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In order to
give her testimony at the trial of outlaw Curt Sharkey, Lucille
Furness knew she would have to run a gauntlet of death, travelling
many a violent mile to reach the courthouse in one piece. Only
Sharkey had been captured. The rest of his gang was still at large
... and gunning for her! But even the feisty schoolmarm had no idea
just how dangerous the journey was going to be.

 


Luckily, she
had an escort in the shape of two amiable Texans, Larry Valentine
and Stretch Emerson. For them, this was a test of nerve and
strength they just couldn’t ignore. Even when the danger was at its
greatest, the drifters battled on, out-shooting the lawless ... and
thumbing their noses at law and order!
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One – Texans and Pinkertons

“Someone’s
just killed Dora Berry!”

The messenger
from Larkin’s Grand Hotel gulped for breath, then repeated his
news. Sheriff Dean Borden wriggled his tubby frame out of his
swivel chair and lurched to his feet.

“Heard you the
first time, Rick,” he panted, reaching for his hat. “Where’d it
happen?”

“At the hotel.
I heard shootin’ from near the kitchen. When I run in there, Dora
was lyin’ by the doorway with two bullets in …”

“I’ll get the
rest later!” growled Borden. He raised his voice, yelling for one
of his deputies. The man poked his head through the doorway from
the street. “Keep an eye on them two hell-raisers in the cells!”
ordered the lawman.

The deputy
stepped aside. Borden charged out into the street, with the lackey
from the Grand at his heels. He moved fast for a man of his weight,
and perspiration ran down his flabby cheeks. He headed downtown.
The Grand was Millsburg’s biggest hotel, a three-story building two
blocks from the sheriff’s office.

An excited
crowd was already milling about the main entrance. Borden, sweating
and cursing, shouldered his way through them and went into the
lobby. He was confronted by a tall, heavily built man in town
clothes. He blinked at the tall man, lowered his voice.

“Is she okay,
Shannon?” he said.

The tall man,
Shannon, gave the sheriff a brief nod and jerked a thumb towards
the stairs.

“She’s safe,”
he grunted. “Wilkes is with her. You can guess what happened.
Somebody caught a glimpse of that cook, saw she had red hair, and
cut loose with a gun. Figured this Berry woman was our party. Too
bad.”

“Yeah,”
answered the sheriff. “Real bad for Dora!”

He hurried to
the rear, to the kitchen. His second deputy arrived and tagged
along. Pop-eyed guests were grouping about the huddled form on the
floor. Borden pointed at them and mumbled an order to the
deputy.

“Pete. Get rid
of them … fast.”

The deputy
moved among the onlookers, brusquely advising them to stand
aside.

“All right,
Rick,” sighed Borden. He sank to his knees beside the body. “You
can tell me your part of it, while I’m makin’ my examination.”

The lackey
told his story, his nervous glance flickering from the sheriff to
the deputy. The story was short and simple. Later, Borden was to
observe that, “the whole damn business was simple!”

Rick Dinsmore,
the jack-of-all-trades at the Grand, had been polishing the glass
doors at the main entrance. He had heard a shot, then a scream,
then a further shot. When he reached the kitchen Dora Berry’s body
was lying near the doorway. He heard no other sound, and saw no
sign of a fleeing figure. The murderer had killed swiftly, then
made good his escape. Rick had hurried to the open outer doorway,
that opened into the back alley. He had looked out, but had seen no
one.

As Borden
listened in gloomy silence, a familiar figure hurried in. Borden
nodded to him and said, “Nuthin you can do for her, Doc. Whoever
did it made awful sure of her. You might get her moved out of
here.”

“Sure,”
grunted the medico. “You want the slugs?”

“Uh huh.” The
lawman eyed the two ugly bullet wounds again. “He got her with a
forty-five is my guess,” he growled. “Shot at her from the alley,
then lit out. Pete.” The deputy moved at mention of his name. “Look
around some.”

“Okay.”

“And I want a
check on all strangers.”

“Sure,
Sheriff.”

Borden
struggled upright, then waddled out.

In a suite on
the top floor, two people stared expectantly at the man called
Shannon. One of the two was a man. Like Shannon, he wore town
clothes. He was of equal height and had the same alert expression
on his stern features. The other, and chief, occupant of the suite
was a woman. Like the murdered cook, Lucille Furness had red hair.
She was a trim-figured woman in a severely cut gown. She was an
attractive woman, but her habitually prim demeanor discounted what
beauty she possessed. Miss Furness was a schoolteacher and was not
given to displays of emotion. At the moment, she was the most
composed member of the trio. Her companion nodded at Shannon and
mouthed a blunt query.

“Clean
getaway, huh?”

“Yeah,”
growled Shannon. He closed the door behind him and locked it.
Crossing to the window, he raised the blind and looked down into
Millsburg’s main street. Then he lowered the blind, frowned at the
woman, and said, “Don’t forget what I told you, Miss Furness.
You’re to stay clear of that window. Understand?”

The woman’s
voice was low and musical.

“Mr. Shannon,”
she said. “I admire your diligence; but your constant repetition of
grim warnings is becoming tiresome.”

“You have to
be patient with us, ma’am,” the other man answered. “Mr. Shannon
and I have a full time job protecting you.” He looked at the
grim-faced Shannon and raised his eyebrows. “What happened?” he
asked.

“Somebody just
killed the hotel cook,” explained Shannon. He stared hard at the
schoolteacher and added, “She was about your age and height, Miss
Furness … and she had red hair.”

The woman bit
her lip and the color left her face.

“Get her some
brandy, Wilkes,” grunted Shannon.

“No!” She
raised her hand to restrain them. “I don’t need brandy. I’ve
already assured you that I’m not the fainting type.”

Wilkes threw
her an admiring grin.

“Mr. Shannon
and I know that,” he told her.

Shannon lit a
cigar and beckoned Wilkes into a corner of the room. While they
held a whispered discussion on the killing, the woman sat quiet,
outwardly in full possession of herself, inwardly seething with the
violent thoughts usually alien to a respectable lady
schoolteacher.

“How did I get
involved in such terrible things! That poor woman; murdered in
mistake. The murderer thought he was killing me! Should I call the
whole thing off? Go back to my safe, quiet existence at Coyote
Creek? No, I can’t do that. I shall never be safe until it’s all
over. I have to go through with it. It is my duty. But I hope and
pray ... dear God ... don’t let anybody else die on my
account!”

The aroma of
Shannon’s black cigar began to fill the air. She sniffed,
disdainfully, and wondered if all detectives of the Pinkerton
Agency smoked foul-smelling cigars. With characteristic doggedness,
she resolved to bear with it, thinking, “When one has been given an
armed bodyguard, one must make allowances.”

~*~

The tubby
sheriff returned to his office and gave the waiting deputy a
troubled frown.

“They got
Dora,” he grunted. “Mistook her for you-know-who.”

“Bad,”
acknowledged the deputy. He added, philosophically, “She has no
kinfolks. That’s a mercy.”

“Yeah,”
growled Borden, sinking into his chair. “That’s somethin.”

With nervous,
pudgy fingers, he began rolling a cigarette. Presently, he glared
toward the cellblock and asked a fretful question.

“They givin’
any trouble yet?”

“Them two
Texans?”

“Who the hell
else? They’re our only prisoners right now!

Deputy Dowling
grinned. The sheriff was having one of his bad days.

“They’re real
quiet,” he assured Borden. “Nary a peep outa them.”

“They better
stay quiet!” fumed the tubby lawman. “Who do these galoots think
they are anyway! You see the list of damage done at Sorrowful
Roscoe’s place?”

“Uh huh,”
nodded the deputy. “They sure had a busy night. It’ll cost him near
four hundred dollars for repairs. His bar mirror got smashed and
half his stock, too. Seven chairs and five tables …”

“Don’t forget
the damaged citizens,” said Borden. “Six men beaten unconscious,
three with busted jaws. Somebody got a broken arm. A bartender got
a fractured skull. Hell! I just don’t understand rannies like
Valentine and Emerson. Why do they have to behave that way?”

Dowling
coughed behind his hand.

“Uh …” he
grunted. “From what I heard, it seems somebody insulted their home
state …”

“Them and
their home state!” raged the sheriff. He mopped perspiration from
his face, blinked at Dowling, and said, “You know what that
Valentine galoot called me once?”

“No, Sheriff.
What’d he call you?”

“Called me a
blamed foreigner! Me! That was born and raised right here in
Arizona! Blast his no-good hide! You’d think Texas is the only
state in the Union!”

The objects of
the sheriff’s wrath were, for the time being, occupying adjoining
cells. They had been there for the past ten days and expected to
remain for an extended period of residence. They felt no rancor.
They were reasonable men. Borden, in arresting them, had only been
doing his duty. The whole business was the result of an unfortunate
error.

Ten nights ago
that error had been made, in the glittering bar of Syd “Sorrowful”
Roscoe’s saloon. A belligerent drinker had made a disparaging
remark about the state of Texas, thus sparking off the flame of
resentment in the two tough cowhands from the Lone Star State. In
the brawl that followed, an unaccountable number of eyes were
blackened, including those of the Texans, Roscoe’s beloved wall
mirror was shattered, and a great deal of furniture was rendered
useless. Old Judge Slattery, who was not a Texan, imposed a heavy
penalty ... a three-hundred-dollar fine, to recompense Sorrowful
Roscoe, or fifty days in jail.

“It would’ve
been only forty days,” mused Larry Valentine now, “if you hadn’t
offered to play one hand of draw poker with that judge. You shoulda
guessed he was no sportin’ man.”

“I made him a
fair offer,” protested Emerson. “A thousand dollars or a hundred
days against three dollars or two days … high card wins. That’s a
right square offer, Larry. Good odds.” He added, significantly,
“After all, three dollars an’ thirty cents is all you had in your
pockets, Larry.”

“You were
gonna let me keep the thirty cents?”

“Why,
sure!”

“I’m
obliged.”

“Welcome.”

Emerson swung
his long legs off his bunk and sat up, patting at his shirt pocket.
His full name was Woodville Eustace Emerson. Men with respect for
their own welfare never called him by either of his Christian
names. They called him “Stretch”. It was an apt nickname. Even
seated, his formidable height was very apparent: six feet five and
one half inches. He was lean and wiry, a sandy-haired Texan with
deceptively innocent, wide blue eyes. His worn flannel shirt was
threadbare and torn, a legacy of the fracas at Sorrowful Roscoe’s.
Having no success with his search of his pockets, he leaned toward
the adjoining cell and called, “Hey, runt.”

“Uh?” enquired
Valentine.

“You got any
tobacco?”

“Nope,”
Valentine shook his head. “I’m plumb outa Durham.”

The term
“runt”, used by his saddle-pard, was an indication of Larry
Valentine’s height. On Emerson’s standards, he was a sawn-off,
standing a mere six feet two inches. He was handsome, in a
weather-beaten sort of way, as dark as Stretch was fair. He was
good-humored, intelligent, and aggressively loyal to his home
state. His present address had done nothing to cloud his sky. Larry
and Stretch had been in jail before … and their crimes remained in
a fixed category. Drunk and disorderly, disturbing the peace,
resisting arrest, destroying property. These men were itinerant
cowpunchers, hard working when the work was there, hard swearing,
hard drinking and, above all, hard fighting.

They remained
quiet for a while. They had been together for many years now, and
each understood the others moods. They had the rare ability of
being able to dispense with conversation, when conversation was
unnecessary. Both of them yearned for the comfort of tobacco; but
neither of them felt the need to discuss that yearning.

An hour
passed, then they heard footsteps coming toward them down the
corridor. At sight of the disgruntled sheriff, they exchanged grins
and made mutual expressions of disrespect “It’s ‘lard-face’,” Larry
told Stretch.

“Yep,” agreed
Stretch. “That’s ol’ ‘Butter-belly’ all right.”

“By Henry!”
raged the sheriff. “If you saddle-bums don’t learn respect for the
law …”

“We got no
time to waste, Dean,” growled a new voice. “Let’s get on with
it!”

Two newcomers
had followed Borden to the cells. Valentine eyed them
speculatively, wondering at their presence there. He knew them well
by sight. The impatient one was Bob Quigley, manager of the local
stage line. His companion was Jesse Knox, Millsburg’s leading
attorney.

“You know
these gents,” Borden told the Texans. “They got a proposition to
make you. You better listen to what they got to say.”

“We couldn’t
do that,” said Valentine.

“Huh?”

“We couldn’t
listen to anybody right now …”

“We’re plumb
outa tobacco,” explained Stretch. “When we can’t smoke, we don’t
hear so good.”

Borden grunted
and turned to the visitors.

“See what I
mean?” he said, warningly. “Loco! Both of ’em!”

“For Pete’s
sake, Dean!” fretted the stage-line man, “give them a smoke!”

“We haven’t
got all day, Sheriff,” complained the lawyer.

Muttering
curses, the sheriff produced tobacco and papers and passed them
through the bars … knowing full well that the Texans would neglect
to return them. He watched them roll smokes and scratch matches on
their boot-soles. When the blue smoke wafted out of their cells,
Quigley moved close to the bars and said his piece.

“You two have
only got a couple of minutes to decide about this,” he announced.
“I need two men to do a little job. Sheriff Borden’s willing to
parole you fellers to me, if I pay your fine. Jesse here has drawn
up a paper, so’s everything’ll be legal. All you have to do is
sign.”

Valentine’s
eyes narrowed.

“You’re
skippin’ things, Quigley,” he accused. “What’s the job?”

“Yeah,”
growled Stretch. “You’re willin’ to pay a three hundred dollar fine
to git us outa here.”

“What’s wrong
with that?” came Knox’s bland challenge.

“We ain’t
worth it!” declared Stretch, triumphantly.

“Shut up,”
howled Borden.

Quigley
exchanged a significant glance with the lawyer, then stared
straight at Valentine and said, “It’s a simple chore, Valentine. I
have to send a stage to the county seat, tomorrow morning. I need a
driver and a shotgun guard—”

“Drivers and
guards are a dime a dozen,” grinned Valentine.

“When they’re
available,” contradicted Quigley. “Trouble is, all my men are tied
up with other runs. I need two men in a hurry and …”

“How many
million dollars’ worth o’ gold,” enquired Stretch, “are you loadin’
on this dad-blamed stage?”

“No gold. I
give you my word on that.”

“Who’s the
passenger then … President Polk?”

Quigley shook
his head.

“Just three
folks that have to be in Nash City in a hurry,” he told them.

Jesse Knox
produced a small scroll and unrolled it. “This contract states,” he
said, clearing his throat, “that the undersigned agree to work for
Robert Quigley for one week, in return for his paying the sum of
three hundred dollars to the county funds, said amount being …”

“Forget it,”
grunted Valentine.

“We don’t
savvy that there foreign lingo,” growled Stretch. “Just give us the
paper an’ we’ll sign.”

“You’re
willing, then?” asked the lawyer.

“Sure,” nodded
Valentine. “Anything to git outa Borden’s lousy jail.”

“Don’t ever
git arrested in this town, gents,” advised Stretch. “Borden’ll feed
you barbequed coyote an’ tell you it’s beef stew!”

Borden’s face
purpled. He made a shuddering sound and wrung his hands.

“Please!” he
begged Quigley and Knox. “Get this over with fast!”

Knox, from the
pockets of his frock coat, produced a bottle of ink and a quill.
Quigley watched the Texans sign their names. Had the cowhands noted
the tense expression on his face, they might have hesitated. This
was a big moment for the Millsburg representative of the Maekstead
Stage Line.

Knox examined
the two signatures and nodded at Quigley. “Okay, Bob,” he grunted.
“They’re yours.”

Borden
detached his key ring and unlocked their cells. They stepped out
into the corridor and exchanged winks. Borden led the way back to
his office and, opening a cabinet, handed them their gunbelts. They
strapped them on, enjoying the familiar weight of their firearms.
Larry Valentine’s weapon was a Colt .45 with a worn walnut butt. He
put his right foot on Borden’s own chair and tied the holster
around his thigh with a rawhide thong. Stretch had two thongs to
tie. Since he had been fully grown, he had never ventured abroad
without his twin, bone-handled six-guns.

“Now all I
ask,” sweated the sheriff, “is get ’em outa here!”

“Don’t get
that barrel-belly in an uproar,” grinned Valentine. “We’re
goin’.”

Outside the
office, Knox shook hands with Quigley and bade him goodbye. As the
lawyer walked away, Quigley nodded at the Texans and said, “Follow
me.”

They followed
him, past the Gifford hardware store and the telegraph office and
along the verandah of Sorrowful Roscoe’s saloon. Loungers on the
verandah gaped at Quigley, then at the Texans.

“Now what
d’you suppose they’re starin’ at?” complained the mystified
Stretch.

Valentine
shrugged. One of the loungers threw Quigley a knowing look and
called, “Finally got somebody, huh, Bob? What’s the matter with
’em? They tired o’ livin’?”

“What’d he
say?” frowned Valentine.

“He said,
‘How’s my liver’,” muttered Quigley, nervously. “Pay no heed to
them.”

They continued
on to the next block and approached the Grand Hotel. Stretch eyed
the inquisitive throng gathered outside the building, and nudged
his friend. Valentine nodded, but remained silent.

“Rubbernecks,”
explained Quigley. “There was a murder here, a couple hours
ago.”

“It wasn’t
us!” came Stretch’s flat assertion. “We was in jail, an’, what’s
more ...”

“Nobody’s
accusing you two of anything,” growled the stage-line man.

They passed
through the entrance, crossed the lobby and started up the stairs.
They climbed the three flights to the top floor. Quigley preceded
them along the corridor and paused at a door that bore the number
6. He knocked, gently. A voice growled at him from inside.

“It’s me,
Quigley,” he announced. “I’ve brought the driver and guard.”

They heard the
rattle of a key in the lock. The door swung open. Quigley motioned
for the Texans to enter.

Larry
Valentine looked at Stretch. Stretch shrugged. They stepped into
the room, with Quigley following. The door was shut and locked by a
square-faced man in store clothes. Shannon slipped the key into his
pocket, put his hands on his hips, and subjected the newcomers to a
searching scrutiny.

The Texans
ignored him, letting their gaze wander to the room’s other
occupants. A second man was sitting by the window. On a divan,
along the opposite wall, Lucille Furness laid her sewing aside and
looked at them. They looked back … with some interest. Despite her
prim expression, the schoolteacher was a pretty woman. Valentine
removed his hat and Stretch followed his example. It occurred to
Lucille that somebody ought to speak. The tense silence seemed, to
her, somewhat unnecessary. She inclined her head, with placid
dignity, and said, “Good morning, gentlemen.”

“Howdy,
ma’am,” chorused the Texans.

Quigley threw
Shannon and Wilkes an anxious look and asked, “Think they’ll do?
They’re all I could get. Nobody else’ll buy it.”

“I have to
check them first,” frowned Shannon. He opened the door of an
adjoining room and beckoned to them. “In here,” he growled.

Quigley nodded
to the newcomers and entered the room. Larry and Stretch followed.
This was a small bedroom. Shannon shut the door. Quigley stood in a
corner, bit the end off a cigar, and lit it.

“You two,”
grunted the detective.

“Us?” frowned
Valentine.

‘Yeah, you.
Take off your clothes.”

The Texans
stared at each other incredulously.

“All of ’em?”
gasped Valentine.


“Everything!”

“I couldn’t do
that,” protested Stretch.

“Why not?”
barked the detective.

Stretch
studied his boots and said, softly, “I’m modest, suh.”

“Valentine,
Emerson,” called Quigley. “This is Mr. Shannon. He’s an important
representative of the Pinkerton people.”

“You mean,”
blinked Larry Valentine, “he’s one o’ them city lawmen?”

Quigley
nodded.

“Strip,”
ordered Shannon.

Reluctantly,
they obeyed. As they stood, in unprepossessing nudity, with their
clothes strewn on the floor, Valentine voiced a sober thought.

“I wish I’d
never signed that blamed paper,” he complained.

Stretch looked
down dolefully at his own naked torso, shivered, and said, “I wish
I was back in Texas.”

“Stand away
from the wall,” growled Shannon.

Then it began.
The Pinkerton man examined them carefully, checking anatomical
details against a closely written list in his hand. He checked
their scars of battle, then questioned them. For thirty minutes, he
bombarded them with questions ... their full names, names of their
parents, their movements over the past ten years, the names of the
ranchers they had worked for, the number of times they had been in
jail. When, at last, his questions ceased, Valentine exchanged an
indignant frown with Emerson, then asked, “You finished,
mister?”

Shannon
nodded, folded the list and put it in a pocket.

“You done
forgot to count our teeth,” Stretch told him.

“Don’t get
funny with me, cowboy!” growled the detective. “And don’t get the
fool notion that only Texans are tough!”

“We could give
you some arguments,” warned Valentine, “about that.”

“Get your
clothes on,” ordered Shannon. He turned to Quigley and added,
“They’re not Sharkey riders. That’s for sure.”

“I could’ve
told you that,” Quigley pointed out.

“In my
business, Mr. Quigley,” muttered the Pinkerton man, “we check
everything.”




 


 


Two – A Wake in Advance

They were back
in the other room, their boots again on their feet and all buttons
buttoned. Momentarily oblivious of the stares of the other four
people, they performed the familiar rite of buckling on their
cartridge belts and lashing down the holsters. Wilkes looked at
Stretch and observed, softly, “Two-gun man, huh?”

“Gotta be,”
nodded Stretch. “If I only toted one, I’d walk with a lean.”

“You fellers
know how to use those things?” frowned Shannon.

“We’re from
Texas,” grunted Valentine, without bothering to look at him.

“Shannon,”
grinned Wilkes. “That was a silly question.”

“I guess so,”
agreed Shannon.

He ordered the
tall men to be seated, then performed introductions.

“Mr. Quigley’s
already told you,” began the detective, “that we want you to take
us to the county seat.”

“A run from
here to Nash City is no trouble,” growled Larry.

“This one
could be,” frowned Shannon.

“How come?”
Stretch wanted to know.

Shannon stood
up and started pacing. They had to listen intently to catch what he
was saying. He was reeling it off, as though delivering a verbal
report at Pinkerton Headquarters.

“You’ve heard
of the Sharkey gang,” he told them. “They’ve been getting away with
everything, for the past ten years. Bank-robberies, stage hold-ups,
rustling … and more murders than the law can keep track of. Bear
that in mind. Every Sharkey man … and we estimate there’s a dozen
in all ... is a killer.”

“Sharkey got
caught,” interrupted Valentine. “He’s at Nash City right now,
waitin’ to be tried.”

“Damn right he
is ... uh ... sorry, Miss Furness.”

“Quite all
right, Mr. Shannon,” blushed the woman.

“He’s locked
up in Nash City all right,” continued Shannon. “First time he’s
been behind bars. He’s playing it smart, claims he isn’t Curt
Sharkey at all. A shyster lawyer named Galloway got to him and
offered to get him off. This, in brief, is the present position.
Galloway has two bribed witnesses who’re willing to testify that
Sharkey isn’t Sharkey, that the man in Nash City jail is somebody
they were playing poker with, when the Coyote Creek bank was held
up.”

“The hold-up
at Coyote Creek,” supplied Wilkes, “was the last job the Sharkey
gang pulled.”

“Nobody’s ever
come forward to identify a Sharkey rider,” explained Shannon.
“People have been too scared. That’s to be expected, when you
remember the gang’s reputation. Now, after ten years, we have a
chance to hang Curt Sharkey, to give the law an opportunity to deal
with him in court ... instead of sending out posses to risk their
lives trying to bring him in.”

He nodded
toward Lucille, and Valentine noted the respect in the detective’s
glance.

“This lady,”
Shannon went on, “was right there in the Coyote Creek bank, when
the gang robbed it and murdered a teller. She saw Curt Sharkey kill
the man. The identification is complete. Sharkey got careless. He
pulled down his bandana to light a cigarette. She got a clear look
at his face.”

“Plumb
careless, that Sharkey,” observed Stretch.

“Lucky for
us,” nodded the detective. “Now comes the hard part. We have to get
Miss Furness to Nash City by Wednesday, to give evidence at the
trial. Without having her identify Curt, we could lose out. He
could be acquitted.”

“The way I
heard it,” mused Valentine, “Gil Sharkey an’ the rest o’ the gang
are still free.”

“That,”
frowned Wilkes, “is why we have a problem.”

“It was only
freak luck that got Curt arrested,” Shannon went on. “He’s always
covered his face while committing his crimes. He rode into Nash
City, alone, thinking he was safe. He did another fool thing by
getting drunk and passing out. The local lawmen locked him in a
cell, the way they would any drunk. Then a deputy spoke up and said
he was sure the man was Curt Sharkey, said he was raised in the
same place as the Sharkey boys.”

“Why can’t he
tell that in court then?” queried Valentine.

“He’s dead,”
grunted Shannon. “The Sharkey gang got to him, as soon as the news
got around. Probably, Galloway was responsible for that.”

“So now,”
explained Wilkes, “it’s up to Miss Furness.”

“Let me get
this straight,” frowned Valentine. “You plan to send this little
lady to Nash City, by stage?”

“There’s no
other way of getting her there by Wednesday,” Quigley pointed out.
“I’m supplying a coach, free of charge. I figure I ought to do that
much ... but I haven’t been able to hire anybody to go along. The
whole town’s dead scared of those killers.”

“Wilkes and I
will ride inside, with Miss Furness,” explained Shannon. “With one
of you driving, and the other riding shotgun. I think we should be
able to get through. Anyway, whether we like it or not, we have to
try. This is the first time we’ve had a chance to nail Sharkey. We
have to make the most of it.”

“But ... four
of us!” frowned Valentine. “Between here and Nash, the whole
gang’ll likely try stoppin’ us! The lady oughta have a twenty-man
armed guard!”

“I agree,”
growled Shannon. “We’ve tried every way to get more men. We’ve
offered them money ...”

“Never thought
I’d live to see the day,” complained Quigley. “There was a time
when every able-bodied man in Nash County would’ve got himself a
gun and joined in with a posse ... for free. But now ...”

“In a way,”
mused Wilkes, “you can’t blame them. Times change ... and so do
men. They’re not hell-raising cowhands any more. They’re married,
and got families.”

“You couldn’t
git anybody, huh?” queried Stretch.

The detectives
and the stage-line man all shook their heads.

“How about
callin’ for help from the Nash City crowd?” suggested
Valentine.

“Not a
chance,” Shannon shook his head. “Every man that can hold a gun is
helping to guard the jailhouse there. Like I said before, it’s
going to be up to us.”

Silence. The
Texans looked at each other. They had done a lot of fighting
together but, this time, it seemed they had come up against the
insurmountable. The entire Sharkey band ... staked out between
Millsburg and the county seat, with one grim resolve in their cold
hearts ... the woman must not reach Nash City.

“They’ll know
we’re comin’,” frowned Stretch.

Shannon
nodded. Bob Quigley coughed behind his hand and, without looking at
Larry and Stretch, said, “In case you’re thinking of trying to pull
out of it, boys, just remember this.” He held up the contract they
had signed at the jail. Larry Valentine gave him a bleak stare.

“When the
fightin’ starts,” he growled, “Stretch an’ me’ll be around … an’
where’ll you be Quigley?”

Quigley
averted his eyes and remained silent. Shannon chose to ignore the
cross-play. He had no time for side issues.

“You fellers
better know this,” he grunted. “They’re aware of almost every move
we’ve made, so far. Already, they’ve made a try at killing Miss
Furness.”

“Yeah?”
Valentine became very tense. He was fast developing a profound
respect for the slim young schoolteacher.

“Dora Berry
was murdered a short while ago,” muttered Quigley.

“That cook?”
queried Stretch. “That little woman with the red hair?”

“They killed
her?” scowled Valentine.

“Whoever did
it, figured wrong,” explained Wilkes. “They mistook her for Miss
Furness.”

Stretch looked
at his friend and said, “You recall that little woman?”

“Uh huh,”
grunted Valentine. “I recall her. We got cleaned out in a poker
game, right here in the hotel ... didn’t have a plugged cent left,
when it was over. Then that little Berry woman met up with us,
pulled us into her kitchen and fixed us some grub.”

“Best chow I
ever ate,” mused Stretch. “She sure was a soft-hearted little
female.”

“You got any
idea who did it?” Valentine asked Shannon.

“Not yet,”
frowned the detective.

Stretch
thought about that, for a moment or two, then stood up.

“I don’t hold
with females gittin’ shot at,” he decided, “’specially the friendly
ones.”

Valentine also
rose to his feet.

“That goes
double for me,” he growled. “When do we start on this run to
Nash?”

“Tomorrow
morning,” Shannon told him. “Nine o’clock stage from the
depot.”

“We’ll be
there,” nodded Valentine.

“Meanwhile ...
stay out of trouble. That clear?” Shannon’s face was very grim
now.

Before the
Texans could voice a protest, Wilkes enlarged on his colleague’s
warning.

“You fellers
are our last hope,” he explained. “If something happened to you
tonight ...”

“We’ll be real
careful,” grinned Valentine.

“Uh, just one
thing,” said Stretch. “Me an’ my pardner are a mite short o’
spendin’ money, right now.”

“We’re apt to
git hungry,” explained Valentine.

“Or thirsty,
huh?” grinned Wilkes.

“Who?” blinked
Stretch. “Us?”

Wilkes took
out his wallet, extracted a bill, and passed it to Valentine.

“That ought to
last until we reach Nash City,” he opined. Valentine folded the
ten-spot, tucked it into a pocket and said he guessed maybe it
would. He nodded to the three men. Stretch nodded too. Then each
gave Lucille Furness a sheepish grin. The woman inclined her head,
and smiled briefly. They turned and ambled to the door. Shannon
came over and unlocked it. As they passed through, the detective
lowered his voice and said, “You two know this town, I take
it?”

“Uh huh,”
nodded Valentine. “We’ve been around these parts for quite a
spell.”

“All right
then. Keep your eyes open for strangers. The men who killed the
Berry woman could be from out of town ... imported killers. If
they’re still in Millsburg, they’ll know they got the wrong target
this morning. They might try again. Wilkes and I will be sticking
close to Miss Furness. You two can help, by looking out for
strangers.”

“We’ll do
that,” Valentine promised.

The Texans
strode off along the corridor. They heard the door close behind
them, and the rattle of the key in the lock.

“He don’t take
no chances, that Shannon,” opined Stretch.

“He’s got a
right to be careful,” muttered Valentine. “That’s mighty valuable
property he’s guardin’!”

~*~

Shannon’s
surmise had been correct. The killers, the professional murderers
who had mistaken the hapless cook for Lucille Furness, were from
out of town. They were Chet Haworth and Rube Grills, and their guns
were for hire. They were in Millsburg at the instigation of
Galloway, the attorney who had rallied to Curt Sharkey’s side,
coldly determined to help the outlaw chief cheat the gallows. The
lawyer was unencumbered by scruples or conscience. For the fee he
stood to collect for his services he was prepared to go to any
lengths to prevent the Coyote Creek schoolmarm from testifying.

At this very
moment, the killers were staked out in a cheap rooming house,
directly behind the alley at the rear of the Grand Hotel. The room
they had chosen commanded a view of the main window of Lucille’s
suite. They were waiting, patiently, and their very patience was a
thing of evil.

From his
position near the window, Haworth looked at his sidekick, and made
an unemotional observation.

“I got the
wrong woman this mornin’, Rube. Shoulda took more time makin’ sure
she was the one.”

“Uh huh,”
grunted Rube Grills. He was sprawled on the bed, puffing at a thin
cigar. “It’ll be different next time, Chet,” he consoled. “We know
where this other redhead is stashed now.”

Haworth looked
at his accomplice and gave a nod of agreement. He came away from
the window, seated himself at a table, and began cleaning and
oiling a long-barreled Colt. Grills blew a smoke-ring, watched it
until it disintegrated, and said, “When do we finish it, Chet?”

“Tonight,”
Haworth told him, “I’m goin’ up on the roof of this dump, see? I’ll
just lie there an’ wait my chance. Sooner or later, that redhead
from Coyote Creek’s gonna come a mite too close to that window.
When she does ... the county prosecutor’s gonna lose a
witness.”

Grills nodded,
calmly.

“I’ll be
waitin’ in the alley with our horses,” he muttered.

It promised to
be a memorable night ... in more ways than one. When Larry and
Stretch entered Sorrowful Roscoe’s they found the place thronged
with drinkers. The bartenders moved back and forth, perspiring in
the thick, humid atmosphere, whilst hurrying to meet the demands of
their thirsty clients. The gambling layouts were doing big business
and the dance floor was packed with townsmen and ranch-hands,
making merry with the garishly garbed females provided by the
proprietor. Larry and Stretch moved toward the bar, exchanging
grins and nods with drinking acquaintances. Despite the
nerve-racking ordeal that lay ahead of them, it did not occur to
either of them to seek a quieter spot for their farewell
celebration. In the din of the shouting customers, the giggling
women and the discordant pounding of “Fingers” Weavers piano, these
two hell-raisers were deeply content.

The proprietor
sat alone, in his customary corner, eyeing his roistering patrons
with the long-suffering expression that had earned him his
nickname. Sorrowful Roscoe was a fortyish wisp of a man with a head
that seemed too large for his body. His face, with its sagging
jowls and drooping mouth, bore an astonishing resemblance to a that
of a bloodhound. Mr. Roscoe was a born worrier. When business was
slack, he worried about his falling profits. When business boomed,
he worried about whether or not the Millsburg Bank might be
robbed.

Most of all,
he worried about his pride and joy ... the saloon. He cared for
every square inch of the premises and stock, as a fond mother cares
for a growing babe. A cracked whisky glass could bring tears to his
eyes. A broken stick of furniture would send him into mourning.

Therefore, the
doleful look he fixed upon the two newcomers was understandable.
Had they not, ten nights before, instigated a brawl during which
his beloved establishment had been reduced to a shambles? He
blinked at them, then at the new mirror above the long bar. He was
not a religious man; but at this moment, he instinctively muttered
a prayer that the Texans would remain quiet this night. He gazed
fondly at the gaudy masterpiece that hung above the faro layout. An
itinerant artist had painted it, at Sorrowful’s own request. It was
a reproduction of the famous Venus de Milo ... with the arms
complete. Mr. Roscoe had found no pleasure in pictures of the
armless original. His few personal friends were wont to predict
that the proprietor would, sooner or later, re-name his
establishment, calling it the “De Milo Saloon and Gambling
House”.

The long-faced
proprietor need not have worried about Larry and Stretch starting a
fight. Although irresponsible by nature, both men were grimly aware
of the need for vigilance. Shannon’s warning had not fallen on deaf
ears. They ordered their drinks, silently toasted each other and
drank. Then they leaned their elbows on the bar and casually
studied the milling throng of drinkers and dancers. They studied
them for quite a while; but saw no strange faces.

“If them
sidewinders are still in town,” muttered Stretch, “they’re keepin’
outa sight.”

“Seems like,”
agreed Valentine. He reached behind him, and patted the neck of the
whisky bottle. Stretch looked at him and nodded in silent
understanding. “We make this one last,” grunted Valentine. “Okay by
you?”

“Uh huh,”
nodded Stretch. “You figure we could strike trouble tonight,
huh?”

“Could be,”
frowned Valentine. “And, if we do, we’ll need clear heads,
pardner.”

And so their
pact was made. They would dawdle through their bottle, they would
go quietly this night ... above all, they would stay sober.

Suddenly they
became aware of a stillness. The tinkling piano had ceased to
tinkle. The dancers were standing quiet. The drinkers were suddenly
silent. All eyes were on the two Texans. Larry and Stretch
exchanged puzzled glances. One of the painted dance-hall women made
a choking sound and began to cry. Valentine blinked at the staring
throng, set down his glass, and said, “What’s ailin’ you folks? How
come you’re all starin’ at Stretch an’ me, like we’re a couple o’
ghosts or somethin’?”

A fat little
man waddled toward them, a tear trickling from one bloodshot eye.
Millsburg knew him as “Rye-nose”. Nobody knew his real name and
nobody had ever seen him sober. He lurched up to them, waggled a
trembling forefinger, and said, “Everybody knows, boys. We can’t
keep a secret of a thing like that! We know you’re gonna try takin’
that purty li’l witness to the county seat ...!”

“You fellers
are the bravest men in Millsburg!” roared Ed Weeks, the
liveryman.

“Damn right!”
agreed another man. “The rest of us oughta be ashamed to drink in
the same bar as you!”

The wailing of
the harpy increased in volume. Two of her painted colleagues chose
that moment to join in. Several topers, overcome by Roscoe’s
liquor, and their own feeling of guilt, turned aside and furtively
wiped their eyes. In the whole crowd, only one man maintained an
impassive countenance ... Phil Shipley, the mortician.

Stretch turned
to his friend, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

“Hell, Larry,”
he mumbled. “Ain’t that sad? They’re sorry fer us!”

“For the love
of Mike!” growled Valentine. “Don’t start enjoyin’ it!” He took a
pace forward and raised his hands. The crowd became quiet, watching
him with respectful expectation. “Listen, friends!” he called.
“Stretch an’ me don’t like to spoil your fun. We’d appreciate it if
you pay us no heed. Just forget we’re here. Have fun.”

“A beautiful
man ... a wonderful boy!” roared a voice from behind the
Texans.

Rory Finnigan,
Roscoe’s brawny head barman, clambered atop the bar counter and
waved his hairy arms at the drinkers. The massive Irishman had a
gleam in his eye and emotion shone from his florid features, like a
beacon on a dark night.

“Did ye hear
what he said?” yelled Finnigan, quivering with excitement. “He says
we’re to have fun ... an’ that within the shadow of Kingdom Come!
That’s courage!”

A thunderous
roar of agreement rose up from the crowd and shook the chandeliers.
Sorrowful Roscoe’s doleful face took on an expression of panic. He
blinked at the long mirror, and the painting of Venus, and crossed
his fingers. Another, and louder, roar erupted from the customers.
Finnigan threw up his hands and yelled, “Quiet! Nobody hollers ’til
Finnigan’s finished his speech! Listen now. We all know what’s
ahead o’ these brave boys. There’s divil a chance we’ll ever see
’em agin! ’Tis likely their bodies will niver be found! What are we
goin’ to do about that?”

“Let’s pass a
hat!” gulped a swaying toper.

“Shut y’ face,
Hogan!” admonished Finnigan. “Money can’t help ’em now! But there’s
one thing we can do for ’em. We’ll do the decent Christian thing.
We’ll give ’em a wake ... in advance!”

For a
breathless moment, they gaped at him
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