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Wayne Ulster had cleaned up many dirty towns
with brains, guts and a fast gun. But three men were too much for
him and he landed up full of lead. Sam Spur, the most wanted man in
the West, helped track down his killers, assured by the Governor of
a free pardon. But someone else wanted the killers out of the
way—badly. Someone who was a little too close to the Governor’s
side for comfort.
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Chapter One

Wayne Ulster
was federal marshal
for Arizona Territory. He was a small, calm man who managed never
to look small even among tall men.

He sat at his desk in the courthouse. It was
night. He looked at the papers in front of him and he frowned. He
frowned because he was faced with a problem he would rather be
without. Never in his life before had he wanted to shirk a
responsibility. He wished he could sweep this one under the carpet
the way the politicians got their dirt out of sight. He had seen
plenty of that since coming to the capital.

The governor had got him appointed the year
before. It was said the president of the United States himself had
given John T. Stirling the choice and without hesitation he had
chosen Ulster.

His was a name known the length
and breadth
of the frontier. This appointment might be a political one, but his
appointments in the past both as marshal and sheriff had been
because he had been decisive and fearless. It was said that he had
cleaned up more dirty towns than most men had had hot dinners. He
had done it with brains, guts and a fast gun. In that order. It was
also said that he was incorruptible and whoever said that was
right. His appointment to the federal post showed the governor
could pick men if nothing else.

He looked at the papers in
front of him for the last time, said quietly to himself:
“I don’t know,” and
shuffled them together before taking them to the safe behind him
and putting them away. He locked the safe, blew out the lamp and
made for the door. He locked the door behind him and started down
the long hall of the courthouse.

Behind him somebody
called: “Ulster.”

He turned.

A man stood ten feet from him and there was
a gun in his hand.

Ulster moved. His right hand whisked back
the skirt of his coat as the other man fired. But still his
automatic movement continued. He got off one shot as he heard two
guns open up on him from behind. He saw the man he had hit fall
against the wall, saw the masked face in the moonlight.

He turned and fired again, but
the other two men emptied their guns into him. He was knocked to
the floor by the impact of the heavy bullets. He kicked twice and
lay still. The two men ran along the hall toward him. One of them
pointed his gun and fired point-blank into Ulster’s head. There was no doubt
that he was now dead.

As his blood ran darkly on the
polished boards, the two men started for the rear of the building.
As they passed the man who had been wounded, he said:
“I been
hit.”

“Goddam you,” said one of the men, “git.”

He pulled the man away from the
wall and shoved him toward the rear of the building. They all
started to run. It would be only minutes before men came, drawn by the sound
of the shots. They ran out of the rear of the building to where
their horses stood. Hurriedly, they picked up their trailing lines
and got into the saddle. The wounded man was groaning.

They spurred their horses and
ran them along the rear of the building and turned down a dark
alleyway. They reached Frazer off Main and turned down it. Now they
put their horses to a flat run. Within minutes, they were out of
town. They wouldn’t stop till they reached the first relay of horses. Then
they would head for the hills.

None of them could believe that they had
pulled it off. They had killed the great Wayne Ulster, the man whom
the newspapers claimed was immortal.

Deputy Marshal Lin Travers was the first to
come on the body. He called for lights and they were brought. Men
gathered around and stared down at the bloody form of the marshal,
dead and shot to ribbons.

Travers said simply:
“He always said it
would end this way.”

He was stunned.

Ulster had found him five years
before, a no-good cowhand riding the owl-hoot trail. He had
transformed the lank Texan who thought the world owed him a living
into a responsible man who knew right from wrong. It had taken some
doing, but Ulster had done it. Travers was Ulster’s man and everybody knew it.
When Ulster more or less put up his guns and became federal
marshal, Travers had become his top trouble-shooter. If there were
any hard cases to bring in, Travers was sent for. He was a good man
at his job. He was a bloodhound and he never gave up. Men knew
that. Unlike Ulster, he was in himself a dangerous man. Men
reckoned now that Ulster was dead, Travers was even more dangerous
than ever. Which was saying something.

When the body had been taken
away, Travers and Malcolm, a fellow-deputy, went into
Ulster’s
office. There had to be a good reason for men risking killing such
a man. It would be no easy thing for a man to make up his mind to
kill a gun as fast as the federal marshal. They had searched the
hall and found the spent cartridges. They knew that at least three
men had done the job.

They went and sat by
Ulster’s
desk and Malcolm said: “A hell of a note.”

Travers didn’t say anything. He didn’t
think there was anything a man could say to express what he
felt.

He had the keys he had taken
from Ulster’s pockets. He got up and tried them till he found the one
that would open the safe. Inside he found several sheaves of
papers. He leafed through them and handed them to his companion as
he finished with them. Neither man thought there was anything
remarkable there, except perhaps the financial statement of the
territory. Neither could see why that should interest the federal
marshal. Travers put them back in the safe and locked
it.

“What
do we do now?” Malcolm asked.

“We go
after ’em. What else?”

“You
got any idea who it might be?”

Travers shrugged.

“It
could be anybody. Somebody with a grudge—God knows there were
plenty. Somebody hired to do the job. Find out who got out of jail
lately. Check the ones Wayne got sent up. Do that right now,
George. I’ll go ask questions on the street. Just a chance somebody
saw ’em. First light, we’ll hunt sign. May not do us any good, but
we have to try anything. You know if Charlie Two Moons is in
town?”

Charlie was a Delaware. He had
scouted for the army, and the marshal’s office had used him many times for
trailing.

“Saw
him yesterday. I’ll send word out for him,” Malcolm
said.

They got up and went out, George Malcolm
toward the record office, Lin Travers out onto the street. There
were very few people about. The uproar that the shooting had caused
had died down. Folks had returned to their beds.

Who would have been awake and around when
the shooting took place? Travers built a smoke and thought.

He came up with one name. Ranee
Straffer. You could dance, drink, gamble and womanize, discreetly and for a
price, at Ranee’s place all night if you wanted. The law turned a
blind eye to Ranee and his activities because Ranee ran a nice
house and he knew how to behave. He’d never had a shooting, a
stabbing or any unpleasant incident. Men behaved themselves under
Ranee’s eye. There was only one and that was sharp as an eagle’s.
Ranee was a smooth operator, he was something of a gentleman, but
nobody doubted he was one of the toughest men in the territory.
Neither did they doubt that he was fast becoming one of the
richest. He knew how to pander to men’s appetites.

Ranee’s place was a couple of hundred
paces east of the courthouse, no more, which showed if nothing else
did that the law was kindly disposed toward him. Travers walked
there now.

It was an imposing brick
building. One of the first to be built in the city. It had been
built for a wealthy mine-owner who had gone broke and sold it to
Ranee for a
song. There were velvet drapes at the windows and a large brass
knocker on the door. The door was half glass and through this glass
there glowed a faint light.

Travers knocked. Gently.

After a short interval the door opened and a
very large man in evening dress and with the broken nose of a
bouncer appeared. His eyes showed slight shock at the sight of the
deputy marshal. Everybody in the territory knew Travers.

“Why,
marshal,” he said in surprisingly cultured tones—trust Ranee to pay
for the best. “Nothing wrong, I hope.”

Travers thought about Ulster lying shot to
pieces.

“Nothing wrong,” he said. “Mr. Straffer in?”

“Always in for you, marshal.” The door opened wide and the
bouncer stepped aside. The marshal entered, boots on plush thick
carpet. The lights were dim and discreet. You could pass your best
friend in here without recognizing him. Which was the general idea.
The bouncer said: “If you’d wait a moment, Mr. Travers, I’ll inform Mr.
Straffer.”

Travers waited. The air was heavy here. He
could hear the faint murmur of voices, the distant sound of music.
There was a large gilt mirror on the wall, opposite it a large
portrait of a great American hero. All very decorous. When a man
came here, he felt rich. After a pause of no more than a few
minutes, the bouncer came back to say that Mr. Straffer would be
happy to see him. He led the way up the thickly carpeted stairs,
down a dimly lit corridor and showed him into a room where suddenly
the lights were bright.

Ranee Straffer rose from behind
a desk. Good wood glowed softly in the room. Straffer wore evening
dress with the jacket removed. In its place he wore a richly
embroidered Chinese silk dressing gown. He was thirty-five years old with
thick glossy black hair, long sideboards and a splendid mustache. A
handsome and impressive man. He greeted Travers with an
outstretched hand.

“Lin,
my dear fellow … what can a man say? A tragic thing. Tragic. I was proud to
call him my friend. If there’s anything I can do … just
call.”

His handshake was firm. He was
a physically powerful man. In his time, he had been a fast gun. You
wouldn’t
think to look at him now that he had run with a rough crowd and
bossed it.

Travers took the seat offered him, accepted
the whiskey that was put at his elbow on the glossy top of the
table. He needed it.

“I’ve
come to you for help, Ranee,” he said.

Straffer sat down and leaned forward
eagerly.

“Ask
away,” he said.

“You
take the air in the early hours,” Travers said. “Could be you were
outside when the killers rode off.”

Straffer looked eager.

“You’ve come to the right man,” he said. “I was coming over
to see you. I saw three men riding hard. How many men do you see
going hell-for-leather around midnight?”

Travers felt suspicion probing him.

“Where?”

“I was
on the sidewalk. Right outside this place. Smoking. I heard the
shots and heard the horses a moment later. These three men came out
of the alley alongside the bank fast. They turned down Frazer and
must have gone east out of town.”

“Did
you get a look at any of ’em?”

“Now
this is where I’m in difficulty. The light was poor and the men had
their faces masked with bandannas, their hats were pulled low. Just
the same I’m sure I recognized one of ’em.”

“Who
was it?”

“Now,
this wouldn’t hold up in a court of law. His face wasn’t visible to
me, but to a man who spent the years in the saddle that I did, you
can tell a man from the way he rides. I’m certain I knew the
man.”

“Who
was it?” Travers repeated.

“Lucky
Lincoln.”

The name meant much to both of
them. Straffer had ridden with him in the bad old days. Straffer
had altered his ways, but Lincoln had gone on as he started.
He lived by
the gun. Ulster had caught him for murder some years before and he
had been sent to the pen.

Travers stood up. He finished his
whiskey.

“Anything else you can tell, Ranee? There’s a lot to be
done.”

“Nothing that comes to me now. If I think of anything, I’ll
get in touch.”

“Do
that. I’m grateful.”

“I
know I’m right about Lincoln, but I couldn’t prove it.”

“I’ll
do the proving,” Travers assured him. “Thanks, Ranee.”

He walked from the room. When he got back to
the office he shared with Malcolm, the other deputy greeted him
eagerly.

“I got
the details you wanted, Lin,” he said.

“Names?”

“Will
Madders and Lucky Lincoln got out of the pen over a month
back.”

There was that name again and
so soon. Maybe Straffer was right. It was true— you could
recognize a
man from the way he sat a horse. He thought about both
names Malcolm had
given him. Will Madders was out. He wouldn’t hurt a fly, let alone
shoot a man to death. Lincoln was another matter.

They ought to search the town
for Lincoln, just in case he had doubled back. He might think it
the safest place to be. But they didn’t have the men. But how to pick up sign
of men riding out of town? The trails around here were too well
used. It was no good following sign until they traced the men out
into the open country. He had to find somebody else who had seen
them, somebody outside town. Straffer had said he’d seen them going
east. They could have left town and circled. By God, if ever a man
needed some luck…

Maybe Straffer was that luck. Stranger
things had happened.


Chapter Two

By dawn they had wired every lawman in
the territory to keep an eye open for Lincoln, wanted for
questioning. They did what they could to alert county sheriffs in
the neighboring states and territories to look out for the man.
Travers didn’t place much hope in this because he wanted speed. He
knew that if he didn’t come up with Lincoln in the next few days
that he might never get him. What he feared was that the man had
gotten over the Border into Mexico. There he would be safe. It was
the obvious place for him to go.

They had a hasty breakfast and
the governor sent for Travers. This was John T. Stirling, a
slightly pompous man who very much liked the idea of being
governor. Travers did not personally think much of him, but he knew
that there must be merit in the man because he had recognized the fact that
Ulster was a good lawman. The meeting with the governor was brief
and to the point.

Travers was to be acting
marshal and the killers were to be found. They were to be back here
in the capital by the end of the week. There must be no argument
about that. That a territorial marshal could be killed was not only
a personal tragedy, but a public scandal. Travers must put aside
everything till the men were caught. Was that
understood?
Travers said it was. Travers was dismissed. He walked out into the
sunshine and thought that he had wasted fifteen minutes of valuable
time.

He went back into his office and found
Malcolm there.

“George,” he said, “if you were running, where would you run
to?”

“Mexico or the mountains, if that helps at all.”

“Not
much. Who ran with Lincoln before he went away?”

“Henry
Strange and Pete Offing.”

“They
in or out?”

“Out.”

“The
three of them were pretty close. They could still be
together.”

They asked around town. They went into all
the saloons and bawdy houses asking questions. They were through by
noon after using up several hours using persuasion and threats to
get their answers. All three men had been in town the day before.
They then located the livery where the men had left their horses.
They had come for their horses at ten o'clock the night before.
Both marshals felt they were getting warm. All they wanted now was
a sight of the men.

They would have to find men who
had spotted them on the trail or out in open country. That meant
questioning farmers, sheepherders, cowhands, prospectors. They
could still be asking a month from now. Depression fell on them.
But they had to get on. One bit of luck they had —they found
Charlie Two Moons. The Delaware said he had nothing on and he would
hire out to them, usual rates. They told Charlie all they knew and
the Indian looked hopeless. Hell, he said, they wanted a man with second
sight. Just the same they headed east out of town, mounted and
leading a packhorse behind them. The governor had said a week and
they had to start somewhere.

Then Travers had his second piece of
luck.

A mile out of town, they came
to Herb Morgan’s place. Herb grew truck for the town, ran a few hogs and
chickens. He had a nice business going. He slept badly and he had
been troubled by a coyote after his chickens. So he’d been out in
his yard with a shotgun the night before just after midnight. Sure,
he said, when they questioned him, he’d seen three riders. They’d
gone past his gate riding like hell itself was after them. Did they
wear masks? Not that he remembered. He wanted to know why they were
questioning him. They told him and he was suitably stunned by the
news. He hoped they came up with the bastards. He couldn’t believe
it could happen to a man like Wayne Ulster.

They rode on. They were
reasonably certain now that they were looking for
three men. Now they
had to discover how long they had kept to the main
trail.

They met several men on the
trail and questioned them without any luck. They stopped and spoke
to folks who lived off the trail and didn’t have any better. Then they were
approached by a light pall of dust and met a bull-train coming
toward them. The leading bull-whacker said they’d camped some miles
back during the night. They had mounted a guard of one man to stop
the cattle straying when they were on grass. Who was on guard after
midnight? they asked. The fellow scratched his head—that would be
Jed Tucker. He was third wagon back.

They rode along the teams of
patiently plodding oxen and found Jed Tucker, a burly man with a
brutal face and a chest covered in black hairs. Yeah, sure, he was
on guard at that time. Yeah, sure he remembered the riders going
past. Yeah, sure, they was sure raising the dust. Yeah, sure, he
thought to himself that was kinda funny. Maybe some cowhands going
back to
their headquarters after a night in town. Only they wasn’t shouting
or yelling none.

They thanked him and went on. So they knew
the three men had come thus far on the trail itself.

Charlie Two Moons said:
“They come all this
way and they’re still traveling fast. They have to make a change of
horses someplace.”

The two white men agreed. So where did they
have the spare horses? Hidden in an arroyo? Or at some house? They
scanned the plain and saw little more than heat-haze.

Malcolm then had his bright idea.

“Scrubber’s Place,” he said.

Travers said:
“Art Scrubber is
Pete Offing’s cousin.”

Malcolm nodded. He said:
“Charlie, if they
turned off near here for Art’s place you should be able to pick up
the sign.”

They left the trail and
turned southeast. They were now headed toward Scrubber’s Place and
the hills. Charlie rode away from the trail, then turned parallel
to it so that he cut any sign leaving it. Inside fifteen
minutes, he found
it. Three horses, he said, had gone at a fast pace this way. That,
said Malcolm, would take them to Art. Charlie came on some
droppings pretty soon and broke them with his fingers. He looked up
and said: “Not long. It could be them.”

“Good,” said Travers, “let’s get on.”

They headed for
Art’s place.
The man was well known to them. You couldn’t call him an outlaw,
though everybody knew that he lived outside the law. In the early
days, men said, he’d run whiskey and guns to the Indians. More
lately, he had lived on other men’s cows.

The house they approached an
hour or so later was a rundown wretched-looking adobe that was
badly in need of repair. The only other landmarks hereabouts was a
solitary cottonwood and a corral. In the corral were five horses.
Three of them looked in a bad way. They didn’t have brands on them.

They rode into the yard and shouted.

A slatternly woman appeared.
They asked for Art. He was sleeping, she told them. Then wake him up, Travers
said. She shrugged her shoulders and slouched inside.

A couple of male yells and a
female scream came from inside and a short while later a man
dressed in shirt and pants and nothing else came out and stood
scratching himself under the left armpit. The little hair he had
was over his face, masking small hog’s eyes. He looked like a gross animal. He
looked forty-five. Travers knew he was ten years
younger.

He stood staring at the lawmen
through his hair. If he was thinking anything at all, it
didn’t
show.

“Where’s Pete?” Travers asked.

“Pete?” exclaimed Art, as though amazed at the mention of
the name.

“Where
is he?”

The scratching stopped.

“Christ, how should I know where he’s at?”

Travers stepped down from the
saddle, walked up to Art and said: “He was here this morning.”

“Naw,”
said Art, shaking his head.

“Pete
warn’t here. No, sir. Pete warn’t in a hunnerd mile o’
here.”

From his saddle, Malcolm shot the question
at him:

“How
long those three beat-up horses been in the starve-out,
Art?”

Art looked in astonishment first at Malcolm
and then at the horses.

“Them
hosses? Coupla hours mebbe.”

“Why
they worn down that way?”

“Wore
down? Hell, they ain’t wore down. They’s a li’l played out—sure.
But they ain’t wore down. Me an’ the boys been ridin’ a mite.
Drivin’ cows. Reckon we run ’em too much in the sun. Come night
they’ll be fresh as daisies.”

Lin Travers prodded him in the chest with a
tough forefinger.

“Art,
we know Lincoln, Strange and Offing rode in here on those horses
early this morning.”

“Mist’
Travers, you know better’n me.”

“We
don’t want to get rough with you, Art, but if we have
to…”

Art didn’t show fright. He didn’t
budge.

Travers said over his shoulder
to Charlie Two Moons: “Charlie, circle and pick up sign.” Charlie
wheeled his pony and went off. “Art, bring your wife out here. And
the boys.”

Art shambled inside the house.
He yelled around a bit, then appeared herding the woman and the two
young boys. Both men questioned them closely. They fired question
after question for ten minutes and received sullen stares or
unsatisfactory answers. Either way, they didn’t get anywhere, till Malcolm
said: “Where the boys’ saddles, Art?”

The four of them stared at the two lawmen
struck dumb.

“The
saddles, Art,” Travers barked.

“You
know the boys don’ have no saddles, Mist’ Travers,” Art
said.

Malcolm said:
“Those horses have
been ridden with saddles. The marks’re plain. You’re lying to
us.”

Art swore fiercely by God in
heaven he wasn’t. They couldn’t get any more out of him. Charlie Two
Moons came riding back. He picked up fresh sign he said. New horses
and they were going hard.

Travers said:
“We’ll be back,
Art. You have a day or two to think it over. This is a hanging
matter. You’d best talk some sense into him, Mrs.
Scrubber.”

They mounted and rode out. They
came to the sign that Charlie had found and the two white men had
to confess there wasn’t much sign there to see. But Charlie was sure. The three
men had left their tired horses with Art and had ridden on on fresh
mounts.

They settled down to a long hard ride.


Chapter Three

At the same time the following day they
came to the first of the hills. Now they were wary. Men like Lincoln would
watch their back-trail. They could run into trouble around the next
corner. Certainly, the men had taken no trouble to rub out their
sign. They had been sure that they would not be followed. They had
traveled fast and far. Just the same, they rode with their eyes
skinned. Beyond this range of foothills they could see the triple
peaks of Los
Tres Soldados, rearing heads of the mighty sierra country. They could
lose three men forever in that country. It was as wild and wide as
any place on earth. Still, it was said it was the home of small
scattered bands of wild Apache. From time to time lone prospectors
disappeared without trace. Badmen who were tough enough to survive
the country and had no wish to take refuge below the border sometimes hid out
there.

Charlie lost the sign on rock several times
and that slowed them up, but he cast around and picked it up again
without too much trouble. They found themselves on a faint but
regularly used trail. They came on a scattering of cattle that ran
from them wild as deer. They disturbed deer at pasture.

The horses were pretty well
played out now and they decided to camp. They got a fire going and
made coffee, luxuriating in it, their legs painfully stiff from
hours in the saddle. When they were through eating, Charlie killed
his smoke and said he had a feeling. They respected the
Indian’s
feelings and said so. He said he thought the men they were
following were not too far off. He would go on foot. Please would
they not shoot at him when he came back into camp. They promised
they would be careful and he slipped away into the darkness. He had
changed his white man’s boots for a pair of moccasins.

It was nearly midnight when he
returned. He
was pleased with himself and he had good reason to be. He had found
the horses they were following.

The two marshals sat up and
took notice. Charlie talked. He had gone about four miles east of
here and found this shebang with a corral alongside it. He had
taken a good look around. In the corral were a number of horses. He
examined their feet and found the three horses they were after
among them. He knew the hoof-marks well. He was sure he
couldn’t be
wrong.

“Who
was in the house?” Travers asked.

Of that he
couldn’t be
sure, but he thought several men. There were, he said, five saddles
on the corral rail.

The two lawmen were excited. They agreed
that they should make a try in the dawn.

They tried to sleep after that,
but, even as tired as they were, they couldn’t. They were on the move well
before dawn, working their
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