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Mr. Sixgun

It was a hot, dusty summer
in Spanish Flat, and Marshal Jeremy Six figured on the usual amount
of trouble: liquored-up miners, brawls between farmers and
cowhands, and a couple of scraps over girls or cards. Then Ben
Sarasen rode into town.

Something ugly was brewing
and the mood of the town reflected it. People were on edge: where
Sarasen walked, so did trouble. And yet Jeremy couldn’t help
respecting the man, almost liking him. But he knew that Oakley
Madden’s bunch was ripe to start something, and, if so, Sarasen was
pretty sure to be involved in it.

Then, Jeremy knew, there
would have to be a showdown—and either he or Sarasen wouldn’t come
out of it alive.

The Night It Rained
Bullets

It started out with four
drunken gunslingers raising the devil in a local saloon. Jeremy
Six, marshal of Spanish Flat, knew it was going to be tough enough
to silence that bunch.

But Spanish Flat was in for
more than just that little ruckus that night. The tough little
crossroads town was in for a blizzard that would make the roads
impassable, that would drive the temperature down to zero and the
frustrated anger of its frontier toughs boiling.

And then would come the
refugees from the storm—the chilly-eyed killer riding in from the
outlaw trail and the two-legged wolves from their rangeland
hideouts.

They’d all be playing hell
in Spanish Flat. And if there was to be a town still standing there
tomorrow, it would be up to Jeremy to survive … the night it rained
bullets!

The Bravos

“If the law’s only wanted when
it’s convenient, then you can find yourself a marshal who thinks
that way.” Jeremy Six took his badge off, mounted his horse, and
rode away from Spanish Flat.

But habit lingers and a
trained trigger finger gets itchy. So when Jeremy fell in with an
odd pair—a greenhorn newspaperman and bespectacled ex-con—and the
three were ambushed on the road to Rifle Gap, it proved beyond his
ability to keep out of the action.

And action there was in
plenty as an intricate plot unfolded for control of the lush Concho
Valley that also involved extracting a six-gun vengeance for the
dark doings of a desperado past.

The Proud Riders

If it hadn’t been for John
Paradise arriving in town the same time as a government payroll
amounting to sixty-five thousand dollars in gold, Marshal Jeremy
Six might have passed a peaceful Fourth of July weekend.

But the one-armed killer
with a reputation of having gunned down fifty-seven men in his time
was perched, sphinx-like, on a barstool, “waiting for a
friend.”

And Harry Rose, a fat dude
from the East, arrived with his entourage in Spanish Flat,
gravitated toward the Drover’s Rest Saloon “to wait for his
partner.”

The talent accumulating in
town made the marshal itch. Then as four men were shot dead and the
payroll disappeared, Jeremy knew he was refereeing a free-for-all
between two bands of professional bandits.
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One

RED LANCES OF twilight cloud painted the sky
over the desert to the west, splashing color against the peaks
above the eastward Mogul Rim. Traffic was light on the streets of
Spanish Flat. A high-sided freight wagon toiled through the thick
dust; cowhands rode quietly on various errands; the water wagon
went along sprinkling the streets, matting down the loose powder
beneath. At the depot a steam engine chuffed impatiently, standing
restlessly still at the head of a freight train; across the tracks
in Cat Town lamps were winking on and the town of night was coming
to life.

A last lamp was blown out inside the bank
and the brown-coated cashier came out, locked up, and went home. By
the clock up on the bank corner, it was precisely seven when Hal
Craycroft gave up his vigil on the town and turned back into the
Drover’s Rest to take over from the relief bartender. The saloon
was moderately crowded, mainly with cowhands from Spur and Flying V
and Chainlink. That was as usual; rangeland’s natural segregation
made this the cattleman’s headquarters, the Buckhorn down the
street the farmer’s headquarters, and the dives of Cat Town
headquarters for miners, idlers, drifters, and railroad men.
Craycroft looked with some pride on the Drover’s Rest: as a
headquarters it represented the aristocracy of cattle country, the
cow men.

A thin haze of tobacco smoke colored the
air, making it misty. Craycroft went behind the bar, put on his
apron, took casual notice of a stranger at the bar dressed in
wash-faded gray range clothes, and got busy fulfilling orders for
drinks. At the faro rig, the house gambler was pushing his sleeves
up, snapping red garters, adjusting a green eyeshade, setting out
the faro box, ready to begin the evening’s dealing.

Craycroft, who owned the place and acted as
head bartender, made use of a brief lull in trade by inspecting the
gray-clothed stranger. The man was of ordinary height, slim enough,
regular of features though a little pale; the gun at his hip had a
once-checkered black-rubber grip that had been worn smooth. The
quick alert poise of the stranger’s head suggested to Craycroft
that a thinly disguised lean strength lay beneath the man’s
apparent calm indolence.

The stranger’s quick eyes came around; he
seemed to have sensed Craycroft’s scrutiny. He chilled Craycroft
down to the bone with a single direct flash of his pale eyes, and
turned away to walk out of the place.

At that precise moment, Jeremy Six, marshal
of Spanish Flat, was standing on the porch of his office with one
spurless bootheel cocked up on the rail. He noticed the man in gray
clothes coming out of the Drover’s Rest. The stranger looked both
ways for a steady unhurried interval, mounted a chesty buckskin
pony at the rail, and rode it at a leisurely gait toward the livery
stable. Light from the dying sun painted animal and rider a faint
crimson hue. The marshal’s interest was held by the stranger. He
took note of the dusty signs of long travel on both horse and man,
the long graceful smoothness of pale fingers, the jut of the black
revolver grip along one thigh, and particularly the distinct
brittle shine of hooded, colorless eyes that swept arrogantly
across him, went on, and after a moment returned to him. Something
like a signal flashed in the stranger’s eyes; abruptly he wheeled
his mount in mid-course and came trotting across the street toward
the marshal. The stranger reined in and said, “Six?” and when the
marshal nodded, a slow thin smile crossed the stranger’s features
and went away. The stranger turned and resumed his course toward
the stable. Puzzled and slightly angered, Six maintained his
posture on the porch. There was little to indicate that his
attention was fixed to the departing horseman, except the slow
steady turn of his hat brim.

The grizzled hostler in the dank livery
stable was licking dry, cracked lips, carefully counting the coins
in his palm, wondering if he had enough to spare for a shot of
forty-rod corn in one of the cheap Cat Town saloons below the
tracks. When the cold-eyed man in the gray range outfit left his
buckskin horse, with careful instructions for its care, the hostler
was gratefully impressed by the extravagant tip the stranger
pressed into his palm, so that he took no notice when the stranger
reached the wide street door, stopped and touched his gun butt, and
gave the length of the darkening street a long cautious inspection.
No expression touched the stranger’s cold features. He stood a long
time in the dusky doorway, then hefted the sagging blanket-roll in
his left hand, stepped out, and went unhurriedly up the walk.

Splashes of lamplight fell across the
boardwalk from windows and open doors. Jeremy Six still had his
boot thrust against the rail when the stranger passed along the
walk opposite. A frown had lowered across Six’s forehead and sat
there grimly. The stranger stopped in front of the Antlers Hotel,
gave it a cursory and uncaring inspection, and disappeared
inside.

The hotel clerk was stretching on tiptoe to
light a wall-lamp when the gentle slap of a hand on the desk made
him turn. His glance collided abruptly with a pair of glittering
icy eyes; their hollowness disturbed the clerk and he looked away
in nervous discomfort. He scuttled around the desk, wiping his bald
head, and from the relative safety behind the grillwork he thrust
forward the pen, inkwell, and registry. When the stranger signed,
the clerk said, “Day or week?”

“I can’t say,” the stranger
said. The clerk was surprised by the deep, mild resonance of the
voice. Picking up the key, the stranger took his bedroll toward the
stairs and, climbing, disappeared into that upper darkness. The
echo of his footsteps hung behind him.

By that time, Marshal Six had reluctantly
decided to bestir himself. Down from the porch rail came the
propped boot. Gathering his weight, he stood. He was about to turn
into his office when a wiry figure coming down the walk arrested
him. Six grunted a greeting and, by way of reply, Manny Gutierrez
said, “You see him?”

“I saw him,” Six said. “And he
saw me.”

Gutierrez was compact and dark, a man with
quick eyes that missed very little. The deputy marshal’s badge
gleamed dully on his shirt front. He said, “I guess you’ll have to
find out what he’s up to?”

“I guess I will,” Six said, and
sighed regretfully. Up to now it had been a peaceful day. The
Holliday boys weren’t in town, Oakley Madden had behaved himself
and gone home to the mountains early because of his hangover from
last night, the miners had kept to themselves and there had been no
clashes between farmers and cowhands. A short while ago Six had
been thinking about congratulating himself on the day’s unusual
peacefulness. But now that was all over.

Ben Sarasen was in town.

“I didn’t recognize him at
first,” Six said.

“He’s aged considerable,”
Gutierrez agreed, putting his back against the wall while he
slipped a thin brown cigarillo from his pocket, inserted it between
his teeth, cracked a match alight on his thumbnail, and lit the
cigarillo. The match’s brief flame was a sudden glare against the
dark. Gutierrez stood with the cigarillo cocked upwards in his
mouth and his arms folded, hat tipped forward, and said idly, “I’ll
go if you want.”

“No,” Six said, “it’s my job,
not yours.”

“As you wish.” Little noises
cruised through the air, sounds of laughter and glasses clinking,
the scrape of chairs and thump of boots from the saloons, the creak
and sway of a buckboard rocking past in a side street. Gutierrez
said, “Pablo Rubi was makin’ a fuss down at the Red Ace, but he
passed out before I could arrest him. I told Maldonado to take him
home and put him to bed.”

Six nodded and pulled his hat down more
firmly on his head. He had stalled long enough. “Hold the fort,” he
murmured, and stepped off the curb, quartering across toward the
Antlers Hotel. Loose dust boiled around his boots. The heels rang
hollowly on the boardwalk and then he was inside the hotel lobby.
The clerk gave him an inquiring stare and Six said, “What
room?”

“Huh?” said the
clerk.

“The gent that just came in.
What room’d you put him in?”

“The one at the back of the
hall,” said the clerk. “He looked like a man who’d appreciate peace
and quiet.”

“Yeah,” Six replied drily, and
turned toward the stair.

“Marshal?”

“What?”

“There ain’t going to be
trouble?”

“Don’t ask me,” Six said, and
went on up the stairs. The hall was dim, lit by only two candles,
one at each end. He walked the length of it and knocked.

There was no response. He rapped again and
said, “Sarasen.”

Still no reply. Shrugging, Six turned and
retraced his steps. A knot of worry creased his brow. He went
downstairs and back across the street and said, “Nobody home.”

“Maybe he went out the back
way,” Gutierrez said. “Maybe he’s scared of something.”

“Him? Scared?” Six shook his
head, not believing it.

“They all get jittery, sooner or
later,” Gutierrez said. “I remember what Tom McLowery got like just
before the Earps cut him down. They let word out they were after
him. Tom got scared, all right.”

“He wasn’t in the same class
with Sarasen,” Six answered.

“Want me to find him?” Gutierrez
said it in a matter-of-fact tone; there was no trick of rooting and
scouting that he didn’t know. Nobody could shake Gutierrez off his
trail, not if Gutierrez wanted to find him.

“Don’t bother,” Six told him.
“He’ll show up sometime tonight. That’ll be soon
enough.”

“It will if he doesn’t start
trouble first,” Gutierrez observed. “All right, suit yourself. I
got to make my rounds,” and he was gone into the darkness, a wiry
bantam figure of a man moving with a whisper of cloth and a slide
of soft-soled boots. Jeremy Six put a speculative eye on the hotel
and then, making up his mind, he went across the street once
more.

 


At that particular moment, the
subject of much of the town’s interest was climbing out of a hot
bath in the back of the Antlers Hotel. Ben Sarasen whipped the
towel across his back and felt a faint reminder of what it had once
felt like to enjoy the little pleasures of life: cleanliness, being
well-fed, easy sleep. All that was part of the distant past.
Without emotion he felt the clean rub of his skin. There was a
white scar along his upper chest, the track of a bullet. He climbed
into fresh underwear and wrapped his lean, pale body in a flannel
shirt and butternut trousers, in Justin boots and a calfskin vest,
and in thirty-three inches of thick leather belt supporting
thirty-five cartridges and one 2/2-pound Colt revolver, caliber .45. He paused before the
cracked mirror that hung tilted against the wall and, meticulous
with personal appearance through long habit, he ran a comb through
his dark hair. It was straight hair, not too long, and shot
liberally with a peppering of gray, which was deceptive; Ben
Sarasen was in fact thirty-one years old.

If he was aware in any sense of the interest
his arrival had excited, he did not show it. He settled the
flat-crowned beige beaver hat firmly across his head, tested the
hang of his gun, and left the steamy room to walk forward through
the corridor, across the lobby, out the door and up the boardwalk
toward the Dutch Kitchen Café. His step was unhurried, almost
indolent; it was only the constant wary scrutiny of his colorless
eyes that would have revealed to an observer Sarasen’s acute
alertness. His face was purposefully set: cool, ungiving,
expressionless, the countenance of a man who treasured silence.

Half a dozen customers were in the Dutch
Kitchen; all of them gave him searching looks when he entered, but
no one spoke to him, although he was aware of their attention lying
resentfully against him, some covertly and some directly. By that
sign he knew that word had spread throughout the town of his
arrival. He was not troubled by their mute antagonism, so long as
they kept their own counsel. The glances hit him: unfriendly,
distrusting, fearful, malicious, waiting on edge.

He walked past them among the red-and white
checkerboard tablecloths to a small table in the back of the room.
He sat in the accustomed manner, with his back to the wall and his
left side, which was less vulnerable, toward the windows;
experience had taught him early that it was easier for a
right-handed man, from a sitting position, to fire across the body
than to fire away from it.

He lifted the gun unobtrusively and laid it
across his lap, underneath the hanging edge of the tablecloth. It
was not a particularly comfortable way to sit but a man could get
used to it.

It would have been plain, to anyone shrewd
enough to see it, that Ben Sarasen expected something. But then, he
always expected something. His life had run through cool-winded
channels of intrigue and danger; it had trained him to be ever
vigilant. Just the same, there was something additional in his
attitude, something beyond ordinary alertness. He was waiting.

The waitress, stocky and dull-looking, took
his order and went back hurriedly toward the kitchen, rubbing
soap-raw hands on a patched apron. Two men got up from their
half-empty coffee cups, gave Sarasen long petulant looks—as if his
entry had disturbed their private thoughts—and left the place.
Sarasen’s eyes, never seeming to touch then directly, nevertheless
remained aware of every slight motion made within his presence. His
right hand remained beneath the table out of sight. He had long ago
trained himself to eat, drink, smoke, and play cards with his left
hand. The right hand had become like a branding iron: a tool kept
within reach at all times, but seldom used, and only used for one
purpose.

Lamps flickered and smoked. The waitress,
exuding the silent fear to which he was so accustomed, came and
delivered his meal and scurried away, her fat hips jiggling.
Another customer finished his pie and left, avoiding Sarasen’s eye.
And by the time he was half through his steak, he found himself
alone in the café. It did not trouble him to be alone. Loneliness
was a luxury he could not afford to indulge in. It was the presence
of humans, not their absence, that posed a potential threat in Ben
Sarasen’s life.

He paid his bill and went to the door. When
he came outside there was a short thin man, Mexican or Indian,
standing on the porch with a deputy’s badge on his front, watching
him with unblinking, unswerving eyes. Sarasen challenged the man
with his iron-hard glance. The other said, in a level tone,
“Evenin’,” and stood his ground, meeting Sarasen’s eyes. Sarasen
studied the deputy, decided there was no mortal challenge here,
nodded civilly and with exact courtesy, and swung away, going down
toward the hotel. Behind him the Mexican stood igniting a brown
cigar, his eyes following Sarasen thoughtfully; this scene Sarasen
witnessed in the mirror of a window across the street. Not looking
back, he went up the steps to the walk and into the hotel. He
climbed the stairs and walked to the door of his room.

A candle spread yellow rays from its wall
bracket. He bent down to examine the door latch. The dust he had
carefully placed there was gone. Only a slight pinching of the
lip-corners revealed his reaction. Studying the door with
dispassionate attention, he made his decision and turned toward the
candle, cupped his hand around it and blew it out. Then he lifted
the gun from his holster and said, in an ordinary tone of voice,
“Come out slowly and keep your hands where I can see them,” and
knocked gently on the door of his own room.

“Coming,” said a voice, muffled
by the thickness of the door. To its credit, the voice revealed no
surprise or anger; it was a simple, everyday, conversational
voice.

The door opened and the first thing to
appear was a pair of hands, extended and empty. They were followed
into view by a big-boned man who stopped in the doorway and turned
his head slowly to peer along the dark hallway, and said, “I took
my gun off. It’s on your bed.”

“Smart,” Sarasen observed. “You
want to talk to me?”

“That’s right,” said Jeremy
Six.

 



 


Two

SARASEN HOLSTERED HIS gun and followed the
marshal into his room. A lamp burned on the commode. He pulled
forward the straight-backed chair and reversed it in front of him,
sitting with his knees spread past the chair back and his left arm
across the top of it, his boot heels hooked into the rungs. His
right hand gently pushed the door away; it clicked shut. He looked
at the marshal, seated on the bed, and he said, “I gave you a
chance to talk to me before.”

“I know,” Six said.

“This was a test?”

“I wanted to see if you were
smart enough to know I was in here,” Six told him, “and
level-headed enough not to come in shooting.”

Sarasen smiled gently. There was no warmth
in his smile. “And what if I had?”

“Come in shooting?” The
marshal’s shoulders moved. “I was flat behind the bed. You wouldn’t
have hit me before I’d had time to take aim on you.”

“I’ll remember that,” Sarasen
said quietly. “A man never stops learning.” There was a strange
edge on his voice; it passed.

“A smart man,” Six
agreed.

Sarasen dipped his head slowly. He said,
“You didn’t come up here to find out how smart I am. There’s
something On your mind, I suppose.”

“I like to know the men I may
have to fight.”

“Fight?”

Six smiled. “You’re no stranger to that
word, are you?”

“I didn’t come here to pick a
fight, Six.”

Six waved his hand. “You don’t have to pick
one. It’ll pick you.”

“Perhaps,” Sarasen said. Again
there was that hollow ring in his tone. “At any rate I didn’t come
here to fight the law.”

“And I am the law,” Six said, as
if to emphasize a fact already obvious. Suddenly he frowned and
leaned forward. “What are you afraid of?”

It made Sarasen laugh. Soft, mirthless
laughter; that was his only reply. Marshal Six shrugged. “Of course
I didn’t expect an answer, but if I can see it in your face, others
can too. You haven’t got much time left, Sarasen.”

“Time doesn’t matter,” Sarasen
said.

“Did somebody hire your gun?
Somebody here?”

“Does somebody here need a gun?”
Sarasen countered.

“Maybe ... maybe. One time or
another, every man’s tempted to make a deal with the
devil.”

Sarasen’s thin smile returned. “Quite a
cracker-barrel philosopher, aren’t you, Six?”

“I notice,” Six returned
pointedly, “that didn’t prevent my reputation from traveling far
enough down the trail for you to get wind of it. You knew my
name.”

“I know a lot of
names.”

“It’s useless for you and me to
sit here trying to frighten one another,” Six said.

“Just so,” Sarasen agreed. “You
believe somebody bought me to come in and fight for
him?”

“It’s possible.”

“So you came up here to lay down
the law to me.”

“No,” Six said, “I just came for
a look.”

“All right,” Sarasen said
mildly. “You’ve had your look.”

It made Six smile. “You’re not giving away a
thing, are you?”

“Not a thing,” Sarasen agreed.
“Not until I get a better smell of the wind here. I want to find
out how it blows.”

“Crosswise,” was Six’s answer.
He stood up and looked inquiringly at his gunbelt, on the bed, and
Sarasen nodded. Six picked up the belt by its buckle and hung it
over his shoulder, and walked the three paces to the door. With his
hand on the latch, he turned and measured Sarasen, and said softly,
“It’s a shame and a waste for a man like you to fight a man like
me.”

“Don’t make up your mind about
that too fast,” Sarasen advised.

“No,” Six assented. “I’ll let
you call the first tune.”

Sarasen elevated his shoulders and let them
drop. “In the long run,” he said, “none of it will make any
difference at all.”

“Hasta luego,”
was the marshal’s
only answer. He turned and went out.

 


“Ain’t a single clue, is there?”
Gutierrez said.

“Not yet,” Six said. He was not
impatient; there was time. He stood at the window looking out at
the late morning sunlight making the street glow, the dust glisten,
the tied-up horses sweat, the wood crack. He said, “In good time
he’ll show us why he came here. Meantime there’s no point in
fretting.”

“Maybe there is,” Gutierrez
argued. “Ever since he showed up, the town’s been on edge. Two days
ago I had to stop a free-for-all in the Red Ace. Yesterday the
Holliday boys shot up the sky down in Cat Town. I ain’t sure what
to expect tonight, but I got an inkling. Oakley Madden’s due in
with his crew tonight.”

“The cross a man carries,” Six
answered good-humoredly, and turned back from the window to take a
seat behind his desk. Gutierrez was sitting on a corner of the
desk, cleaning a shotgun. Six said, “It might be a good idea for us
to de-horn Madden and his outfit before they get too plowed under
on red-eye.”

“Trying to get Madden to give up
his gun,” Gutierrez answered, “is like trying to get Jesse James to
step up voluntarily to the gallows plank.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Six said
deprecatingly. “I’ve seen tougher lambs than Madden shorn without a
fight. You’d be surprised how calm the drop can make a
man.”

Gutierrez gave him a look of surprise.
“You’d pull the drop on him? He ain’t broke no laws. What excuse we
got?”

“Keeping the peace. What
else?”

Gutierrez’s lips curled up in a slow smile
of grudging admiration. “You got the damnedest way of bending the
law of any lawman I ever did see.”

“Hell, it’s for Madden’s own
good,” Six said, on his way to the door. “What do you think would
happen if he got juiced up and took a notion to try himself out on
Ben Sarasen?” Leaving that remark hanging behind him, he went
outside and cruised over to the hotel. Ben Sarasen was sitting in a
chair on the hotel veranda, whittling. There was a sizable pile of
chips by his chair; Sarasen had been whittling for four days. He
looked up politely when Six approached. Six said, “Waiting for a
rainy day?”

“Or a sunny one.”

“You wouldn’t by any chance be
planning to rob the bank,” Six said.

“That’s a little out of my
line.”

“Just thought I’d ask,” Six said
lamely, and turned, and went on up the walk. Sarasen’s easy voice
followed him:

“Don’t waste too much energy
trying to make sense out of things, Marshal.”

Six waved a hand at hip-level, tipped his
hat to Mrs. Archer who went by twirling her parasol, stepping high
under the long yellow dress. He turned into the mercantile and
said, “Mornin’, Henry,” and took an apple out of the barrel. He
examined it for color, polished it against the sleeve of his blue
shirt, and bit down. Henry Zimmer ambled forward among the
counters, accepted Six’s penny, and made his usual remark, “Sure is
hot today.”

“Hot yesterday,” Six said, “hot
tomorrow. I’m thirty-five years old, Henry. A little old for
playing games wouldn’t you think?”

“Why,” Henry said, “I suppose
so, yes. Something wrong?”

“Nothing I can do anything
about,” Six answered. He went outside and squinted against the sun.
The stagecoach from Arrowhead came bucking into town, swaying on
its leather springs, raising an alarming pall of dust and careened
to a stop at the railroad station just as the first whistle of the
incoming Express was heard across the desert. The stage had, for
once, made its connection with time to spare. Dust-choked
passengers alighted and went crowding toward the sign that read:
DRINKING WATER, BOX LUNCHES, WAITING ROOM. Six turned back along a
side-street until he came to the telegraph office. Here he stopped
a moment, staring absorbedly at the wires stretching into the hazy
distance, sag by sag between creosote-soaked poles. After a moment
he went inside, took a moment to accustom his eyes to the dimness,
and picked up a message blank. He wrote out the name and address of
the U.S. Marshal in Tucson, and below that put in his crabbed hand,
“Is Ben Sarasen wanted for anything. Love to Molly. Jeremy,” and
handed it to the clerk. “Don’t know why I didn’t think to do that
four days ago,” Six murmured apologetically, half to himself. “Put
it on the town’s bill, Sammy.” He went out again, proud of
maintaining his record of efficiency: he had never been known to
send a telegram of more than ten words, except once, and that had
been when three hundred Chiricahua Apaches had wiped out the
Jardeen ranch and gone like a scythe through the lower part of the
valley; even then Six’s wired request for army assistance had run
only to fourteen words.

He went back to the main street. Sarasen was
still propped on the hotel porch, whittling as if he hadn’t a care
in the world. Gutierrez had come outside and was standing in front
of the office with the shotgun he had just cleaned. Sarasen was
looking across at him, at the shotgun. Gutierrez was giving Sarasen
an utterly blank look. When Six watched Sarasen’s pale eyes and
crease-etched face he could tell, even at this distance, that
something powerful was troubling the gunfighter. And the problem
was, whatever was spooking Sarasen was likely to be bad for Spanish
Flat.

Down the street the other way he could see
Hal Craycroft standing in the doorway of the Drover’s Rest.
Craycroft looked pointedly at Sarasen and then looked at Six, with
an inquisitive lift of the eyebrows. That gesture decided Six.
Craycroft was as good a weathervane as there was, when it came to
indicating the town’s climate of temper. If Craycroft was edgy,
then the town was ready to jump sideways. Six had the
responsibility to see that didn’t happen, and so with common-sense
reluctance he turned his steps toward the hotel.

Sarasen said, “Fed up, are you?”

“Not exactly,” Six said. He
propped his hips on the porch rail and folded his arms, tipping his
hat back, giving the impression of a very quiet, very mild man with
nothing much on his mind. He said, “You know what you’re doing to
this town, don’t you?”

“I’m used to it.”

“Uh-huh,” Six said. “Well, the
town’s not.”

“I heard this was a pretty
lively town.”

“Sometimes,” Six admitted. “But
that’s not the same. It doesn’t hurt much to have somebody blow off
steam now and then. Clears the air. But it’s something else to sit
by a powder keg wondering if the fuse is lit.”

Sarasen said very drily, “Have you got a
match?”

“I don’t see that’s too funny,”
Six told him.

“I didn’t come here to light any
fuses, Marshal.”

“Just the same you’ve got a good
reason to be here, I reckon?”

“I do.”

“Normally,” Six said, “I’m
inclined to let everybody mind his own business. But I’m afraid
I’ll have to ask yours.”

“Ask away,” Sarasen said. “I’m
not obliged to answer.”

“Afraid you’ll have
to.”

“What if I don’t?”

“Then maybe I’ll have to post
you out of town.”

“When you think about that,”
Sarasen replied, “it’s kind of funny, don’t you think? I haven’t
done a thing to this town except maybe mess up this porch with a
heap of shavings.”

Six smiled gently. “I reckon you get my
point so I won’t have to spell it out, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Sarasen said. “I’d oblige
you if I could, Marshal.”

“But you won’t?”

“No.”

“Then I’m afraid tomorrow dawn’s
your limit.”

Sarasen nodded, saying nothing. There was no
particular reaction discernible in his pale weary eyes. Six said,
“You accept that? You’ll be on your way before sunup?”

“Maybe,” Sarasen said. “Then
again, maybe not. It all depends.”

“On what?”

“Not on you,” Sarasen answered,
looking up at him with a slight smile.

“On somebody else, then. You’ve
got an appointment to meet somebody in Spanish Flat. Is that
it?”

“I guess I can give you that
much,” Sarasen admitted.

Six frowned. “Why did you have to pick my
town for a gunfight?”

“There won’t be a fight,
Marshal. I can promise you that,” Sarasen said. His voice was very
quiet.

After puzzling over that remark, Six said,
“Sunup tomorrow,” and went away, feeling as though he was prowling
through a fog.

He ate his lunch in the Dutch
Kitchen and afterward went under the high sun and blazing heat down
the back streets of Cat Town, past Madam Lisa’s and Fat Annie’s,
where the girls sat sunning themselves on the verandas—although
making sure no ray of sun ever struck the pale skin of their
cheeks—and laughing raucously at one another’s jokes; it was open
laughter, altogether different from the calculated smiles they
exhibited at night for the benefit of the clientele. At the Glad
Hand—GAMES, SALOON, DANCE HALL—Six latched open the door, faded, warped and splitting.
Going through that doorway always made him feel as though he was
entering a tunnel, for the building was old, one of the oldest in
town, and the adobe walls were three feet thick.

Inside it was cooler, damp,
very dimly lighted. Nimble-Finger Buchler was perched at the piano,
hanging gauntly over the keyboard, practicing. The piano was out of
tune but not much, and Buchler was good at his trade; now when
there were no miners and no dancers in the place, he was allowing
himself to play the Vienna waltzes and the etudes and chansons that his training had prepared him for before the
blood had started spurting from his lungs and sent him west into
the dry desert.

Buchler looked up when Six came in, nodded a
greeting, and said, “Still hot out there?” all without losing a
note or a beat.

“Hotter,” Six answered. At the
bar the apron was polishing dust-coated glasses. Three house
gamblers sat bemusedly playing cards among themselves for
matchsticks.

Though it was noontime and there was not a
cloud in the sky, lamps were lit all along the plaster-straw walls,
for the place had only two windows and they were very small and
placed high in the walls. The air was stale. The room was long and
narrow, divided in half by a rope-fence that defined the edge of
the dance floor; beyond was the small filthy stage where the
orchestra played at night when the singers came on. The bartender
said lazily, “She ain’t come in yet,” to Six, and Six nodded
absently. He took a beer and stood for a while listening to the
melancholy melodies that Buchler was playing; when he finished the
beer he went back through a small door into the saloon’s office and
sat down in a wooden armchair, and propped his boots up on the edge
of the roll-top desk.

He was still in that position, chewing the
point of a toothpick, when the door opened inward and Clarissa Vane
came into his view. A wry smile crossed her features and she kicked
the door shut with a gentle backward thrust of her foot, and said
to him, “Make yourself at home.”

“Thanks,” Six
drawled.

“I wondered when you’d be coming
around,” she said. “I’m surprised it took you this
long.”

“You haven’t showed up around
the Antlers Hotel,” Six said. “I kind of wondered what’s been
keeping you.”

“If he wants to see me,”
Clarissa replied, “he can come to me. He knows where I
am.”

“I thought maybe that’s the way
it is.” Six didn’t take his boots down off the desk, nor did he
removed his hat. He had developed a code for dealing with people,
and displayed to each individual only the degree of courtesy he
thought that person required. Clarissa, despite her cool beauty and
aristocratic stance, was only the owner of a cheap dancehall on the
wrong side of the tracks; Six treated her accordingly.

Her green silky dress rustled past him and
she carried herself unbendingly around the desk to sit down. The
cascades of her black hair reflected streaks of blue light; her
head was poised above her long graceful neck and her hands, moving
forward to rest on the desk, were long-fingered and supple. She
said, “If you had it all figured out, why did you come?”

“I need a little help,” he said,
making the confession without embarrassment.

It caused a rueful smile to pass over her
lips. “That’s funny,” she said. “Since when does the toughest man
in Spanish Flat need a woman’s help?”

Six said, “Maybe I’m not the toughest man in
Spanish Flat just now.”

“Ben won’t pick on you,” she
said. “He’s got no quarrel with you.” There was no contempt in her
tone; she was only speaking matter-of-factly.

“That’s not the point,” he
said.

“I see.” For the first time she
put her large dark eyes on him and studied him with care. “You’d go
up against him if you had to. Is that it?”

“I guess I would,” he conceded.
“I’d prefer not to. If it came to a fight between Sarasen and me,
no good could come of it, either way; it would just be a
waste.”

“And so you come to me. What
for, Jeremy?”

“I’ve told him to ride
on.”

“Ah,” she said, a long sigh of
understanding. “How long?”

“Tomorrow sunup.”

“And you want me to persuade
him.”

“It would help all of us if you
did.”

She waved a hand, dismissing it. “It doesn’t
hurt this town to get scared once in a while. Makes them think
about their sins. What do I care about them?”

“If people get riled enough, you
can’t tell what they might do. For instance, they might decide to
clean up this side of town.”

“I can handle myself,” she
said.

“No argument there,” he
admitted. “But it might be more pleasant for all of us, you
included, if he went on his way peacefully.”

She shook her head; her hair swayed gently.
“I’ve got no reason to want to see him leave, Jeremy.”

“All right,” he said mildly. He
put his feet down, tilted his hat forward and stood.

“Jeremy?”

“What?”

“I owe you a few favors. You didn’t
mention that.”

“I don’t play it that way,” he
said. “You owe me nothing. Do as you see fit, Clarissa.” He went
out and pulled the door shut. Buchler was playing a slow melody,
very pretty, very sad. Six walked outside into the broil of
sunlight and heat.

 



 


Three

SARASEN WAS AT his usual post, whittling on
the hotel porch, when Marshal Six came up the street in
mid-afternoon and turned in at his office. Six stopped a moment to
look across the street, and Sarasen met the marshal’s eyes at that
distance. It occurred to the gunfighter that Six was a man to whom
justice had more than abstract importance; Sarasen for a moment was
envious of the marshal, to whom everything seemed to present itself
in more-or-less clear-cut terms of right or wrong.

Six’s strong figure filled the office
doorway. His shoulders were broader than the average, though he
stood at ordinary height and in spite of his town job still owned
the narrowed hips and choppy walk of a horseman. His hair was
brown, he had a clean-shaven shield-shaped face with features
regular enough to make him good-looking, his jaw made a long level
shelf beneath his face, his eyes were cool and impersonal on most
occasions but showed a capacity for quiet humor.

Sarasen kept his attention on Six until the
marshal went into his office; thereupon Sarasen returned his eyes
to the wood in his hands. Taking shape was the whittled form of a
Colt .45 revolver. Once in a while, when no one was near to be
startled, he would remove his gun from its holster to compare it
with the carved model, and begin to make changes. He worked with
meticulous care, but his eyes and ears missed nothing.

The wiry deputy, Gutierrez, came along the
walk and said civilly, “Afternoon,” and went down the porch steps
to go across. Sarasen said,

“Deputy.”

Gutierrez turned slowly to face him. The
man’s eyes were very shrewd. They studied Sarasen’s hands and then
his face. Sarasen said, “You like working for Six?”

“I like it fine,” Gutierrez
said.

“He’s a good man.”

“That’s right.”

“Tell me something,” Sarasen
said. “Has he got a woman?”

“No.”

“Now, that’s a strange thing,
don’t you think?”

“I wouldn’t know,” said the
deputy. “I keep my saddle clean and let other people worry about
their own.”

Sarasen accepted the rebuke without protest.
Gutierrez was a game little man and had his own brand of pride. He
nodded stiffly and went across and disappeared into Six’s
office.

Two ladies were coming toward him on the
opposite side of the street, a block away, dressed up in long
fashionable dresses, carrying parasols; he thought they must be
sweltering under that excess of clothing. Then, after they went
past the marshal’s office, another figure appeared at the next
intersection: a woman in a green dress who drew the whole of
Sarasen’s attention. It was Clarissa Vane. Advancing toward the two
ladies on the walk, Clarissa held her head high and proud. The two
ladies looked upon her with disdain and it became evident that the
two of them, walking abreast, had half an intention to crowd
Clarissa off the walk. Smiling grimly, she tossed her head back and
walked casually right between them, setting both of them off
balance and causing them to turn their heads and stare angrily
after her. Clarissa was smiling coolly when she stepped down and
came across the street, slapping her loose gloves into her open
palm.

Sarasen stood up to greet her. His voice was
courteous and gave away no emotions. “Hello, Clarissa.”

Before she spoke she looked around, selected
the chair next to his, and sat down in it with a proprietary air.
She said, “It became obvious you weren’t going to come to me. So
here I am.”

He said, “The past is a long time gone,
Clarissa.”

“Just gone? Or is it dead,
Ben?”

He looked at her with his hooded eyes,
making no answer. In a moment he sat down and picked up the
whittling block from which the model gun was emerging. Clarissa
looked at it and smiled in a faraway manner. She said, “You never
stop thinking about those things, do you?”

He looked at the carved gun. “Maybe not,” he
admitted. “I’m just a simple man, you know. There’s only one thing
I know well.”

“Guns,” she answered. “They’ve
shaped your life and you love them for it.”

“No. I hate them.”

It caused her to look up with surprise.
“So,” she said. “Ghosts are getting at you at last.”

He was not ready to reply to that. In a
softer tone Clarissa said, “Why didn’t you come to me, Ben?”

“I’ve got reasons,” he said
vaguely; “it would be better to let it lie.”

“A woman,” she
guessed.

“Not in that sense.”

She scoffed, “What other sense is
there?”

His smile was cold, though he did not intend
it that way; his pale eyes had been cool too long to warm up any
more, even when he wished them to. He said, “You and the marshal
should get on well. You both think things are simpler than they
are.”

“As a matter of fact,” she told
him, “I came on Jeremy’s account.”

Sarasen nodded. “I thought it would have to
be something like that. By yourself you wouldn’t have unbent your
pride enough to come to me.”

“No,” she agreed. “It’s not for
a woman to do that.”

“Things are easy for you, aren’t
they, Clarissa? You just set yourself some rules and you play by
them as if everything was a game. Everything fits into the system;
you never ask questions.”

She was looking worried; she leaned forward
and spoke in a low, intense voice. “Ben, the bogeyman’s at you.
What is it?”

He shook his head. “A man gets older, starts
thinking. That’s all. I’m still the same saddle tramp I always
was.”

“No, Ben. You’ve changed. You’re
scared of something now, and I never thought I’d live to see the
day when Ben Sarasen was scared of anything. That’s what’s making
you bitter, isn’t it?”

His eyes had gone narrow; they glistened
from slits. He said tautly, “First Six, now you; everybody thinks
I’ve gotten a scare. Pretty soon word will get around that
Sarasen’s lost his nerve. That could be dangerous for anybody who
believed it, Clarissa.”

“Yes,” she said. “You’re just as
tough as ever, I can see that. But you’ve run into something new,
something you can’t cope with on your old terms. Is that what’s
gnawing at you?”

“Just let it be, Clarissa,” he
said softly. His glance lay gently upon her face and he knew that
if he chose to he could put hunger and warmth into it. He did not
choose to; he kept his face blank and his eyes distant and cool. He
added, “It won’t do either of us any good to rake up old
ashes.”

“Even if there’s a spark buried
under them, Ben?”

“That’s right,” he said. “Even
if there’s a spark.” He said it in a cold impersonal way and put
the force of his eyes flatly against her.

She revealed her disappointment and said, “I
never thought you’d be pushing me away, Ben. Maybe I had too much
pride to believe it would ever happen.”

“It’s not your fault or mine.
Nothing either one of us could have done would have made it turn
out any different.”

“That’s small consolation,” she
said. “It’s not enough.”

“It’ll have to do, I
expect.”

She stood up; she looked weary. “All right,
Ben. But I want you to do one thing for me.”

“Name it.”

“Go away from here. Before dawn
tomorrow.”

He nodded slowly. “You think a lot of Six,
don’t you?”

“Enough to ask this of you,” she
agreed.

“Well,” he murmured, “that’s all
right. He’s a good man.” His eyes were brooding on the model
gun.

“Don’t hurt him, Ben,” she
insisted; her voice remained level.

“I’ll do my best,” was the only
answer he could give her.

“Do you love him?” he shot back
at her.

“Why,” she said, “I can’t say,
Ben. I don’t know. It was always you.”

“Count me out of it,” he said.
There was a faraway hollow ring in his tone. “Act as though I were
a thousand miles away or dead, Clarissa. That’s the only way. I
don’t matter anymore.”

“Stop talking like a dead man,”
she snapped.

He smiled drily. “Go on back to Six,
Clarissa. Tell him I’ll be out of town by morning.”

She watched him; her expression changed from
tenderness to quizzical wonder to fatalistic repose. She said,
“Thanks, Ben.” She said it very quietly and turned away.

“Clarissa.”

She stopped to look back. Sarasen said,
“What time does the Overland stage from El Paso come through?”

“Around midnight.”

He nodded. When he said nothing further,
Clarissa asked, “Is that all you wanted?”

He looked up. After a pause he said, “I
guess it is.”

“All right,” she said.
“Hasta
luego,
Ben.”

“Adios.”

Her eyes lingered on him a moment longer
before she turned and went down the steps and crossed the dusty
street. Sarasen watched her until she disappeared down a side
street toward Cat Town. There was no break in his expression. He
picked up his knife and resumed carving on the wooden gun.

 


Jeremy Six turned up the wick of the lamp on
his desk and slowly plugged fresh cartridges into his clean Colt.
When it was full with six bullets he snapped the loading-gate shut
and carefully dropped the hammer between two cartridges, and slid
the gun into its well-worn holster at his hip.

The last shifting layers of violet and
indigo twilight faded from the town. Through the window he could
see lamplight bloom in buildings across the street. Somewhere out
of sight a crowd of horsemen drummed into town and clattered to a
halt, and soon thereafter Manny Gutierrez came into the office on
silent feet and said without preamble, “That was Oakley Madden and
his crew.”

“Where are they?”

“Drover’s Rest.”

Six nodded. “How many?”

“I counted five,” Gutierrez said
in his businesslike voice. “Madden, the Bolton brothers, Billy
Hatfield, Faro Price.”

“Primed?”

“Can’t say,” Gutierrez replied.
“They’re all heeled but they weren’t making much noise.”

“Maybe they don’t want to spook
Sarasen,” Six said. “They know he’s in town, I guess.”

“Madden’s pretty salty,”
Gutierrez said, “and Billy Hatfield’s brash enough for any three
gents. I doubt they’d be making it a point to stay clear of Sarasen
or anybody else. It ain’t their habit.”

“Well,” Six observed, “as long
as they mind their knitting we’ll let them be.”

“I thought you were making
noises about de-horning them?”

“I will if I have to,” Six
answered. “They haven’t threatened the peace yet.” He stood up and
turned to take his hat off the wall peg. “Drake Ivy wasn’t with
them?”

“I didn’t see him.”

“He’s got a pet girl down in Cat
Town,” Six said. “Maybe he split off from the bunch to go down
there.”

“Maybe. You worried about
Ivy?”

“A little,” Six admitted. “Ivy’s
the biggest and the stupidest one of the lot. Without somebody to
keep a rein on him he’s likely to get into trouble all by himself.”
He put the hat on and went to the door. “Hold the fort while I make
the rounds.” And went outside into the gathering gloom.

The day’s heat was dissipating rapidly; in
its wake a fresh cool breeze came down off the High Mogul. On the
arched black-velvet surface of the sky were the pinpoints of stars.
Traffic was light on the streets of Spanish Flat. Six turned along
the back streets through Cat Town and stepped into the Tin Bucket,
which was the first saloon on his route. All was quiet. A few
Mexican sheepherders played cards at one table; a livery hostler, a
thimble rigger, and two or three tramps stood at the bar. The place
had an unpleasant smell; it was the most disreputable bar in town.
The bartender needed a shave and wore a filthy apron; the ceiling
was low and the air smoky and stale. Six did not linger there.

He inspected two more saloons, presenting
himself to view in each of them—sight of a badge sometimes calmed
trouble down before it started, he had found—and presently came, in
the course of his rounds, to Fat Annie’s. He went up the porch and
stood by the door, knocking, remembering the girls sunning
themselves on this porch earlier in the day. Fat Annie opened the
door to him and presented to him her enormous nose, watering eyes,
and loose hanging chins. “The minions of the law,” she announced in
loud tones, and let Six into the parlor.

It was a big plush room, deep in carpet,
crowded with soft furniture; heavy drapes, paintings, dim soft
lights created the atmosphere of the place. The smell of cheap
perfumes hung thick in the air. Six looked at the half-dozen
scantily clothed girls idling around the place and said mildly, “No
trouble?”

“All’s quiet,” Fat Annie said.
Her belly jiggled when she laughed. “What you need, Jeremy, is a
quart of forty-rod whisky and a girl. You’re too damned serious,
even for a policeman.”

One of the girls smiled at him
provocatively, synthetically. Six said to Fat Annie, “Oakley Madden
brought his bunch in tonight.”

“Ah,” she said. “We’ll take
care, then. Thanks, Jeremy.”

Six pushed a playful fist into the deep
softness of her shoulder and turned back to the door. Fat Annie
said, “Come back when you’re off duty, Jeremy. I got two new girls
this week, you know.”

He smiled and went out. The red lamp burned
above the door. He was still smiling over Annie’s invitation; she
always extended it, and he had never taken her up on it, but just
the same it remained her inevitable phrase of parting.

He inspected Madam Lisa’s, down the street,
passed the word there, and went on; in time, after popping into
half a dozen dance halls and saloons and cribs, he came to
Clarissa’s place, the Glad Hand. At one time the old heavy adobe
structure had housed Spanish Flat’s first mercantile establishment.
That had been before the arrival of the Anglos and the subsequent
shift of the town’s commercial center to a newer district; now, in
a backwash of time, this whole old section had become Cat Town.

Nimble-Finger Buchler was callously pounding
out a barrelhouse tune as if he didn’t know how to play any better.
The fiddles and banjo and guitar and squeeze-box melodeon were
racked beside the empty orchestra chairs; the musicians were taking
a break at the bar. The saloon was pretty well filled with a crush
of people, most of them miners from the silver shafts of the Mogul
Rim. Some of the independent girls, those who didn’t work for the
big cribs, were spotted around in the crowd, a few of them dancing
on the sawdust floor, matching the clumsy miners’ grim fury with
calculated smiles.

Clarissa was not in the room. She always
held herself coldly aloof from the clientele of the Glad Hand.
After inspecting the crowd and seeing no danger in it, Six went
back toward the office door, using elbows and shoulders when he had
to, to make his way through the crowd.

Clarissa was bent over an account book on
the desk when he came in. He closed the door against the busy
noises of the saloon and said, “Lively tonight.”

“It’s good for business,” she
answered, not looking up until she completed totaling a column and
wrote down a figure. Then she sat back and regarded him soberly. He
could not make out the significance of her expression. He
said,

“Thought I’d warn you, Oakley
Madden’s around.”

“They never come here,” she
said, with a touch of caustic sarcasm at her own expense. “This
place isn’t good enough for the likes of Madden, you
know.”

“Maybe ... maybe. But Drake Ivy
likes it here.”

“I haven’t seen him tonight,”
she told him.

“Let me know if you do.” He
turned and put his hand on the doorknob.

“Wait, Jeremy.”

He turned with a questioning glance.
Clarissa said, “I talked to Ben.”

“Do any good?”

“I can’t say,” she replied. “He
asked me what time the El Paso stage gets in.”

Six frowned. “Now,” he murmured, “I wonder
what he’d do that for?”

“Maybe,” she suggested, “he’s
got an appointment with somebody who’s supposed to be on the
stage.”

“It’s possible,” he conceded. He
added, “You didn’t have to go to him, not on my
account.”

“It wasn’t altogether on your
account,” she said, with the hint of a wistful smile.

He said very quietly, “Still carrying a
torch, Clarissa?”

“That’s hard to say,” was her
reply. It gave away very little. But then her eyes softened and she
said, “It’s hard to keep a torch lit for a dead man. Ben acts as
though he’s dead. He doesn’t care anymore.”

He considered it. “If that’s true,” he said,
“I wonder what’s behind it.”

“A woman,” she said definitely.
“I’ll bet my last dollar some woman did this to him. Some sweet
little thing in gingham and ribbons who decided to show him the
error of his ways. You can’t show his own conscience to a man like
Ben Sarasen, not in the light of day. It starts him brooding; in
the long run it destroys him. If I could get my hands on her I’d—”
She trailed off with a helpless gesture of defeat.

“That’s all strictly guesswork,”
he said. “You don’t know anything for certain. Or do
you?”

“I guess not,” she confessed.
“Just the same I’m damned interested in seeing what gets off that
stage at midnight to meet him.”

“How do you know it will come on
tonight’s stage?”

“I don’t. Just a feeling, call
it a hunch. I got the impression from Ben that if whoever it is
doesn’t show up tonight, Ben will ride out of town and maybe camp
up the coach road a few miles to meet all the stages. He’s willing
to do that much for your sake.”

“Or for yours,” Six reminded
her.

“I doubt it. When I looked in
his eyes I didn’t see anything to make me think he’s got anything
left for me.” She was being painfully frank, perhaps as a defense
against the pressures of her own emotions. It made Six
uncomfortable to watch her in such a state, with the force of her
grief pushing close to the surface, threatening to break through
the glazed façade of brittle toughness she had molded about
herself. It troubled him particularly because he was beginning to
recognize that despite the courteous care with which he treated
her, he was becoming fascinated by the many-faceted enigma that was
her personality. There was something realistic, uncompromising,
truthful about her that appealed strongly to him; and added to that
was the strong attraction of her physical beauty, artificially
hardened but (he suspected) concealing a vast capacity for
warmth.

Perhaps, too, it was heightened by the
unconcealed interest with which she looked at him.

But then it quickly occurred to him that he
didn’t want to be put in the position of catching her on the
rebound. And so he did not let his feelings show; he only said,
“Remember about Drake Ivy.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open,” she
said. “Do you expect trouble from him?”

“With Ivy, you don’t know what
to expect. He’s a little loco in the head. Trouble is, if Ivy
starts trouble it might bring Oakley Madden’s whole crew into the
boil. With Sarasen still here, rubbing everybody raw, there’s no
telling how far things might spread. That’s why I want to find Ivy
and put a cork in him before things have time to get
rolling.”

“If I see him,” she answered,
“I’ll send somebody after you.”

“Obliged,” he drawled, and went
out. The musicians were back on the bandstand, plucking tentative
sounds out of their instruments, and as he pushed through the crowd
they began to play the Varsovianne. He threaded a path through the
smoky air and finally found himself outside in the refreshing clear
cool of the night.

Beside the saloon door Nimble-Finger Buchler
was smoking a cigarette, looking upward idly at the brittle wash of
stars. Buchler said in a random tone, “This is a hell of a crummy
town, Marshal.”

“It’s just a place, like any
other.”

“If that’s so,” Buchler said, “I
don’t hold out much hope for the world.” He dropped the
cigarette—it made a spray of sparks—and turned back
inside.

Six went on along the street in a melancholy
mood, his hat tugged low across his eyes. Presently a dogtrotting
figure caught up with him—Sammy, the telegraph clerk, with a folded
message in his hand. Out of breath, Sammy said, “This just came in,
Marshal.”

“Thanks,” Six said. He unfolded
the paper and held it slantwise to catch the faint illumination
from a window of Fry’s Billiard Academy.

Sarasen has clean bill of health. Molly says
hello. Luck.

It was signed by the Chief Marshal at
Tucson. Six nodded and put the message away. In his pocket he found
a coin, which he put into the clerk’s hand. “Obliged,” he said, and
saw Sammy go off into the dark.

He glanced into the billiard parlor and went
on, stopping outside the door of the Tres Candelas Cantina. From
inside there came the muted melodies of a Spanish guitar, sad
mellow notes in the night. A splash of lamplight fell outward
through the open doorway across the narrow dusty alley. Six threw
his head back and drew a long cool breath into his lungs. Out of a
slot between buildings issued a cooler current of air, and then,
abruptly, the guitar stopped in the middle of a chord and someone
shouted a warning inside the cantina.

Dropping his hand to his gun butt, Six swung
inside.

 



 


Four

THE SCENE ETCHED itself sharply on Six’s
consciousness; immediately he was aware of the whole room. At the
bar three men stood in various poses that showed, by their static
awkwardness, that the three men had been arrested in mid-motion by
surprise and fear. In the dim far corner, seated on a stool, the
guitar player tugged fiercely at the point of his mustache, his
eyes very wide. Behind the bar the bartender stood with one hand
flat atop the plank-bar and the other poised ready to grab the neck
of a beer bottle.

All this Six saw at once. He also saw the
girl, crouched trembling with fright, trying to flatten herself
into the wall; he saw the darkly handsome Mexican gambler, Ortega,
bent over with his hand at his boot-top, where he probably had a
knife; and Six saw the looming angry shape of Drake Ivy, a six-gun
poised like a little toy in Ivy’s mammoth fist.

The gun was cocked and trained on Ortega’s
belly.

Ivy was a huge bull of a man. He had a
bullet-round head and a Prussian neck and the arms of an ape. His
eyes were very small, but opened round with animal anger; his
tongue licked heavy, rolled lips. The thumb of his big right hand
was nervously flicking the cocked hammer of the revolver. The full
hatred of his glance was pinned on the Mexican, and only gradually
did he become aware of Six.

Six brought his gun up without any rush. He
said in a calm voice, “Drop that thing, Drake. Now.”

Ivy’s hand did not move. The round head
turned slowly.

And the eye-beads swung reluctantly from
Ortega to Six. It was taking time for Ivy’s slow mind to accustom
itself to the shift in circumstances. His pendulous mouth hang a
little open.

“Drop the gun,” Six said again,
gently. He cocked his own Colt. The series of clicks was crisp in
the stillness.

The opaque film over Ivy’s eyes receded
gradually. He seemed to awaken, to become aware of the threat of
Six’s pistol. Ivy’s lids dropped, hooding his eyes, and very slowly
the ball of the thumb lowered the gun hammer. Afterward he moved
ponderously, setting the gun on a tabletop and pushing it away from
him. He stared unblinkingly at Six through half-shut eyes.

The thin chest of Ortega, the gambler, rose
and fell with the quickened breathing of relief. Ortega’s eyes
moved back and forth, gratefully to Six, warily to Ivy.

Around the saloon men began to relax. The
girl, heavy breasted and not at all pretty, came away from the wall
and took Ortega’s arm possessively, pouting toward Ivy. Ivy glared
at the two of them. Naked malice was in his eyes but he did not
move. The picture was self-evident to Six: the girl, Flora, had
been regarded by Ivy as his own property. Evidently Ivy had
discovered her two-timing with Ortega.

Six said, “All right, Drake. Come
along.”

Ivy’s lips worked around the word,
“Where?”

“It won’t hurt you to cool off
overnight, I reckon,” Six said judiciously. He gestured with the
muzzle of the six-gun.

“Jail?” Ivy said, his eyes
opening sluggishly wider.

“That’s right.”

“No,” Ivy said stubbornly.
“Nobody puts Drake Ivy in jail.”

“You’ve been there before,” Six
said mildly. “Nobody’s going to hurt you.”

“No,” Ivy said. His eyes lay
hard against the girl Flora. “No.”

Ortega had straightened up, but now, seeing
the look in Ivy’s eyes when the huge man looked at Flora, Ortega
stooped and the wicked knife blade appeared in his fist as if it
had risen from his boot-top by its own volition. Light raced
fragmentarily along the blade. Ortega said in a soft liquid
accents, “You leave the lady alone, eh? Otherwise I cut your little
heart out, amigo.”

“Leave it lie,” Six said to the
gambler. He paced forward and nudged Ivy in the ribs with his gun.
“Come on, Drake.” Ivy moved toward the door reluctantly, like a
sleepwalker. His head turned steadily so that he kept
his eyes
all the while on
Ortega and the girl. Ridges of flesh stood up in folds on the back
of his thick neck. Ortega stood with the knife balanced in his
fist. His eyes were bright. Beside him the girl tugged his sleeve
and kept her fearful attention on Ivy. Ortega said, “Gracias,
Marshal.”

It was pure formality. Ortega was relieved
but not grateful; Six felt that if he had not burst in upon them,
Ortega would have beaten the sluggish Ivy with his knife. It was
Ivy whose life had been spared, not Ortega. But Ivy showed no
gratitude.

The smell of beer hung heavily on Ivy’s
breath. Prodded by Six’s gun, the big man shuffled forward. Slowly,
reluctantly, he allowed himself to be herded toward the center of
town, where the jail was. They passed the front of the Glad Hand
and Fat Annie’s and turned up toward the main street. Near the
intersection Ivy hung back and Six moved up to boost the man
forward with a poke of the gun-muzzle.

Apparently that was what Ivy was waiting
for. The slow brain must have worked out a plan, based mainly on
Ivy’s animal instincts for survival. When Six’s gun touched Ivy’s
back, the big man’s elbow shot back, deflecting the gun; with a
speed that startled Six, Ivy wheeled, one big paw cuffing Six’s
gun-wrist with numbing force.

The gun dropped from Six’s shocked hand. Ivy
glared at him for just an instant with white heat, perhaps debating
whether to fight or run, and then wheeled past the marshal, running
on huge leaden feet back toward Cat Town with single-minded
energy.

As Ivy ran by, Six fought down surprise
enough to react. He made a flat dive for Ivy’s running feet.

His
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