
        
            
                
            
        



  Contents



    	About the Author
	 


    	Chapter One


    	Chapter Two


    	Chapter Three


    	Chapter Four


    	Chapter Five


    	Chapter Six


    	Chapter Seven


    	Chapter Eight


    	Chapter Nine


    	Chapter Ten


    	Chapter Eleven


    	Chapter Twelve
	 


    	The Amos Flagg Series


    	Piccadilly Publishing


    	Copyright


  





[image: Image]







About the Author



Clay Randall was a pen name of Clifton Adams, (1919-1971). 

Under this byline he wrote six novels about a western sheriff named Amos Flagg. He authored nearly 50 books and over 125 short stories, it is truly a shame that he died so young at age 52. He was still in his prime as a writer, having just won two consecutive Spur Awards for Best Western Novel from the Western Writers of America, first in 1969 for Tragg’s Choice and in 1970 for The Last Days of Wolf Garnett. He was named “Oklahoma Writer of the Year” in 1965 by the University of Oklahoma, his alma mater. 




Chapter One



A BATTLE-SCARRED tomcat, answering at times to the name of El Cazador, sunned himself on the plank walk in front of the Masonic Temple. A shimmering sun lay on Academy, a day spiced with dust and profanity and laughter.

Only occasionally did El Cazador open one gold-yellow eye to survey the activity in the dusty street. Over the years he had grown accustomed to the peculiar ways of men. He had long since lost interest in their erratic behavior, bawling voices, and bursts of violence. If the big cat had thought about it, he could not honestly have claimed any real affection for mankind in general, although some men were more tolerable than others. One of this elite group was now coming toward him from the shady side of the street

This man was an old-timer with a grayish beard and a habitually cheerful air. He had been known to carry meat scraps in his pocket, bits of beef or chicken that he had wheedled at some eating house or other, wrapped in neat newspaper parcels. Usually it was in the small basement room of the Masonic Temple that the old man unwrapped these tidbits and presented them with a flourish to El Cazador.

The animal gray in color with battle-notched ears, cocked his head expectantly. But the old-timer passed right by, spurs clamoring, with no glance or cheerful word for the big cat.

El Cazador blinked at the brilliant afternoon. With a lick at a patch of ruffed fur—in what might have been a feline shrug—he got to his feet and padded silently at the old man’s heels.

The old man rattled down the stone steps to the temple basement, the cat following curiously behind. They passed through a short, dark tunnel to a room where El Cazador had his sleeping quarters in a plug tobacco box beneath the county sheriff’s desk. This was where the old-timer unwrapped the scraps of meat when he had them. Often, when there was no meat, the cat was fed condensed milk from a can.

Today it appeared that there would be nothing at all. As El Cazador was about to enter a complaint the old man spoke to a younger man who was sitting at the desk. There was something in the old-timer’s voice that aroused the big cat’s curiosity. He sat on the stone floor, staring unblinkingly at the two men, listening attentively.

“Boy,” Gunner Flagg was saying, “fur’s about to fly over at Glencoe Doyal’s saloon, if I’m any judge.”

Sheriff Amos Flagg looked at the old man and groaned to himself. “What is it this time?”

“Well, I ain’t too sure,” Gunner said. “Some wagoners started to hurrah the dealers. Then Glencoe started to make a racket. And there’s that dude of a banty rooster, I can’t think of his name. They looked like they was about to start breaking furniture, so I figgered you better know.”

Amos had stopped listening after the first few words, knowing very well that it was all but impossible to get a straight story out of the old man. He got his gun belt off the peg and buckled it on. “If the council would hire a town marshal, they wouldn’t have this trouble.”

He had been telling them this for years, but it was not likely that they would pay for a town marshal as long as Amos did the job for them free of charge. The sheriff made for the tunnel, the old man right behind him. Neither of them noticed the gray cat sitting in the middle of the floor.

When Amos came out of the tunnel, he was keenly aware of the unnatural silence of the street. Several cowhands and townsmen held frozen positions on the plank walk near Doyal’s American Saloon. He instinctively loosened his revolver in its holster as he headed toward the saloon.

Somebody was saying, “Put it down,” in a quiet, unruffled, cocky kind of voice that Amos didn’t like. Immediately a chair flew out of the dark interior of the American, shattered the batwing doors, and fell in pieces on the sidewalk. Before the batwings had stopped clattering, a pistol shot shattered the unnerving silence.

The sheriff muttered angrily under his breath, lunged for the plank walk, and threw his big frame into the saloon. His .45 had somehow moved from his holster to his hand.

The saloonkeeper, a dapper, flashy stringbean of a man who liked to fashion himself after pictures of sporting figures in The Police Gazette, was behind the bar. A muleskinner by the name of Pink Luffy was on the floor and obviously dead. A number of customers were standing along the bar, some of them with glasses halfway to their mouths. In the back of the room a five-handed poker game had been interrupted in the middle of a deal. Glencoe’s three saloon girls were poised like gaudy birds about to take flight.

In the middle of the floor there was an overturned table and a smashed chair. A wheel-of-fortune had been ripped from its base and lay like the helm of a wrecked ship against the wall.

For the moment Amos ignored everything and everyone except the man standing at the head of the bar, apart from the other customers, with a gleaming, silver-mounted little hawkbill .38 in his hand. A whisper of smoke could still be seen curling up from the muzzle.

Amos heard himself saying harshly, “Let it drop.”

The little man, whose name was Ottie Spain, glanced casually at the sheriff and said, “If you don’t mind.” He carefully placed the .38 on the bar. “It’s a valuable weapon,” he explained in the same uninterested tone that he might have used to discuss horses or the vagaries of Panhandle weather. “Double-action. You don’t see many of them up here.”

Amos moved in quickly, stepping in between Spain and his gun, the way a good cowhand might cut a range cow away from her calf. He shoved the .38 to Glencoe Doyal. “Hold this.” With one eye still on Ottie Spain, Amos knelt beside what had once been Pink Luffy.

Pink had been shot once, just above his left vest pocket. His hand was limp and going cold. His once beefy face was a waxen gray. He had no pulse. He did not breathe.

Amos got to his feet and looked at the saloonkeeper, “What happened?”

Glencoe spread his hands on the bar and found his voice. Now that the danger was over, words came with a rush. “Hell, Sheriff, you know what muleskinners’re like. You recollect last month, don’t you, when Pink and one of his pards fixed Abe Duncan’s Spur Saloon so that Abe’s customers had to drink standin’ up for three weeks? That’s what would of happened here if Ottie hadn’t stopped Pink when he did. Pink would of broke everything in the place.”

The sheriff spoke to the saloon owner but kept Ottie fixed with an icy gaze. “Seems like Ottie stopped Pink a little more permanent than was called for.” He nodded toward the door and this time spoke to Ottie. “That way.”

Ottie did not move. A short, thick man with a dark, masklike face, Spain wore the black broadcloth of a professional gambler. “You can’t jail me, Sheriff. Luffy come at me with a knife. Everybody seen it.”

“What knife?”

One of Glencoe’s saloon girls spoke shrilly. “He had it in his hand. The muleskinner. Maybe he fell on it.”

Amos got the toe of his boot under the dead man’s shoulder and turned him over. The knife, a deadly, hand-forged fighting and skinning tool, with blood-gutters and tilted point, was still in Luffy’s hand. Ottie Spain grinned. The whole room seemed to breathe more easily.

Ottie said, “See what I told you?”

Amos regarded the little gambler with distaste. There was very little about the man that didn’t rub him the wrong way. He was too cocky, too fast with that new little .38, too slick with cards. Amos wasn’t sure just where he stood legally, but he had already made up his mind to jail Spain until he learned more about the killing.

“Let’s go, Ottie. Across the street.”

Ottie’s grin vanished as if by magic. “You ain’t goin’ to put me in your calaboose, Flagg.”

The little gambler was mistaken. The sheriff moved closer to Spain, the muzzle of his .45 almost touching the ruffled front of Ottie’s shirt. “One way or the other, Ottie.”

Spain stared at him with eyes as dark as thunderheads. Amos nodded again toward the door of the saloon. “That way.” There was a certain finality in the way he said it, suggesting that the invitation wouldn’t be issued again. Ottie started to speak, but anger stopped the words in his throat. At a nudge from Amos’s .45, he moved stiffly toward the door and to the calaboose.

Spain studied Amos with hatred as the barred door of the jail clanged shut. “How long you think you can keep me here?”

“Depends on what I hear about the shootin’.”

“I already told you about that.”

“I’d rather hear it from somebody else.”

“Flagg, I’ll have your hide for this!” But Spain was talking to the sheriff’s broad back. Amos once again sidled into the street and made for the American Saloon.

Doc Cooger, a viperish little former Army surgeon, was examining the body when Amos came in. “One thing you got to say for Ottie,” Doc said dryly. “He does a clean job. Right through the heart. Pink never knowed what hit him.”

“Pink had it comin’,” Glencoe Doyal said hotly. “He would of wrecked my place sure.”

Miles Booker, storekeeper and part-time undertaker, was eyeing the body professionally. “Glencoe’s right, Sheriff. When Pink started to get out of hand, Ottie warned him. But you know muleskinners. They don’t listen to nobody,”

“The thing that bothers me,” Amos said solemnly, “is why Ottie took a hand in the first place.”

“Because Pink was about to bust up the place.” Glencoe said indignantly.

“But it ain’t Ottie’s place. What difference did it make to him?”

“If you was to ask me,” Miles Booker was saying in the tone of a traveling lecturer. “Pink got just what he asked for.”

Amos regarded that circle of faces with deceptive calm. He knew that he had no case against Ottie. Frontier law was simple and direct. A fair fight, even if people were killed, was considered a personal matter, and there was little that a sheriff or a rarely seen circuit-riding judge could do about it. There were almost twenty witnesses to testify that Pink Luffy had attacked Ottie with a fighting knife. This, as any Panhandle jury would have told him, was a clear case of self-defense.

Self-defense. Amos wondered how many times gunmen had used that excuse as a license to murder.

Two wagoner pals of Luffy’s sidled warily through the crowd and prepared to take the body to Booker’s Store. “I got to admit,” one of them said, taking Pink’s heavy shoulders, “that Pink wasn’t the most peaceable hombre you ever seen when he got his neck full of snake oil. And most likely he’d of busted a table or two, and maybe some chairs, if somebody hadn’t stopped him. But, hell. Was that any cause to kill him?” The man was both bewildered and frightened. He stared accusingly at Amos. “You’re the law. Why didn’t you do somethin’?”

“I’m the county sheriff.” Amos looked pointedly at Booker and Daniel Colton and Simon Clay, all members of Academy’s town council. “Lookin’ after the town is the job of a town marshal.”

“Well,” the wagoner demanded, “where was the marshal when Pink needed him?”

The sheriff’s smile was as thin as a razor scratch and thoroughly humorless. “The town ain’t got a marshal,” he told the dead man’s pal. But the council members knew that he was actually speaking to them.

The two wagoners took Pink’s body out of the saloon. They didn’t expect anything to be done about the killing. When you had a temper like Pink’s, and a thirst for red whiskey, sooner or later somebody was sure to put a bullet in you.

When the excitement was over and the crowd began to drift away, the sheriff stubbornly questioned Glencoe and his customers. They all told the same story. Amos left the saloon and climbed the outside stairway of Booker’s Store to Doc Cooger’s sickroom. The little doc, who acted as coroner when one was needed, had already finished his report for the county records.

“That’s the trouble with folks gettin’ theirselves killed in public places,” Cooger said dryly. “All the paperwork.” He turned and looked at the sheriff’s long, humorless face. “How you goin’ to report it?”

“There ain’t but one way. Self-defense.” It would go into a box along with other records in some dark corner of the Masonic Temple basement, where the lodge brothers rented offices to the county. And that would be the end of Pink Luffy.

The little doc shrugged uninterestedly. “Maybe someday the council will hire a town marshal. But that might cut in on Booker’s undertakin’ business, mightn’t it?”

Amos took the report and left Cooger laughing harshly at his own humor.

Gunner Flagg was waiting for his lawman son at the bottom of Doc’s stairs. “Ever’thing settled?” he asked.

A faint and fleeting grin was grotesque as it passed across the sheriff’s face. “For Pink Luffy it is.”

Ottie Spain was in an icy rage by the time Amos finally returned to unlock the door to the calaboose. “Flagg,” he grated, “I’ll have your hide for this!”

“Maybe. But some other time. Some other place.” He handed Ottie his double-action .38 with one hand and its cartridges with the other. “When you’re out of Academy, you can load it.”

Ottie’s face darkened, his neck seemed to thicken, but in no other way did he show his anger. He studied the sheriff’s face. “We’ll see about this, Sheriff.” He dropped his unloaded revolver into its holster.

Amos stood for a moment beside the rock calaboose. There was a certain sneering cockiness in the little gambler’s strutting. I haven’t seen the last of him, Amos thought wearily. Affairs with men such as Ottie Spain were never ended so simply, so quietly.

It was midafternoon when Amos got back to his office in the Temple basement. The town was reasonably quiet. Ottie was nowhere to be seen.

In the office he found Gunner hunkered down beside the desk, dribbling canned milk into a once-white saucer. Amos fixed the two of them with a jaded eye. “Is that the best you got to do—feed that cat?”

“Me ’n’ ol’ El Cazador sort of look after each other, both of us bein’ over the hill, like they say.” Gunner dumped the last of the milk into the saucer and lobbed the can into the corner of the office. “Fact is, I was kind of waitin’ for you.”

As it so often happened, a vague look of disbelief crossed the sheriff’s face when he looked at the old man. A little more than a year ago they had let Gunner out of Huntsville Prison, where he had, off and on, spent a good part of his adult life. They were father and son but still strangers and in many ways they would always be strangers.

The old man said, “Boy, do you happen to recollect a gun-handy gent by the name of Ab Slater?”

The sheriff experienced a curious emptiness directly behind his belt buckle. “Who,” he asked with fiddle-string tautness, for he was sure that this was no idle inquiry on the old man’s part, “hasn’t heard of Ab Slater? How many was it he killed in the Montana troubles? And later in Wichita, and Ellsworth …?”

The old man snorted. “Boy, that’s a lot of corral dust, most of it. Ab ain’t such a bad kind of feller when you get to know him.”

With a last sandpaper-like lick at the saucer, El Cazador finished his milk. He sat and licked himself and yawned and eyed the plug tobacco box thoughtfully. Then the cat became aware of the ringing silence in that small, stone-floored room. He fixed an expectant, yellow-eyed gaze on the old man, then on the sheriff.

The sheriff said in a tone that would scratch glass, “Where is Ab Slater now?”

“Over in the hotel, I guess. Anyhow, that’s where he said he’d be. Waitin’.”

“Waitin’ for what?”

“You. Ab wants to talk to the law hereabouts.”

With the air of a cat that had experienced such scenes before, El Cazador continued to regard the two men with a certain alertness. Ready to spring for cover, just in case.

“Ab Slater,” Amos was saying coolly, “is a pal of yours?”

“Well, not a pal, exactly. We worked in the harness shop together, down at Huntsville, my last hitch.”

One thing about the old man, he didn’t mind talking about his past. He sometimes did it with an air of pride that made the sheriff’s temper boil—as if serving a hitch in prison were a notable accomplishment.

“A man as important as Ab Slater,” Amos said bitingly, “we sure don’t want to keep him waitin’.”

The Commercial Hotel was a crackerbox frame building, two rooms down, four up. A shabby refuge for drummers and visiting cowmen, and, at one time, a county sheriff. Since Gunner’s most recent hitch in Huntsville, he and Amos had moved to a rent shack in the alley behind the Masonic Temple.

Fred Ditty, a nervous, underfed youth, was behind the plank desk when Amos and Gunner tramped in from the street.

“Howdy, Fred,” the old man said brightly. “Mr. Connors still up in his room?”

The youth was instantly alarmed at the sight of the sheriff. “S-s-sure,” he stuttered. “That is, I—I think so. If he come down, I never seen him.”

Amos had already started up the stairs. “Which room?” the old man asked.

Fred had to think about this. “Number Two, at the back.”

Gunner took his time climbing the stairs. The sheriff grabbed him on the top landing and said, “You didn’t mention what a high-priced killer’s doin’ in a place like Academy.”

“You never gave me any time.” Gunner mopped his face with a blue bandana. “Well, now we’re here, you might as well get it from Ab.”

Amos hit the door with his knuckles. Off the latch, the pinewood door swayed in on creaking hinges. The old familiar smell of dry rot and stale tobacco and dirty clothes met them as they moved into the room. For Amos it was almost like coming home. This was the room he had lived in for almost two years; he knew every inch of the damp-spotted ceiling, every minor discoloration in the muddy green wallpaper.

Ab Slater was sitting on the side of the bunk, a sputtering brown-paper smoke in his hand, gazing uninterestedly down at the street from the open window. He turned his head with an air of weariness and said, “I been watching the excitement. Interestin’ little place you got here, Sheriff.”

“Ab Slater?”

The man nodded. He was a gray man, colorless, with hot eyes and hollow cheeks and dead-looking skin. He had a good view of the American Saloon and Booker’s Store. From what he had seen and heard, he knew all about the killing. A common thing in the violent life of Ab Slater. He had mentioned it only by way of conversation.

“What brings you to Academy?” Amos demanded.

“Didn’t the old man tell you?”

“Never gave me the time,” Gunner said with a shrug. “That’s the way he is.”

Ab dropped his dead cigarette to the bare floor. His thoughts turned inward for a moment. Then he said, “Might be this is goin’ to sound queer, Sheriff. But the reason I sent the old man after you is … that is, what I want …” Whatever he was trying to say, it didn’t come easy. “What I need, I guess you’d say, is protection.”

Amos stared blankly. In this particular part of the country, and at this particular point in history, finding a professional gunman was often easier than finding an honest man or a decent woman. Even so, in the world of gunmen Slater was something special. His name inspired a special kind of fear. To find yourself an enemy of Ab Slater’s was like coming down with the plague. Your friends avoided you. You were already as good as dead. A person mindful of the welfare of his friends would accept it and try not to infect them with Slater’s displeasure.

It was hard for Amos to believe that such a man could be asking a lawman for protection. He stood close to the bunk, looking down into that gray, gaunt face. It was no trick. Those hot eyes were deadly serious. “Why?” he asked.

Slater looked as if he had expected the question, knew that it had to be answered, but still didn’t know how to deal with it. Looking up at the sheriff, he felt for makings and began to build a smoke. His fingers moved slowly, awkwardly. His left arm crooked at a curious angle as he sifted the fine flakes into the paper. He dropped the sack of tobacco. Slowly he began to roll the paper around the tobacco. His hands began to shake. A fine bead of sweat broke out on that gray forehead. More and more tobacco spilled from the paper. In the end there was not enough tobacco left to bother with, and he dropped the paper and reached for another and started the whole process over again. The second time he got the paper around the tobacco, but it was a sorry, lumpy affair that sputtered and dribbled live sparks when it was lighted.

Gunner had watched the performance with an emotion that only an old-time convict could understand. “It’s the hole,” he said, feeling that it was unnecessary to explain that by “hole” he meant the stinking, black, rat-infested dungeon where hardcase prisoners were kept until they decided to be “good” prisoners. “It’s the damp, mostly. After a while it gets into your bones—rheumatism, I guess it is.”

Now Amos understood or thought he did. A gunman with Slater’s reputation—there must a hundred or more young would-be gunfighters in Texas alone who would ride a long way for the chance to gun him down, not to mention the men who had lost fathers or brothers or friends to Ab Slater’s lightninglike gun.

Amos shook his head. “There ain’t nothin’ I can do for you, Slater. I want you out of town. Before the sun goes down if you’re horsebackin’ it. If you ain’t, you can catch the stage in the mornin’. I’m not goin’ to watch the town fill up with scalp-hunters and blood killers when word gets out we got a big gunfighter here.”

Amos started for the door. “Flagg!” Slater lurched up from the bunk. The sheriff hesitated in the doorway, knowing it was a mistake, knowing that men like Slater could never be but one thing to anybody, good hands or bad. No matter how you took them, they were trouble.

The gunman’s face looked even more colorless than it had before. “Flagg, there ain’t nowhere else I can go. The other places, they’re sure to have somebody that knows me. Some hothead anxious to notch his gun. Somebody from the past with a grudge.”

Amos was not moved. Not so long ago Slater himself had been a hothead anxious to notch his gun. The sheriff said, “There are other places besides Academy. Try one of them.”

“I ain’t wanted by the law. I did my time.”

“I never figgered you’d come to me for help if you was on the run. It don’t change anything. I don’t want you in Academy.”

“I already told my wife to meet me here,” Slater said in a curiously constricted voice.

Amos shot a look at Gunner, but the old man merely shrugged.

Slater spread his hands and looked at them as if they were old friends who had betrayed him. “Ain’t many that knows about Martha. She’s been in Wichita … while I was at Huntsville. I already sent word for her to meet me here. One day, maybe two, till she gets here. That ain’t so much to ask, is it?”

Again Amos hesitated, and again he knew that it was a mistake. “Why Academy? Why not some little place, say a swing station, somewheres between here and Wichita? Not likely anybody’d recognize you in a place like that.”

Slater started to spread his hands again, then put them behind his back. “Last time I was here, Academy wasn’t much more’n a swing station itself. I didn’t think about the Western Trail movin’ this way.”

“Well, get word to your wife she’ll have to meet you somewheres else.”

“Too late. She’s already on her way.”

By this time the feeling that he was about to commit a grave mistake was so strong that the steely taste of it was in his mouth. But he heard himself saying, in that faraway voice of a fool borrowing trouble, “One day. Two at the most. Long’s you’re here, you’ll have to stay in this room. The boy downstairs can bring you your grub.”

Slater breathed a visible sigh of relief. “You won’t be sorry about this, Sheriff.”

Amos wished that he were as confident about that as Slater seemed to be.






Chapter Two


THE SHERIFF WAS across the street in front of the Texas Star Cafe when he saw Miles Booker leave his store and make for the Masonic Temple. Pretty soon Daniel Colton and Simon Clay left the bank together and ducked into the temple. Curious, Amos lounged against the front of the cafe and watched the hotel.

Within a matter of minutes Rich Mandell, owner of the Commercial Hotel and fourth member of Academy’s town council, hit the sidewalk and made for the temple. The sheriff rubbed his big, square jaw and wondered what brought on the council meeting in the middle of the month.

He then turned his attention to the second story of the hotel, and there was Ab Slater, his face almost white with dungeon-pallor, watching him from the single window of his room.

It was one of those late August days that in most places would have meant that hot weather was almost over, but in the Panhandle it meant that the most savage part of summer was just beginning. A withering wind swept down on Academy from the Llano Estacado, a wind that dried the skin and peeled sensitive nerves and made women old before their time.

Panhandle summers sometimes caused people to do crazy things. But Amos didn’t think that Pink Luffy could lay his trouble to the weather. There were certain men, like Ottie Spain and Ab Slater—wherever they went, trouble seemed to sprout up around them, like weeds in rich piney-wood soil.

The sheriff took a turn of the street, peering into the crowded, sour-smelling saloons. He broke up a fistfight between a drover and a local cowhand in the alley behind the Two-Wheeler Saloon. Then he found himself running, along with every other townsman, to the Ace High Wagon Yard to help put out a fire that some drunk drover had started.

When he finally got around to checking the time, it was late at night. On the High Plains in August there were days like that.

He looked for Gunner and when he finally found him, it was in Doc Cooger’s sick-room above Booker’s Store. The two old-timers were drinking Doc’s clear alcohol from a medicine bottle and playing chess.

Amos sat on the edge of an iron bunk that Doc kept for patients who were unable to make it out of his office—gunshot cases more often than not. “Tell me about Ab Slater,” he said to Gunner.

Doc Cooger shot him a look from beneath his shaggy brows. “The gunsharp?”

Amos nodded. He didn’t mind talking in front of Cooger. The little doc knew most of Sangaree County’s secrets anyway. “Ain’t much to tell,” Gunner said, having another go at the medicine bottle. “Like I mentioned, me and Ab worked together in the prison harness shop. I ain’t seen him since they let me out. Until today. I was out in front of Booker’s Store when Ab got off the stage.”

“Did anybody else recognize him?”

“Folks wouldn’t be talkin’ about anything else if they had,”

Doc Cooger raked the chess pieces into a leather box. “I thought Slater was locked away for murder.”

“Wasn’t murder,” Gunner said. “Somethin’ they call manslaughter.” He fell silent for a moment, thinking. “Ab never expected Academy to be a place of any size. Took him by surprise, I guess, when he got off the stage and seen that bunch of loafers in front of Booker’s place. Then he sees me. First crack out of the box he runs into somebody that recognizes him. That must of throwed a scare into him.”

“That,” Doc Cooger said, “don’t sound like the Ab Slater I heard about.”

“It’s plain,” Gunner told him, “that you don’t know anything about prisons. He’s got what they call the ague in his hands. The shape he’s in, Fred Ditty over at the hotel could outgun him.”

“Have you talked to Slater,” Amos asked, “since we was at the hotel?”

“Nope, and I don’t aim to.” His thoughts seemed to turn inward. “Knowin’ the hard handlin’ he’s had, I kinda feel sorry for Ab. But he’s trouble. I can smell it the way you can smell a tannin’ plant on a hot day.”

The sheriff’s voice turned acid. “You know he’s trouble. But that didn’t stop you from bringin’ me into it.”

The old man stared at the vacant chessboard. “Like I said. I know the kind of handlin’ he’s had.” Quite unexpectedly, Gunner got up and left the sickroom. Without a word or a nod or a go-to-hell to anybody.

Doc Cooger blinked like some feverish owl. “What brought that on?”

But by that time the sheriff was also making for the door. Also without explanation or farewell. That was a Flagg for you.

After leaving Doc Cooger’s sickroom, Gunner headed for the rent shack that he and Amos called home. Then, in midstride, he changed his mind and made for Liz Caroline’s Two-Wheeler Saloon.

“How’s my credit tonight?” the old man asked as soon as he was through the swinging doors.

The handsome, copper-haired owner of the Two-Wheeler answered the question with a bemused grin and a shrug. The sheriff had left strict instructions with all saloonkeepers: no credit for Gunner Flagg.

“Amos would have my hide.”

The old man said wearily, “It’s for the boy’s own good. There’s somethin’ I got to tell him, and it can’t be put off no longer.”

Liz Caroline squinted. She leaned on the bar and studied the old man—and somewhere behind those steady green eyes her mind whirred with the precision of a Swiss watch. “He ain’t heard about the council?” she asked.

Gunner nodded. “Seems like all day I ain’t brought the boy nothin’ but bad news. But I can’t put it off. Him and that sharp-eyed dude—Ottie Wha’s-his-name—are apt to run smack-on anytime now.”

Liz pursed her mouth in a soundless whistle. Then she set up a glass and bottle. “This one’s on the house.”

Gunner saluted with the glass, then filled it and drained it, all in one smooth, well-practiced motion.

“Where’s Amos now?” Liz asked.

“That’s what I aim to find out.” The old man saluted again and pushed back through the batwings.

Liz sighed to herself. Two bored cowhands were disconsolately shooting Kelly pool in the back of the place. Some drovers had started a low-stake poker game, and Alf Magafin, the Ace High liveryman, was morosely drinking beer at the end of the bar. Too many customers to sweep out and lock the doors, and not enough to pay for staying open.

Liz turned and idly studied her own face in the backbar mirror. It wasn’t a bad-looking face. There were plenty of men who considered it a very good-looking face indeed. But it wasn’t getting any younger.

She smiled wryly and patted a copper curl into place. Down at the far end of the bar Alf Magafin was calling for another beer.

The shack that Amos and Gunner called home was in the broad alley behind the Masonic Temple. There were several such shacks in Academy, slap-dash affairs of unpainted rawhide lumber, erected by enterprising citizens to catch the hotel’s overflow during the driving season.

A shack was
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