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A Badge for a
Badman

“I’ll have your guts for
guitar strings, Jeremy Six!”

If you’ve ever seen a
she-bear defend her cub against a pack of wolves, you’ll know what
Ma Marriner was like, only maybe she was bigger and meaner and the
wolves were on her side.

What the marshal of Spanish
Flat had done was to shoot Ma’s husband, Buel, while he was going
about his business of robbing the town’s bank. And neither Ma nor
her ornery son Cleve were going to let that go unavenged.
Especially when Jeremy Six had added insult to injury by tossing
Cleve into the calaboose.

So Ma gathered up the clan
and all their thirty or more border-rider friends, and the whole
pack of them set out for Spanish Flat to skin Jeremy’s hide once
and for all.

Brand of the Gun

Wade Cruze and his men were
in Spanish Flat, waiting. As hardcase a crew as ever rode the
Arizona range, they were loaded for bear. Because their herd was on
its way to town also, but under another man’s brand and prodded by
an equally gun-quick crew.

Marshal Six knew he’d need
every bit of his trigger talent and lawman cunning to keep that
restless bunch from shooting the town to pieces before their real
targets arrived. The dispute was between two ranchers and it might
be that both had right on their side, because it seemed to Six that
there was an unknown third party prodding things along.

If Six didn’t move
lightning fast at the exact right time, there was sure going to be
a blood-red round up right in the center of Spanish Flat and maybe
no town left by sunset.

Gundown

Spanish Flat was a town
balanced between high country and desert,
between mines and ranches, between horsemen and hoemen, between the
law-abiding and the naturally lawless. At any moment, the balance
could shift and the place go up in gunsmoke. One man kept watch on
that balance. His name was Jeremy Six and he wore the marshal’s
badge.

But even the best lawman
has to have a deputy—and when Jeremy’s new segundo set out to even a few old
scores with the owlhooters, it meant that the law itself in Spanish
Flat had gone loco—and every badge was a fair target for a
six-shooter.

Big Country, Big
Men

Jeremy Six, marshal of
Spanish Flat, Arizona Territory, pocketed his law badge and rode
across the Mexican border on a personal vendetta. His prey was
Steve Lament - gambler, gunslinger, and the slayer of Jeremy’s
girlfriend.

Six soon found himself
embroiled in the chaos and destruction of the Mexican revolutionary
struggle. Relying on instinct instead of common sense, Six found
himself choosing sides - and the lawman in him was
outraged.

But Jeremy Six was not the
only one who struggled with his conscience even as he battled for
his life. There was still Steve Lament …
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A FIGURE OF no small reputation,
Jeremy Six stalked the streets of Spanish Flat with a hip-hung
revolver and a tin badge that had a few dents and a dull shine. His
eyes, occasionally warm but never careless, flickered with an alert
brilliance and missed almost nothing.

It was rumored that the sight of one
face, Clarissa Vane’s, could soften the craggy angles of Six’s
face; but if that was true it only occurred when they were
alone.

Spanish Flat’s town marshal earned one
thousand dollars a year and fines. For that remuneration he kept
the store open seven days a week and went to war every day. His
crew consisted of one man, a big barrel-chested deputy who went by
the name of Dominguez and had never been heard to utter a complaint
about anything.

There was a part-time staff man, Bill
Dealing, who filled in as night marshal during the hours between
four in the morning and noon, on weekends and at other times when
the jail had a full house or the town was heavy with
traffic.

The population of Spanish Flat
included a few men who had cut their teeth on gunsights. On the
rare occasions when it seemed called for, two or three of these men
might take a hand, partly because they liked Marshal Six and he
liked them, but mainly because Spanish Flat was their town and they
felt they had a vested interest in the fortunes of the
community.

One of those rare occasions was the
night Buel Marriner decided to rob the Bank of Spanish
Flat.

It had become customary for a poker
game to take place Thursday nights in the Drover’s Rest saloon. The
game ordinarily began precisely at seven-thirty and broke up
precisely at eleven, for the men had full days’ work ahead of
them. The usual participants were five: Hal Craycroft, who owned
the Drover’s Rest; Bill Dealing, who was a dispatcher for the
Overland Stage Line when not filling in as night marshal; Larry
Keene, lanky owner of the big Spur ranch; his foreman, Bones Riley;
and Tracy Chavis, the big former gunfighter who owned Chainlink
Ranch north of town.

All five men had had their differences
with Jeremy Six at one time or another, but all five were Six’s
friends, and it was a time and place where friendship meant a good
deal.

It was a Thursday evening in
September, with a late-summer zephyr softly stirring the dust in
the streets of town. Spanish Flat was quiet, though it was not dead
to the world; at seven-fifteen Marshal Six arrested a teamster in
the Tres Candelas cantina for disturbing the peace by hurling
furniture around. But that was ordinary.

At seven-twenty-five Jeremy Six was
seen leaving the jail and walking back toward Cat Town, toward the
Glad Hand saloon which was owned and operated by Clarissa Vane. He
walked the boardwalks without hurry under a dusky sky that cooled
rapidly after the sun’s passage; turned right, crossing a dusty
street and going down the narrow sidewalk, where he stopped for a
moment to exchange friendly insults with Fat Annie, the madam.
Larry Keene, in the yawning mouth of a livery stable down the
street, set his watch by Six’s arrival at the Glad Hand. Bones
Riley emerged waddling from the stable, and together Riley and
Keene went uptown to the Drover’s Rest.

A handful of sodbusters from the flats
below town rattled around in the big saloon; otherwise the evening
was slow. Hal Craycroft, owner of the prestigious saloon and head
of the town council, sat at his usual place at the usual table in
the front corner of the room; Riley and Keene threaded a path among
empty tables to join him, while Bill Dealing paused near the door
to hang his hat and bottle-green coat on the rack. Winter and
summer Dealing was never seen on the streets of Spanish Flat
without his coat.

Hal Craycroft said to the sodbusters,
“Yell if you want anything.” His carelessly discarded bar apron lay
across the back of a chair.

Always last to arrive, Tracy Chavis
swung in from the street at seven-thirty-five, a big rugged man in
stovepipe chaps and soft-ringing spurs. “Bunch of Rafter Cross cows
got bogged down in Devil’s Sink. We had to help pull them
out.”

Bones Riley shook his fat cheeks and
chuckled. “Now, listen to that. He’s got his excuse out before we
even tell him he’s late.”

“Man’s got to cover his
bets,” Chavis admitted, laughing softly. “How are you,
gents?”

Hal Craycroft broke the seal on a
fresh pack of cards and fanned the deck across the table; each man
extracted a card, turned it face-up and flashed for the
deal.

Desultory talk and easy
card-playing filled the time until ten o’clock, by which time the
crowd in the saloon had grown; it forced Craycroft to leave the
game and tend bar, and his place at the poker table was filled by
big Garth Hatwell, owner of the hardware store. Outside, the moon
lifted over the sawtooth peaks of the Yellows and bathed the cliff
of the high Mogul in a silver soft light. Lamplight bloomed out of
windows along the streets and the press clattered in the
Sentinel printing room,
preparing Friday’s weekly edition.

They must have drifted in one or two
at a time, for later on no one could recollect having seen them in
a bunch. They were short and fat and bearded, and they were tall
and thin and clean-shaven. They wore range clothes, most of them;
one man wore army britches with the side-stripes off. What
identified them as a group was their horses, all branded with Buel
Marriner’s Matador mark, and the way each man had of wearing his
revolver in a tied-down, open topped holster.

Working late at the hotel
desk, the clerk noticed several unfamiliar horses tied at the rack
out front. In the Sentinel
office, the editor saw two men ride leisurely by;
what arrested the editor’s attention was the way both men’s faces
pivoted constantly to survey the town and the way their hands
rested on the butts of their guns.

It was Dominguez, the deputy marshal,
who brought word to the Drover’s Rest. Standing by the jailhouse
door he had seen a single rider pass whose face was known to him
well.

To avoid drawing attention, Dominguez
unpinned his badge and slipped it into his pocket, and left the
sheriff’s office with a casual stride. His hooded glance took note
of the number of strange ponies racked at the hotel, the cafe, the
hardware and dry goods stores. He slipped off the walk, ducked
under the hitch rail, and paused near one of the horses to cup his
hands around a match and light a cigarette. By the brief flare of
the match he picked out the Matador brand on the horse’s sorrel
flank.

It took Dominguez’s long legs little
time to cross the intersection and move, seemingly indolent, into
the glow of the saloon; he pushed through the quiet traffic of
customers, nodded to the players at the table and, when he caught
Bill Dealing’s glance, lifted his head significantly.

Bill Dealing said, “’Scuse me a
minute, gents,” and rose to follow Dominguez to a spot at the
bar.

Dominguez leaned forward on his elbows
and spoke in a murmur intended to reach no farther than Dealing’s
ear: “Buel Marriner just rode in, packing plenty of hardware. And I
count nine Matador ponies on the street.”

Light rippled across Dealing’s eyes.
“Buel Marriner—and a gang big enough to tree this town. Now, what
do you think of that?”

“You seen the marshal,
Bill?”

“What time is
it?”

Both men glanced at the Seth Thomas
clock above the end of the bar. Ten-forty. Dealing said, “Right now
he’d be on his rounds. On his way down from Fat
Annie’s.”

“Sure. I should have
thought that out. Reckon I’m more rattled than I let
on.”

Dealing said, “Maybe they just want a
night’s fun.”

“Not at our expense,”
Dominguez said. “No, I don’t figure they rode eighty miles across
the malpais for a night of deviltry. Not with all the guns
Marriner’s packing. You reckon they’ve heard about the Reservation
express shipment?”

“That consignment at the
bank?”

“Uh-huh.”

Dealing nodded. “Could be.” When
Dominguez turned slowly from the bar, Dealing’s fingers touched his
elbow. “Listen, I saw one of the crew tying his horse up at the
hotel.”

Dominguez’s glance came back and
rested on him. “Cleve Marriner?”

“Yes.”

Dominguez’s expression did not break.
“The marshal prob’ly won’t be too happy to hear that.”

“I guess not.”

“I’d better find him.
Right now.”

“Keep your powder dry,”
Dealing advised, and watched the outsize deputy’s tall head bob
through the crowd to the front door, and go out. No sooner had
Dominguez disappeared than Hal Craycroft, who had made a point of
overhearing, leaned forward over the bar. “Jeremy and Cleve
Marriner used to be close.”

“Good friends,” Bill
Dealing answered, and went back to the card game. He looked at his
cards and spoke without lifting his eyes or his voice:

“Buel Marriner’s in town
with eight or nine toughs. One of them’s his son. Let’s not jump to
conclusions, but it just could be they’re after the express
consignment at the bank, and it just could be Jeremy’s going to
need a few extra hands to see this through.”

Tracy Chavis said, “Cleve with
them?”

“Cleve’s with
them.”

“Then that will make it
tougher.”

Larry Keene said, “Cleve
who?”

Chavis said, “Cleve Marriner—old Buel
Marriner’s son. Back in the days when Jeremy was on the Circuit, he
and Cleve were close friends.”

Bones Riley murmured, “Kind of makes
the hill high to climb, don’t it?”

Chavis glanced at Bill Dealing. “I
guess we just sit tight until we see Jeremy.”

Dealing nodded gravely and pushed two
chips into the pot. “My bet.”

 


Dominguez found Jeremy Six at Fry’s
billiard parlor; the marshal had paused on his rounds to watch a
cue contest between two players on the green-felt table. Dominguez
took the marshal aside and spoke in a few terse sentences, at the
end of which Six’s jaw crept forward sternly and he said, “All
right. Pick up a ten-gauge at the office and post yourself where
you’ve got a good view of the bank.”

Dominguez moved away without comment,
and a moment later Marshal Six was observed to walk the block
between Mogul and Border streets, and turn right on Border. He
walked without stealth, without hesitation, and it was a mark of
the man that, with a dozen enemies abroad in the town, he kept to
the exposed edge of the boardwalk. The marshal turned into the Glad
Hand, went straight through to the back office, and shut the door
behind him; it was ten minutes before he reappeared, and when the
door again opened it was the trim figure of Clarissa Vane that
appeared first. She blew out the lamp before Six came forward
through the shadows into the saloon, thereby having avoided
silhouetting himself in the office’s lamplight. He went out through
the saloon, and long after he was gone, Clarissa Vane stood in the
open door.

At the Drover’s Rest, several sets of
eyes swung to watch the door. Six’s big shoulders filled the open
top half of the corner-set doorway and his deep-set eyes plied the
crowd. The marshal had the unmistakable manner of his profession
draped about him. He strode into the room, paused once to speak
softly to Hal Craycroft at the bar, and went into the saloon’s
office behind the corner of the bar. Craycroft circulated through
the crowd, dropping a word here and a word there; and certain
individuals excused themselves quietly and drifted toward that back
office. Among these were Bones Riley and Larry Keene and Tracy
Chavis. Craycroft himself came into the office and closed the door
on the little gathering. Talk around the bar room ran subdued and
quietly anxious.

It was natural that Dominguez, the
deputy, would not have been the only one to notice the convergence
of the toughs so quietly. Others had not missed the significance of
their arrival; rumors crisscrossed in the Drover’s Rest, moving on
light suppressed tones; questions mingled with speculation and the
main query was not whether Buel Marriner & Co. were here on
business; the main query was, what kind of business?

Few who observed the night’s eddying
activities doubted that a council of war was being held in
Craycroft’s office. At the bar a sod-buster said, “If it comes to a
showdown between the marshal and Cleve Marriner, what do you think
will come of it?”

“God knows,” said his
companion.

First to leave Craycroft’s office,
Bones Riley opened the door shortly after eleven-thirty and looked
over the crowd of men, still ample, that filled the saloon; Bones
was heard to murmur, “Long past these folks’ bedtime. Marriner must
know the fat’s in the fire.”

“Can’t help that,” said
Larry Keene.

“Question is, what will he
do about it?”

Bones Riley’s portly shape cruised
through the room and left by the front door. Hal Craycroft came
forward and held up his hands for attention. “Drink up, folks; I’m
closing in ten minutes. You don’t have to go home but you can’t
stay here.”

A swift grumble coursed through the
crowd. Then the marshal came into view and said, “Stay open, Hal.
They’ll only stand the risk of trouble on the streets if you turn
them out.”

The lines of Six’s face seemed to
congeal. Having made his speech, he walked with clipped paces the
length of the room.

It was Henry Zimmer, owner of the
general mercantile, who met Six on the corner outside the saloon.
“Marshal, I have a gun. I’d like to throw in.”

“Not your line of work,
Henry. I appreciate the offer.”

“Your power’s only as big
as the men who stand behind you,” Zimmer said.

“No. My power is as big as
my gun. Get indoors, Henry.”

Having ended the interview, Six moved
on into the shadows. Lamplight, spilling from windows and
doorways, illuminated him at intervals along the walk. His eyes
quested the deep shadows of alleys and passages.

Henry Zimmer stood a moment by the
saloon, watching the marshal go down the street, and presently
turned inside; he found Craycroft loading a shotgun and said, “Tell
me what’s going on, Hal.”

“Sure. We aim to bust it
up before it starts, that’s all.”

“How?”

“We figure Marriner will
have at the bank soon as the town goes to sleep. The consignment
for the Reservation’s being held in the vault over the weekend.
We’ll corral the toughs before they can make their play—one at a
time, without noise if possible. Too much ruckus would warn the
rest of them. They’re lying in wait, I guess, all over town, and
it’s our problem to find all of them in time.”

When Jeremy Six turned the corner
toward the Glad Hand, a slim shape stood yet in the door: as he
approached, Clarissa Vane’s breasts rose with her intake of breath.
Her voice was low.

“He’s in my office—he
wants to see you.”

“All right,” Six
answered.

He moved through the nearly deserted
saloon. It was a long narrow room with a low ceiling; the walls
were of yard-thick adobe, the floor sawdusted, the lamplight very
low. By the office door he spoke in a clear voice:

“Coming in.”

He opened the door. A lamp on the desk
cast an ominous glow upward against the sharp features of Cleve
Marriner. Cleve wore no hat; he raised his hand weakly, as if in
benediction, with a slow sad smile. His hair was thick and stiff,
standing straight up from his head like a curry brush, and his
narrow handsome face seemed ageless; he was probably thirty years
old. He said, “How’ve you been, Jeremy?”

The marshal’s graven face turned,
picked up a little lamplight and seemed remotely bitter. He swung
aside to shut the door. “There are a good many towns in Arizona
Territory,” he said.

“And why the hell did I go
and pick this one,” Cleve Marriner said. “All right, Jeremy, you’ve
done your duty. You’ve warned me off. Now sit down and tell me how
the hell you’ve been.”

Six did not move. His cheeks showed no
feelings when he said, “You’re posted out of town,
Cleve.”

“I’ve broken no
law.”

Six made no reply; and Cleve’s head
described a slow arc, demonstrating his puzzlement. “Damn it,
Jeremy, you’re not the same man.”

“Neither are
you.”

“The hell.” Cleve sat back
in the hardwood chair, tilting its front legs back off the floor.
“I don’t like having to look up at you.”

Six reached for the door latch. “This
is my town, Cleve. Nobody trees it. Understand that.” He began to
open the door.

“Wait.” Cleve unfolded his
slim length, rising to his feet; the chair-legs banged down. He
regarded Six for some length of time, with his eyes burning with a
strange brilliant intensity. He said slowly, “Jeremy, I believe I
can beat your draw. Don’t ask me to.”

“I’m asking you to leave
town, Cleve. But you don’t hear that, do you?”

“Been a long ride,” said
Cleve Marriner in a husky tone. “My bones are weary and I feel like
taking it easy a while. Jeremy, whatever happened to the old
times?”

“They died,” Six said,
“the day you sold out to your old man.”

Cleve’s face jutted out defiantly. “My
old man’s a better gun than you or me, Jeremy. You’ll never stop
him.”

“Maybe—maybe.” Six turned
full away.

“God damn it, don’t you
turn your back on me!”

Six did not turn, but spoke slowly
over his shoulder. “I guess that’s right—a man shouldn’t turn his
back on you. Not anymore.”

“Christ, we’re friends,
Jeremy. Do you forget that like a bad dream?”

“Get out, Cleve.” Six went
through the door and shut it behind him, and moved forward through
the dim saloon. It was Clarissa Vane who stopped him at the
walk.

“He won’t leave, will
he?”

“No,” Six said. “There was
a time when I thought a lot of him.”

“We all
change.”

He said, “Stay inside tonight, and
after he leaves don’t let anyone in.”

Bleak and regretful, he left her,
going toward the center of town, a lonely but powerful figure of a
man; his face settled into a grim cast.
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AT THE FAR end of Border Street a
hatless rider was visible for a brief span of time, riding
crosswise on the street. It might have been the tall white-haired
Buel Marriner, keeping surveillance on the town.

In the alley beside Zimmer’s store
stood one of Marriner’s gunmen, shading a match with his hat while
he lit a smoke, and unaware of the spurless boots moving
soundlessly along the alley behind him. But the cold touch of a
pistol muzzle at the side of his neck was unmistakable. The gunman
froze. The low voice behind him came from the lips of Spur’s Larry
Keene:

“Don’t move. I’m taking
your iron.”

There was the soft whisper of the
gunman’s revolver sliding out of its holster. Keene said, “Let’s
head around for the back of the Drover’s Rest. Don’t make noise,
friend, or you’ll end up with your head in your lap.”

In the lobby of the hotel
a tough sat in plain lamplight reading Police Gazette, Keene’s foreman, fat
Bones Riley, walked in the side door with a shotgun. “Move and
you’re dead. Shuck your gunbelt.”

In the stable big Tracy Chavis of
Chainlink waited with controlled quiet breathing while a horseman
rode in, dismounted, and loosened the cinch. The horseman put a
feed nosebag over the pony’s muzzle. Chavis said conversationally,
“Hike ’em.”

Hal Craycroft was at that moment
stalking his target behind the row of whitewashed houses at the
foot of Main Street; and Bill Dealing avoided chance when he struck
his prey from behind with a gun barrel, lifted the unconscious
gunman effortlessly and walked swiftly toward the back of the
Drover’s Rest.

When Jeremy Six entered the Drover’s
Rest by the front door the town was silent and seemed asleep. But
there was a crowd remaining in the Drover’s Rest. The marshal was
subjected to an anxious scrutiny, and was keenly aware of it: it
was this recognition of the little currents of fear and anger
moving wordlessly through the air that had helped keep him alive
over the years.

Behind the bar room, Craycroft’s
office was thickly packed with men, five of them trussed with
ropes. Six counted noses and nodded. “Marriner will be watching the
jail. We may have fooled him.”

“There’s still four men
unaccounted for,” said Tracy Chavis. “Marriner and Cleve and two
others.”

Larry Keene, seated on the corner of
the desk with a gun hanging idly in his fist, spoke with even
mildness. “Bill Dealing brought one of these hairpins in and then
went out again. He’s prowlin’ around somewhere.”

“I’ll have a look,” Bones
Riley growled. “He was headed down by the blacksmith’s.” He curled
his bulk out the back door and shut it quietly.

Not long thereafter Bill Dealing
entered with a prisoner, and Riley close behind. Dealing turned the
disarmed gunman over to Tracy Chavis to be roped; the night marshal
slid a coat sleeve across his brow and shook his head. “Nobody
could have convinced me this was going to work. But not a hitch
yet.”

“Marriner’s still in
town,” Chavis said in answer. “Or anyway his horse is. Tied up half
a block from the bank, right beside Cleve’s horse.”

“Where’s that third man?”
Marshal Six said. He had been standing with head bowed in thought;
now he rose to speak. “Somewhere around this town Buel and Cleve
Marriner and one other man are loose. Nobody’s spotted them and
that means they’re holed up tight. It won’t be long before one of
them goes out for a look around and finds out their gang’s all
gone.”

“Then what?” asked Hal
Craycroft.

Tracy Chavis, who had done his share
of gunfighting, observed: “If we were talking about ordinary
gunnies, I’d say it was long odds against them staying. They’d pull
out and go home. But the Marriners are a different
breed.”

Jeremy Six said, “That’s a fact. It
wouldn’t surprise me if they tried to ram it through alone.” He
shook his head and exhaled strongly. “I surely wish they wouldn’t.”
Then his lids rose and when he spoke again his voice was clipped,
businesslike. “This is my job from here. I thank you all for your
help. I’d be obliged if one or two of you stood watch on these
prisoners until we finish this thing. The rest of you can head
home.”

“Why,” said Larry Keene,
“I guess we’d all as soon see it through, Jeremy.”

“Keep your heads down,
then.”

Tracy Chavis said,
“Jeremy.”

“What?”

“Old Buel Marriner didn’t
just come here to hold up the bank. He came here for
you.”

Craycroft said, “What’s that supposed
to mean?”

Chavis turned his palm up. “I was on
the Circuit too. Cleve Marriner was as wild a kid as there ever
was. Jeremy took him in hand. Straightened him out, for a while
there. Old Buel never forgave him that—taking over his own son. For
a long time Cleve refused to ride with his old man because Jeremy’d
showed him a better way, the honest man’s way.”

“Uh-huh,” said
Craycroft.

Chavis said to Six, “It’s for sure
Buel Marriner won’t leave town without seeing you. Just make sure
you see him first.”

“I intend to,” said Six.
He nodded to them all, and left.

When Six was gone, Chavis said,
“That’s a loose freewheeling bunch old Buel’s got on his payroll.
Look at these two-bit hooligans. None of them’s interested in
backing up old Buel’s personal feuds. He had to promise them a fat
bank or they wouldn’t have followed him—they knew this was a tough
town to tree. But make no mistake, gents. The Marriners didn’t come
for the bank. They came for Jeremy. They won’t leave before they’ve
tried to settle with him.”

 


The solitary, blunt-shouldered figure
of the marshal tramped the boardwalks vigilantly. The night was
silent: the loudest sound abroad was the pound of Six’s feet
against the worn boards, like mailed footsteps in a cold stone
corridor. Never walking the same path twice, he prowled the town,
laying down his challenge to Buel Marriner.

It was after one o’clock when Six was
seen to enter the main thoroughfare, two blocks down from the
saloon. At precisely the same moment three men, bunched close, came
into the street from a farther intersection and spread
three-abreast across the street, moving forward with measured gait
toward the bank. Six, also heading for that spot, had twice the
distance to travel.

The Marriners were proceeding toward
the bank as though nothing had happened to the rest of their
force.

They made it plain they intended to
ignore the marshal. One of the three stopped at the hotel, across
the street from the bank, and posted himself under the shade of the
porch roof. Cleve and Buel Marriner continued up onto the walk
before the bank.

In the saloon Hal Craycroft spoke with
wonder: “What in God’s name do they think they’re
proving?”

Chavis said, “The big party was to be
Jeremy’s funeral, not the bank holdup.”

Larry Keene put in, “And they figure
him to come at them alone. He’s too proud for anything else, and
old Buel knows it.”

“The bastards,” said
Craycroft.

In the street the light was poor.
Dominguez appeared at the outside corner of the hotel building and
stood, not saying anything, just cradling his shotgun and facing
the tough who had posted himself on the porch. Watching this byplay
from the saloon, Craycroft said, “Fools. Even if they kill Jeremy
they’ll never leave this town alive.”

“They know that,” Chavis
said bleakly. “Pride’s been pushing at old Buel for years. It looks
like he’s lived with it as long as he could.”

On the corner outside, Dominguez’s
shotgun muzzle stirred. The two Marriners, father and son, stood
together on the bank porch, and half a block away Six had come to a
halt in the exact center of the street. The moon had set. Stars
were brilliant dots on the sky and lamplight, splashing along the
dusty street at irregular intervals, gave the scene a stage set
quality.

The tough on the hotel porch reached
around with his left hand and carefully lifted his revolver with
thumb and forefinger. The sound of the gun hitting the boardwalk
was clearly audible as far away as the saloon. The tough gave
Dominguez an expressionless glance and swung away down the street.
He went into the stable and for some time no one spoke, no one
moved; the scene was a static painting. Then hoof beats telegraphed
along the ground from the stable and the tough left at a canter,
riding away down the street toward the desert road. On that signal,
Dominguez shifted his shotgun toward the front of the
bank.

Six was observed to walk ten paces
forward. He stopped again, within thirty yards of the two men at
the bank, deliberately placing himself so that the line of fire
from the bank would not reach the saloon. A single slim shape moved
up the walk from the direction of Cat Town, coming as far as the
courthouse. That was Clarissa Vane. She did not speak.

Cleve Marriner’s voice was the first
to rise. “You can walk away, Jeremy. We intend to visit the
bank.”

Six made no answer. Buel Marriner
swept his hat from his white mane and cuffed his son’s arm with it.
“To hell with this roundabout rigmarole. Six, draw your gun and
let’s get at it.”

Six talked imperturbably. “The first
one of you that touches the door, I’ll shoot his ears off.” Six was
playing by the rules.

Buel Marriner shook his head. “This is
stupid. I’ve come here to kill you.”

“Have a try,
then.”

“You’ll face both of us at
once?”

“I didn’t pick the odds,”
Six said.

Cleve said, “There’s one across the
street, Pa. Shotgun.”

Dominguez spoke up, then: “Ready to
blow both of you in half.”

Cleve studied it, brows low, and moved
out in front of his father. “Suppose we make it even, shotgun. You
and me, we’ll both put out of it.”

Dominguez said, “I take my orders from
the marshal, bucko. Not from you.”

Six said, “Buel, you’re dead either
way. Throw down your gun.”

Cleve Marriner moved deliberately out
into the street. He was standing directly in the line of fire
between his father and Dominguez, and he said, “I’m not going to
draw, shotgun, so God damn it don’t dump that buckshot in
me.”

Old Buel growled: “Don’t pussyfoot,
Cleve. You’ve got him ranged—you can knock him down.”

“No, sir,” said Cleve.
“You put this up between you and Jeremy and if that’s the way you
want it, that’s how you’ll get it. I didn’t come down here to kill
anybody else.”

“I never will make sense
out of you,” his father said bitterly. “As you wish. I got no
fight with the shotgun.” He dropped off the porch into the
street.

Six stood as an oak while old Buel
moved forward several paces. “The light’s bad for
shooting.”

“I didn’t pick it,” Six
said again.

Cleve moved aside to keep himself
between his father and Dominguez, thus neutralizing Dominguez’s
shotgun; Cleve lifted both hands to shoulder height and stood there
like that, stubborn and ungiving.

Old Buel let out a long sigh of
breath. “I didn’t come here to talk, Six.”

“Then stop talking.” Six’s
hat brim rose a few inches. He was standing with his feet slightly
apart, arms hanging relaxed.

Old Buel nodded slowly. Some saw his
shoulders stir just before his hand whipped to his holster.
Earsplitting gunshots cracked the night wide open and in the
uncertain light it was hard to make out what was occurring on the
street; but when the echoes died Six stood in the same spot, right
arm extended with his gun lying fisted, pointing into space where
Buel Marriner had stood.

Old Buel had crumpled to an awkward
crouch; he seemed ready to pitch forward, but he did not. His
revolver lay on the street below his hand, a small wisp of smoke
rising from the bore.

Six stepped forward into the light
falling out of a window. Not until then did Cleve Marriner move.
Cleve read the story with his eyes and then walked slowly to his
father. He got his hands under old Buel’s arms and straightened the
old man out on the ground; Buel was dead.

Cleve looked up. “You tricked him,” he
breathed. “You must have tricked him. Nobody ever beat
him.”

“He got old,” said Six,
“and it was a bad light for shooting, Cleve.”

Cleve doubled over with a sharp,
audible breath. He reached out to turn old Buel’s white head
around. “You tricked him,” he said. His eyes lifted, glistening, to
meet Six’s. “I’ll kill you for this, Jeremy.”

“It was coming to
him.”

“It’s coming to you, too.”
Cleve’s teeth showed when his lips pulled back.

“Maybe. But not tonight,
Cleve. Get on your horse and take him home.”

Crouching by old Buel, Cleve was
nodding his head, touching old Buel’s cheek with the fingertips of
his left hand. It was in that position that he drew his gun and
flung its muzzle up.

Six’s gun flashed, beating away the
stillness with its harsh single explosion.

Cleve had not fired. With a great sob
he crushed his shattered arm against his ribs, the elbow crooked
unnaturally. The hat fell from his head and rolled into the street;
the startling brush of his hair moved in the light breeze and a
savage oath escaped his lips.

Six’s glance lifted and traveled
across the intersection. Dominguez depressed the muzzles of his
shotgun and walked forward, leaning down to pick up the two
revolvers from the ground, Cleve’s and old Buel’s. A knot of men
issued from the Drover’s Rest. Six loomed above Cleve Marriner and
said, “Maybe there’s an apology due somewhere, Cleve, but I don’t
know who’s to make it.”

Cleve’s voice grated through teeth set
with pain and grief. “I’ll have your guts for guitar strings,
Jeremy.”

Two men hoisted Cleve to his feet and
helped him toward the doctor’s house. The light wind deposited a
grit-coat of dust on the features of old Buel Marriner. Six said
tonelessly, “Get him out of the street.”

Dominguez said, “What about those
gunnies tied up in Hal’s office?”

“Keep their guns and post
them out of town.”

“Maybe they’ll come back,
make trouble.”

“Not them. All they were
after was the bank.”

“What about
Cleve?”

Six said grimly, “I’ll hold him for
attempted murder of a peace officer.”

He met Dominguez’s bright glance
before he turned away. A block down the street, Clarissa Vane
waited. Six went that way and took her arm. At his window, Henry
Zimmer saw the moisture in her eyes. Six’s lip corners were
stretched tight. He and Clarissa Vane turned off the street and
went from sight.

 



 


Three

 


MRS. MARRINER’S
FIRST name was Ilsa, but nobody knew it. No one
called her anything but Ma. Ma Marriner. She was a hard woman,
stout and big, with calloused great hands and a face which,
according to the Matador cow hands, had been clouted by the Ugly
Tree. She was broad of beam and shoulder—she probably outweighed
most of the hungry-thin riders who pretended to be cow hands when
they were between rustling jobs on the Matador. She had given birth
to one child—a son, Cleve—and she had raised another, a girl
called Wanda who was the orphaned daughter of a drifting cowboy who
had had the bad luck to die, of cholera, on the Matador. And,
somehow, Ma had in a curious way fulfilled the tough and bitter
life of her husband, old Buel.

Old Buel had migrated into the
southern Arizona hill country in the days before the Civil War when
he had been a young man traveling light: he had brought his wife
and his wagon, and that was about all. Cleve had been born on the
Matador. No one knew where Wanda had been born—no one knew who her
mother had been, but from Wanda’s sultry coloring it was guessed
her mother might have been a Creole in the bayou country from which
Wanda’s father hailed. At any rate, Wanda had grown up on the
Matador, calling it home. The ranch was big. It sprawled across
ragged hills and brakes, flowing up into the crags of the Hatchets
where timber grew thick and there was no shortage of hiding places
for a man on the run.

Old Buel hadn’t started out to be a
criminal; he had drifted into it. It happened that the site he had
chosen to build his ranch on lay smack-dab across all the most
popular shadow-trails that riders on the run used to get to and
from Mexico. Less than ten miles from the border, the Matador
proved to be an ideal gathering place for stolen cattle: cattle
stolen in the States for sale in Mexico, and cattle stolen in
Mexico for sale in the States. Either way, the Matador provided a
clearing house, and by a gradual process old Buel had become the
middleman through whom all dealings were done.

Once in a while old Buel himself would
ride down into Mexico at the head of a gang of cutthroats to
plunder a Mexican ranch of its stock, but most of the time he had
left that kind of hard work to the hardcases who did it for a
living. Old Buel didn’t have a big crew of his own; the Matador
employed about fourteen men, all gunmen, whose principal job was to
keep track of visitors, and make sure that old Buel didn’t get
shortchanged during the exchanges of stolen cattle that took place
on his property. Old Buel’s policy was to extract a tithe—a ten
percent cut—and the rustlers who frequented the Matador found it
worth paying, because of the fattening grass the Matador supplied,
the water it offered, the safe haven of the nearby canyons of the
Hatchets and, perhaps most of all, the good company: any rustler
who came to the Matador could be sure that his companions would be
colleagues, and not law men.

Although the Marriner crew only
numbered fourteen, the ranch usually sustained a population of at
least thirty or forty toughs. Some of them were on the drift and
some of them belonged with the stolen herds that pastured on
Matador meadows. Some of them used it as a hideout when things got
too hot for them on one side of the border or the other. And some
of them came to spark old Buel’s adopted daughter Wanda.

Wanda was an orchid in a cactus
garden. Somehow she had defied all the laws of heredity and
environment. She had grown into a willowy young beauty, soft-voiced
and blush-cheeked. At nineteen she had a body that made men fight
over her, croon over her, and lay themselves at her
feet.

They courted her even more desperately
than they might have because she paid absolutely no attention to
any of them.

Campfire songs had been written about
Wanda. It was said she had broken a thousand hearts. Her smile was
as good as another woman’s kiss. But her smiles were not for the
rustlers of the Matador. Wanda had no shining visions of big cities
and bright lights; all she wanted, privately, was a good sound man
and a nice quiet home. But she knew she wouldn’t get anything like
that from any of the toughs who frequented the ranch.

And so she waited.

 


Saturday morning, just after sunup, a
rider galloped his lathered horse into the Matador yard. Ma
Marriner came out on the galleried veranda of the long, low adobe
ranch house. She propped her thick arms akimbo and frowned
disapproval upon the rider, who flung himself off the foam-flecked
horse and ran up on the porch, clumsily yanking off his hat. “Miz
Marriner, I—”

“You oughta be shot for
what you’ve done to that horse,” Ma Marriner said. She always
talked in a voice that most women would have reserved for use at
the height of a stampede.

She roared, “You’ve windbroke that
animal. He’ll never be fit to ride again. Why, I ain’t
never—”

“Miz Marriner,” the rider
cut in boldly, “this is the third horse I’ve rid out from under me
in the last twenty-four hours.”

“Then you oughta be shot
three times,” she shouted back at him. “I might’ve expected such
like from these no-count drifters that pass by, but from a regular
old hand like you, Sandee, I just don’t—”

“Ma’am,” Sandee said, “you
got to listen to what I got to say to you.”

Something in the grim earnest gleam of
Sandee’s eye brought the old woman down from her lofty indignation.
She said mildly, “All right, Sandee. Go ahead and tell me. Old Buel
got hisself arrested, is that it?”

There was yet another interruption:
the door opened and Wanda stepped out onto the veranda. She was a
tall girl, supple and full of grace and youthful spring. She had
the littlest waist a man ever did see. Sandee’s fingers clawed at
his hat brim and mangled it. He began to stutter. Wanda’s proud
breasts strained against the homespun of her dress; her dark hair
cascaded soft around her shoulders. She had enormous brown eyes
that could melt a man down into a puddle.

Sandee gawked and fidgeted. “Ma’am,
ladies that is, I—I don’t know how to say this to
y’all—”

“Clear your craw and
expectorate it out,” roared Ma Marriner.

Wanda said gently, “What is it, Clem?
Just take your time, now.” Her voice was soothing like a soft cool
hand.

Clem Sandee tried to smooth his hat
back into a semblance of shape. “He’s dead,” he muttered. He
looked up and blurted, “Old Buel. He got shot. Dead. And Cleve,
he—”

“Dead?”
Ma thundered. “Dead?”

“Yes, ma’am.
He—”

“What do
you mean, dead?” she shouted. “What in the God damn thunderation do
you mean, dead?”

Wanda’s hand had flown to her mouth.
She took it down and said in a small voice, “What did you say about
Cleve?”

“Got his wing busted, Miss
Wanda. Gunshot in the elbow. I seen them take him down to jail
after the sawbones splinted his arm up. Nobody seen me ride out of
town. You see, I doubled back to lend a hand, only it was all over
by the time I got back after that big Mex deputy run me out of
town, and I didn’t get no chance to—”

“Dead?” roared Ma.

Wanda took her by the elbow. “Come
inside, Ma. Clem, help me get Ma inside.”

“Dead?”

 


Wanda said anxiously, “You’re sure my
brother is all right, Clem?”

“All right as he can be,
with his elbow all busted to pieces,” Sandee replied.

They had coaxed Ma into lying down on
the battered old divan. Wanda had placed a damp folded towel over
her forehead. She seemed to have simmered down, but now she sat up
and flung the towel away and began to curse in a thunderous
monotone until Wanda said sharply, “Ma!”

The old woman’s voice ran down. She
scrubbed her face with horny palms and pinched the bridge of her
nose, turned one way and then the other, walked around wringing her
hands, banged her big fist against the wall, and finally came to a
halt facing Clem Sandee.

“Clem.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Old Buel is dead. That
right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Who shot him?
Six?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Six ain’t that fast with
a gun,” said Ma shrewdly. “He ain’t fast enough to beat my Buel in
a fair fight. No man alive is. Six shot him in the back, didn’t
he?”

“Ma’am, he—”

“Shot old Buel when he
wasn’t looking, didn’t he? Back-shot him. Heard old Buel was coming
after him, and set up to bushwhack him. It must have been in the
middle of the night, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am,
only—”

“Come out of some dark
alleyway, Six did, and shot my Buel dead in the back.”

“Well, ma’am, it wasn’t
exactly like that. You see—”

“I grieve, Clem Sandee. I
grieve that my man’s dead, and I grieve that you nor Cleve nor any
of those other men stopped it.”

“We didn’t get no chance,
ma’am. I don’t know how he did it, but Six rounded up all them
others one at a time. Wasn’t no regular Matador hands there except
me, you know. The rest of them was along to hit at the bank, but
they never got near it. I’ll tell you the truth, ma’am, I ain’t got
the hint of a notion what could’ve happened to the rest of them,
but they all done disappeared into thin air and I reckon it must’ve
been Six’s doing.”

“Shot them all in the
back, I reckon,” Ma shouted.

“No, ma’am. They wasn’t no
shooting, not until old Buel got his. Then Cleve, he went at Six,
but Six out-drawed him.”

“I can believe that. Cleve
never was as good as his pa with a gun. That boy’s always been one
to think before he started shootin’, and that kind of behaving
ain’t no good.”

Clem Sandee said anxiously, “I did
what old Buel told me, ma’am. Set myself up across the street to
cover the bank. But that sneakin’ deputy come up behind me and got
the drop with a double bore ten gauge and it was like I was looking
down two big tunnels into my own grave. I didn’t have no choice,
ma’am.”

“You could have stood
there and died,” Ma said.

“Yes, ma’am. But then
there wouldn’t be nobody to bring you the word.”

“That’s a fact,” the old
woman conceded.

“I dropped my gun right
there and started walking, ma’am. Didn’t know if that deputy’d let
me get away or not, but I figured I had to try it. I had a rifle on
my saddle, see. Anyhow he didn’t move to stop me, so I went on down
and got my horse and pretended to ride out of town. Then I doubled
back down the next street and come up behind the bank.”

“Did you see Six shoot old
Buel?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’se just in
time to see that.”

“In the back.”

“Well, ma’am, I don’t
reckon—”

“You’d have saved me a
good deal of trouble if you’d shot Six on the spot.”

“Ma’am, I just couldn’t do
that. The street was full of people, time I got my rifle out and
found a place.”

“Just as well you didn’t
shoot Six,” Ma shouted. “That’s a pleasure I want for myself. You
say they’ve got Cleve in the jailhouse?”

“Yes, ma’am. Right in the
middle of town.”

“Round up the crew and get
them mounted, Clem. Every man you can find.”

“Ma’am, you don’t figure
to bust him out of jail?”

Wanda stepped forward and put a hand
on her foster-mother’s arm. “Ma, they’re bound to have the jail
guarded.”

“I’ll git him out,” Ma
roared. “I’ll git him out, and by God I promise you I’ll have Six’s
hide on a spit!”

 



 


Four

 


SIX LEFT HIS desk,
glanced at the clock, and walked back through the
jail corridor to Cleve Marriner’s cell. “How you making it,
Cleve?”

Weak lamplight filtered into the cell
from the end of the hall. Bathed in shadows, Cleve’s face was hard
to see; only the white triangular sling that supported his
shattered right arm was sharply visible. He said, “I reckon I’ll
live to fight another day.”

“Tell me something. Do you
think your ma will send the Matador crew to try and break you out
of here?”

“I wouldn’t put it past
her,” Cleve said, grinning briefly. “Nothing Ma treasures more’n a
good free-for-all.” Then his face darkened, became hard. “And by
this time she’s got word of what you did to Pa. Hell, Jeremy, if it
was you what would you do? You don’t expect us to let you get away
scot-free with it. You may as well relax. Because we’re going to
kill you.”

“You’ve already tried it
once,” Six reminded him, and walked away toward the front of the
jail.

In his office the lamp was
turned down low, according to Six’s habit; he always burned a low
flame at night, so that he could see out through the front window.
He pulled his chair up to the desk and plunged distastefully into
the paperwork that occupied a sizable, necessary, and wholly
unpleasant portion of his working time. Another glance at the clock
informed him that he had almost half an hour before the start of
his next rounds. There were wanted flyers to sort through,
discarding those which recent official correspondence declared
canceled; there were notes to write in his methodical crabbed
hand—notes to fellow peace officers throughout the Southwest,
answering requests for information on the status and/or whereabouts
of individuals, whether missing persons or fugitive outlaws or
unidentified corpses; there were books to keep (a job he hated with
special venom) and expenses to record—One
Carton Ammunition, Cal. .45, @ $2.25;
there were letters to write to the county sheriff at Aztec and the
capital, Prescott, informing them of the death of Buel Marriner and
the circumstances of Cleve’s arrest; there was one paragraph he
took pleasure in writing, and that was the one which asked for an
official commendation for the community citizens who had helped
forestall the would-be bank robbery—Craycroft, Keene, Riley,
Chavis, and the rest.

As he was signing his name to the
letter, one of the men whose name he had just written dismounted in
front of the office. Through the window Six saw Tracy Chavis cross
the boardwalk to the door and open it without knocking. Chavis came
in, nodded a greeting, and glanced around the place. “All
secure?”

“Uh-huh.”

Chavis spoke in a casual,
conversational way: “Bones and Larry and I decided to spend the
weekend in town. I posted a Chainlink man up on top of Morgan Peak
to keep an eye on the malpais flats down there. He can see thirty
miles.”

Six said, “You didn’t need to do that
on my account, Tracy. But I’m obliged.”

“Didn’t need to, maybe,
but wanted to anyhow. My lookout can give us five, six hours
advance warning if Ma Marriner’s crew comes dusting across the
malpais.”

Six got to his feet, tramped restively
around the office, and finally came to a halt by the open front
door, where he pounded his fist softly on the jamb. He said,
“Tracy, there must be fifteen hardcases on the Matador crew, and
thirty or forty more guns Ma Marriner can lay her hands on if she
needs them.”

“This town’s tough enough
to take them on,” Chavis said. “We took on old Buel and his bunch,
didn’t we?”

Six wheeled in the doorway to face
him. “It’s not the town’s job. It’s my job. That’s what I get paid
for.”

“One against fifty? Nobody
hired you to fight those odds.”

“That’s beside the point,”
Six said.

“Then
what is the point?”

Six said, “We’re only guessing they’ll
come at us. Maybe they’ll stay home and sulk and forget it after a
while. But I doubt it. The Marriners are clannish as hell—old Buel
and Ma came out of the Ozarks and they’ve never changed their ways.
You can see what a stubborn streak Cleve’s got in him, and I
imagine the old woman’s even worse. No, they won’t let it ride.
They can’t. They’ll come swarming into this town like vultures into
a garbage dump. They want Cleve out of jail and they want my scalp,
and they’ll ride roughshod over this town to get it
done.”

“The town’s got too much
self-respect to let them,” Chavis said. “You know that, Jeremy.
We’ll fight them from house to house if we have to.”

“But you
don’t have to,” Six murmured. “That’s the point, Tracy. If the
Matador bunch comes, they won’t be coming against Spanish Flat.
They’ll be coming against me. To free Cleve and kill me. They don’t
give a damn about the town or the people in it, one way or the
other. And that being the case, I’ve got no right to risk anybody
else’s skin. Not yours and not Larry Keene’s, and not even my own
deputy’s. Nobody’s.”

“You expect us all to
stand aside and watch while they bust in here and grab Cleve and
splatter you all over the floor?”

Six said in a casual voice, so that
Chavis would know how significant it was, “They won’t bust in
anywhere if Cleve and I aren’t here, Tracy.”

“What?”

It had come to Six slowly, while he
had talked; it had worked itself out, a deceptively simple plan,
and now it had settled itself down resolutely in his mind. He
spelled it out:

“We don’t know for sure
that they’re coming in. But if they do, your man on Morgan Peak
will give us the warning. We’ll have half a day’s start on them.
Suppose I take Cleve Marriner with me and ride out of here. I’ll
take the coach road north. If the Matador crew comes after me,
they’ll figure I’ve taken the northwest fork, heading for the
county seat at Aztec. I want you to spread the word around town
that I’ve taken the prisoner to Aztec.”

“Where’ll you actually
be?”

“I’ll take the northeast
fork. Cut across the Reservation to Fort Dragoon and pick up the
railroad there. We’ll ride the train into Arrowhead and I’ll throw
Cleve in jail there.”

“Three days’ ride to Fort
Dragoon,” Chavis said. “Suppose they catch you on the Reservation?
Nothing but desert sand out there to tell what happened to your
bones, Jeremy. And if they cut you off, you’re maybe forty or fifty
against one. I don’t like it.”

With dry amusement Six said, “I don’t
rightly see how you can stop it, Tracy.”

 


Old Buel Marriner had been the eldest
son of an Ozark family that had numbered nine sons and two
daughters. Old Buel’s brothers had spread out across Kentucky and
Arkansas, and by the 1860’s the clan had become enormous. The
second generation members like Cleve had first cousins strewn all
through the mountain South and far West. They numbered among them
farmers, cattlemen, hog growers, storekeepers, corn-whisky
distillers, traveling salesmen, housewives, whores, career
soldiers, Wells Fargo shotgun guards, barbers, gamblers, and
professional gunmen.

Wes Marriner, the son of Buel’s
younger brother John, was a hired gun.

Or rather, at the moment, he was a gun
for hire, since he was temporarily unemployed.

There was a time, five years ago, when
Wes Marriner had forsaken his grim trade. After a mining camp war
at Washington Camp, Wes had fallen in love with a brown-haired girl
whose father had been the victim of the gold-claim war. He had
married the girl and together they had worked the Pendleton Mine,
and for a while Wes Marriner had never regretted having hung up
his gun. He had only bitter memories of the Rio Chama war where one
man—Wes Marriner—in a cabin stood off eight picked gunmen; bitter
memories of the greedy wealthy scavengers who paid top gun wages to
their hired fighters who had to go out and do the vultures’ dirty
work for them. Running the Pendleton Mine was the first job he’d
ever had where he hadn’t had to kill somebody to get paid. It had
felt good.

But catastrophes always struck in
bunches. It wasn’t enough that torrential rains had flooded the
mineshafts. The flooding weakened the support timbers and one
morning the “A”-level tunnel caved in, burying three miners. The
whole mountain settled. It would have taken every penny he had, and
every ounce of backbreaking work he could put in, to clear the
collapsed tunnels and get the mine producing again. He had been
rolling up his sleeves to get started when the cholera had
come.

The cholera took his wife. It took his
three-year-old son. And it took his spirit.

He had sold the mine for cigarette
money, packed everything he wanted to keep on his horse, and
ridden away from Washington Camp. South, into Mexico, where
perhaps a man might drown his grief in tequila. It hadn’t taken
him long to fall in with a crowd of angry peons pushing a
ten-centavo revolution against the provincial government; he had
strapped on his six-gun and cut a bloody scythe through the
revolt-torn mountains.

The revolutionary army had promised
him high pay, in gold, for the hire of his gun. But after six
months and uncounted shootings the revolutionary junta had
fallen.

Wes Marriner came out of Mexico with
his gun, his horse, and the clothes on his back.

But it had taught him one thing: you
didn’t drown grief. You couldn’t eat it and you couldn’t spit it
out. You just had to swallow it, and go on. The killing of men,
even when they were armed men who were trying to kill you, gave you
no solace, nothing but restless nightmares and sweaty
palms.

They all told him, “A hired gun can’t
quit.” But he had done it once, and he intended doing it again,
this time for keeps. He had it all worked out, his plan to settle
down.

He had picked his spot, too—the little
town of Spanish Flat, lying out in a strip of grassland between the
high Mogul Rim of the Yellows and the westward expanse of the
malpais flats. A good town, sound and stable, not like the
blink-of-the-eye boom camps of his experience.

This particular morning he broke camp
in the Yellows, rolled up his soogans and climbed aboard his horse,
on the last leg of the journey into Spanish Flat.

Wes Marriner was a small wiry man with
a whipcord lean body and a sharp-cut weathered face. He was
thirty-six; and his hair was steel gray. The gun at his right hip
rode in an oiled, tied-down holster. Deep creases bracketed the
corners of his mouth, which were turned down bleakly; and yet,
despite the half-dismal cast of his expression, his face remained
slightly insolent, slightly arrogant. Wes Marriner was a man in
whom dignity and self-respect and self-assuredness were
paramount.

He glanced back at the cold ashes of
his campsite, and put the horse forward down the mountain
road.

 


Six made his first rounds of the day
at mid-afternoon, cruising the walks of Spanish Flat’s powder-dusty
streets under a brass-hard sun that beat down like a hammer. By the
time he reached the Glad Hand his lips were caked with grit and he
was thirsty enough to order a beer at the bar. Nimble-Finger
Buehler, the consumptive “professor,” sat at the battered piano in
the deserted bar room, playing for his own enjoyment, playing what
he liked to play—a rich and rippling sonata. The complex,
deep-hearted music seemed incongruous in the sawdust-floored
saloon.

Clarissa Vane came out of the back
room, dressed for the daytime in a simple gingham dress. The planes
of Six’s face changed, softened.

She said, “No news from Morgan
Peak?”

“Nothing yet.”

“You’re wise to do it this
way, Jeremy. A man with less sense than you would stay put—he’d
worry about being taken for a coward by running out.”

“I don’t mind what people
take me for,” he said. “It’s a mistake to let public opinion push
you around.” He sipped foam off the top of his beer. “You won’t
like my saying this, but you look more beautiful in a plain dress
like that than you do in all your silk finery.”

“That’s a left-handed
compliment,” she said, chuckling in her throat. “But I’ll accept it
the way you meant it.” She was slim and vital, a dark
straight-spined woman with cool grace and Indian-black hair. Her
smile was warm, with nothing held back.

He said, “You know what’s really
bothering me?”

“Cleve.”

It made him smile back at her. “You’re
a clever woman.”

“No. I’m used to you,
that’s all. You’re an orderly cuss, Jeremy, and when something
happens that you can’t figure out, you keep worrying after it until
you find the answers. You’re stubborn, that way. I don’t think
you’ll ever be satisfied until you find out what changed Cleve,
what made him go back to his father and his father’s ways after
you’d taught him the right way.”

“I asked him,” Six said.
“He just laughed. I’ll say one thing for Cleve. He’s shut up in my
jail with his right elbow broken so badly he’ll never get proper
use out of his arm again. He’s facing trial and he knows he’ll buy
a stiff sentence, probably life imprisonment. But he hasn’t given a
sign of it.”

“Maybe he’s convinced his
family will break him out of jail.”

“If he is, he’s a fool. He
knows me well enough to know I’d find a way to stop
that.”

She said, “I know it won’t do any good
to say this, but you really ought to forget about it. What harm
will it do if you never find out what changed him?”

“It’ll rag me,” he
admitted. “I hate leaving things up in the air.”

“You don’t seem to mind
leaving me up in the air,” she murmured adroitly, but her soft
smile took the edge off it. “Never mind, Jeremy. If you have to go
away with Cleve, I’ll be here when you come back.”

“I always count on that,”
he told her; he swallowed the last of his beer, touched her hand
and met her eyes gravely, then walked out into the brazen sunlight,
a medium-tall man with broad heavy shoulders and the narrowed hips
and choppy walk that were the heritage of his long years as a
horseman. With his hat tipped back he displayed a shield-shaped
face crowned by a thick mat of light brown hair; his eyes could be
cool and deadly but beyond that, they revealed a sense of quiet
humor.

His rounds took him along a
semicircular course through the back end of town that finally
brought him back to the main street at its head. Three ladies in
long dresses came out of the church rectory, fanning up their
parasols against the sun; Six gave them a smile and a tilt of his
hat, and went on downtown toward his office.

Dominguez’s bulk was blocking the
office door when Six reached it; Dominguez grinned and shook his
head. “Seems like summer ain’t never going to end. Hot enough to
fry eggs on your hat.”

Six agreed. He was about to turn into
the office when Dominguez said, frowning, “You hear
something?”

Six turned, cocked his head, and
squinted. “Somebody in a hurry,” he said, and went out to the edge
of the sidewalk just as a galloping horseman burst into the end of
the street and came rocking forward full-tilt, bent low over the
saddle and spurring his horse.

Dominguez said, “Ain’t that San
Saba?”

“Looks like him,” Six
said, and stiffened up. San Saba was the Chainlink cow hand whom
Chavis had posted on Morgan Peak to keep a lookout for the Matador
gang.

San Saba drew rein before the
sheriff’s office in a swirl of clouded dust that splashed across
the hitch rail and settled on Six and Dominguez. The horse was
breathing hard, sweat-soaked at neck and shoulders and flanks. San
Saba spoke without dismounting.

“I spotted their dust,
Marshal. Way over across the flats. Must be twenty-five miles out.
They ain’t pushing the horses but just the same they’re throwin’ up
one hell of a lot of dust. I made it out to be a big crowd of
them.”

Dominguez said, “How many?”

“Hard to tell. I used Mr.
Chavis’ glasses”—San Saba touched the binoculars concho-tied to his
saddle—“but all I could see was the dust. But there must be at
least twenty, maybe thirty, maybe even forty or more. That far
away you just can’t pick out horses and count.”

“San Saba,” said Six,
“were damned obliged to you.”

“Wasn’t nothin’,
Marshal.”

“Take care of that horse.
And thanks again.”

San Saba touched a forefinger to his
hat brim and wheeled the horse away, single-footing it down toward
the livery stable. Six turned into the office, speaking over his
shoulder to the big deputy:
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