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FROM the outside—from across his broad wheat fields—Jim Cavanaugh’s house looked dark and empty. A lonely house, it seemed, on the Texas plains near a corral and a cluster of out-buildings. Above it, fat stars glowed in the black velvet of the night sky, but, from the windows of the house, not one shred of light could be seen.

Yet there were twenty-five men crowded into Jim Cavanaugh’s living room waiting for the arrival of the most deadly killer west of the Mississippi.

It was hot and stuffy in the room. With the windows blanketed, the air had turned flat and stale. Yet the men were not restless. They sat quiet as though awed by the audacity of the thing they had done. There was Sam Crane, Tom Tellero, Lew Bailey, Vince Lee, and twenty-one others, all bound together in a common cause, in a mutual purpose—that of holding their homes and their land against a force which would drive them off the plains.

They were grim-faced, and theirs was the mood of men who would kill in order to survive. They were fighting a last ditch fight. This was war and their mood was one of morose resentment.

Yet they were instinctively men of peace and the cloak of violence fitted them awkwardly. They did not wear it with the nonchalance of true fighting men.

There was desultory talk in low tones; a conversation started only to die, then sprang alive in another part of the room.

“It’s been most four hours now,” Crane said, nervously. “Think he’ll come?”

Crane asked the question of no one in particular. Cavanaugh answered by repeating what everyone present already knew.

“This fellow I contacted in San Antone said he could get in touch with Cal Langtry—said he knew where Cal was hiding out. He went to see Cal and come back with the message that Cal would do the job for five thousand dollars. You—you all know how it went. I give him half, or rather I sent it to him, and he’ll collect the rest when he comes here and finishes the job—when he kills Ed Stow.”

A high voice burst up from the other side of the room: “It’s wrong, damn it! I still say it’s wrong! We’re law abidin’ citizens and we hire an outlaw—a gun slick with a price on his head—to kill our enemy. That makes us outlaws too!”

Another voice: “And hiding here like rats in a hole! Even with the windows covered—and sneaking here in the dead of night!”

Cavanaugh said: “But can’t you understand? This is war. And when the law can’t protect us, we’ve got a right to use any method we can. Justice is on our side. Our claims are legal, so we’ve got a right to be our own law.”

“But suppose this Cal Langtry does come tonight—which I doubt—and suppose he does kill stow, there’s still Stow’s gun hands and night riders!”

“Without a leader, they’ll fall apart,” Cavanaugh replied. “That’s what we’re counting on.”

“I still don’t like it.”

Cavanaugh flared. “Then would you rather have Stow’s gunnies stampeding cattle through your fences and buildings? Do you want them to go on burning your wheat fields and endangering the lives of your wife and children? Would you rather load a wagon and move on to where some other cattle king will walk all over you?”

There was no reply and the silence was thick with the heavy thoughts of these men—these law abiding men who were ashamed of what they were doing even though it meant their very existence.

“I don’t think he’ll come,” Vince Lee said, a while later. “I think he took our twenty-five hundred and now he’s laughing at us.”

Cavanaugh, a big man with a bushy brown beard, shook his head. “He’ll come. Cal Langtry’s a killer, God knows, but he keeps his word in things like this. He’s hired his gun out before. He’ll do it again.”

“A killer with honor! Why I’ll bet—”

There was a sharp knock on the door.

Twenty-five men went suddenly tense. This was it—the moment they had been anticipating—hoping for—dreading. Each reacted within himself after the manner and nature of his own being, and the result was an electric silence. Twenty-five minds balanced on tip-toe. The great Cal Langtry had come. He stood beyond the door and when he came inside, among them, they would be outlaws too.

***

Few men in these parts had seen the famous killer—none of those present—and some of them were wondering what he would look like. Close to the soil, they were far from lawlessness, and meeting the fastest draw in the whole southwest was like a glimpse into another world.

The knock sounded again—sharper.

Cavanaugh pushed across the room, opened the door slightly, and looked out.

“Who’s there?”

A smooth, mocking voice answered with another question: “Who were you expecting?”

Cavanaugh swung the door back. “Come on in,” he said, and stepped aside.

Fifty eyes were on the man who walked into the room. He was slim and dark and appeared to be somewhere in his late thirties. He wore a Stetson low over black eyes and his thumbs were hooked on his belt above two heavy guns worn low.

Cavanaugh closed the door and the man stood, spread-legged, looking over the group. “Quite a prayer meeting,” he said. “Afraid the devil’s going to crawl in the window?”

No one answered and Cavanaugh said, “You’re Langtry?”

The man turned his head and surveyed Cavanaugh levelly. “Let’s not have any mistakes about my name. It’s Devlin. Lace Devlin. Now and after I’m gone—that’s my name. Understand?”

Cavanaugh nodded quickly. “Sure—sure Mr.—Devlin. Just as you say. One name’s as good as another and we’re mighty glad to see you. Did you get our twenty-five hundred dollars all right?”

“Have I complained about not getting it?”

Cavanaugh was on uncertain ground. He had no idea of what to expect in langtry. He was prepared for civility, insolence, or almost anything else, but that didn’t make things any easier.

“No offence,” he said. “Just wanted to make sure you were the right party.”

“I’m the right party. Now how about pulling those blankets off the windows and getting some air in here? It’s enough to smother a man.”

“We had to protect ourselves,” Lew Bailey said. “It’s a pretty bad situation around here and Stow’s spies are night riding at all hours. We don’t want Stow to know about this meeting.”

The man who called himself  Devlin strode to a window and jerked down the obstructing blanket. “Well, it’s almost morning now. Dawn’ll crack in a few minutes and there was no one outside. I’ll vouch for that.”

They watched as he moved to the front of the room and turned to face them. There was an easier atmosphere now, a sense of relief filling the air as though they were now under his protection and were safe. He had about him an aura of confidence and certainty of which they were in sore need.

Cavanaugh opened his mouth to speak, but Devlin held up one hand. “Who’s in authority here? Who’s ramroding the outfit?”

Faces turned toward Cavanaugh in silent indication.

“Then you’re the party who contacted a man in San Antone?”

“That’s right,” Cavanaugh said. “I—”

“I’ll ask the question and you answer. Now—who is it you want killed?”

“A man named Stow. A big cattle owner. He’s burning our grain and stampeding cattle over our land. Two settlers have been killed by his men.”

“Why don’t you go to the law?”

Cavanaugh gave a bitter laugh. “The law? That’s Paul Kogan, the town marshal. He stays drunk all day in the saloon Stow owns. Kogan can’t even sit a horse.”

“What proof have you got that Stow is behind your trouble?”

***

To the men, this seemed like strange talk from an outlaw. It bewildered them; even as they were bewildered by that mockery that stayed in his voice. They felt like children being questioned.

“All the proof in the world,” Cavanaugh said. “First, he’s ordered us off what he calls his range. He says if we don’t go he’ll see that we don’t raise a stalk of grain. Then too, there isn’t anybody else who would care a tinker’s dam whether we stayed or went. We’re not in anybody else’s way.”

“What damage has been done? Who has been hurt—unlawfully?”

The answer to this came from a dozen throats—a babble of sound. Devlin held up his hand. “One at a time. Let’s take some testimony.” He pointed to Vince Lee. “You first.”

Lee got to his feet. “I got a hundred and eighty acres up north,” he said. “About two weeks ago a thousand or so head of cattle were stampeded straight across my place. They beat sixty acres of good wheat plumb into the ground.”

“Maybe it was an accident. A bolt of lightning might of started it.”

Lee scowled. “Maybe, but a bolt of lightning couldn’t have sent me a note next day telling me the cattle would be back if I didin’t get out.”

Devlin glanced out the window. Dawn had broken and the world was filled with feeble gray light. “Anybody else had their crops trampled? Raise your hands.”

A dozen hands went up in silence. Cavanaugh stared silently at the imported gunman. What was behind this questioning? Was he intending a double-cross? Maybe this was his way of finding out how big a gouge he could make. Cavanaugh was suddenly frightened at what he had done. The nesters had climbed on the tiger and maybe they wouldn’t be able to get off.

“I heard something about fires, too.” Devlin said.

“That’s right,” Tom Tellero called out. “Six of us has had night fires started. Never in the daytime. That varmint’s gang drags burning gunny sacks through the fields. Then they take pot shots at us when
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