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A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR

 


When Frederick H. Christian took over
writing the Sudden books, he wanted to stay true to the original
books and its author, Oliver Strange.

In that respect, the language and
spelling may appear to be incorrect. For example, the use of the
word “yu” instead of “you” or “shore” for “sure” or “wuss” for
“worse” is deliberate.

So please, dear reader, do not think
that these are errors in the proof reading process when a book is
scanned from the original source.


Chapter One

 


‘BACK off, mister, or I’ll blow yu to
hellangone!’

The voice quavered slightly, but only
because the speaker was no longer a young man. No trace of fear
showed in his upright bearing. The late sunlight caught his white
hair, and picked out wicked highlights on the twin barrels of the
shotgun presently threatening the rider facing him. This was a
tall, black-haired cowboy dressed in neat, but well-worn range
clothes, indistinguishable from the average cowpuncher except for
the twin revolvers in crossed belts strapped about his
hips.

‘Steady, ol’ timer,’ said the cowboy,
raising his hands. His voice came low-pitched but steady, and
without anxiety. ‘Yu might sneeze an’ plumb ruin my
health?’

‘I might just do that anyways,’ snapped
the old man. ‘Back off!’

‘Be obliged if you’d let me water my
horse first?

‘Git!’ repeated the oldster. He
emphasized his succinct speech with an expressive gesture from the
shotgun. ‘Crawl back to yore boss Barclay an’ tell him next time to
come hisself, ’stead o’ sendin’ a boy on man’s work.’

The tall cowboy shrugged. ‘Okay, seh,’
he said, his voice still mild. ‘Wouldn’t do no good to tell yu I
never heard o’ anyone called Barclay, I suppose?

‘Nope. I may be gittin’ on in years,
but I shore ain’t gittin’ feeble-minded.’ The old man hesitated for
a moment. ‘Barclay send yu down here to git me while my boys was on
the range?’

‘Look, mister, I told you once-I don’t
know any Barclay.’

‘Shore. An’ I’m the Queen o’ Sheba,’
tapped out the old man.

‘You slipped up if you figgered to
catch me alone, gunman. Take a look at the second window to the
right o’ the door.’

The cowboy’s eyes scanned the windows
of the ranch house quickly, and his keen gaze immediately caught
the gleam of light on a rifle barrel protruding from the designated
window.

‘My cook,’ explained the rancher. ‘He’s
a good cook. He’s even better at shootin’. Take two steps the wrong
way an’ yo’re a dead man. Allus supposin’ that yo’re stupid enough
to try it. Which you might be.’

‘No, thanks,’ grinned the tall cowboy.
‘You shore convinced me. You must figger someone wants yore hide
pretty bad.’

‘I figger yore skulkin’ boss Barclay
wouldn’t stop at nothin’ to get what he wants, but he’s got a way
to ride afore he throws a scare into me. I was on this land when
you was in diddy-pants, an’ no Johnny-come-lately is goin’ to
threaten me off it.

Now—’ Once again the gesture with the
shotgun. ‘We’re through palaverin’. Roll yore tail and report to
yore boss that you got faced down.’

The cowboy sighed, his face a study in
tried patience.

‘Look, I’ll try her once more. My
name’s James Green—you can see the brand on the hoss here-and I’m
from Texas. Most o' the time I live under my hat, an’ I’m doin’ it
now on my way to Santa Fe. I stopped here because I figgered you’d
let me use yore water. I never heard o’ nobody named Barclay, an’ I
shore ain’t over keen to get to know him on the basis o’ what yo’re
sayin’. But if I’d’a been tryin’ to salivate you I shore wouldn’t
have ridden up to yore front yard an’ knocked afore I
tried.’

The old man looked at the black-haired
cowboy for a long, long moment, and his gaze slid slowly to the
butts of the six-shooters nestling low in their holsters, the
dull-shining handles eloquent testimony to much use. The cowboy
returned this piercing scrutiny calmly. With a short nod, as if
coming to a decision, the old man eased the hammers of his shotgun
down, half-turned towards the house, calling ‘Cookie, you put down
that shootin’ am an’ lay out a cup o’ java for this young feller.
He shore ain’t got the cut o’ one o’ Barclay’s bar—scourin’s now as
I think about it.’ Then turning back towards the cowboy, he smiled
and thrust out his hand. ‘I’m George Tate, owner o’ this spread—the
Slash 8. Light an’ water yore horse, Mr. Green.’

‘That’s the formal handle, seh,’
admonished the smiling cowboy as he dismounted. ‘Jim comes a sight
easier.’ The two men shook hands warmly.

‘Think I might enjoy a cup o’ that
cawfee,’ Green confided with a smile. ‘Throat seems powerful dry
for some reason or other.’

George Tate chuckled and led the way
into the house. Green followed him after loosening his horse’s
saddle-girth and allowing the stallion a quick drink at the
watering trough. He found himself in a spacious living room,
dominated by a huge stone fireplace before which lay scattered
several mountain lion pelts. The wood floor was bare, but scrubbed
to a bone white. The furniture was simple and robust, and the
generally cluttered and untidy air spoke of a bachelor
establishment. Green, covertly assessing his host, guessed that
Tate was a widower of many years standing and the old man, as if
guessing the thoughts of the younger, said gruffly, ‘Wife’s been
dead a heap o’ years, Jim. Apaches.’ The one single grim word and
the way it was spoken were enough. Green knew that this man’s blood
was in the land here. He would die before he’d run.

The short silence was interrupted by
the entrance of a small, wrinkled, dark-visaged man of uncertain
age, who surveyed the cowboy with eyes snapping with humor. ‘Shore
glad you didn’t get the twitches while you was a-sittin’ out
there,’ he grinned, showing evil, brown teeth, ‘or I’d just
by-cracky nacherly salivated you. Mind you,’ he continued, ‘I’d a
been right sorry when I found out you wasn’t one o’ King’s
men.’

Green looked a question, and his host
explained, ‘Everyone calls Zack Barclay “King”, account o’ he
claims he’s King o’ the valley. That four flusher.
He’s—’

‘—Out for yore blood, by the
look o’ the reception you gave me,’ Green smilingly interrupted the
tirade. ‘You care to tell me suthin’ about him. What’s he
like?’

‘Big, beefy, dresses like a rich
gambler. Come to these parts about two years ago. Had nothin’ but
trouble since, an’ he’s behind it or my name’s not
Tate.’

‘What kind o’ trouble?’ asked
Green.

‘Ev’ry darn kind there is, Jim .’ Tate
put down the coffee cup which his cook had handed him, and lit up a
battered old pipe.

‘Not that there’s anythin’ provable.
But we’ve had rustlin’, an’ killin’, an’ this Shadders gang ....
’

‘Suppose you tell Jim the story from
the beginnin’, boss,’ interjected the cook. ‘He don’t rightly know
what yo’re talkin’ about.’

The old man glared at his cook, who
smiled back unperturbed.

‘Dang me, Cookie . . .’ his mock anger
subsided into another chuckle, ‘if you ain’t about right. She was
like this, Jim Barclay come to these parts about two years ago.
Full o’ his own importance, an’ a direct account on the Yewnited
States Mint, seemed like. Bought the old Casey spread lock, stock,
an’ barrel. Rebuilt the ranch house, restocked the range, hired a
tough crew—small, but tough—an’ an even tougher foreman to run it.
I figgered Barclay knowed as much about cattle as I do about
needlework, but he seemed likely to mind his own business, so it
warn’t no skin off my nose.’

‘Tell him about the rustlin’,’
interjected Cookie.

‘Ain’t you got no chores to be doin’?’
growled Tate. ‘I was about to, if you’ll let me git on. Where was I
… oh, yes. About two, three months after Barclay arrove, we—that’s
me an’ the others hereabouts—noticed we was losin’ cattle. Nothin'
serious. Ten head, twenty. Now and then maybe fifty head. It was
unusual, but it didn’t bother none o’ the bigger spreads. Hangin’
Rock—that’s the nearest town to here—started buzzin’ with rumors
about some outlaw gang called the Shadders that’d holed up on the
southern end o’ Thunder Mesa, them mountains over to the south,
there.’

‘The Shadows, you say?’ Green looked
pensive. ‘Can’t say I ever heard tell on any gang o’ that
name?

‘Neither had I,’ continued Tate.
‘Sounded like plumb nonsense to me an’ the others. So we decided to
take no notice. Figgered the rustlin’ was just some Injun bucks
liftin’ some beef.’

‘I’m talkin’ it that it warn’t no
rumor, then,’ put in Green.

‘Yo’re durn right it warn’t,’ flashed
the old rancher. ‘After a while, it got more obvious. Took on a
pattern, sorta. They was only hittin’ the smaller ranchers. One by
one, them people found they didn’t have enough beef to market. No
beef, no money. No money, you can’t pay yore debts. Then the Bank
has to foreclose. Afore you could say Jehosophat, Barclay bought up
them ranches for a song.’

‘Nothin’ criminal in that, seh,’ opined
Green, ‘an’ it shore don’t prove anything against this Barclay
feller.’

‘Agreed, agreed,’ said the old man
testily. ‘Wait ’til I’m through. After a while I began to realize
that Barclay owned quite a piece o’ this valley. Anyways, all the
land on the north side o’ the Sweetwater—that’s the river you musta
crossed on yore way into the valley.’

Green nodded. He had indeed forded a
wide, clear, shallow river earlier in the day, and had reflected
then that it would be the key to the survival of the cattle he had
seen dotted across the foothills.

‘Seen Barclay in town one day,’ Tate
told him. ‘Taxed him with the whole thing. He smiled like one o’
them Chessy cats and says to me, “Tate, they ain’t no law against
buyin’ land. I aim to own this whole valley come next Spring, one
way or the other.” I said that he’d git my ranch over my dead body,
an’ he looks at me cold as you please an’ polite as an undertaker.
“I shore hope that won’t prove necessary,” he says.’

‘Sounds like a pretty cool customer,’
offered Green.

‘Cool? He’s as cold as a rattler an’
four times as poisonous.’

‘Ain’t you got a sheriff ?’
the cowboy asked.

‘We ain’t—but Barclay has,’ was the
meaningful reply. ‘Biggest misfit the Good Lord ever put ears on,
an’ that’s sayin’ plenty. Even if we could prove Barclay was behind
the rustlin’—which we can’t, o’ course—Brady is Barclay’s man,
hoofs, hide, an’ taller. Anyways, what could we do? Barclay ain’t
stepped outside o’ the Law, an’ all the rest has been pinned on the
Shadders.’

‘All the rest?’

‘Shucks, I’m about to tell you: no need
to rush me. After it became obvious that them who was goin’ to
quit—for one reason or another—had sold out an’ gone, the bigger
spreads started gettin’ visitors.’

‘The Shadows?’

‘I’m guessin’ so, although
nobody that’s been involved has been what you’d call chattery about
it. Far as I can tell, three or four fellers wearin’ masks would
ride up to a ranch at night, call out the owner, and talk awhile.
Allus the same kind o’ jaspers: mean-eyed and bristlin’ with guns.
Hired killers is my guess. Tom Sheppard was the first one they
talked to. He moved out real quick. Nary a word to anyone. just
pulled his stakes, sold his spread to the bank, and lit out for
yonder.’

‘Whereupon friend Barclay bought the
ranch off the bank,’ mused Green.

‘Like you say,’ agreed Tate. ‘Next in
line was Harry Carpenter. Same thing. Sold the Box 40 for what he
could get. Piled his wife an’ kids into a wagon, an’ pulled his
freight outa here.’

‘No explanation from him either, I’m
guessin’.’

‘You ain’t whistlin’,’ Tate told him.
‘It was obvious enough,

. though.’

‘They was told to move on … or
else.’

‘Exactly. Then it all come to a head. A
couple o’ weeks ago, Jess Stackpole over at the Diamond S—that’s
just over the hill a mile or two from here—got a night visit.
Stepped out to talk to them over the barrel of his gun. Fool play.
Shot dead in his own yard, he was, right in front o’ his woman an’
kids. Brady rode out there, clucked around the yard like some fool
hen. Couldn’t find nothin’, o’ course. I misdoubt he could find
Texas if he was standin’ in San Antone.’

‘An you, seh?’

‘Well, like you saw, Jim, I been
expectin’ company ever since they hit the Stackpole place.
Barclay’s bought that, o’ course. Which leaves me the only ranch
left on this side o’ the valley that Barclay ain’t
bought?

‘Which is why you jumped me out
there.’

‘Shore, son, I wish you’d overlook
that. If I’d ’a known .... ’

‘Shucks, no need to apologize, seh,’
said Green. ‘Better to make that kind o’ mistake an’ be proved
wrong than to make Stackpole’s kind.’

The old rancher’s face turned grim, and
a short silence ensued. Cookie coughed, rose, and started to clear
up the coffee cups. To break the silence Green complimented him on
his coffee. The old cook’s wizened face wrinkled into a huge smile,
and Tate’s dour expression softened.

‘You said the right thing, Jim,’ he
said. ‘Cookie’s mighty proud o’ his java.’ .

‘Good coffee’s hard to find,’ agreed
the cowboy. ‘What’s yore secret?’

This to Cookie, who, still smiling,
replied, ‘Wal, Jim, good coffee’s pretty easy to make. I got me a
shore-fire method. First, you heat up some water. Then you add
about a handful o’ coffee. Then you let ’er bile for a while, an’
then add some more coffee. Let her roll a mite longer, an’ then
throw in some more coffee. Last thing, you drop in a horseshoe. If
the shoe floats, she’s ready to drink.’

‘Me, I figger Cookie owns a few shares
in Arbuckles,’ interposed Tate, referring to the well-known coffee
makers whose goods were in use throughout the West. Knocking out
his pipe against the stone fireplace, he rose and went to the
window through which he peered into the yard. The late afternoon
shadows were lengthening; already the tall trees around the house
were laying their long lines across the yard. ‘No sign o’ the boys,
yet,’ muttered Tate.

‘How many men you got?’ Green asked
him.

‘On’y five,’ replied the old man. ‘Used
to have eight, but the others kinda drifted. Can’t say as I blame
them. They probably seen trouble shapin’ up an’ they didn’t want
in. Makes things a mite difficult around the place, but we
manage.’

Cookie popped his head around the door
and announced,

‘I’m makin’ apple pie. I figger you’ll
stay fer supper, Jim?’

‘Shucks, it completely slipped my mind
to ask you, Jim,’ said Tate, slapping his leg. ‘Course yo’re
stayin’, young feller. Least we could do to make up for that
reception you got!’

The cook threw in his persuasion with
the old man’s, and Green admitted that he’d admire to sample fresh
apple pie. The old man came out on to the porch and pointed out the
bunk-house and the stables.

‘Yu go an’ unpack yore gear, feed yore
hoss. I’m figgerin’ on havin’ me some company for talkin’ to. Yo’re
stayin’ over the night, whether yu like it or not. So yu may as
well pretend yu like it!’

Whereupon the old rancher clapped Green
on the shoulder and clumped back into the house, leaving the cowboy
to lead the black stallion over to the stable.

‘Our Mister Barclay shore sounds like
an unpleasant sorta gent, ‘Night,’ he confided to the horse as he
unsaddled the magnificent animal and rubbed down the sleek black
hide. ‘The old man’s got his share o’ guts, but it looks like he’s
buckin’ heavy odds.’

Green reflected on the activities of
Barclay and his outfit as he methodically did the chores of caring
for his horse. It was an old pattern, of course, Barclay’s. The
big, powerful combine with the men and the money ousting the
smaller, longer-established settlers from the range. And the
smaller ranchers, too proud to ask for help and too ineffective to
tight alone, would be no match for the imported gunfighters who
would be roped into the fight when all else failed. But … a frown
crossed Green’s saturnine face.

‘Why would he want all the land in the
valley, though, 'Night?’ The horse nickered in response to his
name. ‘He’s got plenty of access to the river, an’ all the grazin’
land he can use … shore beats me why he’d want more. I guess some
men is just born hawgs.’

His soliloquy was obviously
unsatisfactory; anyone watching Green would have seen him stop as
though struck by a thought, then shake his head, and then go about
his tasks once more. ‘Seems ridiculous enough, 'Night,’ he told his
horse, ‘to be probably true. I wonder whether Barclay employs the
Shadows . . .or they employ him?’

Midnight playfully nipped at his
master’s arm.

‘G’wan yu ol’ bag o’ bones, or I’ll
trade yu in for a hoss,’ grinned the cowboy. ‘Yu shore ain’t much
of a help.’

At that moment, he tensed as the sound
of several horses came through the open doorway from the yard; but
he relaxed as he told himself that it was probably Tate’s riders in
from the range. He idled over to a window to catch a glimpse of the
Slash 8 crew in time to see four riders come to a milling halt
before the verandah of the ranch. Soundlessly, Green moved back
from the window; the glint of light on drawn guns showed that these
men were on no friendly errand.

Outside, the leader of the quartet
shouted in a thick, grating voice: ‘Tate, come out, you ol’
buzzard!’

A moment or two passed, and then the
old man came out of the house, the same shotgun with which he had
threatened Green canted menacingly towards the four men facing him
on horseback.

‘Buzzard, is it?’ he snapped. ‘An’ who
sent you, big mouth?’ Before the leader had even time to open his
mouth, Tate went on, ‘Don’t tell me, let me guess. Yore boss
Barclay sent you. Well, you came. Now turn round an’ git. Whatever
you came for, the answer’s no.’

Green smiled to himself; old Tate had
more than his share of sand. He kept watch through the window on
the other side of the stable, which gave a clear view across the
yard.

The leader dismounted. He was a big
man, dressed in the common garb of the range seen everywhere in
that country. As he approached Tate, the other three dismounted in
unison and fanned out behind their leader so that Tate was forced
to keep the shotgun barrel weaving in an arc to cover them. The big
man spoke again. ‘Afore you turn me down, Tate, you’d better listen
to my offer.’

‘You ain’t got anything to offer me
that I’d take,’ snorted Tate.

‘So—afore I lose my
patience—’

‘—I’m offerin’ you yore
life,’ snapped the big man, and Tate’s face changed as the words
were uttered.

‘Yo’re what?’ His voice was
incredulous.

‘You heard, Tate,’ smiled the big man.
His voice assumed a gloating tone as he mistook Tate’s disbelief
for fear. ‘I got a message for you from The Shadows—get out o’ this
valley, an’ get out fast. The air ’round here is bad for yore
health. If you stay, it might prove—fatal.’

‘Well, damn me if you ain’t got more
gall than a Pawnee Injun,’ crackled old George Tate, his voice
tight with anger. ‘You climb back on yore nag and take this message
back to King Barclay. Tell him I’ll see him in Hell afore I’ll move
off my range. An’ tell yore friends ahind you there to keep their
itchy feet still, or you’ll be cartin’ them home belly down—I’m
gettin’ mighty tired o’ totin’ this cannon, an’ it wouldn’t take
much to make it go off.’

‘You shore are the tough one, ain’t
you?’ jeered the leader of the quartet. ‘Anyone’d think you had
someone in the house there backin’ yore play.’

The import of the big man’s leering
tone suddenly registered on Tate, and on the hidden watcher in the
bam at the same time. Moving like a prowling cat, Green headed
silently through the stables and around out of sight behind the
outbuildings. Meanwhile Tate’s uncertainty was deepening. ‘You
figgerin’ on yore cook backin’ you up, old man? Why don’t you give
him a shout?’ The big man laughed as at some huge joke, and Tate
called, without turning his head, ‘Cookie! Cookie, are you all
right? The silence was deathly. Unwittingly, Tate turned his head
to call again, giving the big man an opportunity which he seized
instantly. With a tigerish leap, the intruder grabbed the barrel of
the shotgun and wrested it from Tate’s grasp, and in the same
movement, delivered a backhanded blow which sent the old rancher
reeling to the ground. Blood trickled from Tate’s mouth as he
gasped, ‘You scum-what have you done to him?’

‘He’s all right, old man,’ said the
leader. ‘He’s bein’—taken care of.’ He raised his voice. ‘Ain’t
that right, Ray?’

‘Right,’ came a voice from the
house.

‘Damn yore eyes,’ said Tate, weakly,
struggling to rise. ‘If my boys was around, you’d—’

‘Well they ain’t,’ snapped the big man
with finality. A gesture brought two of the gang to his side. They
grasped the rancher firmly by the arms and dragged him to his feet.
The leader lifted Tate’s drooping chin with his hand. ‘So you’ll
see us in Hell afore you’ll run, will you?’ he said thoughtfully.
‘Looks like kind words ain’t no use at all with ornery ol’ birds
like you.’ With an oath, he tossed the shotgun away into the
corral, and reached to his saddle horn for the coiled rope hanging
there.

Tate’s eyes widened. ‘What you aimin’
to do?’ he asked, apprehension in his tone.

‘Why, we aim to give you
somethin' a mite more lastin’ than advice,’ grated the ruffian.
‘Bring him over here.’ He turned towards the tall cottonwoods which
threw their shade over the yard of the ranch. The shadows were now
deepening along their base, and the last sunlight was softening the
outlines of the distant mesas. He turned to face the old rancher.
‘We got a remedy for roosters as crow too much,’ he grinned evilly.
‘We stretch their necks a mite.’

Meanwhile Green, moving across the back
of the ranch house, had rapidly assessed the situation. Unseen by
the riders intent on binding Tate’s hands and feet, he circled
noiselessly around the back of the house and moved silently through
the kitchen; and into the hallway. There he paused a moment to
orient himself with the unfamiliar house. The faint shuffle of a
man’s feet came startlingly clear. Risking a quick glance around
the edge of the door, Green saw the old cook’s body sprawled beside
the window, half sitting up, and obviously dazed from a blow dealt
him by the tall, gangling man who now, his back to Green, was
watching the proceedings outside. In one swift, merciless movement,
the cowboy leaped across the room and slashed the man Ray across
the back of the head, behind the ear, with the barrel of his
forty-live. Ray fell like a pole-axed steer, and without a wasted
motion, Green stripped the man’s belt and gun belt from his waist
and with them tightly bound Ray’s hands and feet. A moment or two
more sufficed to revive Cookie sufficiently for Green, finger to
his mouth to enjoin silence, to thrust Ray’s pistol into the cook’s
hand, and motion him to keep the stunned ruffian covered. Cookie
nodded; without a word Green retraced his path out of the house and
back towards the stables. This route brought him around the side of
the building within a few yards of the tall cottonwood where the
four men had thrust Tate roughly into the saddle of a
horse.

‘Any message you want us to take to our
boss, Tate?’ jeered the leader, amid the guffaws of his
cronies.

‘You—can—go-·plumb—to-hell!’ croaked
the old man. The man reacted with a curse and swung his arm back to
slap the horse across its haunches. His hand never completed its
downward movement, for in that split second a shot rang out which
spun him backwards on to the ground, cursing and clutching a
shattered arm. The other three whirled in the direction from which
the shot had come, hands flashing towards their
holsters.

‘Don’t even think it,’ was the icy
warning, and one look at the slit-eyed stranger holding the
still-smoking six-shooter was enough to make them jerk their hands
away from their weapons as if they had suddenly become red hot.
They were three to one, but they were all well aware that a bullet
travels faster than the hand of the greatest gunman, and this
black-haired intruder had the look of a man who would shoot first
and ask questions later. Green accepted their obedience as a matter
of course.

‘First, shuck yore gun belts. Pronto!’
He emphasized the order with a gesture of the six-shooter, and the
three men complied rapidly. Green thereupon directed one of them.
to unbuckle and throw to one side the gun belt of their wounded
leader, who was now sitting upright, nursing his wounded arm and
cursing in a steady monotone. In a moment, still keeping the
unwholesome quartet covered, Green had stepped beside Tate and with
a quick slash of his knife freed the old man’s hands. Tate slid
easily out of the saddle and dipped a pistol from one of the
discarded belts. Then he backed over beside Green.

Meanwhile, the big man had staggered to
his feet. His face was white with pain, but he faced his captors
without fear. To Green, he said, ‘Mister, yo’re new in these parts,
an’ maybe you don’t know what yo’re gettin’ involved in. Take my
tip—move on, or you’ll regret it till the day you die. Which will
be very soon.’

Green grinned mirthlessly. ‘You shore
are long on threatenin’ folk,’ he murmured. ‘Anyone’d think you had
some kinda ace-in- the-hole.’

‘Yo’re damned right.’ snarled the
leader, raising his voice. ‘Let him have it, Ray!’

Green did not move a muscle, although
the captives flinched in anticipation of the shot from the house
which never came.

‘Ray can’t let me have it,’ grinned the
cowboy. I took it off him.’ Seeing the look of consternation on his
prisoner’s face, Green went on,. ‘Yo’re a bushwhacker shy. Ray’s
lyin’ down on the job.’ He paused to let his double meaning sink
in, and then the bantering tone had left his voice when he spoke
again. ‘Now’—the voice was flat and menacing as the hiss of a
cobra—‘who are you, mister man, an’ who sent you?’ The wounded
bandit sneered, and then invited Green to perform a long and rapid
journey in obscene language.

‘Tut, tut!’ interposed George Tate,
stepping forward. ‘You mustn’t say things like that, or somebody’ll
shore ’nough do this to you!’ “This” was a wicked swinging uppercut
delivered with all the force in Tate’s wiry frame and backed by his
pent-up feelings. It lifted the big man back on his heels and sent
him reeling backwards into the arms of his comrades. Tate blew
thoughtfully upon his skinned knuckles. With a wry grin he turned
to Green and said, ‘Sorry, Jim. But I shore figgered I owed him
that one.’

‘One day you’ll pay for that,’ spat the
leader of the gang. ‘In spades.’

‘One more yap outa you an’ we’ll be
employin’ some spades to pat you in the face with,’ Green told him.
‘From above.’ He faced the cowering group squarely, and addressed
them collectively. ‘Just so you won’t think I’m
foolin’—watch!’

The sound of his gun was like rolling
thunder. The awed watchers saw a half-stomped tin can picked up by
the first bullet, smashed by the second a further fifty yards,
thrown at an angle by the third, and carried off over the corral
fence by a fourth. None of them had been able to detect any
interval between the shots, nor had this saturnine cowboy
apparently troubled to aim his pistol. Wreathed in smoke, Green
stepped a pace forward. ‘Now you know I can hit what I shoot at,
I’m tellin’ you: I’m countin’ to three. At three, you all lose yore
left toes.’ The bandits looked at each other in consternation. This
loose-lounging figure surely meant every word he said; there was no
hint of humor in the clamped jaws and mirthless lips. Green began
counting.

‘One.’

One of the outlaws whispered urgently
to the leader.

‘Two.’

The leader shook his head. The others
joined in. Their conversation was plainly audible now as they
forgot their need for secrecy in the face of Green’s
count.

The leader lurched forward. ‘What do
you want to know?’

‘First, yore name.’

‘Pardoe. Bull Pardoe. Much good it’ll
do you to know. Yo’re a dead man, mister. I’ll tell you anythin’
you want to know, because tomorrow you’ll be dead meat for the
buzzards. I’m Bull Pardoe. These others are my men. We call
ourselves The Shadows.’

‘Sidewinders’d be a better name, I’d
say,’ Green told him coldly. ‘I’m not interested in yore label,
Pardoe. Who sent you?’

‘Nobody sent us. We don’t run anyone’s
errands, an’ we don’t need to.’

‘You expect me to believe that?’
snapped Tate. ‘Why you lyin’ scum, I know yo’re Barclay’s hired
guns, so why bother to deny it?’

‘Barclay don’t own us, mister,’ was the
vicious reply. ‘Nobody owns us.’

‘I can see where nobody would want to,’
observed Green dryly, ‘but me, I wouldn’t believe you if you told
me it was goin’ to snow next winter.’

‘Then don’t ask yore smart questions,
stranger. Save yore breath, because when yo’re dyin’ you’ll need
it.’

Green regarded the big man thoughtfully
for a moment. He nodded, as if coming to some decision. A quick
word with George Tate sent that worthy hurrying up to the ranch
house, and in a few moments he reappeared, this time with Cookie,
prodding the still-groggy Ray with that worthy’s own six- shooter.
‘Git on, you sidewinder,’ the cook was snapping, ‘an’ don’t keep
all yore sidewinder buddies waitin’. Git!’ The order was emphasized
by another jab from the gun barrel. The old cook herded the sullen
Ray over with the others, then turned to Green with a pleased smile
on his face. The cowboy returned his attention to the
prisoners.

‘You made yore play, an’ it come
unstuck. Yore loudmouth friend Pardoe has made it plain that
lettin’ you go would be a mistake. So I reckon I better kill
you.’

Gasps of consternation broke from the
group in front of him. One of the men, a small, pock-marked
individual, railed at Pardoe. ‘You an’ yore big yap—now look what
you done!’ Pardoe faced Green, frowning.

‘You wouldn’t do it.’ It was a
statement, not a question.

‘Nope. I don’t reckon I would,’ was the
reply, which produced a visible relief among Pardoe’s comrades. ‘I
sure oughta. However, I wasn’t treatin’ you to a shootin’ display
for fun. I can hit someone yore size easier’n a tin can, an’ I will
if you come pokin’ around here again. And since I’m by nature a
forgetful man, I’m aimin’ to make shore I know you if we meet up
again.’

Without a word, his hand flashed to the
left hand holster, and the pistol was talking fire before the
watchers had fully appreciated that he had drawn. Each of the gang
screeched in fear as the bullets burned furrows along their
cheekbones, nicking the tips of their left ears.

Green regarded the cringing figures
before him with distaste as they attempted to stem the trickles of
blood from their ears.

‘Now you got my mark on you,’ he told
them coldly. ‘If I see any o’ you again, I’ll start in shootin’
without any o’ the jawin’. Now, fork yore cayouses and keep movin’.
An’ don’t make the mistake o’ comin’ back.’

A gesture from the right-hand
six-shooter hastened the thoroughly cowed gang on their way. Pardoe
stopped, his foot in the stirrup. ‘I’ll remember you, cowboy,’ he
growled, menacingly.

‘For your own good health, you better,’
was the expressionless reply. ‘Fade!’

Wordlessly, the five men turned their
horses and pounded away into the darkness now settling like a mist
on the valley. Behind Green, George Tate let out his breath in a
long whistling sigh. ‘Jim, I’m owing’ you—’

‘—an extra piece o’ that
apple pie Cookie promised me?’ interrupted Green. ‘An’ I’m aimin’
to 'take full settlement. Shucks, Mr. Tate, I’m glad I was around.
Them fellers wasn’t joshing’ none about stringing’ you up. You
shore you ain’t never seen any o’ them afore?’

‘Not as I recall,’ was the reply, ‘bur
that don’t mean much. I don’t know any o’ Barclay’s crew by sight,
’cetin’ Burley Link ham, Barclay’s foreman. Then, there’s hundreds
o’ men working’ up on the Thunder Mesa in the silver mines.
Why?’

‘I got a hunch we’d End that we could
currycomb Barclay’s crew and never find a one o’ those jaspers in
it. They got some other axe to grind, but just what it is . .
.?’

‘Whatever it is, is shore doin’ Barclay
no harm,’ put in Cookie. ‘They don’t have to work on his home ranch
to be on his payroll.’

‘Cookie’s right, Jim, Barclay’s shore
been the only one to benefit by what these Shadders have been up
to,’ pointed out the rancher.

‘Well like the feller said,’ remarked
Green, ‘when you find a trout in the milk, suthin’s
wrong.’

‘You figger there’s a trout in this
bailing’ o’ milk, Jim?’

‘Well, seh,’ Green smiled, ‘let’s say a
toddler. An’ it’s shore got me interested.’

Cookie had been watching the two men
open mouthed during this exchange. At the close of it, he snapped
his mouth shut, and then turned and stomped into the house,
muttering as he went. ‘Two dang fools, that’s what. Standin’ there
talkin’ about trout in the milk when I got work to do, a whole meal
to cook, all they talk about is fish .... ’ The slam of the kitchen
door punctuated the old cook’s grumbles, although he could still be
heard rattling and banging his pots and pans.

Green and the old rancher walked back
towards the porch, and were just settling
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