans and tobacco in tins as long as there is need for these.

   That will not be long now. Old Jake has come out here where some of his best years were spent in the satisfaction of sweat and dust and hard work. He has come out here to die. He is an old grizzly that knows its time has come and has retreated deep into its range to meet death in dignity alone. He is an old lobo wolf that has lived out its years and has crawled back to its den to wait for the final dissolution. He is an old pine long past growth and the renewing sap of recurrent spring, waiting now for the winds to topple it to the last merging with the land from which it came.
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   Old Jake Hanlon sits on the mesa edge and puffs slowly on a crusted bowl pipe that fouls the air above it as the smoke drifts upward. Jutting from a pocket of his ragged leather vest is a new pipe, curve-stemmed, silver-banded, that came bouncing over the old road to him with the last batch of tobacco. Perhaps he will try it later today. Perhaps not. A new pipe takes time to be broken in properly. His time is running out. And his old pipe is an old friend. The bowl of it fits his stiffening right hand. The stem of it nestles snug into the niche made by a broken tooth in his left lower jaw.

   Below him on the great expanse of plain, out of distance to the east, into distance to the west, snaking between the tall buttes, runs the new highway. It is a dual highway with wide median strip, modern as the day after tomorrow. Small it seems in the vastness of plain and from his height on the mesa edge. But it is big in meaning, in the conquering of the distances, in the linking of far busy cities. Along it, both ways, in unending fluctuating progression, flows the traffic that is its reason for being. Cars and cars and more cars. Long sleek powerful cars and smaller compacts and still smaller foreign models. Cars with gas pedals to the floor, racing hot engines past the speed limit, taking businessmen to appointments that mean dollars, taking tourists to the next comfortable air-conditioned motels marked for them on their maps. Buses, big and ungainly, ripping away rubber trying to keep to impossible schedules. Huge tractor-trailer trucks with diesel exhausts snorting fumes hammering the pavement in their rush to reach the haven of distant warehouses.

   "All of 'em sure in a hell of a hurry," says Old Jake. "Tryin' to get somewhere. Ain't they ever figgered they was somewheres afore they started?"

  


  There below, across the seeming limitless expanse of plain, the traffic flows. Out of somewhere, into somewhere, restless, rushing, unending. A battered pick-up with two steers in the back slows on a slight rise, worn motor laboring, struggling towards the down-slope beyond. A big sealed tractor-trailer sweeps up behind and swings out to pass and it too slows on the up-slope. Cars begin to clog up behind and horns honk in impatient irritation. The sounds snap through the dry air and drift away to be lost in the spaces. The big tractor-trailer hits the down-slope and roars ahead swinging into the right lane again, and the cars stream past.

   There is a brief break in the flow, a pause in the clots of cars rushing by, and a jackrabbit starts across the highway. It reaches the median strip and hesitates, and is marooned there as new clots of cars pen it on both sides. Frantic, it dashes between two oncoming cars and is caught by a crunching front wheel of a car in the other lane. The long hind legs twitch and are still and the lifeless blob of fur and flesh and bone and blood flattens ever further under crushing wheels.

   High on the mesa edge Old Jake Hanlon sees it all. His deep-sunk old eyes are still as keen as they were when his sight along a rifle barrel and his hand on a rope were as steady as any man's. He sees it all. The new life of today sweeping past below him, encased in its mechanical armor, careless of the lesser in its way, driving inexorably forward into its endlessly new-spun hopes of the future. "Like a bunch of stampedin' steers," he says.

   Still and quiet he sits and watches. And now the pipe has gone out and he does not know that. He stares down at the flowing traffic and he does not see it. His old eyes are brighter than before and they look on the big dual highway but they do not see it. For him it has faded away into the mists of long ago and there where it snakes its way between the tall buttes is only the thin tracery of an ancient trail. That murky veiling hanging over the highway to the westward is not the gray reeking fumes of a battery of big trucks hammering the hard pavement. It is a rising cloud of clean sweet dust, golden in glancing sunlight, raised by thousands of hoofs drumming the good earth in the clean sweet beat of freedom.

   There they come, hoofs thundering, manes flying, heads tossing, with the look of eagles in their eyes!

   The wild horses, the mustangs, the broncos, the broomtails!

  


   Out of the west they come, in numbers past counting. Descendants of the gallant Barbs with the blood of Arabia in them brought from the plains of Cordoba in far-off Spain by the conquistadores full four centuries ago. Home again in the land where the first horses evolved eons ago in the youth of the American continents and from there spread into Asia across the Alaskan land bridge before the ocean rose and rolled between. Home again in the land where their remote ancestors came into being and then, in some cataclysmic shift of conditions as the years in their millennia swept past, dwindled into extinction. Home again in the land of their primal birth, the land that was ready to receive them again when the conquistadores brought them from Spain and they escaped to run free once more.

   Smallish and thin and bony, stunted through the ears and the generations by subsistence on the scant but hardy forage of the semi-arid southwest. Much of the Barb beauty gone, the noble head, the arched neck, the straight back, the full-fleshed swelling hips. Hardly a one that, stopped and standing still, would attract a second look from an eastern horseman used to the big carefully bred carefully fed horses of racetrack and show-ring. But in motion, wild and free, eating the wind, swallowing distance, the very symbol, the concentrated essence, of the wide stripped barren land and the great open spaces.

   Smallish and stunted, grass-bellied, cat-hipped. Almost everything splendid gone - everything except the spirit and the hardihood. And the stubborn clutch on freedom. Bred by adversity to the single purpose - survival in a land where only those fitted to it can survive. Honed by summer drought and winter storm and the fangs of the wolf pack and the claws of the mountain lion to the knife-edge of ultimate endurance. Motion the very meaning of their existence. Mighty lungs in the smallish bony bodies, and strong hearts, and steel springs in the thin legs and rock-hard hoofs, and buried deep in the lean taut flanks the ability to gallop to the edge of eternity and back.

   Out of the west they come, in the bands of their groupings past counting, wise old barren mares in the leads with the younger following with foals by their sides and the lordly studs behind, stern stallions herding their harems, nipping the stragglers, shouldering the laggards, throwing their heads to trumpet defiance to envious others of their kind - all the wild ones Old Jake Hanlon has seen through the long long misty long ago when he was a boy on a seat of a wagon moving into the setting sun and when he was a wild-riding mustanger with the best of them and when he was a reckless carefree cowhand riding the farthest ranges.

  


   They flow past, traffic out of another era, and Old Jake nods his head as he recognizes this one and that one passing his post on the high mesa. On beyond, faint in distance, is a flush of green in a dip of the plain that marks a water hole and one of the bands swings towards it. Old Jake is still and quiet on the mesa edge, but he is no longer there. He is out near the water hole, crawling on hands and knees through the bunch-grass. And now he is a thin-shanked boy in torn shirt and patched pants too big for him, lying on the top of the slight rise swelling around the water hole, flat on his belly peering over.[image: ] 

  There they come, off to his left, topping the rise. They stop and the stud trots forward, a battlescarred dun in the pride of power and lordship. He stands with head high, testing the wind, looking in every direction. He whistles softly and the band moves forward, down-slope to the water hole.

   All but one. An old mare, thin and gaunted, perhaps not so old as simply thin and gaunted, lags behind. The others have left her, hurrying on down. She moves slowly and stiffly as if afraid of each forward step. Something is wrong with her, something serious. She steps forward and brushes against an upthrust cactus and flinches back and stands shuddering. Blind. Blind in both eyes.

   The others are dipping muzzles, crowding each other for position. No. Not the stud. He has trotted back up the slope to the blind mare. He nudges her to one side, away from the cactus. He nickers softly to her, coaxing her into motion, and she follows him, nose against his warm comforting battle-scarred flank. She hesitates, feeling the down-slope under her feet, and he snorts a command and she follows. His strong shoulders open a wav through the others and she pushes in beside him and dips her muzzle and drinks.

   The stud drinks only in brief dippings, raising his head often to test the wind. Suddenly he whistles, loud and shrill. He has caught the man-scent in a shift of breeze. Instantly the whole band wheels, away from the water, and leaps into motion away, following the wise old lead mare. The blind mare wheels too and strikes out, seeking to follow, but slow and hesitant. The stud is on her, pushing, nipping, shouldering, driving her into full gallop. She stretches out, shoulder to shoulder with him, and he has her up with the others. He drives her in among them and she gallops on, unhesitating now, swerving as they swerve, with the sound and the sense and the smell and the feel of them all about her. He stops and swings about, looking back. He trumpets defiance at whatever might follow and rears high, wheeling, and races after his harem.

   "Nobody won't ever believe me any more," says old Jake Hanlon. "But I seen it. I sure seen it."


   All of them are gone now, all the bands, from out of the west into the nothingness of time past. They are no longer flowing by even in the mind of Old Jake Hanlon. Once again the ancient trail is a big new modern dual highway with mechanical power pouring along it. But wait. Old Jake is not looking at the highway, is not even aware of it. He is looking over it, beyond it, into the dimming distances. That is not a dust devil whirling upward that he sees on the far horizon. It is a cloud of golden dust rising from four pounding hoofs.

   There he comes, alone all alone in the vastness of space, glowing in the glancing sunlight, white, white as the snow of the tall desert mountains in winter, with head high and long mane flying and longer tail streaming in the wind of his own matchless motion, pacing, pacing, pacing in long swinging unbroken stride!

   The White Mustang, the White Steed of the Prairies, the Ghost Horse of the Plains!

   Not a part of the whole wide wild west that has not known him. If not this one then another and all always the same. The final absolute of the wild free life. The king of the broncos. And the king dies and still it is long live the king! Always he is sighted again somewhere across the far ranges of the American west. He is indomitable, unconquerable, and he cannot ever really die because he is the stuff of which legends are made and he lives deep in the minds of men, the symbol of their own stubborn clutch on freedom. Every man must have his White Mustang, his dream to follow, the glowing white glimmer that paces ahead of his own plodding progress. Lucky the man who sees it plain in the proud days of his youth and can see it still undimmed on through the long long years of growing old.

   Nearly three hundred miles this one has run this time with scarcely a stop or a breather. Four days and the nights between and no food except a few mouthfuls of grass snatched almost in stride. No water except a few swallows scooped each time he has crossed the shallow almost-dry riverbed in the great sweeping seventy-mile circuits he has been making of this range that has been his and that he will not leave. He is too wise to take on more water and be slowed in the running.

   Those two dark dots coming into sight a third of a mile behind him are two men on horseback. They are erect in saddles on two fresh horses picked up only a few miles back. At fifteen-mile intervals around the great circuit other men wait on other fresh horses, wait for their turns in the long chase to push him, push him, push him, and run him down at last.

   Five thousand dollars pace with him. That is the sum the famous showman, P. T. Barnum, has offered for capture of the White Mustang. A big sum to the men of the southwest, big even if split many ways. Many of them have joined together to try to do what some of them have tried in vain to do before. Ten men and fifty horses are running the White Mustang!

   They have studied his habits and know his range. Four days they have been running him and the nights between because through these moonlit nights the whiteness of him can be followed almost as in the daytime. The yearling colts and the mares of his band have long since dropped away, exhausted and left behind. Still he paces on. Again and again rested men on rested horses, starting from stations along the circuit, have tried to close on him with ropes ready. Always the rhythmic beat of those four rock-hard hoofs has quickened and the swinging stride has lengthened and he has pulled away to a safe lead once more.

  


  Old Jake Hanlon sits on the mesa edge. He is still and quiet, but memories move in his withered old muscles. Strange, it is not stone nor sand nor clean adobe dirt beneath him on which sit his lean old buttocks. It is good leather with the sweat of miles soaked into it. He is motionless as a rooted tree, yet he can feel the wind of movement fanning the taut dry skin of his face. He is no longer there on the mesa. He is one of those distant dots far out on the limitless plain. He is tall in the saddle on a rough-built rawboned sorrel he has broken to the bit himself. He is Young Jake Hanlon, tophand rider of the rough string for the Triple X, and he is running the White Mustang ...


   They hammered on, side by side in the afternoon sun, Young Jake Hanlon and Petey Corle, following the white glimmer of the ghost horse. They were grim, determined, not joshing each other as they had been only the day before. The long strain was telling on them despite the periods of rest while others took up the running. They were no longer merely following him to keep him moving with no rest and little or no food and water. They were pushing him harder now, trying to close in more often. The long strain was telling on him too. It must be. Nothing made of muscle and bone could keep on forever in that endless tiring circuit. Yes, it was telling on him. That showed in the way he let them draw closer each time and in the gradually diminishing lead he established in each new spurt.

   Young Jake felt an eagerness rising within him. He rode with eyes fixed on that white glimmer always ahead. He thought he saw a falter in the swinging stride and the eagerness swept through him. He knew the mettle of the horse under him, the power and speed in the rawboned frame that could show heels to any other horse broken to saddle in the whole of the country around. He slapped with spurs and the sorrel surged forward into full gallop.

   Closer. Closer. Young Jake could see the sweat streaks along the white flanks. He could hear the sobbing whistle as breath entered and left the laboring lungs. His rope was in his hands and a loop was forming.

   And the head of the White Mustang rose higher and turned some and Young Jake saw the redrimmed eye that placed him and the sorrel coming up. He heard the snort of defiance that seemed to him to be touched with derision too. The beat of those rock-hard hoofs that had never known shoes quickened, quickened, drumming the earth, and the stride lengthened, and the White Mustang was pulling away, faster, faster, leaving him far behind.

   Young Jake slumped lower in the saddle. He could feel the sorrel striving under him, giving all that it had in its willing rawboned frame. He reached to slap it gently along the straining neck.

   "You might as well be tied to a post," he said. He slapped again, friendly, forgiving. "Don't take it tough," he said. "You're carryin' weight an' he ain't."

   Young Jake tightened on reins to slow the pace and wait for Petey to catch up. Together they rode on, following, merely following.

  


   Through the late afternoon and the evening and on through the night with the waning moon rising late ten men and fifty horses, taking their turns in pairs, followed that ghostly glimmer of whiteness on the great circuit of the range that he would not leave.

   Young Jake Hanlon and Petey Corle, sleepless, hunched on heels by a small fire. They talked together and Young Jake saddled one of the horses picketed near and rode through the night to the next station back and talked to Ace Hogarty and Ansel Rak and they nodded their heads at what he said and he rode the return to Petey and their fire and by the first light of morning all was ready.

   There he came, out of the dawn, the dawn of the fifth day of the running, stride unbroken but head drooping at last, flecks of foam dropping from his muzzle along the way, pace lagging. Ace and Ansel behind him were not pushing hard. But they had been riding out to the right, crowding him more and more to the left along a ragged-edge row of hills. Now he was approaching the narrow entrance of a steep-walled canyon that cut back into those hills. In a moment more he would be past it.

   Out from their hidden post in juniper and clumped scrub oak rode Young Jake Hanlon and Petey Corle, cutting from the right across his path. He braked on sliding hoofs and wheeled to the left and in desperate spurt started in through the canyon entrance.

   Started. Stopped. He knew. He knew every mile and rod and yard and foot of this range that had been his. He knew that on ahead in the canyon was only steep-walled cramped space ending in sheer rising cliff. A natural corral. A trap. He turned and faced the rock-edged entrance and the two horsemen blocking it now with ropes ready in hands. He screamed once, high and shrill, defiance and the exaltation of battle in it, and drove forward.

   Petey first. Petey Corle, firm in saddle on a stout young gray, proud of his skill with a rope, spurring m to have first chance. There was no chance. Straight as a bullet leaving a gun, unswerving, the White Mustang crashed into the gray, shoulder to shoulder in shuddering impact, and the gray staggered and went down and Petey was rolling on the ground with the rope trailing from numbed fingers.
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   Young Jake next. Young Jake Hanlon, deep-set in double-cinched saddle on a big-muscled dun, proud of his record in the taking of mustangs. He had swung the dun broadside to close off as much as possible of the canyon opening. His loop was ready for the cast as the ghost horse would race past through the narrow space remaining. But the White Mustang did not race past. Straight towards Young Jake he came and he reared on hind legs up up in the terrifying stance of the fighting stallion.

  Young Jake saw the sweat-stained dirt-streaked chest arching upward only a few feet from him. He saw the forelegs with their knife-sharp hoofs rising for the downward flailing strokes. He saw the foam-flecked lips drawn back from the big teeth. He saw the look of eagles in the red-rimmed bloodshot eyes. The rope was a forgotten thing in his hands. It fell from them and he grabbed at the reins to swing the dun away and the White Mustang struck. One forehoof snapped Young Jake's hat brim and raked down his side just back of the arm, slicing through leather vest and flannel shirt, drawing blood and cracking two ribs and knocking him from the saddle. The other cut a long gash in the neck of the dun. And even as he fell to the ground, Young Jake heard the snap of the big teeth like the jaws of a bear trap closing as they hit and slid on the hide of the rump of the dun as frantic in frenzy it leaped away.

   Young Jake lay on the ground, limp and bruised and bloody but with head raised, and watched the White Mustang moving into distance away and Ace Hogarty and Ansel Rak coming up.

   "So it didn't work," said Ansel with a wry weary grin.

   "It sure didn't," said Young Jake. He sat up, wincing at the pain streaks in his side. He managed a wry weary answering grin. "But you two keep right on goin'," he said. "Keep 'im movin'. Petey an' me, we'll patch each other up an' gather the others for a finish. We got him now."

   "Whammed you on the head," said Ace. "You're plumb locoed. Five days. Us and the bosses about wore out. And he's still going strong."

   "No," said Young Jake. "You ain't noticed. Must of been when he piled into Petey. Limpin'."

  


   On through the morning and into the afternoon the White Mustang ran. That matchless pace was ragged now and he slowed often, looking back, and spurted on again only when those following were not much more than a double rope-length away. And along in late afternoon he topped out on a high rise and looked back and there were no horsemen following.

   For long moments he scanned the plain in every direction, head high, testing the wind. Nothing moved anywhere except a small herd of antelope miles away. He stood and slowly the heaving of his chest subsided. He stood and the weariness held at bay during the excitement and tension of the running crept through him and the muscles of his swollen shoulder tightened in a taut and painful stiffness.

   Hunger gnawed in him and he dropped his head to graze. Not for long. Thirst was a stronger command. Slowly, cautiouslv, limping, favoring the bruised shoulder, he worked his way downwind and in a wide arc towards a curving sweep of the riverbed. He came to a small shallow pool under the shelving bank. He drank. The water was cool and welcome down the dryness of his throat. He drank again.

   And still there was no message along the wind, no movement alien to his instinct anywhere around. he was turning away, full watered, when he heard the long-drawn whinny of a mare.

   One of his mares.

   The sound came from across the riverbed, up and over the low stony hill that sent the river in raintime on its sweep around. He stood motionless, head up, ears forward, listening. It came again, a long-drawn lonesome appeal. Silently, hoofs making no sound in the soft ground, he moved down river to the left, along the bank. The limp was very noticeable now, the stiffened shoulder muscles rebelling at movement, but he disregarded that. He crossed the riverbed where lowland on both sides gave wide vision and he moved on in an arc flanking the low stony hill. In the hollow behind it he saw her.

   He whistled softly and she turned and started towards him. And stopped, legs braced, head twisted at a strange angle. He whistled again and she answered strangely, breath wheezing in her throat. He advanced towards her and, advancing, saw the rope tight about her neck and taut to the stake in the ground and, seeing, heard the sound of hoofs to his right and, turning, saw the two horsemen pounding towards him. He wheeled and was off, racing hard, and two more horsemen topped out directly ahead of him. He wheeled again and was off again, angling away from the four of them dashing at full gallop to intercept him. Even so, heavy with water, lean and worn with the weariness of five days' running, agony striking upwards into his shoulder with each stroke of rock-hard hoof, he would have outrun them. But more horsemen appeared ahead of him, fanning out, and with those behind the circle was complete.

   He did not hesitate nor waste time shifting direction, seeking to dodge. Reckless of the pain beating in his shoulder, he drove on in that matchless power-drive pace. Big Jim Hawkins on a big longcoupled black blocked the way and at the last moment Big Jim spurred aside and Big Jim's rope flashed and the loop dropped over the straining white head. He drove on. The rope tightened with a snap to Big Jim's saddle-horn and the black was yanked off its feet and dragged and Big Jim floundered on the ground with an ankle sprained and the skin of one cheek scraped off and the cinch broke and the White Mustang drove on with the saddle bouncing at the rope-end behind him.

   He was through the circle and away - but the saddle caught in a low tough juniper and he spun about with the rope cutting deep into his neck. Instantly his big jaws closed on it and grated together in grinding motion and the rope parted. Only a few seconds, but that was enough. Arnie Hall's rope was in the air and caught him as he whirled to start away again.

   He knew what a rope meant now, and as it tightened on his neck he did not fight it. Instead he plunged back along it towards Arnie, rearing to strike. But Young Jake Hanlon on a rough-built rawboned sorrel was racing in close and Young Jake had a small loop ready and this flipped through the air and took one of the rising forelegs and as the sorrel plowed on the White Mustang was pulled aside and off balance and crashed on his side to the ground.

   Two ropes were on him, neck and foreleg, pulling in opposite directions. Still he heaved to his feet and fought, lunging from side to side, striking at the ropes with snapping jaws. But now Petey Corle was there, clever with a rope and with yesterday's failure to avenge. His loop snaked out low to the ground and had a hindleg and the White Mustang was down again.

   He pitched and thrashed but the ropes held and he could not rise. He seemed to sense the futility of further fight and lay still.

   Nine men in saddles and a tenth standing with weight on one foot looked down at the ghost horse of the plains. Not a one but knew horses as only men raised in the saddle could know them. Thin and gaunted he was from the long running with hollowed flanks and the ribs showing under the hide. Sweated and dirtied he was with the whiteness of him smudged into yellowish splotches and the luster of mane and tail lost back along the miles. Awkward he looked with fore-leg and hindleg stretched out and neck pulled awry by the third rope. But they had seen him in motion and action. They knew. They knew they were looking at more true horse than any of them had been that close to before through all the years of their lives.

   "I ain't so sure," said Big Jim Hawkins, holding his neckerchief to skinned bloody cheek, "that if I'd known what it took to take him, I'd of started out on this."

   "If any of you was to ask me," said Ace Hogarty, "I'd argue that old Barnum'll be getting his money's worth."

   Nine men were talking, letting the excitement of the last few moments ease out of them in words.

   Young Jake Hanlon said nothing. He sat slumped in his saddle staring down at the White Mustang he had followed through five days of riding and two cracked ribs. He saw the red-rimmed bloodshot eyes that were fixed now far off into limitless space, ignoring him and the other men, looking past them, beyond them, into the dimming distances of the big land.

   He shook himself a bit and straightened in the saddle, wincing as the movement revived the pain streaks in his side. He felt a strange anger deep in him, and he could not have said at what. "Let's get movin'," he said gruffly. "We ain't penned 'im yet."

  

  


   It took till dusk to get him, front legs hobbled and three ropes tight to his neck, to the small corral they had prepared before the running. A stout corral with stockade-style walls seven feet high. On his feet again he fought most of the way, lunging often against the ropes until each time the crosspull choked him into weakness and his legs faltered and his breath rattled and his eyes glazed. They threw him again and hobbled his hindlegs too before they let him struggle up again and they pulled him inside. When he was in there, alone, with the tall strong gate fastened behind him, he looked around at the high stout walls and his head drooped and he stood motionless. There was hay in a corner and he ignored it. There was water in a pail and he ignored that too. Only once while they watched in the deepening dusk did he move. Along one side of the corral a twist in one of the upright logs left a four-inch gap part-way up between it and the one next to it. He raised his head and shifted position in the hope that were all the hobbles permitted until he could see out through the narrow opening. And there he stood, motionless again except for the slow rhythm of his chest, looking through a four-inch space into the distances of what had been his range until darkness claimed it.
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   They had a fire going and food and coffee warming. In the firelight after they had eaten Ansel Rak took a pack of greasy cards out of a pocket and shuffled them and they cut the deck, one after another, and the two high men swung into saddles and rode off into the dark. Sometime the next morning they would be back with a flat-bed hay wagon. No chances would be taken in getting the White Mustang to the rail town forty miles away. He would go there hogtied and lashed to the wagon bed.

  The darkness thickened and then the late waning moon rose, tinting the land with its thin ghostly traces of half-light, and seven of the remaining men slept in sprawled shapes on the ground. Not Young Jake Hanlon. He was as tired as the others, but he could not sleep. His side ached, and it seemed impossible for him to find a comfortable position on the ground. He pushed up to sitting position and stared at the dark shape of the corral. He rose to his feet and walked softly to the tall gate and stepped up on a crosspiece to peer over. The White Mustang stood where he had been, motionless, head low.

   Young Jake whistled softly and one ear twitched and that was all. Young Jake whistled again and there was no response.

   "It ain't agoin' to be so bad," said Young Jake gently. "They'll feed you regular an' fix you up fancy. Likely they'll not try breakin' you to more'n bein' led along in a parade. Might even give you some mares for breedin'. Easy livin', that's what it'll be."

   Young Jake stepped back down from the gate and walked slowly to his saddle blanket spread on the ground. He lowered himself down onto it. "Easy livin'," he murmured. "Who'n hell wants easy livin'." He lay still, staring upward, and slowly his eyes closed and he slept the sleep of tired muscles and tired mind.

  


   As the first pink flush of dawn crept over the great plain, it was Ansel Rak who first stretched long and slow and rose and strolled over to the gate and stepped up to look into the corral. His shouts woke the others and brought them running. The ghost horse was gone.

   There was nothing ghostly about it. White hairs and bloodstains on the top of the far side of the stockade walls showed where he had reared and got forelegs over and scraped and scrambled and floundered until he had fallen outside. The tracks led away, unmistakable in the soft earth, where he had crow-hopped in short leaps on hobbled hoofs and fallen often and struggled up to hop on.

   He could not have gone far, not so weakened and handicapped. They saddled fast and swung up and strung out along the trail. Straight towards the riverbed it led. There they found him at the edge of a shallow pool of water and mud, body crumpled down, lifeless eyes staring, muzzle buried deep in the watery ooze.

   "Drowned hisself!" shouted Ansel Rak. "In two inches of water! Did it deliberate!"

  Eight men in saddles looked down at what remained of the White Mustang, at five thousand dollars lost to them, and seven of them let their feelings loose in curses and bitter comments. Not Young Jake Hanlon. He sat tall in the saddle on the rough-built rawboned sorrel he had broken to the bit himself and his shoulders were up and his

  head was high and he rubbed one hand down his side where two cracked ribs sent twinges of remembrance through him. He looked around somewhat defiantly at the others. "I sure could of used my share of the money," he said. "All the same I'm kind of glad that one got away."

  

  


  2

   OLD JAKE HANLON stirs in his blanket on the canvas cot in the one room of the crumbling ranch house whose ceiling still shuts out the sky. The first light of the morning sun, slipping through the windowless window frame in the east wall, has found him and nudged him awake.

   "Nothin' partic'lar to get up for," says old Jake. "Could sleep the whole day iffen I had a mind to it." There have been countless times through the years, times when the voice of a trail boss or ranch foreman has summoned him at daybreak, when he would have given his eyeteeth to do just that. But the habit and discipline of those days is an ingrained part of him now. He flips the half-fold of blanket aside, revealing his bony old body in its patched underwear and scraggly socks.

   He lies still a moment, gathering determination. Then he props himself up to sitting position with arms behind and eases his thin old legs over the side of the cot. He reaches to the nearby brokenbacked chair and takes his floppy wide-brimmed hat and settles it on his head. The oldtime cowhand's custom of undressing from the bottom up and dressing from the top down is an ingrained part of him too.

   He takes his frayed khaki shirt and fights the stiffness in arms and shoulders to get it on and fights again with the three remaining buttons to get them through the right buttonholes. He takes his greasy leather vest and with the aid of various snorts and grunts shrugs into it. He stands up and stretches, hearing yet not so much hearing as feeling the creakings in the joints of his brittle old bones.

   He takes his pants and nearly topples trying to get his right leg in and has to sit on the cot again and work the pantlegs one at a time all bunched over his feet and around his thin shanks before he can stand again and pull them up into position. He gives a grunt of satisfaction as he tightens his belt and fastens the battered silver buckle given him by an Indian girl so long ago that if she is still alive she is a great-grandmother now. Small things like managing to struggle into a pair of pants are what give him pleasure these days.

   "I sure ain't so young like I once was," says Old Jake while he battles his boots, stomping to push his heels all the way down inside them. "But I can still make it."


   Outside the sun is sending streamers of pink gold across the big land. In a few hours it will be beating more directly down, building layers of summer heat. Right now the night-cool of the high country lingers, fresh and sweet. Old Jake draws in deep breaths as he ambles towards the spring. The trickle from a crevice in the outcropping rock has filled the bucket he left there last night. The overflow is running into the small sandy basin which is all that remains of the wide pool that used to be known as Harper's Hole and before that to the Spaniards as El Ojo Azul del Cielo, the Blue Eye of Heaven, and long before that to the Indians by a name even they have forgotten.

   Old Jake hunkers down on his heels to study the sandy rim of the small basin. Each evening he brushes it smooth so he can read a fresh story each morning. Sometimes the tracks are so mixed and overlaid that he has trouble deciphering them. But he has more than time enough and it is a matter of pride to him to identify them all except the almost imperceptible indentations left by the almost weightless smallest of his neighbors. This morning most of the regulars have left their imprints. A spotted skunk. A jackrabbit. A rock-squirrel. A coyote. No, two coyotes, one a bit smaller than the other. A porcupine. A badger.

   There is something new. Tracks big and plain, though the one who made them is perhaps the most wary and elusive of all the southwestern animal folk. A bobcat. "What d'ya know," says Old Jake. "Short-tail's fin'lly figgered I'm harmless."

   The jackrabbit prints hold his attention. Those at the water's edge. They are deep sunk, deeper than usual. "Took off fast," he says and ambles on around the small basin in a wide arc searching the ground. He finds plenty of tracks. They are scattered and confusing but his keen old eyes hunt them out. Jackrabbit tracks and coyote tracks and at last a smudged place and a few drops of blood already dried. This chapter of this morning's story has an abrupt ending. One coyote was belly-flat behind that bunched chamisa twenty feet from the spring. It jumped the jack and the jack skimmed off, confident of its ability to outrun any single cnemy. The second coyote intercepted from that clump of brush on ahead and the jack, dodging frantically now, was caught between them.

   "Sorry about that," says Old Jake. "But that's how things go. I reckon it's all the same to the jack, but somehow it seems more nat'ral. Better'n bein' mashed by a truck."


   The pink flush has faded out of the sunlight. It is pure gold that streams through the east-wall window frame, slanting down to the plank floor. Old Jake stands by the shelf on the west wall and the cracked mirror above it. He is honing his straight-edge razor on his spare belt that hangs from a nail in the wall. He hones it carefully with slow strokes. The stubble sprouting from his leathery face is tough and demands a sharp cutting edge.

   He takes a torn piece of cloth and dips this in the bucket resting now on a rickety table and moistens his face. He takes a piece of soap, high quality scented soap, the kind Henry W. Harper has in the big house in town and brings out here, and he dibbles this in the water to soften it and rubs a film over his cheeks and chin and down his scrawny neck in front. He takes the razor again and goes to work with it, carefully, peering into the old mirror, extra careful not to disturb the wide mustache that droops over his upper lip.

   Fresh-shaven, face and neck scrubbed, smelling some of the soap, Old Jake drops a handful of new coffee grounds into a battered pot that has an inch or more of old grounds on its bottom and fills this with water dipped from the bucket. He sets the pot on the small cast-iron stove in a corner, opens the draft in the pipe that goes up and out through the wall, and busies himself building a fire in the stove's belly. Shavings first, whittled with his ancient pocketknife, gently grouped in a small conical pile, lit with a match scratched on the stove top, coaxed into flame by soft blowing. Then twigs from the pile on one side of the stove and, when these are burning properly, larger pieces of seasoned cottonwood from the pile on the other side.

   He pulls up, grunting, from kneeling position and ambles over to stand by the shelves that climb from floor to ceiling beside the doorless door frame in the north wall. Many rows of cans of many sizes and shapes march along those shelves. "Hank sure does me proud," he says, studying the array of cans, trying to decide on the morning menu. A good breakfast and he can forget lunch and coast along until suppertime. He selects a large can of beef stew and a small can of chopped green chili to add to the stew and a middle-sized can of sliced peaches. Preparing the meal can fill many long moments for him.

   All of these morning activities, taken slow and easy, can fill in a great deal of time for him. They have their own strong savor drawn from the knowledge deep in his old bones that not many more mornings will the rising sun summon him awake.


   The sun is high overhead, reaching for noontime. Old Jake is in the inside shadow cast by the few remaining warped roofboards at one end of the sagging barn. He is looking down at an old doublecinch A-fork high-cantle free-swinging-stirrup saddle with a silver-topped horn that rests on a makeshift sawhorse high enough to hold it with stirrups barely touching the ground. He pulls from a pocket a faded bandanna and wipes from the sweat-darkened fly-chewed scratched and scuffed old leather the thin layer of dust which has settled since the last wiping twenty-four hours ago.
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  He shakes the bandanna and folds it and tucks it back into a pocket. He stares down at the battered and cracked old saddle. Slowly his eyes lose their focus on it. "Jimmie Dun," he says. "That's what I called 'im. Never did know how Leyba tagged 'im." And suddenly he is no longer standing in the shade of a few warped roofboards. He is out in limitless distances of rangeland. He is a lean hard cowhand, on foot, leading a tired cowpony, walking towards another horse whose flanks are hollowed and whose strangely misshapen head hangs low.

   Four days he has been hunting this horse, ever since the morning he and two other hands of the Triple X have come on the border outlaw Remigio Leyba dying by the burned-out ashes of a campfire from a gunshot wound out of the dusk of the evening before. He has caught a few words from the final mumblings of the dying man, something about a caballo and a morral and a reata quehrada. The words have meant nothing to the other two hands but to him they have meant much. He has grasped the message, the appeal. Somewhere about there is a horse trailing a snapped picketrope and with a feed bag over its muzzle. If it can not get free of that deadly thing looped over its head, such a horse, unable to graze, will starve in the very midst of fine forage.

   Now he drops the reins of the cowpony and it stops, ground reined. He advances slowly towards the hollow-flanked horse and friendly reassuring wordless sounds come from his lips. The horse backs away a few steps and stands, hesitant, uncertain, hopeful yet half-afraid. Slowly, making no quick movement, he circles around and reaches down and has the frayed end of the picket-rope. He advances hand over hand along the rope, slowly, cautiously, and is close and reaches to rub gently along the quivering neck. He hears a soft muffled whiffling sound in the leather bag enclosing the muzzle and at the sound his own pent breath leaves his lungs in a sigh of relief. Swiftly now he takes out his pocketknife and opens the bigger of the two blades and cuts through the rope that is tight over the head behind the ears and the bag falls to the ground. The horse snorts, blowing dust from its nostrils, and swings its head to push and rub against him. The head drops and the horse is snatching at tufts of bunch-grass by his boots.

   Pure mustang all through. A dusty dun in color with a darker streak along the backbone running from almost-black stringy mane to almost-black long stringy tail. Smallish, stunted, barely fourteen hands tall. Dingy and awkward in appearance with big head and short neck joined like the two parts of a hammer and with flanks now hollowed by hunger. Not much to catch the eye at first glance, but a second or third might note the depth of chest and the strength of bone beneath the dirty hide, the clean trim neatness of legs dropping down to rock-hard hoofs. Cut, yes, but cut proud, as shown by the swelling of that short neck holding that almost-too-big head. Not pretty, nothing splendid or noble, but power and endurance plain to the knowing in the compact solidity of the whole.

   It snatches greedily at grass. But every now and then the head rises and it whiffles softly at him.

   This is the horse that time and again has carried the outlaw Leyba out of the reach of hard-riding posses, that has taken the outlaw Leyba for days on end across seemingly interminable miles of desert and along dangerous mountain trails. Now it is going to be the willing hard-working partner of an all-around hard-working hard-playing cowhand.

   "Yessiree bob," says Old Jake. "He sure was glad I happened to come along."


   A dust devil whirls past the sagging barn, slapping a few tiny pebbles against the end wall. Old Jake shakes himself a bit. He ambles out of the inside shade into the open sunlight and looks all around, peering intently into the distances. There is no one in sight anywhere. There is never anyone in sight except once a fortnight when Henry W. Harper comes bouncing in his big car and the next time for that is still almost a week away. But Old Jake wants to be absolutely certain no one will see him at his silly senile game. He ambles back into the barn. Grunting some, he swings a leg up and over the old saddle. He hitches his body about until it is solid in the seat and searches with his boot toes until they are sunk into the stirrups.

   Quiet and motionless, withdrawn into himself, he sits on the worn scuffed leather and his old mind moves, searching backward through the years. And now he is no longer an ancient cartoon caricature of a man in a decrepit ruin of a once-fancy saddle on a makeshift wooden sawhorse. He is Young Jake Hanlon, point man of the Triple X trail crew that has delivered a herd of rough and rangy steers to a ranch near Deadwood in the Black Hills of Dakota just ten days ago. He is tall in a plain tough working saddle on a smallish dun-colored mustang and he is ramming steadily forward along an excuse for a road through the sandhills of Nebraska.

   Many people think he has played the fool, talking too much in that same Number 10 Saloon in Deadwood in which Wild Bill Hickok was shot in the back by Jack McCall. Talking big about a little mustang. Saying it could make a good showing in the 530-mile race from Deadwood to Omaha scheduled to start in a few days. What? That scrubby misfit piece of wolf-bait that must already be worn out from a thousand miles of bringing a trail herd out of the southwest all the way to Dakota? Make a showing against the big strong halfbreds and Thoroughbreds picked out and brought from back east by rich ranchers and bigtime gamblers who plan to make a killing on the betting? Why, a scrawny little half-dead horse like that won't even be in the running against those fine big horses, bred right and fed right, that have been in training several months and more for this race.
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  There is plenty of money riding the route. Bets are high on the other horses. All that has been put on the little mustang is what the others of the Triple X trail crew have been able to scrape together, not much because they have spent most of their pay on liquor and cards and women before finding out that a Triple X horse is entered. Perhaps it is only loyalty to the outfit that has prompted them to empty their pockets. Perhaps not. They have been given odds of five to one and they know a thing or two of their own. On the long trail north they have seen that little dun, after the cavvy was thinned by drownings at a rivercrossing, do the work of two horses and never turn a hair. They have run mustangs themselves and they have a few in their strings and they know the feel of them under saddles and that when it appears to be done, worn out, finished, a little southwestern mustang has just begun to fight ...


   They pushed on, Young Jake and Jimmie Dun, a lanky cowhand and a smallish mustang, two working partners from the far desert distances of New Mexico, following now the rutted traces of a road through the unfamiliar distances of Nebraska. They moved steadily, not fast, not slow, at a jogging foxtrot that gnawed away at the miles.

   Young Jake had this race planned in his mind. He knew no long-distance race was ever won by speed at the start, by burning up reserve energy in the early days of the running. This was the morning of the fifth day and almost 300 miles were behind him and still he held to his strict routine: an easy trot for an hour, an easier flat-footed walk for the next hour, then the trot again and repeat. Out of blanket at daybreak each morning and trot-walk-trot till noon. Stop by water, a stream or ranch or farmhouse pump, and strip down Jimmie Dun and let him drink sparingly and rub him thoroughly and give him the small bait of mixed feed carried in a bag behind the saddle cantle and chomp hungrily himself on the two sandwiches from the one saddlebag and lie down in a spot of shade for several hours' rest. Up again and trot-walk-trot through the afternoon until dusk and stop at the quick camp made by his advance man, Petey Corle, who was traveling ahead with a light supply wagon drawn by the two long-legged mules that had brought the Triple X chuck wagon to Deadwood. Another rubdown and rations of water and feed for Jimmie Dun and a meal of Petey's campfire cooking for himself and an hour of rest for them both. In saddle again and trot-walk-trot until about midnight. Then pull off the road a bit and unsaddle and picket Jimmie Dun by good grass on a good length of rope and roll himself in the one thin blanket carried with the bag behind the cantle and sleep until the familiar summons of dawn.

   They pushed on, Young Jake and Jimmie Dun, and heard hoofbeats coming up behind and alongside. The thin-faced man on the big black Thoroughbred called Cannonball. He was frowning, annoyed. "So you're still with us," he said.

   "Why, sure," said Young Jake. "Ain't you heard? We're headed for Omaha."

  The thin-faced man kept the frown, glancing down sidewise at Jimmie Dun. "That thing won't last the day," he said. Contemptuous, impatient, he used his spurs and the big black leaped into a canter, dwindling into distance ahead.

   Young Jake grinned to himself. He had seen the sweat streaks starting already on the big black in the cool of the morning before the heat of the day. He rubbed a hand along Jimmie Dun's neck. He felt along the hard flanks. No moisture. Only an even warmth. Jimmie Dun could do what he was doing all day without working up a real sweat. No overdoses of rich food in him and no consequent overweight of hot flesh on him. And generations of stubborn desert endurance behind him. Young Jake grinned again. Then he shook his head slightly. "All the same," he muttered, "that'll be one to beat. Thoroughbred. Never know just what they've got left when the finish line's in sight."

   They pushed on and they heard hoofbeats again coming up and alongside. The black-bearded man on the tall big-boned half-bred bay called Jay Bird. He was moving at a fast pace and he glared once at Young Jake as he went past and then he and the big bay were diminishing into distance ahead.

   "Two," said Young Jake. "Wonder how many it'll be this time."

   Each morning it was the same. Others came up and passed him, impatient, hurrying, hammering on ahead of him as they all had done at the start on the first day. They rode too hard when they rode and had to stop too often to breathe their horses and were taking too much out of them too early and they themselves were too soft, too civilized, insisting on three meals a day and plenty of sleep. His own routine wore away at the miles more slowly but more steadily and for longer hours. Each evening, when he stopped at Petey Corle's quick camp, he would not be far behind them. When he rode on he would see in the last hour or two before midnight the last winking embers of the various fires where they were stopped at the camps made by their advance men. And in the morning they would be surprised, irritated, angry, to find him trotting easily along, having passed them in the night.

   They pushed on, Young Jake and Jimmie Dun, not fast, not slow, and heard hoofbeats again and these came alongside and slowed to the same pace. The red-haired man with jutting chin on the big reddish-brown high-shouldered Thoroughbred and Hambletonian cross called Sorrel Clipper. "So you did it again," he said, stating a fact. He stared down at Jimmie Dun trotting quietly, lazy-eyed and relaxed. "Must be related to a turtle," he said. "Looks half-starved and half-dead to me. But I thought the same at the start. Maybe he'll last after all."

   "Why, sure," said Young Jake. "He'll last."

   "Lasting ain't winning," said the man. He jabbed with spurs and the big sorrel picked up speed and moved out ahead.

   The time clock in his mind gave its signal and he relayed the message along the reins. Jimmie Dun slowed to a walk, the flat-footed walk that was almost a resting for him. And again hoofbeats sounded and came up. The thin-lipped eyetwitching man on the big long-bodied gray Morgan and Standard cross called Thunderbolt. His thin lips twisted as if he would say something and what he would say would be mean and nasty and he thought better of it and said nothing and spurred on and Young Jake saw the flecks of foam dropping from the bit in the big gray's mouth and its energywasting head tossing under the impact of the spurs.

   Time passed and the clock in Young Jake's mind nudged and Jimmie Dun knew and leaned forward into a trot, the jogging foxtrot that gnawed away at the miles. Young Jake looked back. He could see along the road at least a mile. Not another rider in sight. "Four," he said.

   There had been nine others the first day, all of them joking and jeering at Jimmie Dun and hurrying on ahead in the excitement of the start. Eight had passed him on the morning of the second day, one man already out with his horse lamed by a stone in a hoof not noticed and removed in time. Seven on the morning of the third day, another man out with a horse that had suffered from colic and cramps all night, probably caused by too quick watering after a bucket of oats. Five on the morning of the fourth day, two more men out, one with a horse limping badly from a sprained ankle, the other frankly admitting he was outclassed and voluntarily withdrawing.

   "Four today," said Young Jake. "With Jimmie'n me that makes five left."

  


   It was nearly noon when Jimmie Dun raised his head higher, scenting water, and quickened pace a bit. Ten minutes later they topped a low hill and Young Jake saw the Niobrara River a quarter mile ahead, a wide expanse of sandbars and shallow water and deeper-cut channels. He saw too the four horses and their riders bunched on the near bank where the road dipped to the ford.

   "Why, shucks," said Young Jake. "Afraid of a lil 0l' runnin' river."

   The other horses stood, heads hanging, glad of the rest. Their riders were silent in their saddles. They had been talking together as he approached, but now they were silent, watching him. Only the red-headed man on the big sorrel had anything to say. "It's been raining up-country," he said. "Could be over your head in some places out there."

   "Why, sure," said Young Jake. "Rains in this country now 'n again, so I've heard." He took his two sandwiches from the saddlebag and tucked them inside his shirt. He untied the blanket and bag from behind the cantle and draped them over his shoulders. He tickled with spurs and Jimmie Dun stepped into the shallow water, splashing some and enjoying the splashing, then sobering to the serious business of feeling forward for footholds in the gravel and stones of the bottom.

   They came to the first of the deeper channels and Jimmie Dun surged into it, swimming strongly and steadily, and scrambled out on the sandbar beyond. This crossing was not bad at all. There were only three stretches of swimming water and these narrow with only mild pull of current.

   Jimmie Dun stepped onto dry ground on the far side and shook himself like an oversize dog and Young Jake swayed in the saddle, grabbing at the bag and blanket, and turned to look back. The others were in mid-stream, following his course across.

   "Good a place as any for noonin'," said Young Jake and rode to a small clump of trees and swung down. He spread-eagled his saddle on the ground and hung the saddle blanket over a tree limb. They would dry quickly in the warm noontime air. He tethered Jimmie Dun on a short length of rope and stripped off the bridle and unrolled his one thin blanket under Jimmie Dun's nose and dumped the meager contents of the bag on it. He leaned against a tree and stood on one foot then the other, pulling off his boots and emptying water out of them and struggling to get them on again over his damp socks. He knew from old experience they would be stiff and shrunken if he let them dry off his feet. He sat down on the ground, back against the tree, and watched the other men, bunched again and dismounted where the road climbed out of the ford, fussing with their boots and wiping their saddles. They were talking again and looking his way.

   "They'll be havin' late lunch," said Young Jake. "What with the wagons havin' to go around by that other road." He unwrapped his sandwiches and bit into one and watched the other men mount and move on, impatient and hurrying.


   In the hush of dusk dropping towards dark Young Jake sat on a flat-topped rock by Petey Corle's campfire eating Petey Corle's short-order specialty, singed beef and refried beans. Twenty feet away the skimpy supply wagon was a squat shape in the dimness. Forty feet beyond, Jimmie Dun cropped grass in companionable competition with two long-legged mules. A third of a mile further along the road and closer to it several other fires made their own small circles of flickering light.

   "All of 'em over there," said Petey Corle. "They stopped early today. Saw me here an' stopped till they was gathered like they wanted to be somewheres near."

   Young Jake grunted. He was too busy eating to say anything.

   "Them mules," said Petey. "They're almighty tired."

   Young Jake scraped his tin plate and lifted it to lick away the last traces of the beans. "Better'n three hunnerd fifty miles by now," he said. "Make it a hunnerd sixty-seventy to go. Them mules now. They last through tomorrow, that'll do it. Me'n Jimmie'll be in the homestretch after that."

   The darkness deepened and Young Jake was sitting on the ground, back against the flat-topped rock, and Petey was at the wagon, measuring feed into the bag, when they heard footsteps approaching from the direction of the other fires. Young Jake sat up straighter, peering into the dark, and Petey reached further into the wagon and took his gunbelt and buckled it on and eased around by the edge of firelight, between it and Jimmie Dun.

   There were three of them, the thin-faced man and the black-bearded man and the eye-twitching man.

   "You got time for a little conversation?" said the thin-faced man.

   "Mebbe so," said Young Jake.

   "Short an' sweet," said Petey Corle.

   "You don't know it yet," said the thin-faced man, "but Henderson's out. That Sorrel Clipper horse of his has been took sick. He's leading it on to the next town. But it's out. That leaves four of us."

   "Wasn't sick back at the river," said Young Jake. "Wore down some. An' skittish. But a good hoss. A lot left in 'im."

   "Not now," said the thin-faced man. "Things happen. Like I say, that leaves four of us. And there's four prizes. A thousand, five hundred, three hundred, two hundred. Add those and you get two thousand. Divide that by four and you get five hundred."

   "I can figger," said Young Jake. "Where you headin'?"

   "Well, now," said the thin-faced man. "Suppose we just agree among ourselves, nobody else knowing, that no matter how we come in, we pool those prizes. Then we split even, five hundred apiece. No sense killing ourselves and the horses on these last miles. Just make it look good at the finish. We cut cards to see who's to come in first, but no matter what the cards say, we pool it and split even."

   Young Jake noticed that one of his fingernails was cracked and needed attention. He took out his pocketknife and went to work on the nail, thinking hard and fast. He remembered that thousands of dollars were bet on those other horses to win or to place. He remembered seeing that same thin-faced man handle cards in Deadwood and make them behave as if they had gone through school and were well educated. He knew it was a dead-center certainty that however the cards were cut, there was one rider who would not show the winning card and he was that one. But to be honest with himself he had to admit this pooling scheme had its points.

   At the moment all he had certain at the finish line was fourth place. Two hundred dollars. Anything more was still doubtful, had still to be won. Five hundred guaranteed and with no bone-wearying last-stretch fighting for position was a mighty attractive proposition. He could be a fool to trust those other men any further than he could spit into a high wind. On the other hand they would have strong incentive to play straight with him if he took the card-cutting without squawking. It was the win-and-place betting more than the prize money they were interested in. He tried to balance the three hundred more that would be reasonably certain for him against the fact he would be letting down the rest of the Triple X trail crew. Shucks, Petey would string along with him on anything and he could pay back the small amounts the others would lose out of the five hundred and still be well ahead.

   He stared down at his fingernail, remembering many things. He remembered that even though he was still called Young Jake, he was not as young as he used to be and this last long drive out of New Mexico had tightened his belt and put an ache of tiredness in his bones that was already renewed by the riding of the past five days. He remembered that he was still just an often overworked cowhand at thirty and found a month who had never had anything like five hundred dollars jingling in his pocket. And then he remembered something else. A smallish dun mustang cropping grass about sixty-five feet away.

   That horse never asked odds of anything life threw at it. He had talked big and that horse was ready to give the last ounce of stubborn endurance in it to back up his talk. This was Jimmie Dun's race too.

   Young Jake raised his head. "No," he said. "I started this thing as a hoss race an' I'll just finish it the same."

   "Is that final?" said the thin-faced man. "Final," said Young Jake.

   "Double-cinched," said Petey Corle.

   "You'll regret it," said the thin-faced man. "Like I told you, things happen." He turned away.

   "You'll never even finish," said the eye-twitching man, turning to follow.

   "Right," said the black-bearded man. "We'll run that jug-headed mutt of yours off its legs tomorrow." And he too turned and followed.

   The footsteps died away. Young Jake and Petey Corle looked at each other.

   "Took sick," said Young Jake. "Mighty sudden."

   "Yeah," said Petey Corle. "An' neither of us is doing any moving on tonight. Not past that bunch in the dark. They'll keep till morning anyway. You need the rest too. I don't count. You bed down an' I'll keep an eye on Jimmie."


   Sounds of hurried doings tapped at Young Jake's eardrums, penetrating at last to awareness. He came out of sleep still tired and with a stiffness in his backbone. The darkness of sky overhead had shifted to a dull gray and a few stars still fought against the seeping glimmer of the false dawn. He raised on one elbow and looked around. Petey was by the wagon with the two mules, slapping harness on them.

  Young Jake pushed up and stretched. He took the bucket half full of water which Petey had placed near him and walked a short distance away for a wash-up and other necessary activities. Five minutes later he was back by the dead campfire, setting down the empty bucket to stretch again, and Petey was hurrying towards him with a tin cup of cold coffee in one hand, a bulky sandwich in the other.

   "Gobble these," said Petey. "Fast. An' kick me. Hard."

   "Loco," said Young Jake.

   "I must of dozed some," said Petey. "Take a look over there."

   Young Jake looked. On ahead, near the road, where the other camps had been, was only a blank emptiness in the dingy grayness of dawn.

   "Yeah," said Petey. "They slipped out in the dark. Could have fifteen-twenty miles on you by now. I'd of saddled Jimmie but you know how he fights anyone but you." Petey grabbed the bucket and ran to the wagon and threw the bucket in and jumped to the driving seat. He slapped with reins and was moving past towards the road. "I'll push ahead fast as I can. See what I can find out."

   Young Jake drained the cup in two gulps and let it fall. He crunched a bite out of the sandwich and chewed rapidly and crammed the rest into his mouth. He scooped up his blanket and the small bag of feed with one hand, the saddle and trailing bridle with the other, and ran towards Jimmie Dun.

   He was pulling on the cinch when he heard, faintly, somewhere off by the road, a sharp crack and a clatter. He hesitated briefly, listening, and heard nothing more. Swiftly he finished saddling and swung up and Jimmie Dun rose in the air, head down and back arched, bucking once, twice, three times, to get the kinks out of his backbone, and leveled into a fast lope towards the road.

   There they were, Petey and the mules and the wagon, Petey standing in the road with a hatchetin one hand, the mules motionless except for twitching tails, the wagon tip-tilted with some of its contents spilled and the remainder a crazy jumble. The right rear wheel had hit a boulder and the spokes had shattered.
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  "I got two kicks coming," said Petey. "But don't you worry none about me. I'll cut me a tree limb an' brace it under for a drag. Make it to the next town an' get a wheel. Drive like hell an' catch up later today."

   Young Jake looked forward along the road that stretched to far hill horizon where the first faint flush of color was creeping up the sky. Somewhere beyond three riders on three big strong horses were knocking off more miles. "Take your time," he said. "You ain't agoin' to do no catchin' up. Not the way me'n Jimmie'll be movin' from here on in."

  


   The little crossroads settlement seemed to be deserted in the early morning sunlight. No. A man who had been sitting on a bench by the blacksmith shop was walking out into the roadway. A redhaired man with a jutting chin. He had a hand up signaling. Young Jake reined in.

   "I figure they've got about fifteen miles on you," said the man. "They're moving right along. You going to try to nail them?"

   "Not try," said Young Jake. "Jimmie here's agoin' to do it."

   "I hope he does," said the man. "I'll be hoping mighty hard he does. But watch yourself. I know better'n to say anything else. Just keep a sharp eye out. Watch yourself."


   Jimmie Dun moved strong and steady under him. Lope-trot-lope. Lope for half an hour in the smooth undulating stride familiar to anyone who had ever seen a herd of mustangs flowing over the land, their backs rising and falling as easy and regularly as

  watery waves. Trot for the next half hour in that swinging double-beat stride mustangs themselves favored for making maximum distance with minimum effort. It was hard, not knowing what was happening ahead, to hold down, to keep from ramming into full gallop. But there was still a long way to go.

   "Let's see," said the farmer who was working on a stretch of fence along the roadside. "There was two together. A black and a bay. I'd make that a shade under two hours ago. Then along comes a gray. I'd call that just a mite over one hour."


   Only half of the meager contents of the bag for Jimmie Dun at this nooning. Only one of the two sandwiches in the saddlebag for himself.

   But there was no water. Nowhere along the last miles had they come on a stream or a farmhouse with its well. Nothing but barren sandy friendless country and one rickety farm wagon drawn by two bony horses with a pinch-faced man and a pursed-mouth woman on the driving seat who failed out of meanness or lethargy to return a passing word.

   Only half an hour of resting. "Short rations all around," said Young Jake as he retied the bag behind the cantle. Jimmie Dun whiffled softly in response and turned his head to push gently against him and stood steady as a rock while he swung up into saddle again.

  


   They could see it far ahead, a cluster of weathered board buildings, a house and small barn and shed. And there, in front of the house, a pump and a water trough.

  He held Jimmie Dun to a trot then to a walk as they approached. He dismounted twenty feet from the pump and Jimmie Dun stood, groundreined, waiting. He looked around. There was no sign of life anywhere. He strode to the pump and worked with the handle and a stream of water ran into the trough. He strode back to Jimmie Dun and led him to the trough and let him drink sparingly. "Enough's enough," he said and led Jimmie Dun about twenty feet away again and left him again, ground-reined, waiting. He returned to the trough and leaned down and scooped water in his hands and drank.

   "Howdy, cowboy. Reckon you're one of those racers.

   A man had stepped out of the house, smiling in friendly fashion, very friendly. He held in one hand a bottle two thirds full of an amber liquid. "Water's all right," he said. "Whiskey's better. Perk you up." He moved a few steps forward and held out the hand with the bottle.

   Young Jake suddenly realized he had not had a real drink for five full days and more. That was what he needed, something stronger than water to rake the dust of five days' riding out of his throat. "Thanks," he said and moved towards the man and took the bottle.

  He raised it high and let a satisfying slug of the amber liquid gurgle into his mouth. He sloshed this around inside before he let it slide raw and tingling down his throat. "Thanks again," he said and raised the bottle again.

   Out of the corner of one eye he saw movement over by Jimmie Dun. Two men had slipped quietly, very quietly, around from the other side of the house. One had hold of Jimmie Dun's reins and the other was stretching out a hand under Jimmie Dun's nose, palm flat, and something showed on the flattened palm.

   Young Jake jerked around, dropping the bottle. "Hey," he shouted. "Get away from-" The rest of that breath was jolted out of him. The first man had jumped to grab him from behind.

   He struggled to free himself but the man had arms clamped around him. He tried to whistle, high and shrill. Only a desperate small sound came from him - but Jimmie Dun heard. And Jimmie Dun reared back, away from the flattened palm and whatever was on it, jerking on the reins, and the man who held them clung to them and Jimmie Dun reared again, plunging forward, forehoofs striking, and one struck the man in the chest and knocked him away and down and loosened his hold on the reins, and Jimmie Dun was swinging in a fast arc, head high, dodging the third man, aiming for Young Jake.

   "I'm acomin'!" gasped Young Jake. He smashed backward with booted heel on the left instep of the man holding him and heaved upward and forward and broke loose and as Jimmie Dun, true to old training, swung to move past him, broadside to him, his hands fastened on the horn and he vaulted into the saddle. Only his grip on the horn held him there as Jimmie Dun surged ahead, picking up speed, away from the men and the house. His feet found the stirrups. Secure in the seat, he leaned forward to take the trailing reins.

   Out in the road, moving away, he looked back. No one was following. If the men had horses with them, these were still in the barn or hidden behind the house. Two of the men were bending over the third, who still lay flat on the ground. "You sure did it up right," he said, reaching to rub along Jimmie Dun's neck. "An' I sure got me a kick comin'."

   The wind of motion was ruffling his hair. "Lost my hat," he muttered. Somehow that seemed the final ultimate insult. "From now on," he said, "we ain't trustin' nobody on nothin'."

   He became aware that Jimmie Dun was pounding in full gallop. "Easy," he said, tightening on reins. "Easy. Save it for when it counts."

   And then he was aware of a nagging ache inside him, under his ribs, growing, increasing, and a nausea creeping through him. He swayed in the saddle and his throat constricted in dry retching. He could feel a weakness taking him and his vision blurred.

   He pulled on the reins and Jimmie Dun slowed, stopped. "Two kicks for me too," he mumbled and all but fell from the saddle and was on his knees by the roadside, bent over, and Jimmie Dun stood, head turned some, watching him.

   He pushed two fingers down his own throat and his shoulders shook as his throat muscles reacted in spasmodic contractions and he yanked the fingers away and the foul stuff came flooding forth. The taste in his mouth was loathsome and the smell of the mess in front of him more so and all he wanted to do was just to fall away from it and stretch out and sleep and he fought against this and staggered to his feet and to Jimmie Dun and pulled himself up into the saddle. Fingers fumbling, uncertain, he tied the ends of the reins in a clumsy knot and looped them over the horn. "Get amovin', Jimmie boy," he managed to say. "I'll hang on somehow." And Jimmie Dun moved and they were on their way again.

   Time passed and he did not know it. Hunched forward, head hanging down, hands clenched on the forward edge of the saddle blanket, he rode in a kind of coma, aware of nothing, not even of the insistent joggle of Jimmie Dun's swinging trot or of the habitual ingrained response of his own muscles holding him there in the saddle. Then gradually awareness fought through the fog gripping him and he knew where he was. He was on Jimmie Dun and he was riding a race, Jimmie Dun's race, and he was the damnedest stupidest fool in the whole of the world and he was letting Jimmie Dun down. He tried to straighten in the saddle, be less of a spineless blob of dead weight on Jimmie Dun's back, and he managed to do so a bit.

   He felt Jimmie Dun moving strong and steady under him and suddenly, out of nowhere, he wanted to do something he had not done for too many years. He wanted to cry, to blubber like a snot-nosed kid. And then, somehow, it seemed to him that Jimmie Dun was saying something to him, saying it in the ceaseless steadiness of stride, in the flex and flow of muscles under the dusty dun-colored hide, in the tireless rhythmic thuddings of hoofs. "Quit frettin'," Jimmie Dun was saying. "I'm adoin' this. You're all right for a man. A fool of a man as all men are. You're all right for takin' a tight leather feedbag off my head and for combin' the burrs off me after a hard day's work. You're even pretty good with that rope of yours when we're throwin' steers for brandin'. But you never could do what I'm doin' now. I can. So I'm fool enough in my turn to do it for you."

   And time passed and Young Jake began to feel better. He was a tough one too. He was straight in the saddle again, a true horseman helping his horse by the instinctive coordination and balance of his riding.


   The sign was nailed to a tree by the roadside. The legend was faded and worn. Young Jake could barely make it out in the dimness of dusk. "Omaha 90 Miles."
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   In the clean dark of night, several hundred yards from a lonely stretch of the road, well screened by clumps of bushes and trees, Jimmie Dun munched on the last grains of the remnants of the meager contents of the bag and Young Jake chewed on his one remaining sandwich. "just about enough to make us hungrier'n ever," he said.

  He swallowed the last crumbs. He took the end of the rope trailing from Jimmie Dun's neck and tied this to his left arm. "Half an hour," he said. "Make it any longer an' I'll fall asleep sure." He leaned back against the saddle on the ground behind him and thoughts about a dun-colored maverick mustang and about three strong big horses somewhere along the same road in the dark of the same night chased themselves through his mind.

   Twenty feet away Jimmie Dun stood, motionless, head low. He was gaunted some along the ribs and sunk in some at the flanks. He was a dirtied clumsy-looking caricature of a horse that seemed dead on its feet. He looked finished, done for, ready to collapse into a heap of bones and hide. He was not. He was resting. He was relaxed all over, drooped, sagged, into absolute limpness. He knew. He was wasting no energy in twitchings or stompings or movings about. He was making the most of a brief resting. He was a smallish southwestern mustang who was just about ready to begin to fight.

   Young Jake struggled out of a doze and forced himself to his feet. "All right, Jimmie boy," he said. "Omaha the next stop."

  


   There was only the dark of night and the tracery of road ghostly in faint starlight and the wind of their own motion as they moved at a fast lope into the lonely miles. Houses were more frequent now, but these were nothing more than blank eyeless shapes along the way. Urgency talked along the reins, stretching Jimmie Dun's stride.

  Tiredness was an ache in Young Jake and hunger a hollowness in his belly. Giddiness took him now and again and he felt strangely light-headed. He would never remember the rest of this ride in clear sequence, only in snatches as if full awareness caught him only at certain intervals.

   It seemed to him that this supposedly short summer night would never end and suddenly he realized that objects by the roadside were sharper, more distinct, and somewhere a rooster was crowing and he could make out a sign on a fencepost: "Omaha 40 Miles."


   This little settlement showed activity in the morning sunlight. A dog ran out barking at Jimmie Dun's heels. Two wagons and a pinto saddlehorse stood by a tie-rail and half a dozen people were in front of the general store, four men and two women.

   "Here's another of them Black Hills buckaroos!"

   He held Jimmie Dun to a trot passing by, but he was ready to strike with spurs at any instant. He kept straight on, ignoring the people. After what had happened yesterday, he was in no mood even to wave at anyone, even to a pretty woman like one of those back there.

   He heard hoofbeats behind him and twisted to look around. The pinto was coming up fast. It came alongside and slowed to Jimmie Dun's pace. The man was lean and hard and a piece with his saddle and he had a sun-and-wind-tanned face with crinkles at the eye-corners from squinting into sun and distance. Young Jake relaxed some. One of his own breed.

   "What in holy hell you doin' without a hat?"

   Young Jake relaxed even more. He knew that tone too, an echo out of the distances of the cattle country. "Lost it," he said. "Ain't had time to steal me another."

   "Sun's got muscles hereabouts," said the man. "You'll fry what few brains you got. Here, take mine. I'll get another at the store." He reined the pinto in closer, pulled off his high-crowned broadbrimmed hat that was battered by weather and work into the proper dirty greasy shape and general bedraggled consistency and reached to pop it on Young Jake's head.

   "Likely you don't know it," he said. "But one of 'em's in that barn back there. Mean-lookin' gent. Big gray of his gave out. Could be he'll be movin' on after a while but he won't get much more'n a walk out of that hoss. If he can sit a saddle hisself. He's done beat."

   Young Jake was adjusting the hat to firm position. A bit tight, but it had the right feel.

   "You ain't got exactly the look of a fresh-picked daisy yourself," said the man. "But them two on ahead look worse. Can't have more'n two-three miles on you. Go get 'em." He swung the pinto and headed back towards the settlement.

   Young Jake sat up straight in the saddle as a man should. Somehow he was not as tired as he had been. He waved at a farmer who was doing something with a hoe in a field off to the left. He reached to slap Jimmie Dun on the neck. "One down, Jimmie boy," he said. "Only two more. You heard 'im. Go get 'em." And Jimmie Dun, warmed through to the very marrow of his bones now, fully into this race if it should last through all eternity, leaned forward again into a fast long-reaching lope.


   There was plenty of activity along the way now. Houses and more houses between cultivated fields and people by the roadside shouting and waving and sometimes a man or two or even a boy on horses loping alongside for a while yipping advice and encouragement. Jimmie Dun ignored them all. He was intent on this day's work, strong and steady, eating the wind, gobbling the miles.

   "Win or lose," shouted a man on a stocky sorrel that was working hard to stay alongside, "I'll give you two hundred dollars for that horse!"

   "Go soak your head," shouted Young Jake. "There ain't enough money in the whole of the world to buy him!"

   They clattered over a wooden bridge and slowed some on an up-slope. Jimmie Dun shifted his lead from right forefoot to the left, sure sign he was feeling the strain. His eyes were beginning to show redrimmed. His chest heaved in long slow rhythm and sweaty lather dampened his flanks and stretched-out neck. But still that reassuring refrain came from his pounding rock-hard range hoofs. "Quit frettin'. I'm adoin' this. You want it done, so I'm doin' it."

   "Omaha 12 Miles," said the sign a small boy held up high over his small head.

  A dark shape blotted the road in front of them, moving slowly. They came closer and it was a big bay, lathered, gaunted, head hanging, reduced to a shuffling jogtrot. The black-bearded man in the saddle heard them coming and looked back and exploded into frantic action, slapping with his rein ends, raking with his spurs, and the big bay rallied some, trying, trying, and broke into a jerky gallop.

   Young Jake was debating with himself whether to use his own spurs or hold his pace and wear the bay down-and Jimmie Dun took charge. He shifted to right forefoot lead again and surged into full gallop, belly low, legs striving for distance in lengthening stride. Young Jake felt the power pulsing under him, the message of urgency suddenly reversed and coming back to him now along the reins from Jimmie Dun's hammering hammerhead. "Yahoo!" he yelled, leaning to throw his weight forward in the saddle. "Get 'im, Jimmie boy! Get 'im!"

   Closer they came. And closer. Alongside. Young Jake heard the blackbearded man cursing him and Jimmie Dun and the bay and then they were out in front, the gap between steadily widening.

   Young Jake looked back. He saw the bay stumble and almost fall. He saw the black-bearded man yank savagely on the reins and the bay slow to a dragging walk.

  


   A puppy dashed out into the road directly ahead and a small boy, heedless, unseeing, dashed after it. Jimmie Dun swerved, braking, and the boy and the dog, tumbling together, seemed to be almost under the hoofs. Jimmie Dun reared, pawing at sky, tottering on hind legs, and the boy had the dog and was out from under the arching forehoofs and Jimmie Dun was down and in stride again. Young Jake heard cheers and shouts from the roadside. None of them meant anything to him except the shrill yipping from a lanky overalled farmer. "Yowee, cowboy! Five miles to go!"

   There was no break in the steady long-reaching lope, but Young Jake could sense the laboring in it. He could feel the extra jolting as the hoofs hit and the straining muscles no longer cushioned the shocks in instant springy response. Jimmie Dun's breath came in long sobbing gasps. Sweat drenched his dun-colored hide and a dingy froth dripped from the side-bars of the bit in his mouth. But there was no break, no falter in that steady stride.

   "Three miles!" shouted someone on the edge of vision.

  Strange, there was no one loping alongside, no mounted escort, and had not been for a mile and more. Houses clustered close along the way and people in front of them were excited, shouting, waving, jumping up and down, the sense of their shouts drowned in their own clamor. But there was no one on horseback.

   Around a sharp bend in the road-and there they were, twenty and more mounted men not fifty yards ahead, trotting forward in a group. And there, in the midst of them, the big black Thoroughbred known as Cannonball. Black no longer, streaked and discolored by dust and dirt and sweaty lather. Head hung low. Moving jerkily in a shuffling foot-dragging trot. But moving. Forward.

   The others scattered sideways, clearing the way, and Jimmy Dun swept past, holding hard to his fast lope. "Yahoo!" yelled Young Jake, forgetting the rawness of his throat and the tiredness bedded in him. "Omaha, here we come!" And the escort was with him now, pulling away with him and Jimmie Dun from a bitter cursing thin-faced man and a big black horse dropping ever further behind.


  "Two miles!"

   Young Jake was fighting himself now, fighting to hold himself straight in the saddle as a man should. He had this race won. He was intent on just one thing, to finish it in proper style.

   Suddenly he was aware that the escort was scattering again, was shouting at him, was pointing back along the road. He swung in saddle to see.

   The big black named Cannonball was coming up! The thin-faced man was lashing with a quirt, jabbing with spurs. Frenzied, foam-spattering, head high and tossing, wild-eyed, running on breeding and nerve alone, dragging the last burst of power and speed out of the great Thoroughbred heart in him, Cannonball was coming up fast!

  Jimmie Dun heard. Through the tangle of hoofbeats about him he heard. He turned his head to place the big black coming up and there for a flashing instant Young Jake saw it, the look of eagles in the red-rimmed bloodshot eye. And out of the long past of his kind in the wide stripped barren land of the far southwest, out of the stubborn endurance bred into him through the generations, came the surge of strength in lean hard gaunted flanks and rock-hard hammering hoofs.

  [image: ] 

   The big black, longer-legged, covering more ground with each frantic leap, crept up, was nose to flank. Alongside. Nose to nose they pounded on and the striving escort was left behind and Young Jake saw the bloody froth flying from the big black's mouth and heard its breath whistling and rattling in its throat. A rush of anger he could never have put into words stabbed through him that men should do such things to fellow creatures finer and nobler than themselves and then all that was forgotten and he was crouched forward jockeystyle in stirrups shouting encouragement at Jimmie Dun's hammering head.

   It was Jimmie Dun creeping out in front now, inch by inch, foot by foot, yard by yard. The big black broke stride and stumbled and caught itself and came on but the distance between was widening. Young Jake looked back and saw the big black stumble again and go down and the man be thrown free, rolling in the road dust.

   "Easy, Jimmie boy," he said, tightening on reins. "It's all over but the shoutin'. Easy does it. We got to come in proud."

   And Jimmie Dun came in proud, tired and worn and dingy-looking, but strong and steady in stride, head up, ears perked, listening to the cheers from the crowd lining the way as he breasted the string stretched across the street at the finish line.

   It was Buffalo Bill Cody, whose Wild West Show was in town, who stepped up to shake Young Jake's hand and give him a small slip of paper, a certified check for one thousand dollars.

   It was the pretty daughter of the man who ran the leading leather goods store who kissed him smack on his dusty unshaven cheek and made an equally pretty little speech presenting him with a fine new double-cinch A-fork high-cantle freeswinging-stirrup saddle whose silver-topped horn gleamed in the Nebraska sunlight.

  


   And in the evening there was a dinner in the Cattlemen's Room of the hotel. All manner of people were there in fine clothes and Young Jake, rested some, shaved and slicked some, full of good whiskey from drinks bought him by persistent admirers, was the guest of honor. He sat in his place at the speakers' table, embarrassed and drinking more to cover that, and the whole party became extra friendly and well oiled and noisy, and he responded to toast after toast to him by drinking even more.

   Then the mayor of Omaha was on his feet, talking long and windily about the magnificent grit and endurance and downright courage of western men as demonstrated by this glorious race now concluded. He wanted to propose still another toast to and request a few words from the man who had demonstrated all this the most emphatically of all. Mr. Jacob Hanlon. He turned to Young Jake's chair and Young Jake was not there.

   Young Jake was outside in the dark of night staggering on weaving legs and wobbly feet along one street and down another. He was fumbling with a door and stumbling about inside a livery stable and into a stall where a smallish dun mustang was drooped in utter awkward-looking relaxation, munching slowly and thoroughly on good Nebraska hay. He was leaning against a dun-colored shoulder, one arm around a thick neck, pulling at one of the ears of an almost-too-big hammerhead.

   Whiskey-tinged tears streaked his face and he did not know it and he was saying over and over: "Them damn fools keep sayin' I did this an' I did that. I didn't do nothin' but just hang on. It was you that did it."

  

  


  3

   OLD JAKE HANLON sits at the rickety table in the crumbling ranch house and carefully measures canned milk into his third cup of morning coffee. It was always black coffee in the old days, black and strong and almost able to stand alone without the aid of a cup, but these last years he has taken to taming it with milk. To cool it to the right temperature has been his excuse even to himself, but the fact is he plain likes the taste. He lifts the old tin cup to drink.

   Pure gold of southwestern sunlight through the east-wall windowless window frame catches the metal of the cup that has been burnished by many a scrubbing with moist sand for scouring powder and bounces a golden patch onto the south wall of the room. Old Jake's hand stops in mid-air holding the cup. He moves the cup about a bit, shifting the angles, and watches the golden patch dance on the south wall. "What d'ya know," he says. "Ain't done that since I was a kid."

   He drinks, draining the cup, and sets it down. He pulls out his faded bandanna and wipes his mustache. He is folding the bandanna so it will fit back into his left hip pocket without raising a bump when suddenly he stops, suddenly alert. "That's funny," he says. "Thought I heard a hoss."

   He shakes his head at his own foolishness. It has been at least fifteen years since the last small-scale operations at the ranch, maintained more or less as a sideline hobby by Henry W. Harper, were closed out and the few remaining horses sold. It has been nearly ten years since Old Jake himself, who had stayed on as a sort of caretaker, was persuaded by Henry W. Harper to move into town and become a retired sometimes-paying boarder at Mrs. Wilson's boardinghouse. It is doubtful if at any time since then a single horse has been anywhere close to the abandoned ranch house. A few pickup trucks during the first empty years driven by scavengers always ready to grab anything worth grabbing, anything detachable, even windows and doors, yes. But a horse or horses, no.

   Old fake tucks the bandanna into the pocket. Suddenly he stands up so abruptly that the backs of his thin old legs knock against the chair. "Iffen that ain't a hoss," he says, "I'm a ring-tailed baboon."

   He steps to the doorless doorway and looks out. Sure enough, there is a horse by the sandy basin into which flows the trickle from the spring. Saddled too, but empty saddled. It is dipping muzzle to drink. It is nothing special, just a small sorrel, ewe-necked, cat-hipped, but he finds himself muttering an old saying: "Four white feet on a sorrel, good, very good." Something begins to nag far back in his mind. There is something familiar about this horse but he can not quite place it. Then he is not even trying. His old eyes have narrowed some. He has noticed several things. One of the reins is gone, broken off a few inches from the side-bar of the bit, and the stirrups hang short, quite short.

   Quietly he eases out through the doorway and towards the sagging remains of the barn. He tries to tread softly, but the horse hears and raises its head and sees him. He ambles on, looking in the opposite direction. The horse is used to having people around. It figures he is a safe distance away and is paying no attention and it dips muzzle again.

   Old Jake is in the barn. Hidden within, he moves quietly along to the far end, closer to the horse outside. He takes the worn old rope from the more worn and older saddle that sits on a wooden sawhorse and he shakes out a loop. Quietly, softly, he slips out of the barn and picks up a stone and throws this on beyond the horse. As the horse jerks up its head, looking away towards the sound of the stone hitting the ground, Old Jake runs forward as fast as his old legs will let him, the loop trailing from his right hand, and his thin old arm sweeps in a frantic echo out of the long ago days and the loop swirls forward, opening, and drops over the sorrel's head.
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   "What d'ya know," gasps Old Jake, stumbling and falling sideways to the ground but hanging on to his end of the rope. "I did it!"

  


   Mid-morning sunlight smiles down on a small sorrel with four white feet trotting steadily along. There are two new reins shrewdly slit-knotted to the side-bars of the bit in its mouth. These are new only to this bridle, are of ancient tough rawhide and taken from the equally ancient bridle that has been hanging in the sagging barn where they have been kept strong and supple by daily rubbings from horny old hands. Perched in the saddle, something like a scarecrow on a rail, thin legs dangling down past the stirrups, is old Jake. It has taken him quite some maneuvering with the sorrel snubbed in close to one of the remaining posts of the corral and with his old joints protesting to get up there. But he is there. He has full right to be proud of himself for being there and for staying there, but he is too busy to think about that. He is bent sideways and forward, studying the ground ahead. He is backtracking the trail the sorrel made coming to his spring.

   It is slow work at times with many pauses and circlings. The sorrel has spent most of the night wandering about cropping bunch-grass and on into the morning light before scenting the water and moving directly towards it. But out of the long long years Old Jake has become patience itself. Patiently he works around and about, old hands firm and controlling on the reins, deciphering the tale of the tracks, his keen old eyes cutting sign younger men out of today's world would miss altogether.

   He finds the place. The story it tells is an old old story, older than Old Jake, much older, reaching perhaps all the way back to the first time the first man rode the first horse. Here the sorrel has shied suddenly probably at nothing more than a jackrabbit leaping out from a bush under its nose as jackrabbits will, and the rider, caught unawares, has tumbled to the ground. Apparently this rider had the good sense to hold tight to a rein - but the rein has broken.

   Old Jake looks down at the strip of leather with jagged end lying on the ground. "I figgered somethin' like that," he says. He studies the footprints showing in a patch of soft ground nearby. Boots. Yes. But small. Boy-size. "I figgered that too," he says.


   Late morning sunlight smiles down on a small sorrel that is plodding through rough and broken country. The sorrel would like to step out and really move and get away from this stony region which is hard on a horse's feet, especially on hoofs that have been often pared for the fitting of iron shoes. The hoof-frogs are sensitive to sharppointed stones that can poke up in the middle past the protective rims of the shoes. But this horse has already learned to like the heap of old bones on its back that can talk its own language along the reins. That heap of old bones is working out some kind of a puzzle and needs cooperation.

   Old Jake is sore some in the crotch from having his feet dangling free and his old joints are protesting again, but he is not aware of that. He is intent on puzzling out from a few hints, hardly there and far apart and discernible even to his experienced old eyes only after careful study, the trail of a small booted human being lost somewhere in this back country. "Got hisself all mixed up," he mutters. "Town's over thataway. Could hit the highway anglin' south. Kupper's place ain't too far over them little hills pokin' up. An' he takes the one way that's all wrong."

   Old Jake with the sorrel helping finds a place where the small human being, frightened at something, has done some running. The toeprints, dug in, can be seen for a stretch of ten yards or more before they fade out again on hard ground. He finds the place where the small human being, probably even more confused and frightened in dropping dark, has holed up for the night in a hollow between two big rocks. He finds the trail leading c;n in the morning, erratic, wandering.

   Full prints show plain for a brief stretch in sand crossing an arroyo. "Them boots is kinda new," says old Jake. "An' he's limpin'. Blisters likely. Can't of gone much further."

   He halloos as loud as his old lungs will let him. There is no answer. Patiently he sets to work unraveling more of the sparse trail. Half an hour later he halloos again. Faintlv, from off to the left, comes an answering shout, not so much a shout as a kind of sobbing wail. He swings the sorrel and kicks with heels and bounces on the bobbing saddle as the sorrel responds with a fast lope.

   It is a small human being right enough, a boy, maybe nine, maybe ten years old, hatless now, face scratched and peeling from sunburn, shirt torn and dirty, blue jeans wrinkled and smudged, boots off and beside him, all of him crounched down under the overhanging branches of a juniper. He peers out from the shadow like a scared animal ready to take off in a hurry.

   "Mornin', son," says Old Jake perched up on the sorrel stopped about thirty feet away, making no move to go closer. "Yes sirree, son," he says, "I got me up on this hoss. Let's see if I can get me down."

   He works at it, hard, having no foot in a stirrup for leverage, and lands in a jumbled heap of protesting joints, but he has a firm hold on the reins. He untangles himself upward and walks, stifflegged, aware of twinges in knee joints and crotch, leading the sorrel, over to another juniper and knots the rein ends tight to a stout branch. He totters and almost goes down as something rams into him. The boy has come running and plastered small body to him, arms around him, face hidden against his vest above his belt. Sobs are shaking the boy's shoulders.

   "There now, son," says Old Jake, patting the tangled hair. "Easy does it. Easy. It's all right now. I ain't much anymore but I made it here."

   He peels the boy away, holding him out at arm's length. "Stop that blubberin'," he says, firm and sharp. "You got other things to be adoin' with your mouth." He unties the little canteen hanging from his belt and hands it to the boy. "Three swallows," he says. "You can have more after you chaw this." He fumbles with a bulging pocket of his greasy old vest and pulls out several pieces of jerked beef.


   Noontime sunlight smiles down on Old Jake under his wide-brimmed floppy hat and on a small boy with a faded bandanna over his head and tied under his chin and on a small sorrel that has pushed its head and shoulders into a juniper for shade. Forty feet away a fire burns moodily, dead branches underneath trying to crackle in flame and live branches on top sending up a strong signal of smoke. Old Jake is hunkered down on his heels, after all the years still a reasonably comfortable position for him. The boy is squatting on the ground, legs crossed. He has his boots on again. Old Jake has insisted on that. They have been talking together and the boy is no longer frightened. He is even beginning to feel a bit proud of himself for having survived a night alone out in this dangerous country.

   "A bear chased me yesterday," he says.

   "That wasn't no bear," says Old Jake. "That was a coyote pup. I saw his tracks. He was scareder than you was. Went scootin' off in the other direction."

   "It was getting dark," says the boy quickly. "I thought - well, I thought it was a bear."

   "Shucks, son," says old Jake. "There ain't been a bear anywheres around here since me'n Petey shot the last one about twenty year afore you was even born. You got to go way back in the mountains to find 'em nowadays." he stretches up and walks stiff-legged over by the fire and tosses several more live branches on it. He comes back and the boy has his head turned and is looking up side-ways at him.

   "I bet I know who you are," says the boy. "You're-you're-"

   "Go ahead, say it," says Old Jake.

   "You won't be mad at me?" says the boy.

   "I save my mad for grown-up men," says Old Jake. "Go ahead, say it."

   "We1-1-1-1 . . . You're - I bet you're Horse Thief Hanlon."

   Old Jake chuckles. "Mebbe I am," he says. "I reckon in a way I am. I reckon I'm near about all them things people in town say I am. Mebbe some they don't even know about. But shucks, now, son, iffen I was a honest-to-god hoss thief, workin' at it all the time that is, would I of been bringin' your hoss back to you?"

   "That's right," says the boy, surprised, thinking this over. "That's right. You did."

   "An' that's a fair good hoss you've got," says Old Jake. "Mebbe you don't know it, but there's a lot of mustang in 'im. That's what makes 'im a good hoss."

   "Oh, he's all right, I guess," says the boy. "But I wanted a quarter-horse."

   "An' that's where you're all wrong," says Old Jake, his voice rising some. "I'd bet my last button that same hoss there'll out-perform any of them fat bulldoggy quarter-hosses any day of the year in any way that counts. Be a better friend to you too. That's one thing about mustangs. They got brains. They got feelin's. Course iffen one of 'em's run free too long, you can't do too much with 'im. Sometimes nothin' at all. But catch one young an' treat 'im right an' he'll break easier an' learn faster an' behave better'n any tame thing born an' raised in a barn. Best thing in the world for a kid to grow up along with a lil ol' mustang."

   Old Jake takes off his hat and puts it back on at a new angle and hunkers down on his heels again. "One thing about your boss," he says. "You got to know how to handle 'im. That was a fool play, lettin' 'im get clean away. He ain't been taught to ground-rein."

   "I don't know anything about that," says the boy. "But I tried. I tried to catch him."

   "Why, sure," says Old Jake. "You made tracks all around like the fool youngun you are. You was wrong on two counts. First off, you don't catch a spooked boss by runnin' after it. Just makes it run more. You got to sneak in easy an' slow an' like your mind's on somethin' else. Do nothin' to startle the critter. An' then, runnin' around the way you done, you got yourself plumb lost from that boss path out of town. Takes a outsize kind of fool to go skitterin' around country he don't know right without nailin' down landmarks. Iffen you was my kid, I'd give you a whompin' you'd remember."

   Old Jake stretches up again by slow degrees. He walks, still rather stiff-legged, to the top of a swell of ground nearby with the boy up and tagging. He swivels slowly, peering into distance.
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  "Yep," he says. "I figgered they'd see it." He points. Several miles away across intervening land broken by twisting arroyos and low flat-topped mesas, seeming small and antlike, a jeep is topping a long ridge. It drops down out of sight and a moment later reappears. It is moving as straight as possible towards the tall plume of smoke.

   "Yep," says Old Jake. 'W'on't be long afore mebbe your own ol' man'll be whompin' you like you ought to be." He walks with the boy following back down by the fire and looks at it with a critical eye. "Might be you'd better put a few more things on that iffen they take a while," he says. "I got to be makin' my own tracks."

   "But," says the boy. "But - but - aren't you - �

   "Lookahere, son," says Old Jake. "Last thing I want is a passel of fool men palaverin' around." He sees the look on the boy's face. He tries a chuckle. "I'm a hoss thief, remember. They might want to string me up." He sobers. "You're all right now, son, an' I'm all right too. Way you swung around back here it's only three-four mile to my place. I'll make it back easy." He scratches at his chin, thinking. "An' another thing. Tell 'em any kind of story you want. Make it a good one. But don't you go tellin' 'em who it was come along. Tell 'em you don't know. Iffen they figger it, tell 'em I got me a shotgun at my place an' don't like anyone traipsin' around."

   He starts away and has gone about forty yards when something rams into him again. It is the boy, holding to him with one hand, holding up the bandanna with the other. "It's yours," says the boy. "I'm not a thief either."

   Old Jake peels the boy away again. "Keep it," he says. "I got me another at the house." He is suddenly sharp and stern. "An' you get back by that fire or I'll try some whompin' iffen you ain't my kid." He watches the boy, unwilling and with booted feet dragging in the dirt, trudge back towards the fire. He swings about and starts away again as fast as his old legs will let him.


   Early afternoon sun smiles down on Old Jake Hanlon limping along, steady enough in pace, but slow, very slow. He is not aware of the laboring of his thin old chest or of the aches in his stringy old muscles. He is puzzling out something again. He keeps seeing in his mind's eye a small ewe-necked cat-hipped sorrel with four white feet. Gradually he slows even more. He stops. He slaps a hand against a leg. "Last Dollar!" he says. "How come I ever let him slip my mind? Iffen only Petey was still around, I'd have me a real kick comin'."

   He moves forward again. His old feet in his worn boots are taking him along a dry arroyo that after many cut-bank twists and turns will bring him out not far from the crumbling ranch house. They are doing this on their own. In his thoughts he is a thousand miles away and he is walking along a street in the busy bustling horn-honking city of Chicago.

   He has come there aboard a cattle-train, eating in the caboose with the train crew and sleeping there too in snatches between regular rounds of the five cars carrying Triple X cattle. In those cars he has been a true cowpuncher in the original meaning of the word, punching up to their feet again with a stout pole steers that have slipped or been knocked down in any lurches of the train and with the silly resignation of their kind might lie there and be trampled by the frantic crowding of the others. He has done well by the trust Hardrock Harper has put in him. He has lost only one steer on the long way and that a poor one to begin with and he has managed to sell the carcass to a local butcher at a train stop for sausage meat. He has put the money from the sale of the cattle, even that from the sausage meat, in Hardrock Harper's account at a Chicago bank, keeping out only his own accumulated pay for the last four months.

   He is walking now along that Chicago street, thinking that he ought to be using the money in his pocket for some of the city high life that is spun into gaudy tales around campfires out on the ranges and yet somehow not feeling up to it because he is more lonesome than he has ever been before in all of his life.

   There are people everywhere about him, many of them, too many of them, all of them busy, hurrying, intent on their own private affairs. They brush by as if he does not even exist or if they do notice him, it is to snicker at him in his out-of-place worn range clothes. He is not annoyed by the snickering because turnabout is always fair play and if he only felt equal to it, he would be amused at them, at the women in their flounced shirtwaists and silly hobble skirts and piled up jokes of flowered and fruited headgear, at the men in their pipe-stem pants and sissy shoes and starched collars and ridiculous little bowler hats.

   Policemen blow shrill whistles, and they seem not to be accomplishing much with all their racket in helping the flow of tangled traffic. Streetcars clang and horns honk and the stench of exhaust fumes from early inefficient gasoline engines taint the air and people scurry about who are not really people to him but only other kinds of blank faceless machines in the shape of people. Even the few remaining horses he sees are not his kind, are big stolid stupid-looking things, heavy-muscled, hairyfetlocked, slow on their feet, heaving into harness to pull big wagons piled high with beer barrels. He is an alien out of another world, another way of life, and he feels lost and lonely. And then he sees it.

   It is standing by the curb between the shafts of a shaky leaning-wheeled wagon that is full of junk of all kinds. It stands with legs braced, sad and forlorn, drooped in utter dejection. It is stunted and thin and bony with its ribs showing and the scars of many beatings mar its dirty hide. But it is unmistakable. A mustang. A cat-hipped ewe-necked sorrel mustang with four white stockings and there, on the forehead, barely discernible under crusted dirt and the tangle of scrawny forelock, a white star.

  He moves towards it and he is muttering to himself: "Sorrel with four white feet an' a blaze, good, very very good." He stops by the drooping head and it rouses a bit and cocks a cautious eye at him.

   He reaches out to rub by the ears - and yanks the hand back as the head moves and the jaws snap. He chuckles. "So you got some of the ol' spirit left," he says. Somehow he feels younger, taller, more at peace with the world. "Why, you blankety-blank lil' ol' hunk of worthless hoss flesh," he says, "iffen you nip me, I'll larrup you from here to Christmas. I'll rip off your mangy moth-eaten hide an' tan it for a rug an' tromp on it ev'ry day of the year." The horse perks a bit and looks full at him. Out of whatever has been its past somewhere it knows the tone and the tune of that kind of talk. He reaches again and there is no jerking of head or snapping of teeth. He scratches between the ears and under the gritty headband of the bridle and the horse sort of sighs as if it has been a long time since anyone did that. He runs a hand down the muzzle and grips in at the mouth corners and the jaws open willing for him and he looks inside. "Dogdamn it," he says. "Only seven, mebbe eight. An' you look like you was eighty."

   He pulls back a step at the sound of a voice. "G'wan! Get away from that horse!"

   A man has come out of a nearby building and thrown more junk in the wagon. The man has climbed to the driving seat and has the reins in one hand, a long whip in the other. The man jerks with the reins and lashes with the whip. The horse quivers all over at the leather striking and strains forward. The wagon groans into motion, but a wheel catches against the curb and it stops. The whip rises to lash again.

   He moves, fast. He leaps and has hold of the man by the belt. He yanks and the man tumbles from the seat. He is all over the man, shaking him, hammering him, bouncing him about the sidewalk. Two policemen arrive, swinging billy clubs. He drives a shoulder into one and sends that one reeling away. The club of the other, strong springy hickory, whams him on the head and he goes down, sitting on the sidewalk, dazed, wobbling the head.

   One policeman stands over him, club ready. The other is taking out a small notebook and a pencil. The man has staggered to his feet and is picking up his hat.

  He shakes away the dizziness, starts to get up too, sees the ready club and thinks better of it. "Hey," he says. "I want to buy that hoss."

   "Ah-h-h-h," says the man. "That's different." The man waves at the policemen to go away. "No complaint. Just a little argument." The man even steps over and helps him to his feet. "What'll you give?"

   "Twenty dollars."

   "What?" says the man. "For that horse? Why, he's sound as a bell. Worth ten times that to me."

   Time passes and the policemen are long gone and he and the man are still arguing. He sighs and looks again at the horse, one of his own kind beaten and scarred and starved. He turns again to the man. "All right," he says. "I'll make it a hunnerd an' seventeen an' that's my last dollar."

   More time passes and he is in one of the few remaining livery stables shoveling manure and in one of the stalls, chomping steadily on good feed, is a thin bony sorrel mustang curried and combed now with the white blaze on its forehead showing plain.

   And still more time passes, one day, two, a week, and he is heaving a cracked old Army saddle he has patched together from stuff found in the loft of the livery stable onto a cat-hipped ewe-necked sorrel mustang that has filled out some and makes the job of getting a patched old bridle in place a nuisance for him because of the way it nuzzles and pushes against him whenever he comes near.

   He talks briefly with the proprietor of the stable and puts a few meager bills into a pocket. He leads the horse out into the street. He swings up and the horse stands as steady as it can, legs braced, and turns its head to see him there, tall and straight in the saddle as a man should be. Together he and the horse start down the street, past clanging streetcars and honking horns and shrilling police whistles, bound southwestward for the far open spaces of old New Mexico.
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   "Yep an' yesirree," says Old Jake, slapping a hand on a leg. "It was slow goin' while he picked up strength. An' it was kind of slim foragin'. But Last Dollar an' me, we made it."


   Mid-afternoon sun smiles down on an old old man sitting on a cottonwood log who appreciates as he rarely bothered to do in the old days the reassuring reliable warmth. The crumbling remains of the ranch house can be seen a half mile away. Old Jake has had to rest some before he tackles that last half mile.

   There is a nagging ache in his right side, a twinging of pain in his left thigh. He rubs the thigh with his left hand and even through the cloth of his old pants he can feel the small indentation in the flesh. He slips the hand inside his shirt and even through the bumbly texture of his patched underwear he can feel along his right side the furrow of scar tissue. "Almost did for me that time," he says. "would of too."

   He takes out his smelly old pipe and fills it from the older linen tobacco pouch that despite all his attempts at sewing repairs always spills tobacco into his pocket. He strikes a match and puffs until foul-smelling smoke rises in a satisfactory small gray cloud.

   Still and quiet he sits on the log, puffing slow, and his old mind moves through the jumbled memories of the years. No longer is he a hunched ancient scarecrow perched on a rotting log, thin and meager inside worn patched clothes. He is a hard-grained cowhand along somewhere in the late middle years, not Old Jake, not Young Jake, just Jake, Jake Hanlon, off-and-on fixture at the Triple X, the man who would have been Hardrock Harper's foreman these last five years if he were not such an independent itchy-footed gallivanting galoot given to damnfool doings on occasion and to wandering off without so much as a by-your-leave for days at a time into the far places where a few of the wild ones still run free. He is tall in the saddle on a small sorrel mustang with four white feet and a blaze and he is ramming steadily along through rough country on the trail of a batch of horse thieves and stolen horses.

   He is worrying some that it is Last Dollar under him. A good horse, as good as can be expected after the mistreatment of its early years. Better than many in willingness to work, in eagerness to do what it can do. But slow. Not much speed in the scarred stunted body. Not as sure-footed as a mustang has birthright to be. The verve and the snap and the instant response gone, left years ago between the shafts of an often overloaded wagon in Chicago and likely in worse places before that. Not the horse to be riding for this particular kind of damnfool doing. But there has been no other available to him.

   He has come back to the Triple X from a jaunt up to Santa Fe on brand business for Hardrock Harper, by rattley bus part of the way, by stagecoach another part, by hiking the last two miles from the main road. He has come back to find the place deserted, all of the other men, even the Mexican cook, gone for a long day of combing cattle out of the brush pockets of the south range. It has taken him only a few minutes to discover why he has sensed something wrong the last quarter mile approaching the ranch house. He has found the corral empty, gate swung wide. Where there should have been twenty or more horses waiting their turns in the routine of ranch work, he has found only a maze of tracks fanning out.

   It has taken him longer and considerable scouting about to untangle that tale. Two men, maybe three, their horses shod and the marks distinct from the barefoot other tracks, have come along, have seen the chance, have picked seven or eight of the best horses and strung these on ropes, have let the others out and driven them off to scatter into the badlands to the north, and have headed westward themselves with their string of stolen stock.

   Standing there near the corral, on foot and very much aware of that he has heard a familiar nicker and looked up to see Last Dollar trotting towards him. Last Dollar has not been in the corral with the other horses because he is never penned there. Last Dollar has always had the run of the place because he needs no penning. Last Dollar would never voluntarily leave the vicinity of the buildings where Jake Hanlon hangs his hat.

   It has taken him only a matter of minutes to run into the house and buckle on his gunbelt and grab a rifle from a kitchen cupboard and drop cartridges in a pocket and run out to slap a saddle on Last Dollar...

  


   They pushed on at a fair pace, a middle-aged cowhand given to damnfool doings and a lumpyheaded sorrel mustang always ready to give all it had in its scarred body for him but not having overmuch to give. Jake Hanlon knew he was playing the fool again, riding out alone and handicapped, but he never had been one when anger hit him as it had back there at the corral to stop and think of consequences.

   They pushed on, following the trail of a batch of horses shod and unshod, and Jake felt another worry nagging him. He realized now he was twice a fool. He had forgotten, not so much forgotten as not thought, to leave a note at the ranch house. "Shucks," he told himself. "When they get in tonight, they'll figger it same as I did an' come afannin' behind me." Cooled down some now, he had no particular notion of tackling these horse thieves alone, not unless circumstances catapulted him into it. He probably could not catch up with them anyway, not on Last Dollar, even though they would not be making too fast time trailing extra horses on ropes. His purpose was to stay as close as possible on their trail, which they would likely be trying to hide as soon as they had put a good distance between them and the Triple X. He would unravel it while it was still warm and be on hand and able to lead the way when others from the ranch came along.

   They pushed on, Jake Hanlon and Last Dollar, and another worry began nagging him. The trail was striking straight into the mountains and that was tough country for tracking with a wide choice of gnarled secluded canyons leading to hidden pockets at the high levels and he could see storm clouds building along the near sides of those mountains. If those clouds should cut loose with a regular gulley-washer as they sometimes did this time of year, driving rain and running water would wipe out all tracks, not only those ahead of him but those behind too. He pulled on the reins and stopped, considering this. Last Dollar tossed his scarred head and turned it to look at him. "What's wrong?" he seemed to be saying. "What're we stoppin' for? We've got a job to do."

   "Shucks," said Jake. "We're into this. We'll just stick with it." And Last Dollar was moving forward again at the best fast trot he could manage.

  


   They were well into the upper foothills, having puzzled out some tricky shiftings from one dry stony stream bed to another, and were headed into Dead Man's Canyon, when he felt the first drops of rain. Soon it was drenching them in positive sheets whipped by wind and they stopped, turned away from the buffeting. In seeming no time at all water was running in innumerable small streams where there had been none before and the lazy meandering trickle coming down the canyon and usually called a river by courtesy only was rising fast.

   In a few minutes more the storm had passed them, was dropping down through the foothills towards the more level land below and beyond. Jake could see it, the whole of it, the sullen mass of clouds dark and ominous but with sunlight glinting on their tops and the angled rain-streaks beneath, moving out over the lower levels towards the ranch twenty-some miles away. "We been needin' that," he said. "Good for the grass. But I sure ain't sayin' it's exactly good for Last Dollar an' me." He wriggled vigorously inside his wet clothes to get his blood flowing freely and nudged Last Dollar forward again.

  


   It was a fresh clean world they were moving through now with late afternoon sunlight making water-sparkles on the leaves of the trees and bushes along the way. There were no tracks, only the washed virgin blankness of damp ground, but there was only one way to go, on up the canyon. Those ahead, once started in and they had been, could not have reversed and come back down without his knowing.

   They were moving slowly now, angling back and forth on the near side, the only passable side, of the revived river. He was searching the rough rock-strewn ground for fresh traces where those ahead would have moved on after the storm. He was intent on this, too intent, and when he heard the whinny of a horse somewhere ahead, he had time only to straighten in the saddle and grab at the rifle hung by its strap from the horn before the shots came ripping out of clumped bushes about seventy-five yards away.
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   Something struck him in a streak of numbing pain along the right side and he rocked in the saddle. He had the rifle up and got off one shot toward the clumped bushes before the other guns blasted again. He heard as much as felt the bullet that thudded into his left thigh and Last Dollar reared, grunting, and went down, and he was thrown to crash against a big rock. Half-stunned, unable to move, he heard or thought he heard men's voices shouting and horses moving away up the canyon before the blackness took him.


   His eyes were open, but he saw nothing. Gradually awareness crept through him, sharpened by pain, and he knew that he lay on the ground, one shoulder pressed against something hard, and the shadows of evening were claiming the canyon while far overhead in the deep blue of sky several lacy clouds floated pink-flushed and golden in the last rays of the sun now sinking behind the mountains.

   He tried to move and found that he could, some, but that movement sent fresh streaks of pain through him and caused fresh blood to seep under the sodden clothes along his right side. He lay still and the seeming hopelessness and the loneliness of his situation sank into him and he wanted to drift back into the merciful blackness. He heard something like a soft sigh off to the left and turned his head and saw Last Dollar standing about fifteen feet away, mud-caked and with saddle awry, standing patient, waiting, watching him. Seeing, he was no longer alone. He felt stronger, more equal to what had happened. Regardless of the pain and fresh seeping blood he hitched himself out from the rock and made it up to sitting position.

   His left leg was useless, his right arm nearly so. Slowly, carefully, inch by inch, he worked his arms and shoulders out of the leather vest. Slowly, cautiously, inch by inch again, he managed to take off his faded now blood-stained shirt. It took all of what strength he could summon to rip this into two pieces. One he wrapped around his waist above the belt-line, covering the jagged tear in his undershirt and the raw seeping gash beneath, and he pulled this tight and tied it. The other he wrapped around his left thigh over his pantleg and the two holes, the clean one in front and the ragged one in back, and tied this too and wriggled a small stick through the knot and twisted it until the cloth sank some into the flesh of the leg.

   In the effort of all this he all but blanked out again. He did not dare to lie back, but rested still sitting, head hanging limp and low. The shadows deepened and he roused himself and raised his head and chirruped softly at the horse waiting patiently for him. "Dollar boy," he tried to say and the words came in a hoarse whisper. "Here. Over here." And Last Dollar whiffled low at the sound and moved in closer and he toppled sideways, reaching, and had one of the trailing reins in his left hand.

   By pulling on the rein for leverage, he got himself up to sitting position again. By tugging at it he maneuvered Last Dollar until the horse was broadside to him. Still clinging to the rein, he took hold of the near stirrup and his weight hanging to it pulled the saddle into proper position on Last Dollar's back. He took hold again to pull himself up and made it to his right knee on the ground, his face against the stirrup leather. He reached and took hold of the horn. He tried to pull himself on up and he could not do it.

   For a long moment he stayed there, propped on one knee, face against the worn sweaty leather.

   "I'm - sorry- boy," he whispered. "I can't do it. I reckon - it's just - up to you."

   With fumbling fingers of his left hand he worked on the cinch until the limp end fell free. He pulled at the saddle and he and it and the blanket under it tumbled to the ground together. He levered himself up to sitting position again and worked at the buckle of the one saddlebag and managed to open it. He took out an almost empty one-pound salt bag and shook what remained in it out on the ground. He spread the bag flat on the saddle and took a pencil stub from a pocket of the vest lying close within reach. He could barely see in the gathering dusk as he forced his right hand to make marks on the bag.
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   He struggled to get his knife out and used his teeth to open the larger blade. He coaxed Last Dollar's head down and sawed at one rein until he had it cut off close to the bit. He made a slit in the salt bag and slid the cut rein through this. After several tries he managed to flip the rein over Last Dollar's neck just behind the head and he knotted the two ends together. He was barely able to move now, but he fought with the buckle on the chinstrap and unfastened it. He took hold of the bridle and sank back pulling it off. Last Dollar stood free with only a knotted length of rein holding a piece of dirtied white cloth around his neck.

   "Get goin' - boy - the ranch - home - where you get - your meals."

   Last Dollar moved away, ten feet, twenty. And stopped, looking back.

   "G'wan - get goin' - you hear - me."

   Last Dollar faded into the darker shadows, a dim shape moving away, and Jake Hanlon's head dropped and he lay limp and weak. Already the chill of night was flowing down out of the upper heights. He forced himself to move again, to reach for the vest and pull it to him and over his chest, to reach for the saddle blanket and pull that over him too. He lay still, fighting pain, and that subsided some, and he lay still looking up at the first stars emerging in the deep deep blue-gray of the sky and then the merciful darkness not of the night had him again in its care.

  


   Four times in the night he regained consciousness, awakening with his immediate past blanked out, aware primarily of a burning in his throat, of a need for water, and he thrashed about trying to get up before sinking back into an exhausted immobility and a renewed sensing of his situation. He would lie there, thinking dark thoughts, and drift again into a dozing stupor. And then the glowing pinkgold of southwestern sunlight was tipping the mountains and dropping down the steep slopes and searching into the canyon depths. The welcome warmth found him and shone full on him.

   He stirred and stared straight up. He was himself, stiff and wounded and battered and weak from loss of blood, but his mind was clear and seemed somehow free of his body, able to regard it and its plight with a calm detachment. He began calculating. He could neither walk nor crawl. He would have to wait until help came. Call it twenty-five miles to the ranch house. Last Dollar, even if he dawdled along the way, should make that in seven or eight hours at the most. If he went there. No. That thought was unthinkable. Call it four hours for someone or someones to get to the canyon by pushing along. Why, shucks, they could be well on their way by now.

  For the first time he thought of his side-gun. The rifle was somewhere out of reach, thrown when he was thrown from the saddle, but his old Colt .44 was only a few feet away where it had fallen from the holster in his maneuverings of last night. Five shots in it. Fingering at his cartridge belt showed seven more. Twelve. Two shots each half hour would make six signaling times. Better wait a bit for the first time.

   It was almost unbearable, waiting. If he lay absolutely still, the assorted pains that were part of him dwindled into dull aches. Almost any motion revived them and the flies were bad and the impulses to brush at them were strong.

   Suddenly he raised the gun in his left hand, braced his elbow on the ground, and fired, once, twice, in rapid succession. Fool. They should be spaced about thirty seconds apart. He clamped down on himself to wait now a full half hour. Ten minutes later, certain it had been more than thirty minutes, he fired again.

   Time passed. He had hitched himself around by slow stages so that his head and shoulders were raised against the saddle and he could look down the canyon. The final two unused cartridges were in the gun. He tried counting to tick off the minutes and could not hold his mind to it. He waited what seemed to him an eternity and was perhaps another ten minutes and raised the gun, pulling convulsively on the trigger again and again. Two shots and the hammer was clicking on dead cartridge cases. He flung the gun from him and watched it fall about fifteen feet away.

   He lay still, head propped against the saddle, staring at the gun, and then, only then, he saw, where the gun had fallen, where Last Dollar had stood, patient, waiting, watching him, the great dark stain on the ground.

   "He - was - hit - too!"

   There flashed through his mind Last Dollar's movements in the dusk of the evening, not noticed in his concentration on his own plight. An extra slowness and a favoring of the off foreleg. Wincing jerks when he was working to get the saddle off. As clear, as distinct, as certain of it as of anything in his life, he saw in his mind's eye the bulletripped blood-drained body of a stunted whipscarred sorrel mustang lying lifeless somewhere in the lower levels and the buzzards gathering.

   "They won't - ever - get here. They won't - know where - to look."

  And suddenly a flash of anger swept through him, anger at himself and his damnfool doing and what he had done to himself and to a willing hardtrying sorrel mustang.

   "He started - anyway - he tried - I can - too."

   He was over on his belly, pushing with his right foot, clawing with his left hand, hunching forward like a crippled inch-worm, headed down the canyon, when the blackness claimed him again and in a last unknowing frenzy he rolled over on his back.

  


   He struggled upwards as sounds penetrated to him, up, up out of the blackness into a few seconds of glowing glorious sunlight, and saw above him the sweaty homely worried faces of Petey Corle and Ansel Rak.

   "If you ain't a lame-brained crack-headed bentminded stubborn stupid misbred son of a wild jackass," said Petey Corle.

  


   He lay in Hardrock Harper's own bed in Hardrock Harper's own room. The doctor was through with him long ago, had gouged and cleaned and patched and sewed and bandaged him. There was good beef broth inside him. He had slept through the rest of the afternoon and on through the night and he could see another morning bright and welcoming out the open window. He could see Petey Corle, too, coming close to look in.

   "So he made it," said Jake Hanlon.

   "Last Dollar?" said Petey. "Oh, sure. Yeah. He made it. Only - well - you see - Shucks, Jake, we sure had us a time figgering out that scratching of yours."

   "Go get 'im," said Jake.

   "Yeah," said Petey. "Them scratches looked like a couple cockroaches crawled around with dirt on their feet."

   "Get 'im," said Jake. "Bring 'im around here. By the window."

   "Easy on that," said Petey. "No hurry. You ain't in any shape for it. But mebbe you'd like to know the boss an' the others lit out too. Figgered if them rustlers was heading through Elk Hollow like you scratched, they'd be sneaking down the other side, likely Pacheco Canyon. Sure enough. Picked up the sheriff an' a couple deputies, went around that way by truck, surprised 'em coming down, an' got 'em. The bosses too."

   "The hell with that," said Jake. "Last Dollar. I want to see 'im."

   "If you gotta know, you gotta know," said Petey. "He's done for. He was dead when we found him.

   Just a ways out past the corral. If you gotta know, when Ansel an' me was heading out, we found where he went down half a dozen times an' scrabbled up an' kept on coming."


   He lay on Hardrock Harper's bed and stared out the window into the distances of the strong stark land and there nudged around in his mind a remembrance of something heard long ago. Yes. Something about Daniel Webster, a big man not in shadow-making size but in all the ways that really make a man, the biggest man of his time in all the country, and one who knew horses. On his fine farm at Marshfield in Massachusetts he raised proud Morgans, high-stepping long-bodied loyal horses that took his carriage along any road at a hoof-slapping spanking gait. And when his favorites died, he buried them with their shoes on, standing up.

  He hammered on the side of the bed with the bowl that had held beef broth. When the cook came running, he spoke quick and sharp. When the cook came back with the small brown notebook from Hardrock Harper's desk in the next room, he flipped the pages and found his name and the penciled markings under it. He studied these and did some simple arithmetic. "Take it back," he said, "an' go find Petey for me."

   "Way ahead of you," said Petey Corle. "We figgered you wouldn't want the coyotes an' the buzzards to get him. We brought him in on a wagon a while ago. Figgered you might want him buried."

   "You're damn tootin' right I want 'im buried," said Jake Hanlon. "An' you're agoin' to do it my way. You're agoin' to bury him standin' up. Standin' up straight like he was alive an' ready to

   "Whoa there," said Petey. "It'll be bad enough laying him a foot or two under with mebbe some rocks on top to keep him safe. You know how the ground around here gets harder an' harder the deeper you go down. Why, shucks, man, the kind of hole you're blathering about, that'd be real work."

   "There ain't no work too much for that boss."

   "Lookahere now," said Petey. "You're lying there likely running a fever an' making too much out of this. What he did was almighty lucky for you but it wasn't so blamed special. Most any hoss'll come back to where he's been getting his feed regular."

   "With a bullet hole in 'im an' so wobbly he goes down?"

   "Ah, shucks," said Petey. "He was just trying to get to where he knew he'd be took care of."

   "No," said Jake Hanlon. "I know what I know an' there ain't nobody goin' to tell me different. He was doin' it for me. He was payin' me back for what I did for him once. I don't give a hoot in hell how much work it is. I got fifty-three dollars to my name in the book right now. It's yours iffen you do it my way."

  


   In the warm bright welcome of another morning he lay on a cot outside just behind the corral and watched the other men, using ropes looped over two stout beams spanning the deep grave, lower Last Dollar into his last home. Two men held hard to the ropes to keep him upright while others shoveled in the clean adobe earth of the southwest and tamped until the legs were firmly encased and enough of the body to keep it steady and the ropes were pulled out and the beams removed and Petey Corle climbed down in to hold the whip-scarred head up while more earth rose around it and held it firm too. And Petey Corle climbed out and still more earth rose to the level of the land and above in a roughly rectangular mound that would weather away and merge indistinguishable into the land again under the winds and the rains and the strong golden sunlight of old New Mexico.

   "That's right," said Jake Hanlon. "That's the way I want always to think of 'im. Standin' up. Facin' forward."

  

  


  4

   OLD JAKE HANLON lies on the canvas cot in the one room of the crumbling ranch house whose ceiling still shuts out the sky. He is reassuring himself that he is really awake. During the last few minutes before this one he has emerged from a deep sleep into a curious kind of half-sleep, half-dreaming, half-aware that he ought to be awake but somehow not quite sure that he ever would be again. He lies still but his eyes move, scanning the familiar smoke-darkened roof boards overhead, and he knows that he has made it into another morning.

   He rolls his head and sees that the patch of sunlight through the windowless window frame in the east wall is not shining on the west wall over the cot. It has crept down over him, past him, to the floor. The morning has been getting away from him. He has overslept by several hours.

   He raises an arm to flip the blanket away and discovers there is no blanket over him. He hitches his thin old legs over the side of the cot and sits up and as his feet hit the floor with a boot-clunk he realizes that he is fully dressed. Almost. All but his hat. It is lying on the floor by the cot.

   Time is curiously mixed up for him, the sequence of things a jumble in his mind. Conscious effort is required for him to sort them out, to focus on the immediate present and relate it to what has happened before. Yes. He remembers now. Yesterday has been a strenuous day. Well, strenuous for him at his age, with a jouncing for several hours and more in a too-small saddle and a long hike home. He has been almighty tired on his return to the ranch house and has lain down for a snatch of rest before getting supper and here it is morning again. Late morning. Just about getting-up time for many townfolk, but late morning for him.

   At least he will not have to bother to dress. Simply reach out and pick up his hat and put it on. A good thing. He does not feel quite up to fighting with his pants on this particular morning. The boots either. As a matter of fact, he does not feel quite up to any of his usual morning activities, not even going out for a bucket of water. As a matter of fact again, he has forgotten to put the bucket outside under the trickle from the spring. It rests on the floor, neglected and accusing, over by the rickety table. Another good thing. He will not have to go out and get it. There is probably enough water left in it for this morning's coffee. He should be making that coffee right now. He needs a real breakfast, having had no supper last night.

   He sits on the cot edge, staring at the patch of sunlight on the floor. It has two strips of shadow across it, made by the two pieces of wood he has wedged into the window frame a few days ago when he has noticed that the top of the frame has rotted and begun to sag.

   Why does that patch of sunlight seem to be speaking to him, to be reminding him of something about himself? Of course. It is urging him to remember something that has happened less than two months ago, early in this very summer.

   He sits there staring at the golden patch with its strips of shadow and no longer is he Old Jake Hanlon sitting on a canvas cot in a crumbling ranch house. He is Old Jake Hanlon, yes, but he is sitting on a hard thin mattress on a hard plank bunk in a small sparse room in a solid stone building and those strips of shadow are made by iron bars set into a window to his left.

   He looks up. The doorless door frame across from him has acquired a door, one made of a grillwork of iron bars, and a man is standing on the outside looking through at him, a middle-aged slightly stoop-shouldered man with a badge pinned to his shirt.

   "What did you have them deputies jug me for this time?" says Old Jake. "I ain't done nothin'."

   "It isn't anything you've done," says the man, slow, patient, friendly. "It's what you might be doing."

   "So what iffen I did lose ev'rythin' but my shirt at that game at Fogarty's last night," says Old Jake. "I did all the hollerin' I'm agoin' to do then. I ain't no vagrant. I ain't agoin' to pick no pockets. I ain't agoin' to roll no drunk for his pennies. Hank Harper'll always stake me. You know that."

   "I know it," says the man. "But I know a lot of other things too. Somebody's got to percolate sense into that stubborn head of yours sometime.


   It was five years ago I had you in here the first time. Do you remember what for?"

   "Course I remember," says Old Jake. "I did me a right good job messin' up Joe Simpson's truck. Used me a sledgehammer on it."

   "That's one of the things I'm thinking of," says the man.

   "Why, dogdamn it," says Old Jake. "He had it comin'. He was usin' that truck to chase what broomtails was left out on the flats. He'd chase 'em till they was hardly able to stand an' rope 'em an' tie a bunch of heavy old tires to 'em so they was anchored an' leave 'em out there in the sun an' the dry a couple days or more till he was ready to pick 'em up. Iffen I'd been younger, I'd of messed up him too."

   "That was your reasoning," says the man. "But the law didn't agree at all. Next time was three years ago. Do you - "

   "Course I do," says Old Jake. "I used me a stick of dynamite on Hal Freese's airyplane. He was usin' that thing to spot lil ol' broomies back in the canyons an' chouse 'em down onto the flats where he had a couple of sneakin' no-good bums that'd do anythin' for a dollar with another truck I couldn't get at to chase 'em till they was plumb wore out. They'd rope 'em an' sew up their noseholes with balin' wire so they couldn't hardly breathe an' just barely stay alive without movin' much of any. When he got around to it, he'd swing out in that truck an' haul 'em in with a winch an' cart 'em off to you know where. He had it comin' too. Double."

   "Maybe," says the man. "But the law didn't agree that time either. Harper had to bail you out of that one too. One of these days he's going to get tired of bailing you out. What makes you so allfired finicky about mustanging nowadays? You used to run them yourself. You and some of the other oldtimers."

   "Sure we run 'em," says Old Jake. "But we did it fair an' square. We run 'em on their own kind, on hosses. Didn't ring in no damn machines. An' once we had 'em, we treated 'em right. Most of us anyways. They was our pardners. We made 'em work, but not any harder'n we worked too. When we sold 'em, we sold 'em to men that needed 'em. We didn't go sellin' them to any-"

   "Yes," says the man, no longer so slow, so patient, but still friendly. "Yes. I know. But times change and anyone with a grain of sense has to change with them. It was twice I had you in here last year and both times on the same charge. Stealing horses."

   "You bet," says Old Jake. "I did me a pretty good job both times. An' I'd do it again."

   "See what I mean?" says the man. "You'd do it again. So I'm keeping you locked up till tomorrow afternoon. For your own good. You're too old to be tryin' such damnfool stunts anyway. It's Simpson again and he swears he'll use a gun on you if you try anything this time. He's bringing a truckload in sometime today. Claims he's cleaned out all of them left over by Domingo. Planning to haul them to Albuquerque tomorrow. You're going to stay right here until they're gone."

   Old Jake sits up straighter on the bunk. "Where's he puttin' 'em? In Martinez' corral?"

   "Forget it," says the man. "You're not going anywheres until after they leave town. You need anything to help you pass the time, just holler. There's somebody always on duty out here." The man turns away and fades out of sight.

   Old Jake stares at the doorway which is becoming just the doorless doorway of a crumbling old ranch house again, but he is sitting up straighter on the canvas cot and he feels better, much better. He feels like rustling up a good breakfast and stowing it away in his lean old stomach. He reaches and takes the hat and sets it on his head at a jaunty angle. He pushes to his feet and starts over to take the bucket.

   "That fool sheriff thought he had me boxed," he says. "I showed 'im."


   The patch of sunlight with its two strips of shadow has moved out into the center of the floor, narrowed now by the angle of the sun climbing the sky outside. Old Jake has finished his late breakfast and has almost finished cleaning up after it and that is a good thing too because his spurt of energy is fading. He has not eaten much after all. And he is tired, very tired. It is not the familiar weariness of work, it is the weariness of time long and lived that is sunk deep into him.

   "Dogdamn it," he says. "Sure seem to need me plenty of sleep. Reckon forty winks won't kill off the whole day. Be up an' doin' this afternoon."

   He lies down on the cot and as his head lowers his hat is joggled loose and rolls once on the brim and falls with a soft plop to the floor. He wriggles until he has found a reasonably comfortable position. He lies still, staring up at the grained and knotholed patterns of the old roofboards between the time-grayed logs that serve as beams.

   Strange, how lying there on the cot sleep eludes him. His tiredness is not the kind that sleep will ever soothe away again. Only in his old mind does vitality cling with the tenacity of the long-ago years.

   Gradually his eyes lose their focus on the boards and beams above him. He no longer sees them. He sees instead a flat gray-plastered ceiling with a few cracks tracing tiny lines through the plaster. Now again he is in a narrow sparse iron-barred room in a thick-walled stone building. He is lying on the hard thin mattress on the hard plank bunk and a small grim grin shows on his gaunt old face ...


   "Help! Help!" screeched Old Jake Hanlon, thrashing about on the hard bunk. "Quick! I'm took bad!"

   "What's wrong in there?" shouted the deputy, running up to peer through the bars of the iron door.

   "Sick!" screeched Old Jake, doubling up in obvious agony. "I'm took sick bad! It's my innards! Get Doc Horn!"

   "Maybe just something you ate," said the deputy.

   "Ow-w-w-w-w!" screeched Old Jake, thrashing out and doubling up again. "I can't stand it! It's killin' me! Get the doci You want me to die in here?"

   "Wouldn't bother me much," says the deputy. "But all right. I'll get him."


   "Grabs me down here," said Old Jake, clutching at his belly. "Like someone was runnin' a hot brandin' iron through me."

   "Hm-m-m-m-m," said Doc Horn to the deputy. "I've patched and sewed this old wreck so often I thought I knew every inch of him, inside and out. I'd have sworn there was nothing but worn-out gristle and rusty cast iron inside him. But it could be appendicitis. We'll have to tote him over to my office where I can keep a close eye on him. Might need an emergency operation."


   He lay on a starched white sheet on a rollaway bed in Doc Horn's emergency room, stripped down to his patched underwear and socks and with a thermometer stuck in his mouth. Doc Horn was bent over him gently pressing various portions of his lower anatomy.

   "Ow-w-w-w," moaned Old Jake around the thermometer. "That's it. Right there."

   "Hm-m-m-m," said Doc Horn. "If that's your appendix, it's done some fancy moving around."

   A telephone jangled somewhere and his old eyes brightened. He watched Doc Horn go to the door to the office and swing it wider and pass through the doorway and close the door behind him. Instantly he spat out the thermometer and sat up and swung his thin old legs over the side of the bed. Frantic in haste he pulled on his shirt without bothering with the buttons and struggled to get his pants on and up and fastened the belt without bothering with the fly. He hurried over to the one window and tugged at it and had it open. Reaching back, he grabbed his boots and tossed them out the open window. Grunting some but grinning to himself, he climbed over the windowsill and let himself down into the alleyway behind the building. Grabbing the boots again, he ran as fast as his old legs would let him along the alleyway and threw the boots over a chest-high adobe wall and heaved and hoisted and scrambled himself over after them.


   "No," said the man standing in the wide doorway of the riding stable. "I haven't seen hide nor hair of him. Have you tried the boardinghouse?"

   "Of course," said Sheriff Montoya. "Went there first thing. Mrs. Wilson says she hasn't seen him since she fixed breakfast for him this morning."

   "Well, then," said the riding stable man. "If he's holed up anywhere, that'd be Harper's place."

   "Just came from there," said Sheriff Montoya. "Went through the whole house with Harper himself standing around laughing at me. Damned if I don't think he's proud of the old nuisance and his fool tricks."

   "That is kind of an unpopular view these days," said the riding stable man. "But I'm still old-fashioned enough to have maybe a mite of leaning that way myself. When I was a kid and my dad started this stable, some of the best horses he had he got through Old Jake. Mustangs every one. And trained right."

   "Don't I know," said Sheriff Montoya. "I learned to ride before I could even walk good on one of his mustangs. He knew my folks were short on cash like they always were and he let them have it for peanuts. I've got to find him before he gets himself into trouble again. The judge might not go easy on him another time. And there's people around that'd jump at any excuse to ride him out of town on a rail. He's too old to take rough treatment any more."

   "He's too damned old for anything any more," said the riding stable man. "Like I told you, I haven't seen him all day. If I had, I'd of shooed him away fast. He's bad for business. He smells high half the time and that pipe of his worse and he's always trying to tell the customers how to treat horses and he'll talk their ears off given half a chance and they don't like it. How about that shack that was Corle's before he died. Nobody's living there. It's boarded up but he could have crawled in. Let's go have a look."


   The sun slipped down behind the mountains to the west and slow dusk settled over the town that had been on its way to becoming a small city when the new dual interstate highway bypassed it and despite the pessimist prophecies of townboosters was still growing in the same direction. The darkness deepened and street lights obediently came on in the business and the more prosperous residential sections and all sensible folk were at home digesting well-earned dinners.

   The darkness deepened more and in the hayloft of the riding stable, in a corner behind piled bales of hay, under a covering of loose hay, where he had heard all that had happened below during the afternoon, Old Jake Hanlon stirred out of a half-doze and stretched until his old joints creaked. He stood up, shedding hay, and brushed wisps of it out of his hair and from his shirt. Feeling his way in the blackness of the loft, he detoured around the piled bales and found the twin ends of the ladder sticking up. Carefully he eased himself around onto the ladder and climbed down to the ground floor.

   The mingled smells of hay and feed and the warm odors of horses were pleasant in his old nostrils. The faint light from a street light through the two windows along the right side of the building gave him vision enough. He moved past the stalls lining the left side, patting the rump of each horse as he passed it, and came to the small rear door that was fastened by a rusty hasp with a piece of wood through it. He pulled out the piece of wood and let it drop and cautiously opened the door and peered out into the back alley. Quickly he slid through the doorway and closed the door and rolled a half-empty oil drum that was used for a trash can against it to hold it closed. Like a furtive old shadow he moved along the alley, holding to the deeper darkness against the walls of the buildings he passed.


   There were no street lights in this thinning westward fringe of settlement just beyond the town line. The Martinez house was silent and dark, its adobe walls, pink-brown in the glow of day, now a ghostly gray in the starlight. Epitacio Martinez and his numerous family regularly retired early to be up before the first cockcrow. The ramshackle odd-shaped building that served as the Martinez goat-shed and chicken-house and barn was another dim shape nearby. Beyond this was the Martinez corral, a square outline of stout posts and sturdy high rails. In its time it had been a waitingstation for steers bought by local butchers and being held for slaughter. Right now it held the two Martinez burros and the Martinez milk cow and eleven weary worried rope-burned truck-bruised scrawny stunted mustangs.

   By the gate that opened towards the road, back against the rails, stood the burly figure of Joe Simpson. He was rolling a cigarette and taking his time to roll it and lose none of the tobacco.

   Fifty yards away, across the road, behind a thick clump of the tumbleweed which Maclovio Vigil never bothered to clear from what could by courtesy be called his side yard, Old Jake Hanlon lay flat on the ground, sighting through a small opening between the lower stems of two of the tangled tumbleweeds. He watched Joe Simpson light the cigarette. "Dogdamn it," he muttered. "Looks like he's agoin' to stay all night."

   Time passed and Joe Simpson threw away the stub of another cigarette and bent down to fuss with something on the ground. He took hold of it and flipped it and straightened it out and smoothed it with his hands and lay down on it.

   "I'll be blowed," muttered Old Jake. "He is agoin' to stay all night."

   Old Jake lay still, thinking hard. After a while he wormed backwards a few yards then crawled on his hands and knees until the Vigil house was between him and the corral and pushed up to his feet and hurried away. Seven minutes later he was tapping on the rear door of a small house. He tapped again. He heard shuffling footsteps inside and the door opened and a short stocky elderly man peered out at him.

   "Jake," said the man. "Jake Hanlon. I thought you'd skipped town. The sheriff's been looking for you.

   "Forget 'im," said Old Jake. "He don't worry me none. But you ain't ever finished payin' me for that hoss you got five-six years ago."

   Words flowed from the man, mingled apology and indignation, something about too many children and grandchildren, too many taxes, and perhaps next month or even next week.

   "Quit it," said Old Jake. "All I want to know is have you got any shotgun shells."

  The man stared at him a few seconds. "I might have," he said slowly. "Yes. I think I have four."

   "Give 'em to me," said Old Jake, "an' we'll just call it square on the hoss."


   Five hundred yards behind the three Martinez structures, past various scattered other structures along dirt lanes that might someday be streets, humped the small off-kilter shape of the shack that had once belonged to Petey Corle and now for several years in the absence of any identifiable heirs had been county property taken over for unpaid taxes. Behind it Old Jake Hanlon busily piled rubbish into a slanting heap against the cracked boards of the rear wall. There was no lack of the proper material scattered about, old pieces of newspaper blown there by the wind, empty cardboard bottlecartons, chips from long ago wood chopping, dead branches from a scraggly tree, some warped barrel staves.

   When the pile was nearly three feet high, he left it and went around a corner of the shack and tugged at one of the boards fastened over what had once been a side window. This came loose so easily that he almost fell over backwards. Someone had obligingly ripped that board loose only recently and merely pushed it back in place. He took four shotgun shells from a pants pocket and reached in and tossed them to fall on the floor against the rear wall just about inside from the leaning pile outside. He came back around the corner and plucked a kitchen match from a shirt pocket and struck it on the scuffed rough side of his right boot.

   In the darkness by the gate of the Martinez corral, stretched out on the flimsy bedroll he usually carried in his truck, Joe Simpson shivered a bit. It was chillier than he had expected. He lay there debating with himself whether or not to expend the energy to get up, unzip the bedroll, and crawl inside it. That could shift him to the opposite discomfort of being too warm.

   Across the road Old Jake Hanlon peaked through between the two tumbleweeds. He was still puffing from his hurry swinging in a wide arc around and back to his hiding place. There was a pain in his side and his old heart beat in uneven rhythm, issuing the warning it had been giving him more often lately, but he paid no attention to that. He was looking past the Martinez structures towards the others on beyond. He began to see it, the beginnings of a reddish glow that grew rapidly as he watched.

  Lights came on in one then another of the small houses over that way. He heard a voice shouting. Nearly a mile away towards the center of town a siren wailed. Someone in one of those houses had a telephone and had used it.

   Across the road by the corral gate Joe Simpson sat up, grabbed his hat from the ground beside him, stood up and looked around and saw the reddish glow that was beginning to light the sky. He took a few steps and stopped. As he stood there, undecided, something like a shot sounded over by the burning shack, then two more in quick succession, then a few seconds later another. He ran to the corral gate and shook it to test the fastening and turned and ran around the corner of the corral to wards the fire.

   Over by the clump of tumbleweed Old Jake waited ten seconds, twenty, thirty, then he was up and running across the road to the gate. He staggered and almost fell against it and in a fumbling hurry his old fingers found what he had hoped not to find. A padlock. He fished out a match and struck it and held it close. The two heavy staples holding the hasp were out some and just the least bit loose in the wood of the post.
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   Desperately he hunted along the ground by the rails and found a broken piece of two-by-four jagged on one end. He forced the jagged end down behind the padlock and pulled outward with all the strength in his thin old body. There was a tiny scritch and the staples gave perhaps a sixty-fourth of an inch. Again and again he pulled, one foot braced against the post. His breath came in wheezing gasps and an unnatural sweat dripped from his face. But each time the staples were giving up more of their hold. One last yank with all the strength left in him and they ripped loose and he fell backwards with the stick flying from his hand.

   Panting, wobbling, he scrambled on hands and knees to the gate and pulled himself up by it. He heaved on the sliding bar and swung the gate wide open. "Come-on," he gasped. "Come - on - you - lil ol' - broomies. Head-for-the hills!"

   They had sensed the urgency in the air by the corral. They were milling about inside, heads up, snorting, sniffing. One of them saw the open gateway and dashed through and the others followed and Old Jake tottered on rubbery old legs, waving his arms, swerving them westward towards the road on out of town and onward into the great distances reaching to the far mountains.

   They raced past, small rock-hard hoofs pounding, renewed strength of hope in the thin gaunted haunches, the scrawny stunted scrub last of the herds that once had roamed the Domingo flats, and there for the flick of an instant as one of them swung its head towards him, caught in reflected starlight, Old Jake saw or thought he saw a glint, a glimmer of the look of eagles in the rolling starlit eyes.

   "Go - it," he gasped. "Go - it. They - ain't - goin' -to make - dogfood - out of - you."

  


   Sheriff Montoya spun the steering wheel of his official car and obediently it turned into his driveway and rolled up beside the gabled brick house that had originally been built for some pilgrim from an eastern state back about the turn of the century and still looked out of place among its adobe neighbors. He switched off the lights and the motor, climbed out, put the key in a pocket, and walked around towards the small white-pillared front porch. He stopped. He stared. There in the dim glow of the economical twenty-watt porchlight his wife had left on for him, perched on the edge of the porch and leaning against a pillar, looking more like an ancient scarecrow than ever, looking dusty and dirty and beat and ready to collapse, but with a grin on his gaunt old face, was Old Jake Hanlon.

   "'Bout time you got here," said Old Jake. "My hat's still in that jail of yours. Doc Horn's still got my vest. An' I'm almighty hungry."


   In his official chambers in the venerable county building judge Alfred Fergusson leaned back in his new executive chair that treated his rump gently, that rocked soothingly, that swiveled efficiently, and had not yet developed a squeak. The door to the outer room had just been closed, effectively shutting off the busy tapping of an electric typewriter. Sunlight between the pulled-back drapes of a side window spoke of another morning and its summons to another day of trying to deal with the perennial squabbles of those cantankerous creatures called people.

   Judge Fergusson chewed on a pencil and looked over his cluttered desktop at the four men facing him on ordinary hard-bottomed chairs . . . at Henry W. Harper, plumpish and well-fed and manicured, who was a regular contributor of campaign funds to the right political party and right now had a solid determined expression on his plump face that was beginning to jowl some ... at Sheriff Victorio Montoya, sleepy-eyed and stoopshouldered, who seemed to be perpetually weary of the antics of his fellowmen and was not that at all and who carried a majority of the local SpanishAmerican votes in his pocket . . . at Assistant District Attorney Philip Myers, youngish and groomed and alert, who was all brisk efficiency with hopes of a fine career ahead of him and who sometimes had difficulty concealing his impatience with his more leisurely elders .., and at that hawkfaced sharp-beaked gaunt old scarecrow of what once might have been a man, Old Jake Hanlon.

   Carefully Judge Fergusson laid the pencil down on the desktop and watched it roll a few inches to stop against an ashtray. He sighed. "Mr. Harper," he said, "I understand that you have come to some kind of an agreement with Simpson that satisfies him. With Martinez too. That erases the question of damages. But do you really expect the law to overlook what actually was done?"

   "All he did," said Henry W. Harper, "was pry some staples out of a post and open a gate. The horses themselves did the rest."

   "An ingenious way of looking at it," said Judge Fergusson. "Making the animals the real culprits, sort of major accessories after the fact. But it won't wash. There's quite a tradition about misusing gates in this part of the country. And I rather suspect he knew exactly what those horses would do. Probably encouraged them to do it."

   "You're damn tootin' right I did," said Old Jake Hanlon.

   "You're damn tooting right something will have to be done about it too," said Assistant District Attorney Myers. "Over at the office we're sick and tired of you running around thinking you can do anything you feel like doing."

   Judge Fergusson sighed again. "This is a problem, not a feud," he said. He glanced down at a paper on his desk. "There was a fire out that way. About the same time. Is there any connection?"

   "Certainly," said Assistant District Attorney Myers. "I'm positive he set it to pull Simpson away."

   "I'm positive he is quite capable of it," said Judge Fergusson. "But is there any evidence linking him with that fire?"

   Sheriff Montoya shifted weight on his chair. A grim little smile touched his lips. "No," he said. He looked straight at Assistant District Attorney Myers. "It was just over the line and that puts it in my bailiwick. And I'm too blamed busy chasing juvenile bat-brains in sporty cars that think our county roads are speedways to go looking for any evidence. I'd call it a civic improvement, having that eyesore gone."

   "I see," said Judge Fergusson. "So there it stands. I invited you gentlemen here this morning, hoping we might find some way to avoid the nuisance of a trial. I still recall the hullabaloo the state papers raised when Jenkins insisted on bringing him to trial the last time. They'd have a picnic with this one. But what are we going to do with him? We can't let him run loose periodically disturbing the peace of our poor defenseless community. I have the utmost respect for our sheriff here, but events have shown he is no match for the old scoundrel. And our local police always seem to look the other way where he is concerned. We can't put him on probation. He'd just thumb his nose at it. We can't salt him away in the pen. Or shouldn't anyway. Either he wouldn't last a week cooped up there or in two weeks he'd have the whole place turned upside down."

   "Simple," said Assistant District Attorney Myers. "Declare him batty as he is anyway and commit him to Las Vegas. Let the psychiatrists there figure him out."

   "You try that," said Henry W. Harper, sitting up straighter on his hard-bottomed chair. "You just try that and I'll fight you with everything I've got all the way up to the Supreme Court."

   "Quit frettin'," said Old Jake Hanlon. "All of you. You want me out of the way, so I'll get out an' stay out. You want me cooped up, so I'll just coop myself up. My ticker ain't what it used to be. Shucks, none of me is. I ain't got much time left an' I know it. I know certain as I ever knowed anythin' I ain't ever goin' to see the snow on them mountains again. That's all right. I've had my time. The little I've got left I'd like to spend by myself out at the ranch."
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   The fine big car jolted along the abandoned washed-out road no longer ever scraped by the county highway crew. Henry W. Harper, who liked to think of himself as simply Hank Harper on the rare occasions he was out in the country and off smooth pavement, had the steering wheel to grip and give him leverage against the bumps. Old Jake Hanlon could only bounce on the seat beside him.

   "These high-falutin' things is sure rougher'n a good boss," he said.

   Hank Harper gunned the gas and the car careened through the sand of a dry arroyo, carried across by its forward momentum and the three hundred horsepower under the hood.

   "Dogdamn it, Hank," said Old Jake. "I never been much good at sayin' things right, but you sure been good to me these last years. Stood up for me ev'ry time I got me in a tight."

   Hank Harper yanked on the wheel to dodge a stone. "Why not?" he said. "You helped my grandfather make the money my father made into more and I'm spending my life spending. Call it back pay long overdue. Hardrock never paid anybody more than he had to."

   "He paid me in other ways," said Old Jake. "They was real men around here in them days an' he was one of 'em."

   A jackrabbit soared out of chamisa on the right, angled at full speed across in front, and disappeared around a low-hung juniper. "Times have changed," said Hank Harper. "Money's the most important thing nowadays. You have some, you are somebody. I have some and I suppose that makes me somebody but I'm not always too sure. I know I'm no Hardrock, but at least I'm pretty good at signing checks."

   "Which I ain't agoin' to try arguin' you out of," said Old Jake.

   What had been the road along this stretch was now only rough small-gullied ground. Hank Harper stepped on the brake and the car slowed to a stop. He reached and pushed a button and took his foot off the brake and the car purred forward in low, easing over the rough ground. "There's been more to it," he said. "Every time I've bailed you out of one kind of devilment or another I've been paying on a debt I owe to myself. I'm a product of money and easy living. There's about as much firm substance to me as there is to a pillow and when I'm honest with myself I know it. You represent something I haven't got and wish I had. You stand up to life and spit in its eye. You believe in a few things and maybe they're cockeyed damnfool things but you really believe in them and you act on them and to hell with the consequences. You do the kind of things I'd want to do if I only had the guts."

   "Aw, shucks," said Old Jake. "You always could spill out crazy talk. When you was tellin' off that Myers mutt, that was Hardrock hisself talkin'."

   "Not quite," said Hank Harper. "I was talking about using money. Old Hardrock would have thrown him out the window."

   The ground ahead was smoother now with traces of the onetime road still visible. Hank Harper reached and pushed another button and the car eased forward faster. "What I don't understand," he said, "is why you keep on being so bullheaded about mustangs. All the good ones were taken years ago. There's nothing but a few scrub ones left that really aren't good for anything but dogfood and in a little while even those will be gone. Like those you let loose the other night. Just a matter of time before Simpson runs them down again. What do you think you accomplished?"

   "I gave 'em a few more days," said Old Jake. "An' mebbe they've learned somethin'. Mebbe they won't be so easy to catch again. Mebbe he won't get 'em all."

   "If he doesn't, someone else will," said Hank Harper. "It's inevitable. Nobody can stop it."

   "Iffen I was younger, I could keep tryin'."

   Hank Harper gripped the wheel hard, harder than was necessary. "And get yourself shot," he said. "Or locked up for good. No, Jake, times have changed. You're the last of your breed, Jake. Just as those poor little mustangs are about the last of their kind in this whole state. Something that was mighty good in its own way will be missing when you're both gone. But it's inevitable. There'll only be people like me left. But maybe my kind can do something. I found out just yesterday there's a movement been started to have the Federal government set aside a mustang sanctuary, some kind of a reservation for them. Up in Nevada where some fairly good ones are still running loose. I sent off letters to our New Mexican congressmen plugging for it."

   "So what?" said Old Jake, somehow suddenly bitter and aggrieved. "Iffen it goes through, it won't mean much. Keep some of 'em alive an' that's all." He felt small and old and defeated. He knew that the man beside him was trying to give him some comfort, had written those letters because of him and for him, and that he should be grateful and say so. But other words kept coming and he could not stop them.

   "Just bein' alive ain't enough. They won't be the same. Cooped up on a reservation. Might be a big one to start with, but it'll get whittled down as people get to grabbin' for land like they always do. Like what was done with the Indians an' you know what's happened to them. Squeezed down an' pushed around an' made to do this an' that. About as free an' independent an Indian-like these days as a bunch of tame puppy-dogs. It'll be with them broomies like with bear an' deer in them national parks. Get used to havin' limits where they can go. Get used to bein' took care of, like feedin' in winter an' such. Get so used to havin' people comin' around an' gawkin' they'll forget everythin' but cadgin' handouts. Get so they come up an' beg for it. Get so tame an' lazy they'd keel over iffen they had to run ten mile."

   What had been the road was rougher again, climbing the long slope towards the ranch mesa. Hank Harper was busy with the wheel. "Can't compromise, can you, Jake. I'm kind of glad you can't. All or nothing. Reach for the impossible. It's up to those like me, we pillow people, we compromisers, to settle for the picayune possible. But I'd like to know one thing. What the devil would you want us to try to do?"

   Old Jake Hanlon bounced on the fine upholstered seat of the fine big car. He stared straight ahead. He saw in his mind's eye the big new dual highway that sliced through the land only a few miles away, the symbol for him of the relentless onrush of what was called progress, of inevitable indifferent power driving forward regardless of what might be in its path, penetrating everywhere, conquering everything, taking over the whole of the world.

   He stared straight ahead. He was facing the fact at last that he had outlived his time, that he had lived on into an age when man's immemorial working partner, the horse, had been pushed aside, was being permitted to continue to exist only in pampered and penned special breeds as pawns in the racetrack business, as show-things and playthings and status symbols for people with the allimportant money to spend. He was facing the fact at last that the wild free mustangs of his youth were no more, not anywhere, and never would be again, and only a few pathetic shadows of what they once had been still dragged a precarious existence in a few far pockets of the west and they too were doomed, would endure, if they endured at all, only as exhibits in a restricted landscape called a sanctuary that would be exploited as a tourist attraction.

   He stared straight ahead and the realization sank into him that he too, in his time, all unknowing and unthinking, had been a part of that deadly creeping conquest called the advance of civilization. It was only so apparent now because it was rushing onward with such accelerating speed. But its beginnings here in the big land had been made in his own time and he had been a part of them and once begun what was happening now was inevitable. And he too, whatever his reasons and excuses, had helped thin those once-great free-roaming mustang herds, had helped dim the look of eagles in those wild free eyes.

   He stared straight ahead. "I ain't no different," he said. "I'm tarred with the same dirty stick." And suddenly he gripped Hank Harper's arm with fingers that hurt and when he spoke his old voice shook some. "I'll tell you what we can do. We can remember 'em. I reckon that's all we've left ourselves able to do. We can remember 'em like they once was.

  

  


  5

  0 UT OF SOMEWHERE INTO SOMEWHERE, the new dual highway stretches its ribbons of pavement across the big land. Along it, both ways, restless, relentless, unending, flows the traffic that is its reason for being. Today is flowing there, in motion, on its way, racing into the ever-recurrent mystery of tomorrow.

   Up the tall caliche and sandstone cliff to the mesa edge, on back beyond a quarter mile and more, the crumbling adobe ranch house drowses in its own quiet serenity. Yesterday lingers there, in the old walls that are slowly eroding and settling into the earth from which they were made, in the angled shape of the sagging barn, in the sparse outline of broken rails and leaning posts of the corral, and in the thin meager person of the old old man lying on a canvas cot in the one room whose ceiling still shuts out the sky.

   All that disturbs the silence of the room is the buzzing of a lone fly that has wandered in through the empty gap of the east window and apparently has forgotten the way out again. A deer mouse peers out of the small hole between the stones of the south-wall foundation which it has adopted as the home for the young ones to be born in a few days. Its prominent brownish-black eyes study the whole room. It comes on out, stepping daintily on tiny white feet, and crosses the floor to the shadowed area beneath the rickety table and hunts about for snitches of food. It stops, sitting up, big ears upright. It scurries back to the safety of the hole. Old Jake Hanlon has stirred on the canvas cot.

   He lies still, summoning awareness out of the nothingness that has held him. He is fully clothed except for his hat and there is no blanket over him. Yes. Along about noontime he has lain down for forty winks and now many times forty winks have passed and it is late afternoon.

   He stirs again and realizes that he is trying to get up, to sit up and shift his old legs over the edge of the cot and stand up, and he can not do it. There is no strength in his stringy old muscles.

   He lies still, listening to the slow erratic fluttering of his own heartbeat. It is saying something to him and he knows what it is saying. All the rest of him seems to be all but useless, but his old mind is clear and aware. It is facing at last the most final of all facts. Suddenly a tremor runs through him. "Not cooped up in here," he says and with a convulsive concentration of effort he is partway up and rolling over the cot edge and onto his hands and knees on the floor. Bracing himself with one hand, he takes his hat with the other and gets it on his head. In short spurts he crawls to the doorless doorway and by clutching at the door frame pulls himself to his feet. His legs are like sticks of wood, but they can prop him up if he has something to cling to. He works his way around the doorpost and a short way along the outside of the house. He can go no farther, but that is far enough. Slowly he slides down the house wall until he is sitting on the ground. There is no feeling left in the thin old legs stretched out in front of him. He reaches up and settles his hat more firmly on his head and his arms drop exhausted. It is as if his old muscles have decided for themselves that after nearly a century of doing what he has asked of them they have done enough and will do no more.

   "At least I've got my boots on," he says.

   Quiet and motionless, a part of the great silence around him, he sits there supported by the wall behind him and stares out over the big land.

   Off to his right the sun is dropping towards the upthrust reaching tips of the mountains. The few clouds floating above them blaze with deepening color. Off to his left the pink-gold glow of sunlight is a mantle of glory over the land, sending the flush of its presence into the shadows themselves, stretching on and on to the far horizon and the clear clean blue of sky beyond. The new dual highway is a forgotten temporary blemish below and hidden by the high mesa edge. There is only the land itself, strong and serene and indifferent to the petty doings of men, breathing its own stark beauty under the summons of the afternoon sun.
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  "I always kind of liked the way it looks from here," says Old Jake Hanlon.


   Strange, how time has stopped, has ceased to be, and all that has ever happened exists at once and altogether. It is the sounds that he notices first. The old ranch is talking to itself in the timeless glow of the sun. Clear and distinct he hears the clatter of pans where the Mexican cook is preparing the kind of staying food hard-working men need, the ring of a hammer on iron on an anvil just beyond the barn, the sound of an ax biting into wood, the jingle of worn spurs on booted heels. That droning voice with somehow a chuckle in it is Petey Corle telling one of his interminable tall tales and the answering rumble, refusing belief, belongs to Ansel Rak. That hoarse shout that can almost scratch one's eardrums is coming from the leatherlined throat of Hardrock Harper bellowing at someone to snap to it and close the corral gate. Why, shucks, that other voice is his own arguing with young Stubby Pringle about the best way to rig a quick emergency hackamore with a short tie-rope.

   Strange, how he has not noticed before, but there are horses in the corral. Among them he can make out his own string, the ones he will be using in this fall's roundup. Mustangs every one. That longnecked big-jawed muddy roan is Limpy Galumpus, who always fakes lameness when first saddled and gives himself away by forgetting which foot he has been favoring. He will sulk all the way out to the day's work, but once into it he will be a working fool, as hot and intent and eager to get the job done and done right as the man in the saddle. That swaybacked long-legged bay is Tangle Legs, who has never quit trying to unseat his rider in the first cool of morning and until lately has had the silly habit, when bucking has failed, of simply crumpling his legs under and lying down. He has stopped that now ever since several bib roweled sharp-pointed spurs have been tied to the cinch to dangle under his belly and when he has gone down he has come up again in a hurry. He does not look like much, but out on the range he earns his keep all right, those same long legs never tangling even over the roughest rockiest ground and keeping him hard on the heels of the snakiest trickiest cow critter that has ever carried the Triple X brand.

   That crumpled-ear almost maneless short-tailed chestnut is Little Brown Jug, who may not be much above average as a cowpony, but has one superb redeeming virtue. He knows when his man is drunk and needs to be taken care of. Ride him into town for an evening of absorbing whatever liquid lightning is available, whether in celebration of something or to drown a grouch or a sorrow no difference, and if you can manage to wobble out to the tie-rail where he has been patiently waiting and climb aboard, you can fall forward, arms around his neck, and go to sleep while he ambles steadily along, never shying at anything, never varying that easy rocking gait, and deposits you gently in front of the ranch house. If you are too far gone to remember to untie the reins from the rail, he will chew through them and take you home just the same.

   That bony rat-tailed dun that no amount of feeding can fatten and no amount of currying can make look like anything but a skinny ragamuffin is Smilin' Joe, who has a scar on his upper lip that gives him the appearance of always smiling at something and perhaps he is too. No one would rate him anything special, just a fair-to-middling all-around ranch worker with a sometimes habit of jerking at the wrong time when a rope is in the air, but he is a positive pleasure to straddle on a dreary day. He so obviously regards life as well worth the living no matter what, work as worth the trying to do no matter how hard. He is concentrated good-nature wrapped in horse-hide - except when another horse tries to jostle him from his place at a feedtrough. It is misplaced kindness to take pity on his poor appearance and go easy on him. Even he will not appreciate that. Experience has proved it is plain impossible to wear down either him or his confirmed cheerfulness.

   "Like people," mutters Old Jake. "Each one diff'rent. Each one hisself."

   But what or who is that small mottled sorrel standing beside and a bit behind Smilin' Joe with muzzle resting on his back? A mare. Almost ready to foal. Hardly ever a mare around the Triple X. It is not in the horse-breeding business. Of course.

   That is Little Minx Minnie. Sometimes she is here and sometimes she is not, but when she is she is usually as close as she can get to Smilin' Joe. They understand each other, those two. Theirs is an example of a fine enduring friendship. Three of the other horses in the corral (Little Brown jug is one of them) are her sons, but good mother that she is when they are small, each time she will have nothing more to do with them after they are about a year old. Perhaps that is because there is always another on the way. Fences mean nothing to her. When the urge is on her, she simply disappears and somewhere, somehow, probably in one of the high canyons, finds herself a stud. But always she is determined to have her colt at the ranch. Hardrock Harper has acquired her more or less by accident along with a batch of geldings he once bought. Three times he has sold her and seen her led away and three times she has laughed at locks and gates and fences and come back to the ranch to give birth to a foal which Smilin' Joe has promptly adopted and helped her look after as if it were his own. Just a few months ago she has been sold again and carted all the way up to a ranch in Colorado and yet, right now, right on schedule, this time thinned and weary and wire-torn, she has come back again.

   "Stubborn as any female," mumbles old Jake. His head rises a bit. Through the murmur of sounds and voices of the old ranch talking to itself he hears his own voice. "Dogdamn it, Hardrock. You ain't agoin' to ship her off ever again. I'm buyin' her this time. I'm apayin' you hard cash for her."

  


   The sun has tipped the mountains and is edging down behind them. Shadows are lengthening across the land. It is another kind of shadow that has crept over Old Jake Hanlon. His head has sunk until his chin rests upon his chest. There are no sounds, no voices. There is only a silence so deep and profound that it would seem as if no sound could ever penetrate it again. And yet there is a sound. Perhaps he hears it only in the last flickering recess of his own mind but he hears it. The sound of hoofs striking the ground in steady oncoming rhythm.

   Out of somewhere, anywhere, everywhere of the farthest reaches of the big land it is coming, a great gray horse, big and strong and splendid with noble head high on thick arched neck, and the stranger in the saddle is tall and lean in the range clothes of a working cowhand. No. There is something about him, a subtle sternness of carriage and manner, that suggests he is much much more than that.

   The great gray horse stops about ten feet away and looks down at Old Jake and whiffles softly at him.

   "Howdy, Jake," says the stranger. "I've come to take you riding with me."

   Old Jake is peering forward, trying to make out the features in the shadow of the wide hat brim. "I've seen you somewheres before," he says. "You look mighty familiar to me."

   "And why shouldn't I be familiar to you," says the stranger. "I have been close to you many and many a time, so close that if I had reached out, I could have touched you."

   Somehow it seems as natural as anything has ever been to be talking to this stern yet friendly stranger. "Ridin'," says Old Jake. "I'm real obliged for the invite. But I ain't got me a hoss any more."

   "And that is where you are wrong," says the stranger. "You have more horses than almost any other man who has ever gone riding with me. Let me call one of them for you." He waves an arm in a curious summoning gesture and gives a low penetrating whistle that seems to float on out into the ever-widening distances.

   Old Jake sits up straighter. Again he hears hoofbeats drumming the earth. Long long ago he has heard that same enthralling rhythm. Yes. There he comes, glowing in the last rays of the glancing sun, white, white as the snows of winter on the topmost peaks of the mountains, with head high and long mane flying and longer tail streaming in the wind of his own matchless motion. The final absolute of the wild free life. The king of the broncos! He slides to a stop on braking hoofs beside the gray and stands motionless, power and beauty pent in him beyond all comprehension.

   Old Jake Hanlon stares at the dream horse of all his days and something like a sob shakes him. "No," he says. "No. I'm tarred with a dirty stick. I ain't fit to ride that one."

   It could be that a brief passing smile softens the stern features under the shadowing hat brim. "You are a hard man to please," says the stranger. "But I will try again." Once more he waves an arm in that curious gesture and gives that penetrating whistle and the White Mustang has faded into the mystery from which he has come and other rock-hard hoofs are drumming the good earth. They are drumming out the familiar rhythm of Old Jake's whole life. Yes. There he comes, out of the land that has bred him, just an ordinary mustang, a broomtail, stunted and bony, grass-bellied and cat-hipped, but with mighty lungs in the smallish body, and a strong heart, and steel springs in the lean haunches, and the mark of his kind is on him - the look of eagles in the proud roving eyes.

   He too slides to a stop beside the gray and he looks down at Old Jake and his eyes soften some as if he is looking at an old friend. Strange, how he seems to be not one horse but many, as if all the mustangs Old Jake has ever ridden are here molded into one.

   "I don't want to hurry you," says the stranger. "But will that one do?"

   "He'll do," says Old Jake. "An' he'll outlast that thing you're ridin' too."

   "I wouldn't bet on it," says the stranger. "But since you are satisfied, it is time to go." He reaches out an arm again in that curious summoning gesture and across the space between them Old Jake feels the stern yet friendly touch of it on his shoulder.

   Old Jake rises to his feet. He is still there slumped against the wall of the house and yet he is up on his feet and he is striding towards the horse waiting there for him with a plain tough working saddle on its back. He puts his left foot into the near stirrup

  and swings up and settles himself firmly in the seat.

   He feels the mustang moving strong and steady under him. Strange and yet not strange, that the gray horse and its rider have disappeared. There is only endless distance of the sun-drenched golden glory of the big land. There is only Jake Hanlon, not Old Jake, not Young Jake, just Jake Hanlon, man, tall in the saddle on a little southwestern mustang, riding, riding, riding, tireless, into eternity.
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