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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.
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One

 


Jeremy Six looked out past the swinging
doors at the mother-of-pearl drizzle. It had been misting down
since dawn, mucking the dirt streets of Spanish Flat and fogging
visibility until it was hard to see across the street. Oilskins
flapping, hat brims lowered, men went by with their shoulders
hunched, their faces as gray as the rain.

He stepped back to let a
tall man enter—a big horseman with mud on his boots. The cowboy
flapped off his hat and batted it against his waterlogged chaps,
drenching the floor. “Howdy, Marshal.”

Jeremy Six acknowledged
the greeting with a dip of his head, but the cowboy did not walk
by; he rearranged the creases in his hat and put it on, and said,
“I saw Wade Cruze and his crew a few miles out on the flats. Headed
into town.”

“Been expecting that,” Six
said. “There’s an Army cattle buyer in town from Fort Dragoon.
Thanks for the word, Jimmy.”

“It ain’t just that,”
Jimmy said. His eyes flicked up speculatively. “Cruze has got his
whole crew and a couple of toughs with him. But no
hjusterd.”

“No herd?”

“Not one single cow,” the
cowboy said. “Thought you better know, Marshal.” He turned toward
the saloon bar.

Six muttered his thanks
and went back to the front door to look out. Creases bracketed his
mouth and a frown brought his eyebrows down. He reached for his
slicker, tipped it off the wall peg and shouldered into it. He was
reaching for his hat when he felt weight behind him and
turned.

Clarissa Vane, who owned
the place, looked him up and down and made a little smile with her
pretty mouth. “Lots of weather we’re having.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Drink?”

“No thanks. If I took a
drink every time I wanted one I’d be drunk by noon every
day.”

“Job getting you down,
Jeremy?”

“It’s a gray day,” he
said. “Guess I’m just in that kind of mood.”

“Something’s wrong,” she
said. “I can tell by your face.”

“No, nothing’s
wrong.”

“You’re a bad
liar.”

It made him smile—a brief
flash across his craggy face. “You’re a hard girl to lie
to.”

“What’s the trouble?” Her
voice was low, close to a whisky baritone, but she was a slim woman
with no brassy surface; there was concern in her eyes.

“Might not mean trouble,”
he said. “Jimmy tells me Wade Cruze is coming into town with his
crew and one or two gunslingers—and no herd.”

“No herd?”

“Exactly,” he said, and
clapped his hat on. “Hold the fort.”

“I’ll keep some coffee
warm for you.”

He smiled, briefly again,
and swept out of the Glad Hand. The drizzle hit him in the face
like a prickling of cactus needles. Under the flapping lapels of
the rain slicker his badge of office flickered dully at intervals
as the wind pulled the oilskin back. He was a big solid man with a
blunt chin and blunt, heavy hands. A single short barreled revolver
swung with his hip as he walked, tied down in a drab holster of old
leather.

The streets were sparsely
scattered with those few pedestrians who had to make their way from
place to place in spite of the rain. As Six passed them, each made
a greeting of some kind—some friendly, some only properly
courteous. Six had a full complement of close friends, he was not a
lonely sort of man, but beyond his circle of friends he had the
acquaintance and respect of every citizen of Spanish Flat: Arizona
Territory, in these days uncomfortably close to the recent Indian
wars, was a country still on the verge of lawlessness—and the badge
and gun of Jeremy Six were the dike that stood between the town and
a flood of violent outlawry. Lonely or not, a man who stood such
solitary sentinel duty had to live as if he stood always on the
brink of a precipice—alert every moment of the day, watchful of his
back and the looming mountains yonder.

He walked into the main
street, glanced both ways, and turned toward the Drover’s Rest,
striding through the drizzle like a heavy-headed lion. The steady
light downpour had made a quagmire of the street, and when he
stepped down to go across, his weight pushed his boots down
ankle-deep into sucking mud. He climbed the porch of the Drover’s
Rest and paused there to kick soaked clods from his boots before he
went inside.

The atmosphere inside the
big low-ceilinged bar room was steamy and close. This was
ordinarily dry country, swept by the hot winds off the desert just
to the west; the men of the town were outdoor men and the
infrequent rains that drove them indoors made them restless and
irritable because they had nothing to occupy them inside a
building. The Drover’s Rest was uncommonly busy, considering that
it was still short of noon; the cowhands and teamsters and
carpenters and dairy men who lined the bar were talking loudly and
angrily about whatever came to mind.

A fat man in a claw hammer
coat accosted him just inside the door. “Morning,
Marshal.”

Six nodded with reserved
courtesy. “Mr. McQuarter.”

“There’s a rumor going up
and down the bar that Wade Cruze is on his way in.”

“So I hear.”

“About time,” McQuarter
said. Six grunted something and began to go past. He tolerated
McQuarter because duty required of him that he tolerate everybody
on the right side of the law. But he had no liking for the fat
cattle buyer. There was something slovenly about Owen McQuarter, in
spite of his good clothes and jeweled stickpin.

McQuarter wasn’t ready to
let Six pass. He held out his flaccid arm. “Somebody said something
about Cruze not having any cows with him.”

“News gets around fast,”
Six observed.

“I made a miserable trip
down here to make a deal for that Terrapin herd. The Army needs
beef. What’s Cruze doing riding in here with a crew if he hasn’t
got a herd to sell?”

“Maybe you’d better ask
him that,” Six said. “I’m a marshal, not an oracle.” He was about
to go on when the urge struck him to needle McQuarter. “Besides, I
thought you came down here to meet your daughter.”

“My ward, not my daughter.
But I expected to conduct some business as long as I was making the
trip.”

“It won’t be a total loss
then, either way, will it?” Some secret amusement flashed
momentarily behind the screen of the fat man’s expression; he said,
“No, I guess it won’t at that.” And Six went on to the
bar.

He passed a few desultory
words with Hal Craycroft, bartender and owner of the Drover’s Rest,
and selected a cigar from Craycroft’s stock. He bit off the tip and
lit the cigar, and barely had it going to his satisfaction when a
lanky cattleman came into the place and made a path straight toward
him.

Six squinted through the
rise of cigar smoke. The cattleman, Larry Keene, was a local man, a
friend of Six’s and one of the more rough-hewn pillars of the
community; and Keene looked as if he had something on his
mind.

He didn’t waste any breath
with preliminaries; he plunged right in. “Cruze is coming in with
Candy Briscoe and Fred Hook and a crew that looks like it’s primed
for trouble, Jeremy.”

“But no cows,” Six
murmured. “That right Larry?”

Keene’s eyebrows went up.
“Yeah. That’s right. I guess you already got word,
then.”

“I didn’t know the toughs
were Briscoe and Hook. That adds a piece to the puzzle.”

Owen McQuarter had edged
up closer; he tugged at his fat cheek and said, “Those names mean
something to you, Marshal?”

“Could be,” Six
said.

Larry Keene glanced at the
cattle buyer. “Candy Briscoe would slit your throat for a peso. And
Hook’s made a little gun reputation for himself along the
border.”

McQuarter said, “How good
is he?”

“Good enough. You don’t
get deader than dead.” Keene shrugged and turned back to Six. “For
all that, they’re all worthless, ’cept Briscoe. I hear he’s worth
five hundred to some sheriff in Wyoming.”

“Hardly seems worth that
much, does he?” Six murmured. “Anyhow, I haven’t got any
extradition papers on him.”

McQuarter was puffing up,
rearing back on his dignity. “You mean you won’t touch them,
Marshal?”

“Not unless they commit a
crime.”

“Haven’t you got
authority?”

“I’ve got complete
authority,” Six said, “to follow the law to the letter. Don’t heat
up so fast, McQuarter. What’s bothering you?”

“If you knew Wade Cruze
you’d know what was bothering me.”

“I know him,” Six
said.

“Then you know what kind
of man he is. They say there’s moss growing down his north side. He
may own a big ranch but he’s still a common tough when you get
right down to it. Maybe he’s decided that he doesn’t need to trail
a cattle herd in here, because he figures I’m waiting with the
money to pay for it and he can just as easily rob me of the money
and keep his cows.”

“He’s not that stupid,”
Six said. “Nobody pulls off that kind of thing in my town, and
Cruze knows it.”

“Then what’s he up
to?”

“I reckon we’ll find that
out when he gets here.”

McQuarter said, “You take
this all mighty easy, Marshal, considering that I’m sitting on
quite a few thousand dollars of Government scrip waiting to pay for
that cattle herd.”

“You just leave that scrip
where it is in the Wells Fargo safe,” Six said, “and you won’t have
any trouble.”

“Sure. And what if Wade
Cruze decides he wants to make a bone orchard out of this town,
just for the all-fired hell of it?”

“All right, McQuarter,”
Six said. “That’ll be enough.”

He turned his back
deliberately to the fat man, indicating that the discussion was
ended, and after a flustered moment McQuarter waddled away toward a
card table.

The close air made streaks
of beaded steam on the saloon windows. Larry Keene bellied up to
the bar beside Six and said, “I never did like that toadstool
McQuarter. But he’s got a point. I reckon Wade Cruze is the only
man I ever knew to get thrown out of Fat Annie’s cathouse for
insulting a girl. Wade was born with the hair-side out, that’s for
sure, and you never can tell what he’s likely to do.”

Six pointed toward the
door. “Looks like we’ll be finding out soon enough. Sounds like
them.”

Muffled by the muddy bog
of the street, the dull thudding of hoof beats subsided to a halt
outside the big saloon. Six turned around and cocked his elbows
over the bar behind him. Face wreathed in cigar smoke, he watched
the doors unblinkingly. It did not escape his notice that
conversation inside the saloon had been suspended; no one spoke.
The men nearest the door drifted away from it to clear the front of
the room, leaving a wide empty swath between Six and the door.
Larry Keene ranged himself alongside Six and picked his teeth with
a splinter; a reckless grin flashed across Keene’s lantern-jawed
face.

A wolf-throated roar of
laughter preceded Wade Cruze’s entry into the saloon, and those who
did not know Cruze were surprised to see that the owner of that
loud gravel voice was in fact a little bandy-legged man, narrow as
a plank, with a brown beard down to his second shirt button. He
looked as small as a young boy who had not yet attained his full
growth; but Wade Cruze was all whipcord and steel, a raggedy-edged
rawhider who had hewn a cattle empire out of tough Indian country
and held it by the power of his fist and gun.

He entered laughing. Six
recognized the man behind him as his foreman, Sid Arklin; Arklin
was chuckling and it was clear he had just made a remark his boss
thought uproarious. Behind these two, a cluster of hats appeared
outside the doors. Cruze and Arklin stopped and looked around the
wide open space that had been left for them by the saloon’s
inhabitants.

Cruze stopped laughing and
elevated his brows in surprise. His glance swept the crowd and came
to rest on Jeremy Six. “What in the hell is all this?”

Larry Keene drawled, “The
boys weren’t sure which way you’d buck, Wade.”

Cruze howled with
laughter. He slapped his knee and punched his foreman on the arm
hard enough to make Arklin cringe and step aside. “Hear that, Sid?
Hell, I got this whole town buffaloed and I ain’t even done a
thing.”

“Not quite,” Jeremy Six
said. He took the cigar out of his mouth and waited for the smoke
to lift away. “Were a mite curious, though.”

“Curious? About what,
Marshal?”

“You didn’t saddle up your
whole crew and ride a hundred and fifty miles just to see the
sights of Spanish Flat,” Six said.

Owen McQuarter pushed
himself out of the crowd in the back of the place. “Where’re my
cows, Cruze?”

Cruze’s beard turned like
a prow in a heavy sea. He sought out the owner of the new voice.
“If it ain’t my old friend McQuarter,” he said, with no show of
friendliness in his voice.

“Where’re my cows?”
McQuarter demanded again.

“They ain’t your cows till
they’re delivered and you pay for them,” Cruze said. “What’s your
bellyache?”

“I want to know if I made
the trip down here for nothing,” McQuarter said. “I don’t hear any
cattle out there. I don’t even smell cows on you gents.”

Jeremy Six pushed away
from the bar and went across the room. “What about it, Cruze?
Where’s your herd?”

Cruze glanced at Arklin.
Both of them started to chuckle; they seemed to find some private
joke that amused them greatly. Cruze said, “The cows’ll be along,
Marshal. Don’t you fret.”

“When?” McQuarter
snapped.

“Maybe four, five
days.”

“Walking all by
themselves? You’ve got your whole crew out there.”

Cruze’s beard chopped up and
down when he talked. “Fat man, I don’t like repeating myself. Your
cows’ll be here in Spanish Flat by the end of the week—take my word
on it. Now
God damn it, you people are cutting into my drinking time. What in
hell’s the matter with this town?”

He started to walk forward
but Six barred his way. Two men stepped inside through the batwing
doors and it didn’t take Six much of a glance to identify them—the
gunslingers Fred Hook and Candy Briscoe. Six indicated the two of
them with a cool glance and a dip of his head. “What about these
two?”

Cruze looked over his
shoulder. Hook was staring malevolently at Six; Briscoe’s face was
flushed. Wade Cruze said, “All right, what about them?”

“You always hire
gunslingers to drink with you while you’re waiting for a herd of
steers to deliver itself?”

Cruze said, “I like you,
Marshal. Always did. You’ve got a sense of humor, which is the only
thing separates a man from a razorback pig.”

Six talked to Cruze, but
his words were plainly meant for the two gunslingers. “If anybody
makes trouble in my town, Cruze, I sit heavy on them. And that’s a
promise.”

Cruze chuckled. “Look,
Marshal, let’s you and me make a little deal. Let’s
say—”

“No deals,” Six
interrupted. “No gentlemen’s agreement. I don’t intend to have your
hired toughs drive any wedges into this town. I don’t know what you
hired these boys for, Cruze, but I can tell you this much:
borrowing trouble’s one thing, lending it to your neighbors, that’s
another thing. Whatever your private scheme is, you had better not
pull it off in this town.”

“I haven’t broken any
laws,” Cruze said. He took a deep breath and lifted his banty
bearded face to look directly up at Six. “I aim to have myself some
drinks and then get into a hot tub and try to soak some grit and
mud out of me. Ain’t going to be any trouble for your good
citizens, Marshal. I’m just here to make a dicker for some cows
with the Army—meaning Mr. McQuarter over there.”

“Just see it stays that
way,” Six said flatly, and stood aside to let the tough little
cattleman march over to the bar. Arklin went along after Cruze, but
Hook and Briscoe lingered a moment to stare hotly at Six as if to
burn his image indelibly into their memories. Then they went on to
the bar, and the fourteen cowhands of Cruze’s Terrapin crew trooped
in after them.

Larry Keene drifted over
to Six’s shoulder and muttered, “It doesn’t look good, does it?
That cocky little rooster’s up to something, that’s for
sure.”

Six clamped his jaws down
on the cigar and sent his glance prowling shrewdly along the bar at
the Terrapin men. “Do something for me, Larry. Keep an eye on that
wolf pack while I go on down to the office and pick up a little
hardware.”

“Shotgun?”

“Yes,” Six said, and on
his way out added, “Let’s hope there’s no call to use
it.”



 


Two

 


The town gunsmith of Spanish Flat was a
softly handsome man of thirty-one named Gene Lanphier. He was a
good craftsman and a self-contained man, shielded from social
relationships by one overriding passion: he was so much in love
with his wife that he had little time for any other
friendships.

There was no denying
Sheila Lanphier was a beauty. She was a full-breasted redhead with
sparkling green eyes and a great flowing mass of fine hair; her
manner was laughing and flirtatious, but all her coquetry was
directed at her husband. They were very much in love with each
other.

She came into the gun shop
at noon, folded her parasol and slipped out of her raincoat.
Lanphier kissed the tip of her nose and went to hang her coat by
the door. She said, “I’m told the way to a man’s heart is through
his stomach. I made you a sandwich.” She unwrapped an oilskin pouch
and put it on his workbench.

Lanphier said, “Slices of
last night’s dinner, I’ll bet,” and laughed gently. “That’s all
right. We don’t need money, do we?”

“We’ve got our love to
live on,” she answered, eyeing him brightly past the tumbling fall
of her hair.

“Well, I’m still sorry we
don’t make much money,” he said. “I’d like to buy you everything
there is.”

“You’d be unhappy doing
anything but this,” she said wisely.

“Sure, darling. I’m a
tinkerer, always will be.”

“I never expected anything
else,” she breathed; close to him, she pressed herself against him
and turned into the circle of his arms. He kissed her with the easy
tenderness of unhurried love, then he said, “You’re funny. You
and—your freckles.”

“I do not have
freckles!”

“Three of them. On your
nose. Right on your nose.”

“I do not.” She pouted,
and kissed him again.

The door slammed open and
two hard-bitten men stamped in, drenching the floor with rain.
Lanphier unhurriedly unwrapped his arms and his wife stepped
aside.

“Something I can do for
you gents?”

Both of the toughs were
big, but one outsized the other by a good fifty pounds. The smaller
one had a dirty moustache; the bigger one had little button eyes
that darted wickedly around, taking in the disorder of tools and
metal gun parts, holsters and ammunition and weapons of all sizes
that cluttered the walls and counters of the shop. The bigger one’s
face was mottled with red blotches; he was a thoroughly
disagreeable sort, stuffing pieces of hard candy into his mouth and
chewing bovinely. His smaller partner twisted the points of his
moustache and hitched up his gunbelt; he had the look of a would-be
dandy. He said, “Look at these two, now, Candy. What do you think
of that? Ain’t true love sweet?”

“What do you want?”
Lanphier said sharply.

“Fix guns, don’t
you?”

“That’s what the sign
says.”

“I got a gun needs
fixing,” said the smaller one. “I’m Fred Hook. Maybe you heard of
me.”

Lanphier studied his face.
“I know who you are,” he remarked. “Darling, you go on home now.
I’ll be along for supper.”

Sheila gave the two toughs
a contemptuous look, walked wide around them, took her raincoat and
parasol and went out. Fred Hook turned on both heels and kept his
hungry glance pinned on her until she was out of sight in the rain.
Hook reached out and closed the door, and only then walked over to
the gunsmith’s counter. He took the revolver out of his belt
holster and laid it on the workbench.

Lanphier said, “What’s the
matter with it?”

Instead of answering, Hook
glanced back at the door, where his candy-eating partner stood
solemnly chewing. “Pretty wife you got. Real Sunday kind of
woman.”

“You want this gun fixed
or don’t you?”

“Sure. Gentle down,
friend.” Fred Hook picked up the six-gun and drew the hammer back
to full cock. He held it up under Lanphier’s nose. “See that? The
cylinder sometimes doesn’t line up straight when you cock it.
Doesn’t lock into place. Man could be in powerful trouble if that
happened when he needed his gun to work fast.”

“Probably needs a new
locking bolt,” Lanphier said. “Let’s have a look.”

Hook uncocked the gun
slowly and grinned; and shoved the gun across the counter. “You do
that.”

Candy said petulantly,
“I’m getting hungry, Fred. When’re we going to eat?”

“Soon as we’re done
here.”

“I saw some good-looking
chocolate cream pie in that Chinaman’s cafe up the
street.”

“Hell, will you quit
whining about your belly for just a minute?” Hook said. “You aren’t
going to starve to death.” He explained to Lanphier, who was taking
the gun apart with a screwdriver, “Candy’s got a sweet tooth.
That’s how come they call him Candy. Candy Briscoe, maybe you heard
of him too, hey?”

“Can’t say as I have,”
Lanphier muttered. He was squinting into the innards of the
six-gun; he poked the screwdriver up into the interior of the
dismantled frame and began to unscrew a spring.

Fred Hook chuckled. “Hear
that, Candy? He ain’t heard of you, but he’s heard of me all right.
Ain’t that right, friend?”

“Didn’t say I’d heard of
you,” Lanphier said. “I said I know who you are.” He glanced at
Hook briefly and returned his attention to his work. A handful of
small parts, removed from Hook’s six-gun, lay scattered across the
surface of the workbench. He picked up one of them and held it up
to the light.

Hook said, “What do you
mean? What’s the difference? How can you not have heard of me and
still know who I am?”

“I used to live in Silver
City,” Lanphier said. “Saw you around there from time to time. Your
name wasn’t Fred Hook then.”

Hook’s eyes had narrowed
down. “I think that’s about enough out of you, friend.”

“I’d be obliged,” Lanphier
murmured, “if you’d quit calling me ‘friend.’ I’m no friend of
murderers.”

Candy Briscoe laughed
coarsely through a mouthful of peppermint stick. “He’s got you
pegged, Fred. How about that.”

“Yeah,” Hook breathed.
“How about that.”

Lanphier held out his palm
with the small part in it. “That spring’s just about to break off
the tail end of this bolt. That’s your trouble.”

“I don’t want no speech,”
Hook said. “Just fix the thing.”

“A man ought to know how
his gun works,” Lanphier said, “especially if he lives by it. Not
knowing how your gun works, that’s a mistake that could get you
killed.”

“Shut up,” Hook said. His
lip curled back in a snarl. “Any more jaw out of you and I might
just take a notion to see about that pretty woman of yours. Hey,
Candy, what you think about that? That redhead woman sure brings it
all with her, doesn’t she?”

“I reckon,” Candy agreed
amiably.

Hook said, “So maybe you
ought to forget you ever saw me around Silver City, friend. Maybe
you ought to just do that, if you want your pretty redhead woman
left alone.”

Lanphier made no immediate
answer. He pulled up a high stool and sat down at his workbench,
picked up a box of new gun parts and selected a small dark metal
part. He reached for a file and bent close over the work, filing
the spring to fit Hook’s gun. He finally spoke, without
heat.

“If you lay one finger on
my wife, Hook—”

“If I do, you won’t forget
it easy,” Hook cut in. “Remember that, friend, and keep your mouth
shut about me and Silver City. Otherwise I could take a powerful
shine to that wife of yours. Might shine her up a bit, too, kind
of. You know what I mean?”

Lanphier’s hand reached
along the workbench and picked up another piece of metal. The file
scraped back and forth, making a light rasping sound that cut
across the hoarse sawing of Hook’s breath. Lanphier said mildly,
“I’m a gunsmith, not a bounty hunter. Leave me and mine alone,
that’s all. You hear me?”

“You threatening me,
friend?”

“No,” Lanphier said. “Just
telling you. Touch my wife and you’re dead, Hook.”

Hook’s brittle laugh,
wholly without humor, erupted across the cluttered shop. “Real
tough, ain’t you, friend?”

“If I have to be,”
Lanphier answered evenly.

Hook kept laughing for a
while. Lanphier didn’t pay much attention. He put the six-gun back
together, put a few drops of oil into the mechanism, and unloaded
the gun. When he was sure the chambers were empty he pointed the
gun at the ceiling and cocked it and pulled
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