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Trouble was ridin’ high in Stavanger, Texas and his name was
Ace Erickson. With guns blazing and killing in their hearts, Ace
and gang of outlaws took over the dusty cowtown, lock, stock and
law man. Holed up and sitting pretty, Ace commenced a spree of
rustlin’ and robbin’ clean across Denton County until no spread was
safe. And, any decent man with gumption enough to call them out a
bellyful of lead and a pine box for his trouble...until the likes
Texas Ranger Captain Charlie Delano rode into town.

The governor had ordered the
veteran lawman to clean up Dent County by putting Erickson behind
bars and Delano aimed to do Teaming with Guy Tyrone and Gideon
Magee, two of the ornery peace officers ever to pack a Ranger star,
Delano cut a road of blood clean to Ace’s door. Outnumbered by the
owlhoot army, with odds fadin’ faster than the Rangers could
reload, Delano reckon there was one way to bring law and order back
to Stavanger. Standing tall, he walked out in the open, ready to
face Erickson alone in deadly showdown only one man could
win!
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This book is dedicated to my cousin,

D. B. Burns,

of Hobart, Oklahoma.


Prologue

The slim, hard-looking man stepped through
the door of Dallas’s Windsor Hotel and walked in a few paces before
coming to a stop. For a few moments, his steel-blue eyes surveyed
the scene before him, as was always his habit when first entering a
place. He could see only a few casual loungers and hangers-on
scattered among the establishment’s plush chairs and sofas.

After a moment, he walked toward the
registration desk in slow, long strides. His long coat covered a
holstered six-shooter, and from the way his hand danced over the
iron it was easy to tell he was ready to use it in an instant.

The well-cut suit he wore was a good fit,
but it appeared to have been recently pulled from the bottom of a
valise, which was exactly the case. He wore a derby hat that was
not exactly new but showed very little use. He didn’t seem at all
comfortable with the headgear. In fact, he was used to the wider
brim and higher crown an outdoorsman would wear.

The clerk looked up at the man’s approach.
“Yes, sir. And how may I help you today?”

The voice was deep but with a soft quality.
“I’m supposed to meet Mr. Pascal Bond here. I was told to check in
here at the desk.”

“Just a moment, sir.” The
clerk brought out a sheaf of papers from behind the desk. He deftly
went through them until he found what he was looking for. “Would
you be Captain Delano, sir?”

“That’s me,” Charlie
Delano answered. Then he added, “Texas Ranger.”

“You’ll find Mr. Bond in
room four on the first landing, Captain,” the clerk said. “Go up
the stairs there, and turn left. He’s expecting you.”

“Thank you,” Charlie
said.

Charlie once more carefully surveyed the
lobby as he walked slowly to the stairs. He went up to the landing,
and following the clerk’s directions, he went to the left until he
found a door with the number he was looking for. He knocked.

“Yes?”

“Cap’n Delano,” he said,
announcing himself.

The door opened, and a short, balding man
stood there with a look of anticipation on his face. “Ah, Captain
Delano. I am Pascal Bond. Please come in, sir.”

Charlie merely nodded his thanks and stepped
inside. The room wasn’t for staying overnight. It was a small
conference area set up for quick meetings between businessmen or
others who required a quiet place to hold a session out of sight
and earshot of any possible eavesdroppers. It could be a handy
place no matter what side of the law the chamber’s users were
on.

“I’ve had some coffee
brought up,” Bond said. “And I’ve been told you have a fondness for
bourbon.”

“Kentucky bourbon,”
Charlie said.

“Then Kentucky it is,
Captain. Over there on the table. Help yourself.”

Charlie found a tumbler and poured himself a
generous glassful. Then he walked over to a chair and sat down. He
remained silent, looking only at his host.

Bond cleared his throat. “Captain Delano,
I’m on Governor Coke’s staff. My main job is to act as liaison
between the governor’s office and General William Steele.”

Charlie sipped his bourbon and again
nodded.

“I believe you are not
presently assigned to the Frontier Battalion and that you report
directly to the general, do you not?” Bond asked.

“Yes.”

Bond pulled a letter from his inside coat
pocket and handed it over. “I have been instructed to deliver this
to you. It is a special authorization from General Steele for you
to go on a very unusual sort of assignment.”

Charlie took the missive and carefully read
it. “He’s giving me a choice on whether to accept the job or
not.”

“That, Captain Delano, was
the governor’s idea,” Bond said. “After I’ve explained the
situation, then you can decide. Believe me, sir, your reputation is
well known and respected in the highest circles of the state
government. If you refuse, we’ll understand and there’ll be no hard
feelings. And, of course, no less respect for you.”

Charlie treated himself to another swallow
of bourbon. “Then I reckon, you’d best get on with it, Mr.
Bond.”

“You know of Ace Erickson,
do you not?”

“Sure,” Charlie said.
“He’s got the town o’ Stavanger wrapped up in a pretty package and
tied with a bright red ribbon. It’s a present he’s give his
self.”

“You’re absolutely correct
about that, Captain,” Bond said. “He's the mastermind behind the
biggest bank and train robberies in the state of Texas. And we’ve
done our best to bring him to justice.”

“He’s tricky, ain’t he?”
Charlie remarked. He finished the drink and got up to make
another.

“Erickson runs his outlaw
empire with three elements, Captain,” Bond explained. “A gang of
hired guns, a self-appointed lawman, and a smooth-talking, oily
lawyer by the name of Maxwell Banter.” Charlie came back and sat
down. “I believe that lawman is the Stavanger town sheriff. Name o’
Gustavo Fairweather.”

“Correct, Captain,” Bond
said. “I’m please you’ve developed this information. I presume you
know Gustavo Fairweather.”

Charlie cracked a quick grin. “We’ve bumped
heads now and then.”

“Well, Captain, nothing
we’ve been able to do has brought those three to justice. Warrants,
investigations, and other maneuverings inside the law have all been
foiled by Erickson and Banter through bribes, threats, and
influence-peddling.”

Charlie once more grinned
slightly. “I notice you said, inside the law.”

“I think you’re getting my
drift. Captain Delano,” Bond said.

“Go on, Mr.
Bond.”

“We want you to go after
Erickson any way you can,” Bond said. “And that means inside as
well as outside the law. But you won’t get any open, official backing, since
a heavy political backlash is possible under those circumstances.
We are talking about base crime carried on in a most sophisticated
manner.”

“You folks seem to be in a
hurry to get this case under way,” Charlie said.

“You’re right,” Bond said.
“The reason being that it won’t be too long before Erickson and
Banter maneuver a man of theirs into the Texas legislature. If that
happens, we’ll never get rid of them.”

“How come I’m being brung
in on this?” Charlie asked.

“You’ve got a reputation
of being an experienced outlaw fighter who knows how to keep your
mouth shut when you bend the law to your own benefit. And it is
well known in certain law-enforcement circles that you have a
talent for creating chaos in order to establish the peace. A very
unusual and useful talent in these times.” Bond walked to another
chair and sat down. “How long do you need to decide?”

“I’ve already decided,”
Charlie said. “I’ll take the job.”

Bond smiled. “We figured you would.”

Charlie said, “From what I know about
Erickson, I won’t be able to do much to him in Stavanger. The real
fight is going to be out in the open country.”

“That is exactly the
opinion that General Steele has expressed, Captain,” Bond said.
“Therefore, it must be a correct assumption.”

“This here authorization
from General Steele lets me recruit men into the Rangers. I’d
rather get new ones than drag in any other fellers already in the
force that I know. Most of ’em got long service, and if things go
wrong, it could ruin their careers.”

“That’s fine,” Bond said.
“I presume you know some qualified people. How many are you going
to get to help you?”

“Two,” Charlie
answered.

“Two! Only
two?”

“If you knowed that pair
of son of a bitches like I did, you’d know they’d be enough,”
Charlie said. He finished his drink and stood up.

“I’ll trust your judgment
on that, Captain, and so will the governor,” Bond said. “We would
like you to keep in touch by telegraph whenever possible. I can be
reached here at the Windsor Hotel. Anytime they receive a wire in
my name, they will dispatch it to the proper office.”

“Fine,” Charlie said. “I’m
on my way.”

“You’re ready to leave
this quick?” Bond asked.

“I reckon. So long, Mr.
Bond.”

“Good-bye, Captain Delano.
You’ve taken on a difficult and very dangerous assignment, sir,”
Bond said in open admiration and respect. “I wish the best of luck
to you.”

Charlie went to the door and turned around.
“There might not be enough luck in the whole world for this
go-round. So long, Mr. Bond.”


Chapter One

Guy Tyrone, deputy sheriff of Sweetwater,
Texas, stepped out of the Texas Star Cafe and walked to the edge of
the boardwalk. He stood there for a while, absentmindedly staring
at the busy scene in the street while working the toothpick in his
mouth. It was a warm, pleasant afternoon, the kind that made him
glad he didn’t have a regular job to work at. It was nice not to
have a whole lot to do.

Guy enjoyed the memory of the large hunk of
apple pie he’d just finished. The young waitress in the place liked
him. He didn’t think she was particularly pretty, but he was always
nice to the girl and flirted a little to make her think he was kind
of sweet on her. That way she always gave him extra big helpings of
whatever he ordered. A rail-thin twenty-three-year-old, Guy could
put away food like a starving lumberjack without gaining a pound of
weight. He was tall and slightly stoop-shouldered with the strength
and flexibility of a bullwhip in his long arms.

“Deputy Tyrone!”

Guy looked to see an excited man, waving and
gesturing, hurrying his way. He turned and walked toward the
fellow, hoping that something with a lot of busy and bother was not
in the offing. “Howdy, Mr. Duncan.”

“Howdy,” Duncan said. He
was a grizzled farmer who had a small place just outside town. Do
you recollect them cows that was stole from me last
week?”

“Sure do,” Guy
replied.

“Well, Ned Turnbull just
tole me he seen ’em both over at a feedlot in Mitchell County. And
he knows the name o’ the feller that’s got ’em in hand. That don’t
mean he stole ’em, but it means he’s gotta give them critters back,
right?”

“You got ’em branded or
ear-notched?” Guy asked.

“I got ’em notched and the
pattern is in the county courthouse,” Duncan said.

“The law is on your side,
Mr. Duncan,” Guy said. “As soon as the sheriff gets back into town,
I’ll tell him about it. He’ll go over and fetch ’em for you. And if
he gets a lead on who took the cows over there, he’ll arrest him
and bring him back here for trial.”

Duncan frowned. “Why the hell do you gotta
wait for the sheriff? Go on over there and get ’em yourself.”

Guy shook his head. “Hell, I can’t go over
to Mitchell County. The law’ll arrest me.”

“Aw, damn! Are you wanted
over there?”

“Sure enough,” Guy said.
“They got a coupla warrants on me for disturbing the peace. I sure
as hell ain’t going over and have the sheriff throw me in
jail.”

“Tell the law you’re on
official duty.”

“Won’t do no good,” Guy
said. “The Mitchell County sheriff has got it in for
me.”

“Damn, Deputy Tyrone!”
Duncan exclaimed in exasperation.

“Sorry, Mr. Duncan,” Guy
said. “If them cows was in Fisher or Coke County, I’d—” He
hesitated. “If they was in Fisher County anyhow, I’d run over and
get ’em for you.”

“Aw, damn, Deputy Tyrone!”
Duncan wailed again.

Guy shrugged. “So you see, even if I went
over there, I couldn’t get ’em back anyhow. Don’t worry. You’ll get
’em by day after tomorrow at the latest.”

“I reckon it can’t be
helped,” Duncan said. He gave a dispirited wave and walked
away.

Guy went on down the street toward the jail,
his left hand idly tapping the fourteen-inch billy club he carried
looped over a special hook on his belt.

The young deputy was well liked in
Sweetwater, mid replied to the friendly greetings from folks as he
slowly walked along the row of stores and other businesses. When he
passed the Good Time Saloon, he peered inside. He noted a lone,
armed man standing at the bar, quietly drinking. The fellow was a
stranger in town and had the look of just coming in off the trail.
Guy turned in and walked through the batwing doors. He went
directly to the drinker.

“Howdy,” the deputy
sheriff said.

The man looked at him. “Howdy.” He noted the
star on the other’s vest, then turned his attention back to his
drink.

“We got a city ordinance
that don’t allow no gun-packing,” Guy said. “Unless you’re just
passing through.”

“I’m just passing
through,” the man said.

“No you ain’t,” Guy
pointed out. “You’re standing at the bar here drinking
whiskey.”

“Well, then, I’ll be
passing through directly,” the man said.

“Meanwhile, I’ll take your
iron,” Guy said. “Gimme it.”

“Go to hell, Slim,” the
man replied.

“Want to see something?”
Guy asked.

The man turned again. “Sure.”

Guy reached down and pulled the billy club
off its hook. It was a round, well-sanded stick of dark wood. “Do
you know what this is?”

“Looks like one o’ them
billy clubs or something,” the drinker said.

“It’s something like
that,” Guy said. “It’s made outta wood from South America—called
jirara wood. That’s the hardest wood knowed to man,

“Is that
right?”

“I don’t know. You tell
me.” Guy hit the man hard along the side of the head, sending him
stumbling so bad he fell to the floor.

The stranger rolled over on the floor and
sat up. He rubbed his head, then got slowly to his feet. “Goddamn,
Slim!”

“You’ll call me deputy,”
Guy said in a calm voice.

“Goddamn,
Deputy!”

“Now undo that gunbelt and
drop it.”

The man complied, letting the weapon hit the
floor. “Can I get up and go back to drinking my whiskey?”

“Sure,” Guy replied. He
waited for the fellow to go back to the bar, then he walked over
and picked up the six-shooter. “You can get it back at the
sheriff’s office when you’re ready to leave town.”

“Yeah.” He poured a drink
and gulped it down. “You know something, Sheriff?”

“I told you I’m the
deputy.”

“You know something,
Deputy?” the man said, wincing in pain.

“What?”

“You oughta use your
pistol more. You’re gonna kill somebody with that club o’ yours one
o’ these days,” he advised.

“I bent the barrel of a
good Colt on some son of a bitch with a hard head,” Guy said. “From
now on I use my billy made outta jirara wood.”

Guy left the saloon and resumed his walk to
the local lockup. When he reached it, he went inside, and stopped
short at the sight of the man sitting at the desk in front of the
place’s two empty cells.

Captain Charlie Delano leisurely smoked a
cigar, his feet up on the desk. “Howdy, Guy.”

“Howdy, Cap’n Delano,” Guy
said. He walked over to a gun cabinet, and unlocked the drawer
beneath the rifle rack. He put the confiscated pistol in and locked
it up. “What brings you to Sweetwater?”

“Why, Guy Tyrone, I wanted
to see you,” Delano said. “You got a warrant on me?”

“Should I?” Delano
asked.

“Well—” Guy grabbed a
chair and positioned it next to the desk. “I’m wanted in the Injun
Territory.”

“You know I’m a Texas
Ranger,” Delano said. “I got no jurisdiction in the Injun
country.”

“There’s some folks in
Arkansas that might like to have a word or two with me,” Tyrone
pointed out cautiously.

“Same thing,” Delano
said.

“And about a half-dozen
counties in Texas,” Guy added.

“Now, Guy, that’s
differ’nt,” Delano said.

Guy decided not to speak anymore. He figured
it would be better to see what Delano had to say.

“You been on all sides o’
the law, haven’t you?” Delano remarked. “Bottom and top too, if
there is one. “It just depends,” Guy said.

“I was looking all over
for you, then I heard you was a deputy sheriff in Sweetwater,”
Delano said. “So I decided to come and give you a friendly
howdy.”

“Howdy,” Guy said
dully.

“Howdy,” Delano
said.

Guy came to the point. “Are you gonna arrest
me, Cap’n? I gotta know because—”

“Nope,” Delano
interrupted. “I’m gonna do two things. First off, I’m letting you
know that I’m sending a telegraph this very day, and have every
damn warrant out for your ass taken off the books and put away
forever.”

“Can you do that?” Guy
asked, brightening up.

“Sure can,” Delano said.
“I got special authorization to do a coupla things I might want to
do.”

“That’d be right nice o’
you, Cap’n,” Guy remarked. Then he asked suspiciously, “What’s the
second thing you’re gonna do?”

“Enlist you in the Texas
Rangers,” Delano replied.

“Why?” Guy wanted to
know.

“To go on a special case
with me,” Guy said. “If things work out and you decide to stay, you
can go into the Frontier Battalion and be a regular
Ranger.”

“I don’t want to talk
’bout no Frontier Battalions,” Guy said. “I want to talk about that
special case.”

“Sure,” Delano said. “By
the way—do you still carry that club ’o yours?”

“The one made outta jirara
wood—the hardest wood knowed to man?” Guy said. “Sure. As a matter
o’ fact, I just dusted off a feller’s head with it.” He reached
down and grabbed it, proudly showing off the wooden
weapon.

“Can you still throw it
and hit a fly on the wall?” Delano asked.

“I’m as sharp as ever,”
Guy assured him.

“Well, you can put it
away,” Charlie said. “There’s gonna be a hell of a lot more call
for shooting than hitting.”

“It’s only good to use in
town,” Guy admitted. “Anyhow, let’s get back to that
case.

Delano shifted his feet to make himself more
comfortable. “Have you ever heard of Ace Erickson?”

“I heard tell of a feller
over to Stavanger that goes by that name,” Guy said.

Delano looked Guy straight in the eye with a
glare that almost made the deputy wince. “You ever work for
him?”

Guy cleared his throat. “I’d be the last to
deny I ain’t had my problems with the law in certain parts, Cap’n.
Ain’t I always told you the truth about that?”

“Sure,” Delano said.
“Answer my question. Have you ever worked for Ace
Erickson?”

“Come on, Cap’n!” Guy
protested. “All I ever done in my life is get drunk and jump into
fights. Disturbing the peace is the worst I done.”

“You done that good a
coupla times as I recollect,” Delano pointed out.

“Yeah. But I never been a
thief or a killer,” Guy said. “The onliest men I’ve shot was
shooting at me.”

“I just wanted to make
sure you wouldn’t have no divided loyalties,” Delano
said.

“Now you know,” Guy
said.

Further conversation was cut off when the
door of the office opened and the man Guy had clubbed in the saloon
walked in.

“I been thinking about
you,” he said, glaring at Guy.

“It’s nice to be
remembered,” Guy said. “You want your iron back?”

“Yeah,” the man said. “And
I want it now.”

Guy shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“You said I could have it
back when I left town,” the man said.

“Maybe I did,” Guy said.
“But I’m feeling kinda nervous ’bout handing it over. What’s your
name?”

“None o’ your damn
business!”

“Get the hell outta here,”
Guy said. “I’ll think on giving you back your pistol
tomorrow—maybe.”

The man drew fast, dragging the Remington
.44 from beneath his vest. “Both o’ you son of a bitches raise
’em!”

Delano and Guy put their hands up.

“Undo them gun belts and
kick ’em in that far cell,” the man said. He grinned. “By the way,
since you asked, my name is Ed Hall.”

“Howdy, Ed,” Tyrone
said.

“You ain’t gonna be such a
funny boy in a coupla minutes,” Hall promised him. He waited while
they obeyed him. “Now pull off that club o’ yours and drop it on
the floor and roll it my way.”

Guy did as he was told. “Anything else,
Ed?”

“I got something for your
pal to do,” Hall said. He picked up the club and motioned to Delano
with it. “Get in that other cell.” He waited until Delano obeyed.
“Lock them doors,” Hall told Guy. “And throw the keys over in the
corner.”

“Sure, Ed”

Hall shoved the pistol back in his belt and
advanced toward Guy. “Now I’m gonna slam-bang the cowpiss outta
you!”

He took a couple of wild swings with the
club, but Guy ducked under the attack. He whipped his fist around
and caught Hall in the ribs with a vicious punch.

“Oof!” Hall swung again,
this time connecting with Guy’s left shoulder.

“Ow!”

“Hardest wood knowed to
man, huh?” Hall crowed. He charged again, swinging in vicious,
swift arcs.

Guy danced away, barely keeping out of
harm’s way. He finally feinted a couple of times in every direction
he could manage, then lunged upward, grasping Hall’s wrist.

“Goddamn you!” Hall swore.
He reached up to grab the club with his other hand.

Guy banged him on the skull with his own
head, the collision making a loud cracking sound. Both fighters
were stunned as the club fell clattering to the floor. Dazed and
lurching, both men tried to get the wooden weapon. They
accidentally kicked it into the cell with Delano.

Hall punched Guy hard, driving him over the
top of the desk and to the floor on the other side. The larger,
heavier man went to the attack and dived over the scarred hunk of
furniture, crashing onto Guy’s skinny body.

Guy tried to get up, but a couple more hard
punches kept him from being able to put up a lot of fight. But by
kicking out suddenly and viciously, he got free. Hall was fast,
closing in and grabbing the deputy in a bear hug. Once more they
went to the floor, and Guy began getting the worst of it.

The shot blasted out, the loudness
intensified in the confines of the jail office.

“Hold it!” Delano
bellowed. “That’s enough!”

Both combatants looked over to see the
Ranger captain holding a small Smith & Wesson .38 revolver, a
wisp of smoke coming from its barrel.

“Fight’s over,” Delano
said. He glared at Hall. “If you blink an eye in a way that don’t
please me, I’ll shoot it out.”

Hall put his hands up as Guy reached under
the man’s belt and pulled his Remington free. The deputy looked at
Delano. “Did you have that backup gun all the time?”

“Sure,” Delano said
cheerfully. “Now get the keys and open up the cells. I’ll get out
while Mr. Hall here gets in.”

Within moments the new prisoner was freshly
lodged and the office back to normal. Delano reached in his jacket
pocket and pulled out a badge. “This here is the official sign o’
the Texas Rangers,” he announced. “Now raise your hand while I
swear you in.” Breathing hard with a bleeding nose and blackened
eye, Guy did as he was told. “How come I feel that this ain’t the
smartest thing I’m ever gonna do?”

“Shut up and repeat after
me,” Delano said. “I swear...”


Chapter Two

The cabin was barely visible down in the
draw. The light just before dawn was dim. The view was further
obscured by a mist from the nearby river that drifted slowly in the
light breezes that hardly stirred as much as a blade of grass.

Up on the higher ground, his Winchester
ready at his side, Deputy United States Marshal Gideon Magee
lightly rubbed his hands together to step up the circulation and
hold off the early morning chill. Gideon was a big, heavy man with
coal-black hair and bushy eyebrows that gave his face a perpetual
look of ferocity. A heavy mustache drooped from beneath a bulbous
nose and his collar was buttoned around a thick, bull neck.

Gideon was as tired, hungry, and mad as a
wolf in winter. He’d trailed the three men from Pawhuska to
Muskogee, then up to Vinita in the Cherokee Nation, and finally
back east a ways more to where he now looked down on them.

The deputy marshal worked out of Judge Isaac
Parker’s federal court in Fort Smith, Arkansas. That was situated
in the northern part of the state with only the Arkansas River
between it and Indian Territory. The judge was charged with
administering justice for crimes committed in the Indian country.
Gideon Magee and his ilk earned their pay by going out into that
vast, dangerous wilderness and bringing the criminals back to
justice.

And that’s what he was doing on that ridge
staring down at the dilapidated cabin.

The three murdering horse thieves inside
hadn’t led Gideon on a hell of a chase by accident or blind,
unthinking luck. Once they’d figured out it was him on their trail,
they rode like the devil himself was trying to grab their horses’
tails. Marshal Gideon Magee, in twenty years of serving as an
officer of various branches of the law, had brought back only a
half-dozen live prisoners. He was known among those on the owlhoot
trail to shoot first, then order hands to be raised. That was the
sort of man they respected and feared.

Gideon shifted his weight and continued to
watch the hovel. The trio’s mounts were stabled in a lean-to not
far from the front door. He had thought of running the animals off,
but going down there would have put him in a bad spot. He enjoyed
plenty of cover where he was, so he bided his time waiting to see
what would happen.

Gideon would have liked to enjoy a smoke on
his pipe, but he knew there was a good chance one of his quarry
might be looking out for trouble and spot the glare of the match
when he lit up.

The sun climbed a bit higher, edging through
the top of the trees to throw more light on the scene. The outlaws
were sleeping late. That made Gideon grin. Their tiredness was a
sure sign he’d been running the sons of bitches ’til they were worn
down, tuckered out, and used up.

A movement below caught his eye. The cabin
door had shaken a bit. Someone was taking a cautious look out. A
minute later a figure appeared, then edged along the front of the
place and stopped at the corner. Another quick look around was
followed by a hurried piss. After relieving himself, the man
scooted back inside.

Gideon could have shot him, but he wanted
all three outside in the open before any gunplay broke out.

A few muffled sounds now came from the
interior. That meant they were up and stirring around. The door
opened again. Once more there was a cautious exit to tend to
nature’s call. As soon as the second man went inside, the third
scooted out. Another wetting of the Indian Territory and once more
all three were out of sight within the cabin.

Another quarter of an hour eased by before
any more action became evident. Two of the outlaws came outside
carrying their saddles. They walked a few paces, then stopped when
the third appeared in the doorway. A conversation ensued, and
Gideon finally deducted that the two were going to make a run for
it and the third had decided to stick out in the cabin for a
while.

Gideon raised the carbine to his shoulder
and took aim.

The first shot hit its target. The outlaw
lurched forward and fell to his knees. Gideon was too hasty on the
second. The
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