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Lon Pike
hauled the body of a murdered deputy into town, then tackled a
gun-wielding drunk who was out to shoot Marshal Everson. Council
chairman Orville Tuft, whose bank has been robbed, wanted to make
Lon Marshal instead of Everson, and Lon, inveigled by Tuft’s pretty
daughter Zinnia, agreed. However, on reflection, he decided it was
smarter to take the deputy’s job instead. But Everson looked
increasingly likely to be in cahoots with the robbers – and he
might just have sent the previous deputy to his death when he
learned too much.
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Chapter One


Somewhere just ahead
there was gunplay. Lon
Pike pulled up and sat his horse, listening.


The trail had been
trending downward through a handsome stand of fir and lodgepole
pine. Now he was in some
thickets of young growth that had sprung up in response to a
lightning-set fire of some years back. The thickets prevented Lon
from seeing anything of what was happening ahead.


The sporadic popping of
pistols continued. He
tried to estimate how many guns he was listening to, but it was
difficult. Maybe three or four, he thought, but hadn’t too much
confidence in his guess.


The trouble with this was
that it was very late in the day and he wanted to get to town
before nightfall if he could. This wasn’t familiar country to him and he’d been warned
back at the line camp he’d stopped at last night that the final
couple of miles of the trail down to the valley was tricky in the
dark. It was a steep path, often only wide enough for one horse,
with a drop-off on one side and a cliff going straight up on the
other. “Hoss loses footing and you’re done for,” the wizened old
cowhand had said.

And he’d also said there was just one
way down, so it wasn’t smart to get off the trail.


The pistol battle, if
that was what it was, continued. Sometimes the firing was in close bursts, other
times it was more spaced; and then there’d be a break and he’d
think maybe it was over. But then there’d be
more.


He supposed he could make
camp here in the trees. Dry camp it would have to be since there was no sign of
water. The fellow at the line shack had been about out of water,
too—if fact was headed back to the ranch today on account of it—so
Lon hadn’t been able to fill his canteen, now down to about a
cupful.


He’d had far worse
hardships in his travels than making do with a cup of water
overnight, but he wouldn’t mind getting to town, all the
same. He’d been looking
forward to a bath and shave all day.


Actually, if he was
careful about it, he could probably slip past the gunfight without
being noticed, so long as he tried it before it got dark.
It really shouldn’t be that
difficult: the trail wasn’t narrow or hard yet. He thought if the
gunfire didn’t stop very soon he’d pull left off the trail, which
was the downhill side along here.


Being preoccupied with
his thoughts, he wasn’t
quite aware when the shooting finally did stop. He suddenly
realized after a few minutes that he hadn’t heard a shot in some
time. It had certainly been a much longer silence than any of the
previous pauses in the action had been.


He listened intently, his
pony shifting footing under him impatiently. Blacky never had much liked standing
around waiting.

He could hear the light breeze washing
through the thickets around him, but that was all.


Then it wasn’t
all. He heard the faint
sound of a hoof against stone, then in a minute or so he heard
three sets of hoofbeats quite clearly, at a brisk walk. Definitely
coming up the trail toward him.


He could stay where he
was and see what the riders had to say about the pistol
shots. But instinct told
him it might be better to get off into the thickets out of sight
and size up the riders before exposing himself.


He found a good place
some distance uphill of the trail from which he could look through
branches but not be seen himself, and he waited. Very shortly, here came two burly men
looking like any pair of cowpokes, bedrolls on behind, one of them
with another horse, saddled, on a lead. Slung from the empty saddle
were two sacks, one either side, evidently quite heavy. Both men
wore six-shooters but Lon saw no rifles.


He pondered what he ought
to do. If these men had
just killed somebody, how smart was it to confront them? On the
other hand, didn’t he have some responsibility to find out what he
could and pass the information along to the law in
town?


With one corner of his
mouth pulled ruefully back into his cheek, Lon climbed on Blacky
and swung him around to ride so as to cut the trail a hundred yards
ahead of the riders—easy to do by shortcutting a switchback. When they came across
him, he was jogging along on the trail at an easy
pace.


Both of them dropped
their right hands to their weapons the moment they saw him.
At ten paces, they hauled rein
and so did Lon.

“Howdy,” he said to them,
making it as casual and friendly as he could, keeping his own hand
well away from his Colt. “That you doing the shooting?’


Both men eyed him
suspiciously. Lon didn’t
care for the look of these two. Each had the same thick, wide nose,
coarse features, thick rough hands, and even the same week-old
stubble on their jaws. But none of that would have unsettled him
had it not been for the small, mean eyes. They had the flat look
he’d once seen in the eyes of a condemned man who seemed not to
care half a whit that he was about to die. The most obvious
difference between these two was that one had a very prominent scar
from halfway up his left cheek to the corner of his mouth, as
though a knife had once cut him wide open there and the injury had
healed on its own.

“What shootin’?” the man not
scarred asked in a low voice that made you think of dead weeds
rattling in a cold fall breeze.

“Thought I heard shooting
off ahead somewhere,” Lon said offhandedly. “Maybe it was from some other direction.
Confounded hard to tell anything about direction of a sound up here
sometimes.”

“Yeah,” the other
said.

“What you hauling?” Lon
asked, hoping he sounded like a trusting, unsuspecting
chucklehead.

“You ask too many questions,
mister,” said the other.

“I do? Just passing the time of day, that’s all.
Well,” he went on, taking hold of the brim of his hat with the
thumb and forefinger of his gun hand, “I got to get to town. Nice
meeting you gents.” And he edged his pony past them, still holding
the brim of his hat.


He caught a faint whiff
of gun smoke from them as he passed, their eyes following him as
steady as if they’d been a pair of cats. As he went by the saddled horse, he tried not to
seem excessively curious—or incurious—about the pair of heavily
weighted burlap sacks the animal was carrying. Whatever was inside
seemed slightly lumpy. He thought that if the sacks were full of
gold or silver coin they’d look about as they
did.

Once a few paces beyond them, he
glanced back, let go his hat brim and opened his hand in a wave of
farewell; then he let the hand drop to his thigh as he rode on
around a bend in the trail.


At least they hadn’t shot
him. It did cross his
mind though that he hadn’t learned much for the risk he had taken.
But once he’d told the law in town what he’d seen, he’d have done
the best he could and it would no longer be his responsibility to
worry about what was going on.


His spirits had lifted
quite a bit by the time he had gone a hundred yards past the point
where he’d initially left the trail. He thought he’d probably already passed the place
where the gunfight had happened and he’d have no more of the
incident to trouble himself about. He went back to thinking about
what a bath was going to feel like, and whether he could find an
outfit in town that made something more interesting to eat than the
usual bacon, beans, and biscuits.


The trail suddenly got
narrow, going through a natural cut in the rock. He rounded a turn and there in the middle
of the path lay a body.

“So they did kill somebody,”
he muttered, his formerly lifting spirits contracting into a hard
knot in the pit of his stomach.

He pulled to a halt and got heavily
down from his horse, squatted next to the dead man.


And he certainly was
dead; a bullet had passed through his forehead. Also, other bullets had hit him in the
shoulder, the leg, and in the side, all of which wounds had bled at
least some. He had a holster but Lon couldn’t find the gun, and
there were no shells in the belt. The body was still
warm.


In the failing
light, he looked at the face. A
man no older than he was, probably a few years younger, he thought.
Hardly more than twenty.


He remembered his brother
who had been shot to death back in Missouri two years ago.
There’d been the same look of
surprised pain on his face. He also remembered how angry he’d been
at the newspaper editor who’d shot him—shot him because he didn’t
like being called the liar he was. The editor wasn’t prosecuted.
Lon had come close to calling the man out, but in the end, he
hadn’t. Instead, he’d left Missouri and come further
west.


Lon wondered if this man
had a brother or sister or mother or somebody else who would care
if he died. Somebody
would have to tell them what had happened to him.


Lon stood up, lifted off
his hat and wiped sweat from his brow, for all it was cool and
getting colder with the mountain night coming on.
He stood there getting control
of his thoughts for a couple of minutes before attempting anything
practical.


Then he scouted around a
little in case there were other bodies, but there was nothing to
find. He didn’t make any
search for the man’s horse since he was pretty sure he’d already
seen it—lugging a pair of heavy sacks.

He loaded the body on behind his saddle
and continued toward town, thinking.


Had the three of them
robbed a bank or a stage and had a falling out? Or had the young man been carrying the
bags and the other two took them from him after some gunplay? Or
what?

Well, it wasn’t his job to figure it
out.


Still, he couldn’t help
but speculate. If the
young man had been on their trail, he might well have been
ambushed. It was a perfect place for it. They could have been
waiting for him on either side of the opening in the rock. When
shot at, he’d likely have swung his horse around and taken cover
back around the bend, probably with some holes in him. They’d
likely have traded lead for a while. Then maybe one of the
ambushers climbed around and got close enough to plug him through
the forehead. It could have been a lucky shot, but more likely
somebody got pretty close—and was a good marksman into the bargain.
A man’s forehead was a small target for a pistol at anything much
beyond point blank range.


The trail now became as
the man at the line shack had described. Three feet wide with a cliff to his left and a
sheer drop-off into the gathering shadows to the right. For quite
some time he had enough to think about without speculating on the
shooting.


It was an hour after
sunset when he finally reached easy ground and trended down through
a small patch of woods and came in sight of Whitburg, which by
night was just a scattering of lamp lit windows. He jogged on down and as he got nearer he
could hear a tinny piano and an inebriated-sounding chorus of
tone-deaf men making a familiar bawdyhouse song just barely
recognizable. What he didn’t hear was any shooting, which was a
hopeful sign.


He’d tired of towns whose
boisterous “peace” was continually punctuated by the gunshots of
those who seemed to be unacquainted with any other way of settling
disagreements. The
incident that crystallized for him all the reasons why he could go
without ever witnessing another gunfight had come a few months ago
when one man had shot dead another over a difference of opinion
about how many legs a horse fly has.


Yet here he was riding
into town with a bullet-riddled body behind his saddle.
He never seemed to quite escape
gunplay, wherever he went or whatever kind of job he took. Still,
he ought to count his blessings since it was also true that he’d
never actually had to kill anybody himself and only rarely had he
been directly involved in anything resembling a shootout. He’d
always made it a point to give troublemakers plenty of room and to
stay out of arguments.


His father had once told
him that the best way to get along with men who liked to pick
fights was to let them have their own way. He said usually it wasn’t too long before
having their own way got them in over their heads and likely jailed
or hanged. The old man had known what he was talking about. Lon had
seen these observations confirmed plenty of times
since.


He rode in from the south
end of town. There
seemed to be not a lot to the place, just two rows of buildings
facing each other across a rough, rutted street, dry and dusty in
the current droughty conditions. About half the buildings were
false fronts and about half the rest looked flimsy enough to blow
down in the next big wind. There was one brick building of some
pretense—the bank. There was also one fairly imposing house that
would have seemed more in place in a city back east. It stood
beside the bank.


The building Lon was
looking for turned out to be a bit beyond these and on the other
side of the street. It
was a false front with the words “DANCE HALL” written across it ten
feet above the board sidewalk in foot-high gold letters. But what
was of interest to Lon was a much smaller sign to the left which
said, “Town Marshal.” Under it was a door.


There was also a window
next to the door and through it Lon could see a thickset man
standing behind a desk. The man was slowly turning over a stack of what appeared to
be wanted posters. With his head tipped down, two thirds of his
face seemed to be jowls.

Lon threw his horse’s reins over the
rail in front, adjusted his hat, and opened the door.

The other looked up quickly, squinting
over the top of his lamp, trying to see who the visitor
was.

“You the marshal?” Lon
asked.

“That’s right.
What do you want?” It wasn’t
really friendly, but it wasn’t unfriendly,
either.

“I’ve just come down the
mountain from the pass and I ran across a body on the
trail.”


The marshal stepped
quickly around the desk, his eyes getting a glint of real
interest. “Body?” he
asked. “Whose body?”

“That I don’t know.
Come on out and see. I’m a
stranger in these parts so I don’t know who it
is.”

The marshal clapped on his Stetson and
hurried out after Lon.

“Afraid of that,” he said
the moment he caught a glimpse of the face by such lamplight as
escaped the office through the window.

“Know him?” Lon
asked. “He’s shot up
some as you can see.”

“Billy was my
deputy.”

“Deputy?” Lon asked,
startled. “I never saw a
badge.”

“He had one.
Where’s his
gun?”

“Didn’t see a gun anywhere,
just the holster.”

“Come back in here,” the
marshal said. It was
clearly an order, not an invitation. Once inside, the marshal
added, “Sit down,” also an order.

Then he opened a door which let into
the dance hall and called to a man in there who came into the
office and shut the door after himself.

“Vern, go get the doc,” he
told the fellow. “Tell
him Billy’s been killed and I want to know whatever he can figure
out from a look at the body.”

“Billy?” Vern said, clearly
surprised. “Where?”

“On the back of a horse
outside. Now git
along.”

After Vern had gone, the marshal sat
down, shifted the lamp to one side, the wanted posters to the
other, then squinted across the scarred old desk at Lon
appraisingly.

“Just who are you, mister?”
he asked.

“Lon Pike.”

“That don’t mean nothin’ to
me. Where you
from?”

“Originally?
Cambridge.”

“Cambridge?
Where’s
that?”

“It’s a town near
Boston. Back
east.”

“Boston!”
His sparse black eyebrows moved
up, then down. “What in tarnation are you doing away out
here?”

“If you’re looking to make
your fortune they tell you to go west,” Lon said, dryly.

“They do, do they.
Well, it’s true
some
people make a fortune. But I’ll
wager you ain’t one of
them.”

“You’re right, I’m
not. You want to talk
more about my bad luck or do you want to hear a couple of things I
can tell you that might or might not have something to do with what
happened to your deputy?”

“Let’s get something
straight,” the marshal said, leaning toward him, brow
knotting. “I ask the
questions. You answer ’em. That clear?”

“Sure.”


The marshal drew himself
up with a long pull of air, then cleared his throat.
“You come through the
pass?”

“Yes.”

“How long ago was
that?”

“This morning.”

“Now then, exactly where did
you find Billy’s body?”


Lon described the
place. Then he added,
“It looked like a perfect place for an ambush. And I may have heard
the shooting. Then two men on horseback with another horse on a
lead came up the trail past me. I didn’t much like the look of
them. There were two burlap sacks full of something heavy slung
from the extra horse’s saddle.”

“That so,” the marshal said
noncommittally. He
squinted again and flexed his lips.

There was a sudden commotion in the
dance hall and then the door from there burst open and a
glassy-eyed man swayed into the office.

“I’m gwyne the call you
out, marshal. Thet’s
wha—aat I’m gwyne to do. You owe me, and you’re gwyne to
pay.”

“Jack, you’re drunk,” the
marshal said in disgust, getting up. He took the man by the collar and a handful of the
back of his shirt, spun him around and propelled him through the
opening into the dance hall and slammed the door after
him.

“I got to git a lock for
that door,” he said casually. “Although,” he added, “things like that don’t usually
happen when Vern’s in there.”

“What’s he upset about?” Lon
asked.

“No telling.
Just drunk.”

“I keep thinking about
those heavy sacks. Did
the bank get robbed around here or anything?”

“I told you.
I ask the
questions.”

“All right.”
Lon sat there trying to figure
out the marshal. It seemed to him maybe the marshal was competent
with drunks but not so competent otherwise. Not that it was his
problem.

The man hunched his shoulders,
straightened his cuffs, then sat back down.

“Now then, Mr. Pike,” he
began, but got no further before the street door opened.


Lon turned to look,
wondering if it would be the drunk again, but instead in came a
big, solid, prosperous-looking man in a black frock coat, gray
vest, white shirt, and a black silk stovepipe hat.
He was slightly flushed and
breathing as though he’d been exerting himself a
bit.

“Everson,” he said,
leveling a finger at the marshal, “I told you to put together a posse to chase those bank robbers. It
was unconscionable to send that boy out after them
alone.”

“Calm down, Mr. Tuft,”
Marshal Everson said. “You’re not making very much sense. Perhaps you’d like to
have a seat?”

“I think it’s time you did
more of your job
standing up,” Tuft said, “or at least astride a horse going after
those thieves.”

“Mr. Tuft, you really need
to calm down. I’m aware
of your loss and am in the process of doing something about it.
Yelling won’t make anything happen any faster.”

“Holding up stages is one
thing. That’s the stage
line’s problem. But this time it was my bank. That’s
my
problem. Which means
it’s your problem.
Riding your horse instead of your easy chair will make things
happen faster, and that’s a fact. You can be replaced, you
know.”

Lon didn’t care for the momentary
thin-lipped mirthless smile that passed across the marshal’s
face.

“I see,” he said.
“Perhaps you’d prefer
Vern?”

“Vern?” Tuft said as though
bewildered. “Who said
anything about him? He’s barely competent to keep order in your
dance hall. But that’s your affair. Now what I want to know is
...”


At that moment the door
from the dance hall slammed open again and Jack piled in, this time
with a pistol in his hand. Lon saw him raise it as though to fire and instinct took
over. He made a dive and drove the heel of his hand against Jack’s
wrist just as the gun went off.


Chapter Two


The pistol clattered onto
the top of the marshal’s desk, slid spinning across it and fell to
the floor beyond. By
that time Lon had wrestled Jack down. Jack was surprisingly nimble
for being drunk and he was very strong. Lon couldn’t seem to find a
way to secure him and end the struggle.

There was a deafening roar at his ear
and Jack jolted under him, quivered, and then relaxed all at
once.


Lon didn’t know what more
might happen and leaped back out of the way. The marshal was calmly holstering his gun.
Blood was pumping out a wound in Jack’s side. His face was draining
paler by the moment. Lon quickly squatted and tried to staunch the
flow.

“Never mind him,” Everson
said. “He’s been asking
for it a long time.”

“He looks like he’s dying
quick,” Lon said. “What
about that doctor? He right outside?”

“Never mind the
doctor.”

“I’ll get the doctor,” Tuft
said and stepped to the front door, opened it and stuck his head
out. “Come quick, Doc,”
he said. “Man’s been shot in here.”


In came an elderly, bent
man carrying a black bag. He was white-haired and his hands were laced with blue
veins. He stepped quickly to Jack and struggled his way down to his
knees on the floor beside him. He took hold of Jack’s wrist,
obviously looking for a pulse. Jack was taking short, raspy breaths
and his eyes were staring without apparent
comprehension.

Then the breathing stopped.

The doctor felt here and there, shook
his head, closed Jack’s eyes, and got back to his feet.

“Hit too many vitals,” he
said. He had a deep, sad
voice that seemed out of character with his frail
body.

“He’s no loss,” Everson
said shortly. “Pike
knocked his gun free but I could see Jack was about to get the
better of him.”

That wasn’t how Lon saw it, but he said
nothing.

“That your name?” Tuft asked
Lon.

“Lon Pike, yes.”


Tuft held out his
hand. “Mr. Pike, that
was quick work. I think you may have saved Everson’s life, maybe
all our lives. It’s true Jack was a bad one. Liked to get drunk and
pick fights. Good shot even when he was drunk. Killed four men,
they say. Not here, though. Anyhow, I’m Orville
Tuft.”


Shaking the man’s hand
and noting the warm, dry firmness of his grip, Lon said, “Nice to
meet you, Mr. Tuft. I
gather you were robbed?”

“Two men robbed my bank just
down the street earlier today, yes.”

“Carry the money off in a
pair of burlap sacks?”

“I’ll ask the questions,”
Everson interrupted, clearly annoyed.

“That’s right,” Tuft said,
ignoring Everson.

“I think I passed them on
the trail. A pair of
burly, coarse-featured men that looked like brothers; one of them
had a scar.” He ran a finger along his own cheek to show
where.

“Pike,” Everson said, “you
do your talking to me. Alone.”

“Mr. Pike,” Tuft said, “I
think you are a stranger in town—am I right? I thought so. When you are done answering
the marshal’s questions, come along to my house for supper. I’d be
honored to welcome you as my guest. It’s not every day,” he added,
with a meaningful look at Everson, “that I have a bona fide hero at
my table.”


Everson looked
as though he’d like to deal
with Tuft as he had just dealt with Jack—the fingers of his gun
hand flexed. But he kept his mouth shut.

“That’s right nice of you,”
Lon said. “You might
want to wait, though, until I have a chance to get a bath and a
shave as I’m sure I don’t smell particularly
fresh.”


Tuft laughed
heartily. “Don’t these
clothes fool you. It wasn’t so long ago that I reeked of honest
sweat myself. My house is the big one next to the bank. Take your
time. I’ll tell the cook to wait supper until you
arrive.”


Tuft gave Everson a hard
look and went out. The
doctor had already gone.

“He thinks he owns this
town,” Everson said. “I
guess he mostly does, too. But it doesn’t give him the right to
come barging in here and take over investigations, whether it was
his bank that got robbed or not. Now then. Where were
we?”

“You going to leave Jack
lying there?”

“I’ll have Vern get rid of
him,” he said. He went
to the dance hall door, which still stood open, and called to Vern,
who came and without comment or change of expression grabbed Jack
under the arms and dragged him out. Everson closed the door after
him and sat down. “Maybe we can do the rest of this in peace,” he
commented.


The interesting thing to
Lon was the change in Everson’s attitude toward him.
Instead of his previous
suspicious testiness he was now respectful and even nearly
friendly. He acted as though they were two men who had in common a
weariness of the inferiority of everybody else.


They went over the whole
incident in detail and Lon told him everything he could
recall. Then Everson sat
back in his chair and lit a pipe.

“I guess I might as well
tell you what happened here today,” he said, squinting through the
wreath of pipe smoke. “Those two men you described rode into town from somewheres
and pulled up in front of the bank. This was in the middle of the
afternoon. The one with the scar stayed with the horses and the
other went in. They cleaned out the safe into those two sacks you
saw and rode off. I didn’t see it, Tuft told me. I was a couple of
miles from here at the time. But Billy was in town. He was in the
middle of stopping a fight that broke out down at the Whiskey
Waller Saloon, so they had to go get him, and the holdup men had
ridden off by then so he came to find me. I told him he’d better go
after those two and try to track them to their lair. When he knew
where they’d holed up he was supposed to come back and give me the
details so we could lay out a plan of attack.

“You see, there’s been
other holdups around here pretty regular for six months and
more—all stages until now—and mostly I’ve gone after them but lost
them. They’re good at
not leaving much track. This time, though, they didn’t have so much
lead on us and I wanted Billy to stay with them until he located
where they go to. I sent him on account of he’s younger than me and
got a fast horse and he’s a good tracker. Was.”

He stopped and drew on his pipe,
looking at the whitewashed wooden ceiling.

“He had instructions not to
try to confront them,” he said. “And I guess he didn’t, either. They ambushed him and he
didn’t have much choice. Looks to me like they hit him two or three
times in the first volley and he warn’t fit to ride and had to
fight it out.”


Pipe smoke thickened in
the room, as Everson quickly drew in and puffed out several
mouthfuls of it. Lon
kept silent, trying to decide what he thought of Everson. Something
about this account bothered him but he couldn’t quite place what it
was.

“He knew the risks,
Pike. Sometimes it
happens that way. Goes with the job.”

“I know it’s none of my
concern,” Lon said, “and to tell you the truth I’m glad enough
it ain’t my
concern. But I’m curious how you plan to handle the thing from
here.”

Everson removed his pipe, stretching
his lips, getting his squint back.

“Tuft thinks I ought to get
up a posse. I could do
that, but I doubt it would do much good. It’s been tried. I could
ride up there after them myself, and I guess I might do that in the
morning, look over where they killed Billy. But it never comes to
anything. Sounds wrong to say it, but really the only thing to do
is wait for the next chance at them and hope to catch them in the
act.”

“Tuft isn’t likely to think
much of that, I shouldn’t imagine,” Lon commented, “but I suppose
if they’re that hard to track ...”


Lon was thinking that if
it had been his responsibility he’d have gone with Billy, and if he
hadn’t he’d be halfway up the mountain by now after those
two. But it wasn’t his
job, and as he had said, he was happy enough it
wasn’t.

“Tuft can afford it,”
Everson said. “Some of
the others that has got held up can afford it a lot less. Let me
tell you something. If I had a dime for every mile I’ve rode
hunting them two I could retire. I’ve about wore out my saddle over
this thing, not to mention my butt.”


Well, maybe he
had. Maybe, Lon thought,
if it had been me I’d have the same attitude with that much
discouragement.

Maybe.

“If you don’t have any more
questions,” Lon said, “I’d like to tend to my horse and find some
place to clean up a bit.”

“Gabe’s livery is
good. And right next
door to him you can get a bath and all that. If I think of
something more to ask, I’ll come hunt you up.”


His horse still stood at
the rail, not exactly patiently, more like resignedly, but Billy’s
body was gone. Gabe’s
turned out to be all right. A sallow-faced boy showed him a stall.
The place was fairly clean as such enterprises went and all the
horses looked groomed and happy shaking out their hay with their
teeth looking for the best morsels.


After seeing to Blacky,
he tended to his own shabby condition and half an hour later
stepped out onto the board sidewalk feeling like a completely
different man. He’d even
bought a new shirt and a pair of pants in anticipation of job
hunting.


He went along to the one
house in town that could be called a mansion and walked between a
pair of fancy ironwork hitching posts on the street and climbed the
broad shallow steps between the two wooden columns at the corners
of the porch. He lifted
the iron knocker, which was in the form of a miner’s rock hammer,
and clanked it against its cast iron base.

There were footsteps, quick and light,
and the big mahogany door opened.

The sight of her made his breath catch,
though there was little illumination from the street and only a dim
lamp on a table in the hall within.

“You must be Mr. Pike,” she
said, and something about the musical quality of her voice melted
parts inside he hadn’t even known were solidified.

“That’s right,” he got out,
his voice sounding strange. “Lon Pike. This is Orville Tuft’s house?”

“Yes!” she said, as though
announcing he’d just won a prize. “Please come in! We’ve been expecting
you.”

He stepped in, and of course managed to
slightly trip over the edge of the thick rug on the polished floor
of the hallway.

“You know,” she said gaily,
“everybody trips
on that silly rug. I think we ought to take it up. Don’t
you?

“Er—well, I guess I’m just a
little clumsy, that’s all, maybe.”

At least I’m starting out by making a
good impression, he thought, irritated with himself.

“Not at all,” she said
encouragingly. “Can I
take your hat?”

He was suddenly aware of how
sweat-stained and possibly ripe his battered old Stetson was and
hesitated to hand it to her.

“Excuse me,” he said,
taking it off and realizing with a momentary horror that he might
have worn it to eat had she not said something. It had been a long time since he’d been
anywhere near anything that might be called polite society. “I
don’t imagine I’ll have much use for this gun belt, either,” he
said. “Unless you have perhaps invited a bandit or two to your
table tonight.” Now he’d said it, his supposed joke seemed in poor
taste, especially considering the circumstances.


But she laughed
gamely. “Not that I know
of,” she said. “But you never know with Pa!” she added with a
gaiety that seemed a little artificial perhaps.


He had stepped toward a
hat rack that stood to the left and held his hat as though to hang
it there. On a shelf on
top he saw a shiny silk stovepipe hat, on a hook under, a spotless
Stetson, and underneath that hung a well-oiled gun
belt.

“This all right?” he
asked.


For answer she lifted the
hat out of his hand and hung it next to the Stetson, beside which
it looked even more unworthy than he’d imagined it would.
He could have bought a hat, he was
thinking.

He unbuckled the gun belt, wondering if
she would want the honor of hanging that up, too.


She did, apparently not
the least bothered by the heft of it. Nor by the dried-sweat grubbiness of it. Lon
hardly recognized it as his own, looking at it with her eyes. Or
rather, he recognized it plain enough—and himself as even further
beneath the level of the company he was to keep this evening than
he’d thought. Didn’t do a lot for his confidence. But he was who he
was, and there was no use pretending otherwise.


The beautiful girl in the
long flowing calico gown, brown hair done up in fashionable
ringlets, seemed unconcerned with the number and size of the
obstacles Lon saw between them. Not that there was any sensible reason why she should be
concerned, he reminded himself morosely.

She led the way briskly past the
stairs—majestic enough to impress even the most imperious Boston
aristocrat—along a mahogany-paneled hallway and into a large living
room with a fire in a huge hearth opposite, in front of which sat
Orville Tuft in a plush easy chair.

He looked around as they came in,
putting down a book he was reading and getting to his feet, smiling
broadly, holding out his hand.


There was much better
lighting in this room, lamps alight all around it.
Some ladies who looked very
attractive in dim light looked less so in good light; but with this
girl it was the other way around. He thought she might be about
twenty or along there, and as far as he could see her beauty was
perfect in every way.

“Hello, Mr. Tuft,” he said,
trying to keep his attention on his host instead of on the
girl.


Tuft was certainly the
most enthusiastic handshaker Lon had ever met, even using his free
hand to clasp Lon’s forearm. As his uncle would have said, Tuft had a ten gallon
handshake, meaning that if he’d shaken with a pump handle that’s
how much water he’d have brought up.

“Honor to have you here,
son,” Tuft said. “I see
you’ve met my daughter, Zinnia. You can tell how much my wife—God
rest her soul—liked flowers. Zinny, would you go tell Martha she
can put supper on? There’s a good girl. Mr. Pike looks hungry
enough to eat a whole steer. I expect I’m almost that hungry
myself.”


They were soon seated in
the next room at a long, polished mahogany table and a stolid,
stout woman of about sixty served a huge beef stew.
She never smiled and said not a
word, but she did stand by watching Lon
expectantly.

“Well, pitch in, my boy,”
Tuft said.


Tuft sat at the end of
the table and Lon and Zinnia were on either side next to him facing
each other. What was it
about the girl? He’d never come this adrift about even Gloria, and
he’d thought he wanted to marry Gloria. Gloria wasn’t interested
and took up with a bank clerk. Presumably Zinnia would regard any
interest of his with mild amusement. If lowly Gloria had thought
him beneath her, what would Zinnia think? She probably wouldn’t
take seriously any man less imposing than her father. Maybe he’d
have to own half the state to interest her.

“... but what do you think?”
Tuft was asking him.

“I—er, about what,
sir?”


Both of them were now
eyeing him with some amusement. All he could think of was how much her eyes
sparkled.

“About Everson,” Tuft said,
glancing at his daughter and then back at Lon. “I think he’s
incompetent.”

Lon looked into his plate, forced
himself to focus.

“I’m in no position to
judge that,” he said carefully. “But it does seem odd to me that he’s making so little
effort to hunt down the bank robbers. If it were me and Billy had
been my deputy,” he added, remembering the pained, surprised
expression on Billy’s face, “I’d have headed straight out the door
and up the mountain after those men. But he says it’s futile, that
they are hard to track. I guess he’d know more about them than I
would, since I just arrived in these parts.”

Now he allowed himself a glance at
Zinnia, which was a mistake because all it took was one glimpse of
her beautiful face animated with what appeared to be extraordinary
interest in his every word and the spokes of his spinning mind
blurred like those of a wheel on a sulky drawn by a fast
horse.


Of course, it was just
her way, certainly. She
probably looked the same when she swept the floor or emptied the
garbage. If she ever did such things at all.

“... incompetent, I say,”
Tuft was going on. “It
may interest you to know, Mr. Pike, that I happen to be chairman of
the town council here in Whitburg and at the next meeting, which is
tomorrow night, I intend to raise with the others the possibility
of relieving Everson of his duties.”

“I could see where you
might want to discuss that,” Lon said noncommittally.
“This stew is excellent, by the
way,” he added, glancing at the stolid cook. At that her eyebrows
shifted upwards ever so slightly and she stepped nearer and made as
though to serve him more.

He nodded, smiling at her, wondering if
she knew that the reason he felt like smiling had more to do with
Zinnia than with the stew, much less the cook, but if so she
remained just as stolid and unmoved by it as by anything
else.

“Mr. Pike,” Tuft asked, his
voice growing serious, “what brings you to Whitburg, may I
ask?”


He was reluctant to talk
about his job hunting lest discussion of the mundane sorts of work
he was fit for cut short any illusion in Zinnia’s mind about how
worthy a man he was. So
he said, “Just passing through,” and left it at that. Which wasn’t
a lie since he’d only intended to stay long enough to earn a few
dollars.

“Through to where?” Zinnia
asked, catching him off guard.

To the mountains where gold had
recently been found was the answer to that question, but he didn’t
want to spark an image in her mind of mangy burros and broken-down
prospectors chewing cheap tobacco.


Tuft was leaning toward
him earnestly, his eyes intent on Lon’s face. “Could your business elsewhere wait a
while?” he asked. “I have an important reason for
asking.”

“I—well, I suppose.”
He felt disoriented by the
question. What was Tuft’s interest in what his business
was?

“Mr. Pike, I still can’t
get over how quickly and effectively you reacted to that man with
the gun. Do you have
professional experience with that sort of thing? Perhaps you’ve
been a town marshal somewhere, or something like
that?”

“Not really,” he said
uncomfortably, now seeing what Tuft might be after and wanting to
head it off. He was
thinking of the time he’d been made a temporary deputy as part of a
posse and how they’d gotten into a sizable gun battle that left
four dead—and how the men they were after had gotten away. He
didn’t want any more experiences like that one.

“I just saw the gun coming
up and jumped to knock it aside,” he said. “It wasn’t that difficult. Anybody might
have done the same.”

“No, not anybody, Mr.
Pike. That was cool
work. You know my opinion of Everson. How would you like to take
his place?”


Lon came close to choking
on a chunk of beef. He’d
thought Tuft was after him to be part of a posse. What in the world
would make Tuft think he was qualified to be
marshal?


In his amazement he found
his eyes going to Zinnia. Her gaze was fixed on him so intently he glanced quickly
away as though he’d been looking into the sun.

“Mr. Tuft,” began, and
stopped, unable to sort out either his words or his
thoughts. “I’m not sure
...” he tried again. He was aware that had Zinnia not been there he
would have promptly turned the crazy idea down and been done with
it.

So what was he going to do, take a job
he didn’t want and wasn’t qualified for to impress a pretty
girl?

“You will do it, won’t you,
Mr. Pike?” asked Zinnia earnestly. “If you do we’ll all feel so much
safer.”


Chapter
Three


Afterwards, he could
never quite remember having actually said yes. But yet he must have since he did remember
Zinnia’s delighted reaction.

“Oh, that’s wonderful, Mr.
Pike!” she had said. “I knew you
wouldn’t leave us to our fate! It’s been such a long time since
I’ve felt safe going out of the house, but now I
shall.”


The enormity of what he
had just taken on started to sink in the moment she said
that. Thinking of it
now, lying on his back on the shabby bed in a room in the one
shabby little hotel in town, he recalled being aware that that was
the moment to back out, to think better of it, to explain that he
didn’t have the qualifications, and so on. But the moment had
passed and he’d said nothing.

Shortly after, he’d left, Tuft all
smiles, giving him a twenty gallon handshake this time.


So here he was lying on
his back studying the water-stain patterns on the ceiling, all of
which looked ominous by the dim light from the chamber lamp turned
low. He kept wanting to
go get his horse and ride. The marshal’s job would be everything he
wanted to avoid. Every fight in town would be his business to
straighten out. And lots of people would hate him just because he
was the law. He’d hated lawmen for not much better reason himself,
one time or another.


And Zinnia thinking she’d
be able to go anywhere safely! He couldn’t possibly guarantee her safety. Or anybody’s.
Even his own.


And of course Everson was
going to like this idea. He might like it well enough to make a point of undermining
the new marshal. Probably if Whitburg was the same as most towns
Everson would have supporters, and they’d automatically become Lon
Pike’s political enemies. He recalled a town in Dakota Territory
that had switched marshals and feelings ran so high two men were
shot dead and seven more wounded in the settling of the issue. What
guaranteed something similar wouldn’t happen
here?


He ought to go back and
talk to Tuft. He really
should. Tell him the potential problems that were going to be set
up. Tuft seemed a reasonable man. All he wanted was more efficiency
in the marshal’s office. Perfectly sensible thing to want. But in a
situation like this you had to think things through and act with
care.


He actually got out of
bed and started to put his boots on back on—he was still fully
dressed otherwise—before an image of Zinnia rose in his mind: she’d
looked so pleased—so relieved—at the idea that she was going to be
safe now. He stopped
putting on his boots trying to think how to explain to her why he
wasn’t capable of making her safe after all.

In a few minutes the boots came back
off, were slammed onto the floor in disgust, and he lay down again
on the bed.


Deliberately he pulled in
a long breath, held it five seconds and then slowly let it back out
again, trying to shake off the tension and lurking hints of
desperation. First of
all, it hadn’t actually happened yet. Just because Tuft wanted to
change marshals it didn’t mean the rest of the councilors wanted
to. Maybe it wouldn’t happen and his mistake wouldn’t have the
repercussions he’d been starting to outline in his
mind.


That wasn’t how Tuft told
it, though. He’d said he
was certain they’d make the change because nobody had been
satisfied with Everson for quite some time. It was just that they’d
had nobody to replace him with. Until now.

In fact, Tuft had been so confident of
the outcome of a council vote on the thing that he’d suggested Lon
might want to start tracking the bank robbers
immediately.


Already the bank robbery
was his problem as far as Tuft was concerned. He thought of Billy with a bullet hole in
his forehead. There could easily be one in his own forehead
soon.

Well, there was no way he was going to
track anybody in the dark.

Of course, if he were of a mind to he
could be up there at the place where he’d seen them last waiting
for first light.

And ride that trail up the cliff at
night?

He’d have to do that and worse if he
became marshal.


And to think that this
all came of making a fool of himself over a girl.
It was hard to believe. It
wasn’t like him. Well, not usually, anyhow.


But there had been that
dancing light in Zinnia’s eyes as she laughed. And such earnest faith in him
...

“Hmph,” he said irritably,
and rolled onto his side. This was a serious business he’d gotten himself into. It
was time to get his wits about him.


So, okay, he had made a
fool of himself. And
hadn’t the wit to figure out how to back out of the thing
honorably. That meant the only thing left was to go forward and try
to make a credible job of the business. And try to avoid winding up
dead. And avoid somebody innocent winding up
dead.

Like Zinnia, for instance.


In the distance he could
still hear the tinny dance hall piano. Under normal circumstances he would have welcomed
this sound of civilization but now it irritated him. Even the
occasional clopping of hooves when somebody rode by in the street
below his window got on his nerves.


Restless, he went to the
window and sat in a chair looking out, just for a change.
Light spilled here and there
into the dark street. But all he could think of was how the safety
of the people out there living their lives—working, dancing,
singing, arguing, drinking, playing poker, sleeping—would suddenly
be his responsibility the moment he became
marshal.


Sitting grimly in the
near-dark he tallied up his meager assets against the possibility
of making deadly mistakes. He could use his fists with fair effect, but he was no
prize fighter. With a knife he was nothing more than the average
man. With a rifle he was a pretty fair marksman—if he had lots of
time to set up the shot. With his Colt ...


There was Everson coming
out of Gabe’s leading a horse. He was sure it was him. There was no mistaking the
distinctive shape. And now the light from the open livery doorway
fell across the marshal’s jowls—no mistake at all who it
was.


Very sharp,
Marshal Pike, mocked an
inner voice. Maybe you can deduce whether he’s making his rounds or just
going home to bed.


But suppose he was going
in pursuit of the bank robbers? Could he be? After all? In the dark?

If he couldn’t track them by day, would
he try it at night?


But there was something
about the thing that stuck in Lon’s craw. He wanted to know about this. For if
Everson was going after
the bank robbers, it would mean he’d misjudged the man—and so had
Tuft, perhaps.


He hauled on his boots as
quickly as he could and went downstairs and out the door.
Everson was mounted now and
riding at a walk south out of town.


Lon would have liked to
casually stop and talk to him, but that chance was past.
Running after him hollering
seemed the wrong approach.


He stood there in the
dark getting a glimpse of the man now and then as he rode through
light spilling out somebody’s window. There was something about the marshal’s manner
that nagged at him, yet he couldn’t place it.


At the moment there were
no other horses in the street and the night was quiet.
He could hear the slow
clip-clop of the marshal’s horse receding.


Then it stopped.
The marshal was in the dark out
of sight. Lon listened intently, heard nothing.

The clip-clopping started again, then
sped into a canter and receded from earshot.


Seemed not to be making
his rounds. So he was
likely going home to bed. He’d stopped at the edge of town to take
a last look and listen and make sure there was nothing to keep him
and then he’d ridden for home.

That made the most sense.

When he went back inside he stopped at
the front desk, behind which a played-out, game-legged ex-cowboy
named Scott Warner sat cleaning a pistol.

“Marshal live out of town?”
Lon asked him.

Warner looked up at him
appraisingly.

“No,” he said.
“Down the street to the right
about a hundred yards. Hard by the dry goods store. What you need
him for?”

“Well, he just rode out the
other way. I wondered if
he was going home for the night.”

“Everson?
Hard to say with him what he’s
doing.”

“How do you
mean?”

“Comes and goes all hours
of the day and night. Don’t know when he sleeps.”

“Maybe he’s gone after the
bank robbers.”

“I doubt it.”

“Why?”


Warner gave him a
slight smile. “Scared of
’em.”

“Oh? And why is that?”

“Don’t know.
I’ve seen him wade into pretty
dangerous fights in saloons sometimes and he never seems to
hesitate. But for some reason he never quite goes after these
robbers. Maybe he knows more about ’em than we
do.”

“What do you know about
them?”

“The robbers?
Not much. Just that there’s two
of them. They say they’re brothers. But nobody knows their names.
I’ve seen ’em once, a long ways off, riding away. They held up the
stage a few miles east of here. I happened to be riding out that
way a distance behind the stage. Of a sudden I come around a bend
in the trail and there’s the stage with people standing around it
palavering and pointing. And away off on down the trail I seen a
pair of riders making off full tilt. I’d got there just after the
holdup. Stage driver wanted me to go after ’em, but hell, I’m all
stove up, and my horse was pretty poor anyway.”

“Seems like everybody’s got
a reason not to go after them.”


Warner’s face darkened
momentarily. He sighted
down his pistol barrel. “I did go after ’em,” he said mildly. “I
rode for six hours and never saw them again.”

“Guess I shouldn’t have
jumped to conclusions,” Lon apologized. “This was in daylight?”

“I quit when it got
dark.”

“Were you tracking
them?”

“Sort of.
They might have got off the
trail and I’d never have known it, though. They had fast horses and
I figured they had no reason to leave the trail on account of me,
so I didn’t go looking.”

“Anybody else ever try to go
after them besides you?”

“Not that I’ve ever heard
of. One stage driver
tried to get the drop on them and was shot dead for his trouble.
That was the better part of a year ago.”

“I gather there have been a
fair number of holdups. Everson claims he’s about worn out his saddle trying to
catch these two, even went after them with a posse at least once.
Are you telling me he’s lying?”

“Hell, I don’t know.
He might have looked some,
though I never heard of any posse. His deputy followed them this
last time—I guess you know as much about that as anybody. Everson
would sometimes ride and be gone a while, but never seemed to be in
a hurry to get started, and always came back saying how hard they
were to track.”

“How much has been stolen,
altogether?”

“Oh, thousands
worth. I don’t know
exactly. Sometimes they got a money shipment, sometimes not. They’d
take whatever anybody on the stage had.”

“You’d think there’d be
plenty of people with
good reason to do something about all this.”

“Well, you know how most
folks are. Easier to
complain than actually take action. And Everson makes out that it’s
only a matter of time and he’ll nail them in the
act.”

“Think he will?”

Warner sighted down his pistol barrel
again—he’d been swabbing it—then set it on the battered
desk.

“If I was him and I was
serious about catching those road agents I’d watch the place they
hold the stage up. It’s
always the same. I’d be there whenever the stage comes or goes.
Especially goes since they hit it most of the time after it leaves
town.”

“And he never
has?”

“Not that I know of.
He’s usually sitting in front
of his office tipped back in his chair with his hat down over his
eyes.”

“He ever send Billy to
watch?”

“Don’t think so, though I
can’t be sure as to that.”

“Everson doesn’t sound any
too competent.”

“It’s like I say.
He’s afraid of
them.”


Lon went back up to his
room, undressed, put out the lamp, and got into bed.
In the dark, all his
forebodings came back and for some time he fought demons. If
Everson was afraid of these holdup men, what chance against them
would he have?


He didn’t know how long
he’d lain there sleepless, tossing and turning and looking for a
way out that didn’t exist, when he heard plodding hoof
falls. He leaped from
the bed and went to look out the window.


And sure enough, it was
the marshal. Lon
suddenly realized that he could have been fairly sure the marshal
wasn’t going after the robbers just by the fact that he’d had no
bedroll on behind.


What he did have, though,
were a pair of hefty black saddlebags that rode as though there was
weight in them.


He remembered them
hanging from Everson’s saddle when he left town—but had they rode then as though
loaded?

He didn’t think so, but couldn’t say
for sure.


Everson bypassed the
livery, and went on past his office as well and on into the
dark. Lon waited and
watched. And then threw open the window to listen more
carefully.


He didn’t hear the horse
any longer. Maybe he’d
gone about as far as the dry goods store next to which Warner had
said the man lived.


There was nothing to see
or hear for some minutes. Then here he came back again.

And when he passed through a patch of
light Lon saw the saddlebags were no longer hanging from the
saddle.


Chapter Four


Lon didn’t sleep much in
what was left of that night. Sometime after Everson’s return—it seemed many hours but
might have been only one or two—the wind commenced to blow,
creaking the building, rattling the windows, slamming a shutter or
unlatched door somewhere off down the street. The sound of dance
hall pianos was mostly blown away.


He got up and went to
look out. There were few
lamp lit windows at this hour, whatever it was. Nobody on the
street that he could see, but then he couldn’t see
much.


He’d been over and over
the possible significance or insignificance of the saddlebags and
Everson going off into the night and had gained no more insight
than he’d started with. Everson’s trip was curious, but it didn’t necessarily mean
what his feverish imagination was suggesting it might
mean.


He’d also been round and
round in his mind about whether he ought to slip out and poke
around, see what he could learn. But, short of breaking into the man’s house,
further investigation tonight seemed futile.


Probably all the tension
about his situation had warped his sense of proportion and the wise
move would be to get some sleep and see what everything looked like
in the morning. But
sleeping had never come handy to him when he was worried about
something.

Just as the first hint of dawn began to
give definition to things in his room, and with the wind moaning
almost monotonously under the eaves, he finally did drift into a
tense fitful sleep full of ominous dreams.


When he woke the sun was
well up and all he recalled of the dreams was that they were
ominous. It felt more
like he’d spent the last few hours riding full tilt straight down a
mountainside than sleeping, and as he thought of this analogy he
wondered if that was what his dreams had been
about.


Still trying to remember
and wondering why he couldn’t when he usually could, he washed his
face using the bowl of water and ratty towel on the side table and
got dressed. Muscles
felt sore and the heel of his right hand hurt slightly, puzzling
him momentarily, until he recalled the fate of Jack the drunk.
Thinking of how Jack’s body had jerked at the thud of Everson’s
bullet he felt no desire for breakfast. Once dressed he hefted his
gun belt, eyed the Colt in the holster warily as though the
familiar old gun had been replaced with a look-alike that might
bite him, and then determinedly strapped it on.


There was a cracked
mirror on the wall over the wash basin and without intending to he
caught a glimpse of himself in it, startled at how pale and gaunt
he looked. To take his
mind off that detail, he faced the mirror squarely, looking at the
gaunt fellow in it with his hand hovering over his hogleg
self-consciously, and had the momentary silly idea of trying to
outdraw his own image in the mirror.

“Fool,” he muttered, turning
away.

Then, just as the image was
disappearing from the mirror, he spun on his heel, snapping the gun
smartly out of its holster.


Seemed to him his image
got there first. Then he
noticed that his trigger finger was tight on the trigger guard
rather than the trigger. And his hand was
shaking.


He put his finger in the
right place and tried to hold the gun steady. It seemed to shake even
more.

In disgust he jabbed the gun back into
the holster, turning resolutely away from the mirror.

“This ain’t good,” he
muttered as he headed for the door.


The wind was still
blowing, gusting along the street sweeping dust into open shop
doors, making men hold their hats on, the people walking against
the wind lean into it heads down to keep the dust out of their
eyes. A rag or two of
cloud raced by overhead, but this was a dry wind, not a drop of
rain. Lon sought out a feed bin and had a stout breakfast of bacon
and eggs and hot, strong coffee.


Starting to eat it, he
felt a lot better. The
shakes he’d had since getting up had faded and he could now remind
himself that though he was no quick draw artist he was normally
fairly accurate with a pistol. Not the kind of accurate that could
drive a cork down a bottle neck at fifty paces, but good enough to
hit a man at typical gunfight distances most every
time.

As long as his hand wasn’t shaking on
account of his having bitten off about six times as much as he
could chew.


But as he thought about
it and reasoned with himself, and with the bright sunshine of day
making objects and people around him look mundane and normal and
unremarkable, it occurred to him that if he was careful to think
things through as he went along—used his head a little from time to
time—he might get along all right. After all, Everson hadn’t reacted as quickly to
Jack barging in as he himself had. And Everson was still
alive.


So far.
How long had he been marshal,
anyhow?


The little eatery tent
was almost across the street from the marshal’s office, and from
where Lon sat he could see the office door. He hadn’t taken this seat by design, but
here he was and now the door opened and out came Vern. He was not,
it appeared, an official deputy, but a man Everson put in charge of
keeping the lid on whatever happened in the dance hall. Lon had the
impression Everson owned the dance hall as a sideline, but in any
case, Vern seemed to be Everson’s own man, not the
town’s.


And here he came.
Maybe he ate breakfast at this
same eatery. There were only about three in town, as far as Lon
could tell.


Vern stepped in, ducking
under a tied-up wall of the tent. He glanced around, saw Lon and came over to sit
across from him. Lon was noticing what an expressionless fellow
Vern was. Sometimes the parts around his eyes moved a little, but
his mouth stayed just slightly open in a way that made you think
that he was always expecting to be perplexed about whatever he was
looking at.

“Mr. Pike?” he asked, very
respectfully, his eyes never meeting Lon’s for more than a fraction
of a second at a time.

“That’s me,” Lon prompted,
trying to imagine what Vern could possibly want to see him
about.

“Marshal Everson would like
to talk to you in his office as soon as you have a
chance.”

“Oh. More about Billy getting
shot?”

Vern hunched his shoulders forward,
looked right, then left.

“I don’t know.
He just wants to talk to
you.”

“Let me finish my
breakfast.” Lon said.

“Of course,” Vern
said. He was the
unsmilingest man Lon recalled having ever met, but he didn’t come
over as threatening or dangerous.


Lon thought Vern might
get up and leave having delivered his message, but instead he just
sat and waited. Lon
finished his coffee and bacon and eggs, wiped his mouth, trying
unsuccessfully to guess what this might be about, and stood. Vern
stayed right with him, within reach even, as they crossed to the
office, where Vern held the door—to make sure Lon went in rather
than elsewhere, he had the feeling.


Everson was sitting
behind his desk when Lon entered, but, remarkably, stood at the
sight of Lon—holding out his hand, even more remarkably.
Beyond these improbabilities,
he even opened up in a sort of grudging, uncomfortable, crooked
little smile. At least, that’s what Lon guessed he was trying to
make.

Vern slipped obsequiously out through
the door to the dance hall, closing it softly behind
him.

“Sit down, sit down,”
Everson said, as Lon hesitated at a little distance, waving at the
uncompromising, straight-backed, hard-seated oak chair on Lon’s
side of the desk. Though
the chair’s normal purpose was to make sure the occupier was unable
to get comfortable while being interrogated, Everson was now acting
as though it was the most inviting chair he possessed.
Why?

“I think I told you all I
know,” Lon said, not sitting yet.

“Oh, I’m sure,” Everson
happily agreed. “This is
about something else. Have a seat.”


Lon chewed his lip but
sat, and Everson sat also, looking grateful to get back off his
feet. He leaned forward
over his scarred, gun-oil-stained desk and worked his crooked smile
for all it was worth. Lon watched him, uncertain.

“Have a good breakfast?”
Everson asked.

“Sure,” Lon said, trying to
figure out why Everson would want him to think he cared half a
tinker’s damn about that.

“Pam’s a good cook,” he
said. “Lot of us like
that eatery.”

“Sure,” he said
again. It was plain
Everson was trying to sweeten him up for something, but possible
reasons eluded him.

Now Everson leaned back, put his hands
behind his head, looked at Lon slightly sideways.

“You know,” he said, “I’ve
been thinking about yesterday. I believe I owe you a thanks for what you did. It’s
possible you saved my life.” He paused and looked at the ceiling.
“I wasn’t in too good a humor yesterday, what with you bringing in
Billy dead like that and all. Reckon I didn’t think too much about
what you did just then.”


He cast an appraising
look at Lon. Lon rubbed
his chin, trying to make up something bland that would sound right,
but Everson looked again at the ceiling and went on
talking.

“Tuft was right,” he said,
maybe slightly stiffly. “That was quick work. I doubt Billy would have done any
better, maybe not even as well.”

Lon suddenly got a suspicion of what
might be coming but, incredulous, held still.

“Lon,” Everson said, now
looking at him sideways again, “you ever been a deputy
before?”

Well, he’d guessed right, but something
smelled a little off about this, like butter that was a bit
poor.

“Never,” he said flatly,
which was true, but he thought maybe he’d have said the same thing
if it wasn’t, just to see how Everson would react.

“Don’t matter,” Everson
said, sitting forward again, leaning his forearms on the table and
looking squarely across at Lon. “You already know I lost my deputy. I need another. A good
man. Somebody steady and capable I can trust. Can I trust
you?”

Lon thought that an odd question and
decided it was more about dressing up the window than anything
else.

“I guess so,” he said
noncommittally. “But why
would you pick me? I’m a stranger here. I’ve never been a deputy
before. You don’t even know if I can shoot.”

“I already told you why,”
Everson said, maybe a little testily. “Every deputy had to start sometime. Shootin’s
important, but not as important as other things. The best lawman I
ever met didn’t even wear a gun. Kept order with his fists. He did
finally get shot, but if he’d been the fastest draw in the world it
wouldn’t have helped him any. He was shot in the back as he
slept.

Just the way I’d like to end my days,
Lon thought sourly.

“I can shoot okay,” Lon
said, “but nothing special. I don’t know. I’d have to think about
this.”

“What is there to think
about? There’s no big
mystery about the job. Mostly it’s just dull unless some cowhands
are in town, or somebody finds a little color and comes in to
celebrate. Just patrol and keep some sort of reasonable order. Not
hard. Most times the minute they see you everything quiets down,
and it’s yes sir, no sir and lots of respect. They know you can
jail them and spoil their fun.”

“I guess.
I’d still have to think about
it. I never thought about being a deputy before.”

“I got to fill the job
pretty quick.”

“How quick?”

“By tonight.
Don’t want word to get around
too much that I’m short-handed. It’ll make it tough to keep the lid
on.”


Lon had a suspicion that
there might be another reason but didn’t bring it up. “All right,”
he said, “give me the day to think it over. I got to get used to the idea some before
I can decide.”

“By, say, six o’clock,
then? That
okay?”

“All right.”
He stood up, glad to get out of
the chair, though little of his discomfort came from sitting in
it.


Everson rose ponderously
to his feet also, held out his hand. Lon shook it and left, the marshal’s idea of an
ingratiating smile dancing around in his head like a drop of water
on a hot stove.


Chapter Five


The wind nearly yanked
the door out of his hand when he opened it to go out.
He got it shut and turned away
and the first thing he saw, far down the street, was Zinnia going
into a shop. She didn’t appear to have seen him, but his stomach
writhed and knotted like a pinned snake just as though she’d waved
to him.


He stood a moment getting
his bearings, hanging onto his hat against the wind, then
deliberately turned and went back toward the hotel, thinking
longingly about getting his horse and riding away but knowing he
wasn’t going to on account of Zinnia. What would she think of him? His palms sweat just
trying to imagine it.


The wind slammed the door
behind him as he stepped into the tiny lobby of the hotel, and
Scott Warner looked up from his sweeping, a hand-rolled cigarette
dangling unlit from the corner of his mouth. He was often to be seen with that same
cigarette, never lit. Looked like his idea was to wear it out
rather than smoke it.

“You looking for a job?”
Warner asked.

“Not you, too,” Lon
exclaimed before he thought. “I must be the only employable man in
town.”


Warner’s eyebrows lifted,
then dropped again. He
shrugged and went back to sweeping.

“So what’s the job?” Lon
asked, wondering if he could possibly use taking another job as an
excuse not to be marshal or deputy.

Warner looked up again, moved his lips
so the end of the unlit cigarette bounced up and down.

“Gabe from the livery was
just here, said his stable hand left sometime last night.
That fellow was never worth
anything anyhow. Spent most of his time drinking, left all the work
to the boy. Drank more than he made, too. There’s tabs all over
town he’s skipped out on. If you want the job, it won’t be hard to
get. I told Gabe you looked like a good man.”

“That was right kind of
you,” Lon said, a little surprised he’d made that sort of
impression on Warner. “If things weren’t so confounded complicated I’d head for
that livery right now.”


Warner stood his broom in
the corner and squinted at Lon questioningly. It was plain he was having trouble
figuring what could be complicated for an ordinary man like
Lon.

It wasn’t normally Lon’s way to gab
about his problems like a silly schoolgirl, but it now occurred to
him that if he became marshal or deputy it might be good to know
ahead of time how people like Warner would react.

“You got a minute to tell me
something?” he asked him.

“A minute?”
Warner removed the cigarette.
“All I got these days is time.”

“Well, I got a surprise
yesterday, and then another one this morning and I’m not sure
what’s going on. Last
night, Orville Tuft said he wants to get the town council to make
me marshal instead of Everson. Now Everson wants to make me a
deputy. Do I look like a lawman to you?”

Scott Warner’s jaw dropped momentarily,
but he covered it well with a bland expression and gave himself a
moment to think by turning away to get behind his desk and sit
down.

“Well,” he said, brow
furrowing slightly, “you do ask questions like a lawman.
And I did hear what happened
with Jack. Sounds like it was quick work. Tuft was there, was
he?”

“Yes.”

“He must have been
impressed. I know nobody
is too impressed with Everson. You know what I think of him—scared
to go after the holdup artists.” He paused, squinting into the
middle distance as though he were watching a massacre going on
there. “I don’t know why Everson would want to hire you other than
that he was impressed, too.” But he said it like he didn’t half
believe it.

“If it was you, would you
take one of those jobs?”


Warner looked at him
quickly, startled. “I’ve
had enough of them kinds of doings. Besides, I’m not a kid anymore
and I’m crippled up some. No good in a lawman.”

“That business with Jack,”
Lon said, “it wasn’t all that big a deal, you know.
I was the one facing the door
he came through. Everson was back-to. I saw the gun and it looked
like Jack was going to use it and I just made a dive at him, got
lucky and knocked it loose and down we went on the floor. I was
still trying to get his arms pinned when Everson shot
him.”


Warner nodded, looking at
him with his lips pressed firmly together. “Jack was no loss,” he commented. “But he
was dangerous. Most people wouldn’t have done anything. It could as
easily have been you dead as him.”

“I guess,” Lon said, not
having thought of it quite that way. “If I were to take one of those jobs, how do you
think it’d go over in town? I’m a stranger. I don’t know anybody,
really. Will there be people who’ll figure their toes got stepped
on?”

“I don’t know about
that. I don’t see why
anybody would care that way.”

“Doesn’t Everson have
friends? People who
would be upset if he got replaced?”

“Everson?
Friends?” Warner gave a
lop-sided half-grin. “I can’t imagine it. No, I’d guess you’d start
off with goodwill. But if you’re worried about it, take the
deputy’s job.”

“You said you wouldn’t take
either job because you’ve seen all of those kinds of doings you
care to. What’d you mean
by that?”


Warner’s eyes got a
faraway look. “Just a
lot of stuff in the past,” he said.

“You told me before that
that stage driver who got held up wanted you to go after the road
agents. Was it because
you’d been a lawman once?”


Warner blinked.
“Maybe you ought to take one of
those jobs,” he said. “You’re pretty sharp. Yes, I was a U.S.
marshal for a while in my younger days. Then something happened and
I quit.”

“What was that?”

“It wasn’t good.
Never could decide if it was my
fault. Man died.”

“It got you into
trouble?”

“Only with my
conscience. If you take
one of those jobs, don’t cross your conscience. If you do you’ll
have to live with it the rest of your life.”


Lon left this
conversation with considerably mixed emotions. Warner had helped relieve one set of
worries—partly, anyhow—but had added new weight to another. It had
come into stark relief in his mind that anything that went wrong in
town which he failed to head off when he should have would forever
after be his fault. What did he want with a job that set him up for
that?

He’d gone into his room, but it seemed
stifling and cramped as he went back out onto the street and walked
up and down the length of town restlessly, squinting against the
dust, feeling it gritty between his teeth despite not being aware
of having opened his mouth to let it in, going over and over
everything trying to sort out what to do.


Every time he passed the
bank he hesitated, willing himself to go in because, for all his
ruminating, he knew all along how this had to come out.
It was just working up the
courage to face it that took all the effort.


He also kept his eye on
both Tuft’s house and the street, hoping Zinnia would appear
again. He wondered
vaguely if he’d become unhinged over this girl.


Now here he was again in
front of the bank. He
stopped this time, looking over the imposing front of the place,
stoking the fires of his resolution.

Then his legs moved and he went up the
steps and inside.


It was a different
world. The silence after
the wind roaring outdoors was hard to credit. He could hear
absolutely nothing of the weather in here. The clerk behind the
window, well-dressed and pale-faced, regarded him curiously, maybe
somewhat cautiously also, as though he might be another stickup
artist.

“Is Mr. Tuft here?” Lon got
out, his voice sounding odd, echoing slightly in the marbled
room.

“Whom shall I say is
calling?” asked the clerk, cocking his head to one side
appraisingly. His voice
was too soft to echo.

“Lon Pike.”

“One moment, Mr. Pike,” the
clerk said, suddenly much more respectful, and he stepped around a
corner out of view.

Shortly after, a mahogany door to the
right opened and here came Tuft, beaming and holding out his
hand.

“Mr. Pike!” he
exclaimed. “Wonderful to
see you. Isn’t this wind something? You look dusty enough to have
come a thousand miles on horseback and I’ll bet you only came from
a few doors down.”

He ushered Lon into his office, and
they sat on either side of an enormous polished desk.

“So, what can I do for our
new marshal? Maybe you
already have a lead on the holdup men?”

“Can’t say I do,” Lon said
uncomfortably, although he couldn’t blame any of it on the chair he
was in: it was so soft you could hardly tell if you were sitting or
floating in the air. He
imagined big-money men sitting here to make deals involving many
thousands of dollars.

“So what is it,
then?” Tuft was eager.
Clearly he expected any contact with Lon to result in good things
of some kind.

“There’s been something
come up,” he said. “Something I wanted to talk over with
you.”

“Oh? What would that be?”

“Mr. Tuft, I’ve been
thinking this whole business over. You’ve had a big loss, and lots of other people
have had losses, too. You want something done about it. Which makes
sense. But that’s the kind of time when it’s easy to get carried
away and do something more drastic than might be smart in the long
run.”


A hint of a perplexed
frown appeared on Tuft’s face. “Go on,” he said.

“Well, you have offered me
the marshal’s job. But
the truth is I’m probably not qualified to take on the whole of it.
It’s not right for me to hold out to you that I am qualified.” Lon was beginning to
sweat.

“Oh, is that what’s
bothering you?” Tuft
fairly brimmed with fatherly warmth. “Last minute jitters before we
install you tonight? Don’t fret about it a bit. If I thought you
weren’t qualified I’d never consider asking you to take on such a
job. Lon, I know men. I’ve dealt with all kinds. I saw you in
action so I know you can handle yourself in a dangerous situation.
But it’s more than that. You’ve got integrity. So much in fact that
here you are coming to tell me your doubts. I like a man who admits
doubts. That tells me you don’t have so high an opinion of yourself
that you think you can do no wrong. Don’t you worry, son, you will
do fine.”

“I appreciate your
confidence, Mr. Tuft. But there’s another way here. Marshal Everson asked me this
morning to take the deputy’s job since Billy’s dead. If I do that,
you won’t lose his experience and I’ll get a chance to learn the
job. That way you get both instead of just me trying to figure out
how to handle a whole lot of things I don’t know much about yet.
Doesn’t that make more sense?”


For a moment Tuft looked
stunned. Then his eyes
narrowed.

“I wonder how Everson found
out,” he muttered, more to himself than to Lon. Then he said, “Lon, the point is, we
don’t want Everson
anymore. The man isn’t competent. We want to start over with a
clean slate.”

“You’re sure it’s just his
incompetence you don’t like?”

“Huh? You mean, do I dislike him personally? I
guess I don’t like him much. But that wouldn’t matter if he was up
to the job. He just isn’t, that’s all.”

“You aren’t out to get rid
of him because you think he’s crooked, are you?”

“Crooked?”
Tuft looked surprised, as
though the thought had never occurred to him. “What makes you think
he’s crooked?”

“I didn’t say he
was. I just wondered if
you thought so, is all.”

“Not really.
I suppose things might go on in
the card room at his dance hall, maybe, that he might overlook. I
wouldn’t know about that. But it can’t be anything worth worrying
about or I’d have heard something from somebody about
it.”

“Then why not let me take
the deputy job and that way maybe I can turn up something helpful
about the holdup men—or maybe point Everson in the right
direction—and there won’t have to be any big disturbance and
everybody’ll be satisfied.”

“I
won’t be satisfied, and neither
will the council. Lon, you’ve got to learn to think bigger. This is
big country and men out here need to be bigger than they’d usually
be on account of it. I know you’re a man who can handle this job,
and catch those holdup specialists into the bargain. There’s such a
thing as too much doubt about yourself, as well as too little, Lon.
Now, I don’t want to hear any more about it. Rest assured we’ll
give you all the backing you’ll ever need, and when you catch those
bandits you’ll be the biggest kind of hero around these
parts.”

“Mr. Tuft...”


He grinned.
“Now clear off,” he said,
getting up. “Even bankers have work to do, you
know.”

“But ...”

“There’s the door,
Marshal. You’ve got work
to do, too, I think.”


There was nothing for it
but to give up. Lon left
the office baffled as to how to proceed from
here.

When he opened the street door, it
wasn’t the wind which took his breath away.


It was Zinnia.
She wore a street dress with
what were undoubtedly all the ruffles and bows fashion dictated, a
hat ridiculous enough to be the latest style, and a dazzling
smile.

And she was on the arm of a very
nattily dressed young man with the air that he owned the world and
was questioning whether he would allow Lon to sully it any
longer.


Chapter Six

“Marshal Pike!” she
exclaimed. “How are you
this morning?”

Her companion looked down his long thin
nose at Lon, his eyes half closed at such a disgusting
sight.

“Hello, Miss Tuft,” Lon got
out. He couldn’t quite
look at her yet couldn’t quite look away, either. “I’m not marshal
yet, you know.”

“As far as I’m concerned,
you are,” she said brightly. “Pa says it’ll be official tonight.”

“Perhaps,” he said
noncommittally, aware of a faint supercilious smile on her
companion’s lips.

“Oh, there’s no doubt about
it,” she said gaily. “Pa
is never wrong about things like that.”

“I don’t suppose he is,” Lon
said helplessly, irritated by the growing derisiveness of the other
man’s faint smile.

“I’ve been telling
everyone,” she said. “We
can’t wait until you catch those thieves!”

“It might not be that
easy,” he said, aware of heat in his face. The other man seemed to be enjoying his
discomfort. Lon had an urge to do something about him but there was
nothing reasonable to do.

“Well,” Lon said, a sort of
desperation half strangling his voice, as it seemed to him, “I’ve
got to go. Nice to talk
to you, Miss Tuft.”

He touched his hat and went
out.

“Isn’t he a fine man,” he
heard Zinnia say, and before he could pull the door shut after
himself, he heard the nasal voice of her companion:
“Can’t picture him jailing a
drunk, let alone a bandit.”


The blowing grit for once
seemed a welcome distraction. Seemed like peace and quiet compared to what was going on
inside him. He was going to have to get his thoughts straightened
up again before he did anything more, and he’d always found he
thought more clearly when he was riding Blacky, so he headed for
Gabe’s livery.


He thought Gabe might ask
if he wanted the job as stable hand, but Gabe didn’t say anything
about it. Lon saddled
Blacky and rode out of town in the same direction Everson had gone
and come back from the previous night.


That wasn’t particularly
by design, in fact was mostly because it was downwind and the
shortest distance to some woods where he thought to ride a
while. But as he passed
the marshal’s office he noticed Everson standing in the window,
watching him go, and the connection registered.


As soon as he could he
got into the woods and that was the end of the dust.
The wind was broken so all he
felt was a cool breeze, though it tossed the treetops overhead.
Just getting out of sight of town was a big relief to him. He began
mightily to wish he’d packed his bedroll. He was inclined to clear
out and leave this whole headache behind.


What plagued him, though,
was the face of that duded up fellow she’d been holding the arm
of. It was
such
a superior look he had. And not
a bit of dust on him, hardly. Made you want to knock him down and
roll him in some.

But maybe dirt just didn’t stick to the
rich.


Well, this was a stupid
line of thought. What
did he expect? That fellow looked like the kind of man a girl like
Zinnia would be seen with. What sort of picture would it make for
her to be going anywhere on his own arm? With his battered,
sweat-stained hat, dusty clothes and scarred-up, stained old gun
belt?


No, the kind of man girls
like her went around with often wore no gun at all, or if they did,
it was a gentleman’s gun in a polished black holster hidden under
his coat. Fellows like
that hardly needed a gun. While they might sometimes be held up and
robbed, normally they got nothing but respect because they owned
things and had political power.

“Isn’t he a fine
man.” He could hear her
say it as if she were standing in front of him, though she hadn’t
been when she did say it. He could picture her expression as she
said it, too, though he hadn’t actually seen that,
either.


Yes, she
had
said that. But he’d be an even
bigger fool than he’d been so far to read anything into
it.

So what was keeping him
here?


Just then he passed a
place that appeared to be a dump. He turned off the path and rode in. There were old
cans and bottles and played out tinware and curled-up boots with
the soles worn out. Some squirrels made a racket in last year’s
aspen leaves and chased each other up a nearby
tree.


Lon’s mouth pulled
straight as an idea occurred to him. He got down from Blacky, hobbled him in a little
grassy area to one side, and went and hunted up an old whiskey
bottle, stood it on a stump. Then he backed off fifty
feet.


He squinted at it, then
looked around thinking he’d as soon not be observed.
Off through the trees he
thought he caught a glimpse of movement, but then decided it was
probably just more squirrels and turned again to face his
target.


After another squint, he
edged a bit closer, then a bit closer still until the distance was
more like thirty feet. He pulled his Colt and checked over the load, not that he
was in any doubt about it. He always kept it fully
loaded.


Then he holstered it
again and took a stance, grimacing at the bottle.
Seemed still a long way off.
But pride prevented him getting any closer.


He imagined he heard
something behind him and turned to look, but there was nobody
there. He faced the
target again and tried to relax. He decided not to try to be fast
but instead deliberate. An old cowhand who was pretty good with a
pistol had told him once that slow and careful wins almost every
time over quick and desperate.

Unless the other man got
lucky.

He regarded the bottle balefully a
moment, then suddenly went into action.


Six shots rang out in the
clearing, spaced only about a half a second apart.
Gun smoke drifted off on the
breeze.

And there the bottle stood, untouched,
mocking him.

“Not myself,” he
muttered. “Got to take
hold here.”

He reloaded and tried again.

One bullet chunked into the stump
knocking a small piece of rotted bark loose, but that was
it.


Grimly, he loaded
again. What was he doing
this for? He ought to go get his bedroll and clear
out.


But what unnerved him was
that he knew he could shoot better than this. He couldn’t afford to let this go, whether
he stayed around these parts or not.


Finally, on the fifth
shot of the next load, the bottle suddenly exploded.
But he was still unnerved
enough that he fired the sixth shot at the empty space where the
bottle had been.


Suddenly somewhere behind
him he heard hooves. He
spun around, empty gun in hand, to look.


The hoofbeats were
rapidly retreating, but the sound came from beyond a thicket and he
could see nothing. He
ran through the thicket but was too late; whoever it was had gotten
around a bend in the trail and put more thickets between
them.


He considered unhobbling
Blacky and giving chase, but in the end decided there wasn’t much
point. It was more
important to get his shooting ability back, such of it as he
had.


He spent the next hour at
it, and things improved quite a bit. He got so he could hit a bottle on a stump at a
bit more than thirty feet away within three shots fairly
consistently. There he lodged and couldn’t seem to better himself
and so mounted Blacky and started back for town.


His mind had cleared
quite a bit by now. He
had explained to himself that Zinnia was off the table but that he
had to straighten out things so he wouldn’t leave a bad impression
in town when he pulled out. He might need to return here sometime
and he wanted to be able to hold his head up.


As he started back along
the trail he thought of the retreating hoofbeats again and wondered
who it might be and whether it had anything to do with him or
not. Sure seemed like
it, yet why?


He saw a fresh hoofprint
in a damp place and got down to look at it. There was an odd flat in the curve of the
shoe mark. It was distinctive enough that he thought he’d recognize
it again. Wouldn’t hurt to keep that bit of information stowed in
his mind in case it came handy sometime.


Back at the livery he
glanced at hoofprints in the dust inside and around the doorway,
but the wind still hadn’t quit and there wasn’t much to be
learned. He saw to his
horse, paid Gabe for another night and went to his hotel room to
replenish his ammunition stock. Then he set his jaw and went to see
if Everson was in his office.


He was.
He looked up at Lon
speculatively.


Lon took the chair
without being asked. “You still want me as deputy?” he began.


Everson seemed to
brighten. “I wouldn’t
have asked if I didn’t want you,” he said.

“As long as you understand
I’m not letting on to be all that qualified. I’ll do the best I can.”

“That’s all anyone can
ask.”

“But there’s something we
got to straighten out. Tuft wants to have the town council vote me into your
job.”


Everson tried to look
surprised, but he wasn’t too much of an actor. After he thought a minute he
whistled.

“What did you tell him?” he
asked Lon, trying hard to make it mild and unconcerned.

“I told him you’d asked me
to be deputy and I thought that made more sense. I got no experience as a
lawman.”

“And what did he say to
that?”

“Wouldn’t hear of
it. It’s being robbed, I
think. He wants something done about it. And right
quick.”

“Well, it was the smart
thing to do what you did,” Everson said, making it sound like the
pronouncement of great wisdom. “If you took my job I don’t know who you’d get for a
deputy. And you’d need one even more than I do.”

“I could see that,” Lon
said to be politic. “But
the council is going to meet tonight and it seems as though if you
go there with me we’ll have a better chance to convince them of the
right way to go at this.”


Everson nodded
sagely. “That’s the
thing to do all right.”

“Probably I’d better wait
until after the meeting to start work, maybe, do you
think?”

“Yep. And maybe you’d better tell me everything
Tuft said about why he wants to do this. We need our stories
straight and to know what to tell them so their worries are
answered.”


They went and had lunch
and talked it all over, and then, with things settled, they got up,
Everson to go back to his office and Lon to put in the time this
afternoon as best he could. As they were parting, Lon said, offhandedly, “I rode off
into the woods to sort things out this morning and I thought
somebody maybe followed. Can you think of a reason anybody’d do
that?”


Everson put a hand to his
chin. He seemed a little
startled, but then again, maybe not that much.

“No,” he said.
“I can’t. You sure about
it?”

“No. Maybe it was nothing. I just heard a horse
take off suddenly but I never saw anybody.”


Everson gave his
ingratiating smile. “Don’t get jumpy on me. We’ve got work to
do.”

“I don’t plan to worry about
it if you don’t.”


After Everson had gone
off to weight down the chair in his office, Lon ambled along to the
livery again and went around the corner and out back where manure
got piled and a few horses were turned out in a paddock.
He studied every bit of ground
that looked promising for tracks. When that didn’t tell him much,
he leaned on a rail and studied horse’s hooves. He made small
sounds with his mouth and a couple of the horses came nearer,
undoubtedly hoping for a treat. Once a couple of them came, the
rest didn’t care to be left out if there were treats going: they
came over, too.


And one of them was a
handsome roan gelding, not particularly big but solidly made, well
muscled and wide in the chest. One of the horse’s rear hooves was slightly deformed—with a
flat place in just the right spot to match the track he’d
seen.


The horse came near and
crossed a damp spot in the dirt, and there was the track, plain as
could be. He petted the
horse’s nose and went into the livery.


Gabe was talking to a boy
around sixteen about what a stable hand needed to do; Lon went to
see his own horse while this was going on. The boy got the job and was put to work
with a manure fork immediately. Lon stepped over to
Gabe.

“Seems a likely kid,” he
said to him, nodding at the boy setting to work with a
will.

“Hope he’s better’n his
family is,” Gabe said noncommittally.

“They the bad
kind?”

“Not bad.
Just lazy. Think the world owes
’em a living.”

The boy was down the other end now,
pitching manure out the door.

“S’pose my horse could get a
turn in the paddock, instead of having to stand in that stall all
day?”

“That’s for
regulars. Your horse
going to be a regular?”

“Might be.
I’ll know more later tonight.
Who’s got the handsome roan out there?”


Gabe grunted.
“That’s Vern’s. Don’t be
thinking of buying him. Vern sets considerable store by that horse.
Though I don’t know why with that bad hoof. It seems all right, but I wouldn’t want to have to count on
such an animal if the going got too rough. You just never know with
things like that.”


So it was Vern who had followed him. He couldn’t quite
picture Vern doing that without being told to by
Everson.


Chapter
Seven


They held town council
meetings in Buckeye Brewster’s hardware store way down the other
end of the street from the hotel, almost at the end of town, the
end from which Lon had ridden off into the woods.
He also had a wagon shop, a
wheelwright’s business next door and a sawmill out back, but at
seven-thirty at night they were closed.


Brewster had had his
clerk move some merchandise out of the way and set out some
chairs. More chairs were
in a row behind the counter on a sort of long box to get them up so
people could see the councilors when they sat there. A number of
lamps were lit and hung on hooks overhead since the sun was down
behind the mountains to the west.

Lon had arrived fifteen minutes ahead
of time but already there were men sitting in some of the audience
chairs, though nobody sat in the councilors’ chairs until a couple
of minutes before seven thirty, by which time all the rest of the
audience chairs were full and men were standing in the rear,
smoking and talking in low voices.


Lon was aware that he was
an object of curiosity, but tried to be unconcerned about
it. He’d saved an extra
chair and when the councilors sat down, in came Everson and sat
beside him. There was a quieting of the room and Orville Tuft,
looking to be in a good humor, opened the meeting. He asked for
minutes of the last meeting, for comment, and then called for a
vote of approval. Then they talked about a new enterprise in town
that served very cheap liquor which some said was really just a
mixture of creosote and raw alcohol; one man was claimed to have
died of the stuff.


The councilor who had
brought this up on behalf of a petitioner was Walter
Turnbull. He suggested
they vote to send the owner of the new saloon packing. Turnbull was
a big, bluff man with heavy white eyebrows and a booming voice and
seemed to fancy himself in the role of heroic public figure,
alternately pointing into the air and pounding on the counter with
his fist as he spoke.


Lon was trying to size up
the councilors in hopes of figuring out how to talk to them.
Tuft he already knew he was
going to have a hard time with, Buckeye Brewster he couldn’t
figure, sitting there with an enigmatic twist of his narrow face,
but Turnbull he could imagine appealing to. There were two others,
Sid Greeley, a saloonkeeper, they said, and Alden T. Wescott III, a
lawyer with the kind of smooth, polished veneer that reminded you
of the perfect finish on a hearse. There was something vaguely
familiar about his face, yet Lon didn’t think he’d ever seen the
man before.


When Turnbull finished
his speech in defense of the public good and morals with a final
slam of the counter and had sat back to pull out a handkerchief and
mop the sweat from his brow, Buckeye Brewster leaned forward
slightly and said, “I don’t see where we’ve got anything to say
about that fellow. We
got no laws telling how good or bad anybody’s liquor’s got to be.
If people want to buy it, that’s their business, not ours. If it
goes around somebody got sick or died of the stuff you can bet he
won’t be in business long. Ain’t we got better things to talk
about?” He glanced at Lon appraisingly, then leaned back again in
his chair.

“I’m with Buckeye,” Sid
Greeley said. “I don’t
need the competition, but if we start picking and choosing who can
be in business here, pretty soon we’ll all be in
trouble.”

“What’re your thoughts on
this?” Tuft asked Wescott.


As soon as the man spoke,
Lon knew why he seemed familiar—Zinnia’s companion had the same voice, the same long thin
nose, the same air of superiority. This had to be his
father.

“We are the council in this
town,” he said. “We can
do anything we want to. If we want to pass a law outlawing one or
more cheap drinking establishments, we can do
it.”

“I tend to agree we could
do it,” Tuft said judiciously. “I’m sure Alden is right about that. But Sid has a point.
If somebody has died, though, that could be considered murder, it
seems to me. I’d say the thing isn’t for us to decide but for our
marshal to investigate, if he feels it needs investigating. If he
sees fit to bring charges, then a jury can decide if harm was done.
Anybody have more to say?”


Turnbull rehashed his
speech. Greeley said it
was a bunch of irrelevant rot and then they voted three to two not
to interfere with the new saloon.


Tuft looked at Lon and
smiled, barely glanced at Everson, and then introduced a motion to
let the current marshal go and replace him immediately with Lon
Pike. He gave a slightly
overblown—as it seemed to Lon—picture of Lon’s heroics, and then
launched into a listing of all the holdups that had happened in the
last twelve months and pointedly stated that all of them had
happened on Everson’s watch and he had gotten exactly nowhere in
any effort he might have made to catch the
perpetrators.

“Mr. Everson,” he said,
“you have had plenty of chance to do something about this, but the
holdup men are just getting bolder. I think you are incompetent.” He looked to his
right then his left at the other councilors and said,
“Discussion?”

“I second the motion,”
Greeley said promptly. So promptly that Lon was pretty sure it had been arranged
beforehand. Greeley didn’t look at either Lon or
Everson.

“I’d like to hear from
Marshal Everson,” Wescott said. “And then from Mr. Pike.”

“There’s a motion on the
floor,” Tuft said. “I
have called for discussion, not presentations or a public
hearing.”

“I’m not suggesting a
public hearing out of order,” Wescott said. “I for one need to hear from both of these
men before I’m ready for a discussion.”

“All right,” Tuft said,
eyeing Lon speculatively. “I’ll let marshal Everson say whatever he wants in his own
defense, and then we can hear from Mr. Pike.
Marshal?”


Everson got ponderously
to his feet. He’d
changed his shirt and wore a gun belt he apparently kept for formal
occasions since it wasn’t his usual one, though the gun was the
same.

“My deputy Billy died
trying to catch those holdup artists you’ve been talking about,” he
said. He let that sink
in a moment, then said, “I’ve decided to replace him with Lon Pike
here who I think will do a good job. Otherwise, I haven’t got a lot
to say. Those bandits are hard to catch. Changing marshals won’t
change that.”

He sat back down.

“Hold on a moment, Marshal,”
Wescott said in his smooth voice.

Everson struggled back to his
feet.

“You say those men are hard
to catch,” Wescott went on. “Why is that?”

“They don’t leave tracks to
speak of. They seem to
know every trick in the book.”

“What is your plan to try to
catch them?”

“There’s only one
way. That’s wait for
them to strike again and hope to catch them in the
act.”

“And if that
fails?”

“Try again.
It’s impossible to be
everywhere at once.”

“But you know where the bank
is, don’t you?”

There was a slight stirring and stifled
laughter from the onlookers.

“I expect everybody knows
where it is,” Everson said stolidly.

“You also know where the
holdups of the stage take place, too, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“And you know when the stage
arrives and when it leaves, do you not?”

“Yes.”

“Then why aren’t you on hand
at the place where it gets held up when you know it will be
there?”

The room went dead silent.

“I often am,” Everson said
wearily. “But somehow
they know and nothing ever happens then. Sometimes I can’t be
there.”

“The front of your office
needs propping up sometimes?”


That brought open
laughter. Tuft rapped
his gavel and demanded order.

“Mr. Wescott,” Everson
said, “I’m not sure you appreciate what’s involved in keeping order
in this town. If the law
can be counted on to always be elsewhere at known times, those who
have illegal things to do will know when they can do them with
impunity.”

There was no laughter that
time.

“No further questions,”
Wescott said.

“Anybody else?” Tuft asked,
and when nobody said anything, he said, “Thank you, Marshal.
Mr. Pike? Do you have anything
to add? Is it true you have been hired as the marshal’s
deputy?”


Lon stood.
Not being used to public
speaking, he found his palms sweaty and had to clear his throat
four or five times to get his words out without strangling them
first.

“It’s true,” he
said. “I’m amazed
anybody’d think me qualified to be marshal since I’ve never had any
sort of experience in that line. I’m thinking maybe people have a
bigger idea of that business with the drunk that burst in waving a
gun than they ought to have. But I’m willing to take on being
deputy. That way maybe I can do some good but you’ll still have
Marshal Everson. Just seems to make the most
sense.”

“You know we want to offer you the
marshal’s job,” Tuft said.

“Yes, and thank you.
But I think this way would be
better.”

“You would turn us down if
we voted you into office?”


Lon felt hotter and
hotter, sensing every eye in the room focused on him.
He’d been back and forth in his
mind about what to say to this question.

“I’m hoping you’ll decide
not to do that,” he said.

“You didn’t answer my
question.”

“That’s true, I
didn’t. I’m hoping to
turn you in another direction.”

“I see that, Mr.
Pike. But we need to
know where you stand.”

Lon drew a long shaky breath, let it
out again.

“Fair enough,” he
admitted. “All right,
then. I told you I would accept and since I gave my word I won’t
back away from it. But it’s my best judgment that you’d be wiser
not to hold me to it. Why not keep the experience you’ve got? If I
can add something, well and good.”


Wescott leaned
forward. “Orville, can I
interject a question here?”

“Certainly.”

“Mr. Pike, just why is it
you don’t feel qualified to be marshal?”

“No experience in that kind
of job.”

“Yet you admit you promised
Mr. Tuft you would take the job—is that correct?”

“I did.”

“And why was
that?”


Lon felt his face go
red. He couldn’t help
it. “Mr. Tuft was very anxious to have me say yes. I guess I let
him talk me into it. But afterwards I thought it through more
carefully, and then Marshal Everson offered me the deputy job and I
thought that seemed a better thing all around.”

“Well, Mr. Pike,” Wescott
said, sitting back in his chair, “I think maybe you’re right that
you’d make a better deputy than a marshal.” It was a dismissal of sorts, a way of
saying that Lon didn’t meet his definition of anybody important
enough to be respected.

“Mr. Pike,” Tuft said, “let
me ask you something. You brought Billy’s body back here after he’d been shot
dead. Suppose you had been in Marshal Everson’s shoes and Billy had
been your deputy. What would you have done when he appeared slung
dead over the back of a horse?”

Lon hadn’t expected the question and
wanted to take time to think through his answer, but this wasn’t
the place for being a long time about a response.

“I’d have got on my horse
and taken after those bandits.” He hesitated, knowing that what he wanted so strongly to
say might not be smart under the circumstances, but something about
the moment made him say it anyway: “I wouldn’t have come back until
I found them, either.”

That brought a stirring and approving
murmurs and he knew he should have kept his mouth shut, but there
it was.

“And what did Marshal
Everson do?”

“I would have to let Marshal
Everson speak for himself on that.”

“I’m not asking him.
I’m asking you.” Tuft’s eyes
were shining.

“He asked me questions, and
that was when Jack came bursting in. Afterwards he said it was no use trying to go
after those men because you can’t track them. I assume that’s
something he’d know more about than I would.”

“But you would have gone
after them in any case.”

“Yes.”

“That, Mr. Pike, is why I
want you to be marshal.”

This brought cheers and stomping of
feet from the audience.

“If I’m deputy,” Lon said,
“I can still go after them. Like Billy did.”

“Thank you, Mr.
Pike. Gentlemen I call
for a vote on my motion.”


But they wanted more
discussion and it turned out there was a lot of uncertainty in
their minds what the best course to take was. Eventually, though, they did finally take
a vote and voted three to two against the motion. Tuft and Greeley
voted for, the rest against. Then Wescott motioned they pass a
resolution supporting Everson and approving his choice of Lon Pike
as his deputy. That passed unanimously and they went on to other
business.

“Deputy Pike,” Everson said
as they went out into the cool night air—the wind had pretty much
blown itself out—“report for duty first thing tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir,” Lon
said.


Chapter
Eight

“Stage at noon today,” Scott
Warner told him the next morning as Lon was about to head out the
door.

“Really,” Lon said, caught
off-guard.

“Congratulations on your new
job.”

“Thanks.”

“I think they should have
made you marshal. I see
why Tuft wanted you.”


Lon turned from the door
to look at him. “You
were there last night?”

“For some of it.
I heard you say what you’d have
done if Billy’d been your deputy. I’ll bet everybody in town knows
you said you’d have gone after those bandits and not come back
until you found them. That’s what people want to
hear.”

“I didn’t intend to say
anything like that. Just
came out.”

“Proves you’ve got the most
important thing a lawman needs: determination not to let the
thieves and bandits get away with it—and not to let your own doubts
stop you from acting.”

“Depends, maybe, what type
of doubts we’re talking about.”

“That’s true.
I’m talking about doubts
whether you can succeed. Maybe the bad guys will get away, maybe
they won’t. But if you spend too much time doubting you can catch
them you won’t spend enough actually doing it. Like
Everson.

“By the way, if you want to
rent a room by the month instead of by the day, I have one in back
upstairs. Window looks
on an alley instead of Main Street, but the room is actually a
little bigger.” He gave Lon a grin. “More space to store your gun
collection and wanted posters of road agents you’ve caught. Anyhow,
it’s a lot cheaper.”


Lon took him up on the
offer of a cheaper room, glad to reduce the outflow from his modest
little hoard of cash money. After moving his few belongings, he went to have breakfast
and found a lot of smiles and people telling him he should have
taken the marshal’s job. He sure wished he’d kept his mouth shut
about what he would have done in response to Billy’s death. He
could see how this was going to make trouble for him by raising
people’s expectations beyond his ability to satisfy them. And he
could already tell that Everson wasn’t pleased. He hadn’t said so
directly, but he hadn’t needed to. Lon wasn’t looking forward to
going to the marshal’s office to get his assignment for the
day.


When he did, he found
Everson had laid out a tin star on his desk. The words, “Deputy Marshal,” were on it in
raised letters.

“Don’t lose it.” he
said. “It’s the only one
I got left.”

Lon picked it up, thinking what it
meant once he pinned it on.

“Put it on your left shirt
pocket,” Everson said. “Well, go on.”

Lon drew a deep breath, held it, and
put the star where directed.

“Now you’re
official. Let’s get to
work.”

“I hear the stage comes in
at noon today,” Lon said. “Want me to watch the spot it gets held
up?”


Momentarily there passed
over Everson’s face a look Lon had seen once before—when Tuft had
said he could be replaced. He didn’t care for it any more now than he had
then.

“I need you to patrol the
saloons, stop fights, arrest anybody who destroys property.
The saloonkeepers in this town
expect us to protect their property. Fights in the street are less
important than fights in saloons since there’s less likely to be
damage, but stop them anyway. Use the butt of your pistol if you
have to, but as good as you are with your fists, use them
first.”

“Sounds like you don’t
expect the stage to be worth holding up today.”

“Now look.
You wanted to be deputy and
that’s what you are. You let me do the thinking.
Clear?”

“Sure,” he said.
“Anything special I should know
about any of these saloons? Particular troublemakers to watch out
for, that kind of thing?”

“Not really.
You’ll be able to pick out the
hardcases as easy as I can tell you. Most of them aren’t worth
worrying about too much. You’ll know the ones that might be
trouble. Don’t bother with that new tent they were talking about
last night. Says “DRINK” in big letters on the tent flap, but
everybody calls it Shorty’s on account of it being the handle of
the man that owns it. I’ll be down around there quite a bit today
trying to see if there’s anything in the talk about somebody dying
of what gets served in that place. So you can skip
it.”


Lon went off to start his
rounds. Since it was
only about eight o’clock in the morning, not much was doing. He
went down one side of the street and back up the other, poking his
head into drinking establishments, smelling a lot of unsavory
smells, seeing proprietors sweeping up, emptying spittoons,
spreading new sawdust, or just reading the
newspaper.


The newspaper was not
much, being locally printed. The big headline was, “DEPUTY BILLY THOMPSON KILLED BY
BANDITS! NEW DEPUTY HIRED.” The subtitle said, “New deputy Lon Pike
saved Everson’s life, would have chased Billy’s killers to the ends
of the earth.”


Several more people told
him they wished he’d taken the marshal’s job and asked if he was
going after the bandits. He had to tell them that that decision was up to Everson.
None of them looked satisfied with this answer.


Things were so quiet, Lon
went down to the new tent that said “DRINK” on the flap and looked
inside for Everson. A
short, thickset man with bright appraising eyes sat on an empty keg
next to several hogsheads laid across a crude timber frame, one of
which had a spigot in the bunghole. Glasses were lined up on a
bench in front of them.

“Drink?” the man asked
solicitously, standing up. “On the house, seeing as how you’re the new
deputy.”

“No thanks.
Can’t drink while I’m working.
Seen Everson this morning?”

“Nope. Not yet.”

“Expecting him,
then?”


The man gave a sly
grin. “Wouldn’t you?
After last night? But I got as good sauce here as anybody. Try
some.”

“No, that’s Everson’s
department. He does the
investigating. I’m just here because I thought he might have gotten
here by now. Guess he’s got other chores to do first. I’m new. I
don’t know the routine much yet.”

“Thought I told you not to
bother with this place,” came from the doorway. Everson did not sound at all
pleased.

“I came to find you,” Lon
said. “It’s pretty quiet
everywhere. Sure you don’t want me to be doing something else until
things heat up more later?”

“Pike, first thing you got
to figure out about being a deputy is that mostly it’s
boring. And just be glad
it is. Now get on with your rounds. I’ll tell you when to
stop.”

“As long as that’s what you
want,” Lon said, and went out. He couldn’t help the suspicion that Everson’s main reason
for hiring him was to keep him from doing something that would show
Everson up. If he’d been marshal and hired a new deputy, and there
was an investigation to do, he’d have sent him around asking
questions.


He kept wanting to ride
out to meet the stage and escort it into town. At least from the edge of their
jurisdiction. Which, come to think of it, Everson had never
described the location of. It seemed hard to believe that much
would go on in town Everson couldn’t easily handle alone before
noontime, or even before at least late afternoon, plenty of time to
make sure of the stage.

But on the other hand, he thought, as
he reached the next watering hole, this way he wouldn’t be at much
risk of a shootout with men good enough with guns that they’d shot
Billy straight between the eyes.


As he went from saloon to
saloon—getting some raised eyebrows for doing something that was on
the face of it a waste of time—he started wondering which of the
two men he’d passed who he assumed had killed Billy was the crack
shot. Or were they
both?

“Lookin’ fer somebody?”
asked the next saloonkeeper as Lon stepped in.

“Just doing my rounds,” he
said laconically.


But by the time he’d
started around the third time that morning, he started interrupting
little huddles of men talking in low voices, eyeing him
curiously. He noticed
that his travels began to be watched by men lounging in the street.
And more and more men started lounging here and there. Lon didn’t
know if this was normal or on account of curiosity about what he
was up to.


Noontime came, and with
it the stage. He could
hear it several minutes before it came into view, the horses going
full tilt, the driver cracking his long whip over their heads. Lon
first heard it as he stepped out of yet another saloon and stopped
to watch as it arrived.


The driver hauled up
before the depot and the horses stood lathered and panting.
He and the man riding shotgun
climbed down, and three men and a woman emerged stiffly from within
the coach and went into the depot while two boys came out. One
swarmed up onto the stage and undid lashings, handing down bags to
the other. Two more men came and unhitched the horses, lead them
around to the rear of the depot to a paddock and returned with
fresh ones.


Lon went across and down
the street to the depot. Two men in broadcloth now stood in front of it apparently
waiting to get aboard the outgoing stage. There was also a bunch of
luggage and freight waiting to be loaded, and once the roof of the
stage had been emptied the boys set to work reloading it with
outgoing stuff.


The driver came back out
of the depot. He was
small and wiry with a flamboyant sweep of hair, beard, and
mustache. He got out a long pipe which, once set in his
brown-stained teeth, swept down almost halfway to his enormous belt
buckle before turning up in an out-sized bowl. He was busy loading
this bowl and getting the thing alight when Lon stepped over to him
casually and asked, “Any trouble?”


The man’s bright eyes
darted all over Lon, battered hat to worn boot toe, then fixed on
his face. “And who might
you be? I see you’re wearin’ a star, but I don’t know
you.”

“Lon Pike.
Brand new deputy. Billy was
killed up the mountain trail a piece. Trip okay?”

“Didn’t git held up this
time, if that’s what you mean,” the driver said, looking sideways
at Lon as though trying to figure him out. “New deputy, eh? Billy’s dead. That’s too
bad. Always liked Billy.”

“They shot him straight
between the eyes.”

“Thet so.”
This seemed to sober the driver
considerably. “Is you going after ’em?” he asked, peering through
pipe smoke at Lon.

“That’s for Marshal Everson
to decide.”

“Oh, ’tis.”
The driver seemed to lose
interest, and started cursing the stable hands for the order in
which they were hitching the horses. Likely he didn’t expect much
of Everson.


The stage left without
incident and Lon went back to his patrolling. As the afternoon wore on, interest in his
activities waned, and so did the friendliness of some who earlier
seemed eager to congratulate him on his new job. Must be they’d
figured out that all he was doing was what he said he was, and they
were disappointed.

And maybe they had a right to be
disappointed.


As darkness fell, things
heated up in the saloons. In the space of an hour, Lon broke up two fist fights. It
was pretty much as Everson had said, though: once they saw the law
arrive they tended to calm down in a hurry.


Then he heard gunshots in
the Four Aces Saloon. As
he headed down there his throat was tight. Something about that
place had seemed ominous every time he’d looked in all day. The
clientele was more thickly sprinkled with hardcases and he just had
the feeling somehow in the pit of his stomach that dealing with a
problem here might not be as easy as other
places.


This establishment wasn’t
a tent but a wooden building. It had some pretensions, having a long mahogany bar in
fairly good condition with a minimum of chipped places—though it
had a few bullet holes—and there was an equally long mirror behind
it in a gilded, ornate frame.


Or rather, there had
been. Most of the mirror
was missing now, a few shattered pieces left in one corner at the
far end, and the proprietor was not to be seen behind the
bar.

Shot him? Lon wondered, pulling his own
gun before pushing through the batwings.


Most of the patrons were
off along one side or the other of the room, huddled around small
tables. In the middle of
the room there were three men and several demolished chairs and
tables. Cards and whiskey tumblers were strewn on the
sawdust-covered floor.


The tallest of the three
men held a smoking pistol. The other two, squat, careless-looking toughs, were
watching the tall man with eager anticipation. Seemed they were in
the midst of having some fun.

“What’s going on here?” Lon
asked, stepping in, gun in hand.


The tall man spun on his
heel, gun starting to level until he saw Lon’s gun aimed straight
at him. He halted,
hesitated, then tipped his gun barrel at the
ceiling.

“Put it away,” Lon
said.

“If it ain’t the new
depity,” the tall man said derisively, gun still in
hand.

“Put it away.”

“Why surely, depity,” he
said and jabbed it home in his holster. His eyes flicked to one side, then back again,
which Lon didn’t understand the significance of then. “Stop in to
wet your whistle, depity?”

“I’d like an explanation of
what’s been going on in here. You smash these tables and chairs and shoot out the
mirror?”


The tall man looked
around in mock horror. “Why, look at all this. Ken, Stilly, did you notice all
this mess?” This last was directed at his companions, and they
wagged their heads in exaggerated amazement to see such
things.


Behind the bar, the
dark-eyed proprietor had appeared from down below it,
cautiously. At least he
wasn’t dead.


Lon glanced around the
room. “Anybody hurt in
here?”

Dead silence.

“All right then, you three
better come with me. First thing, all of you, unbuckle your gun belts and drop
them.”

The tall man’s eyes flicked again, and
this time Lon caught on to the significance but wasn’t quite quick
enough to completely avoid the chair leg spinning through the air
and it caught him on the left temple.


He was dimly aware of
losing his gun and of falling. Then they were upon him.


Chapter Nine


He was only stunned for a
moment, but in that moment two sets of hands managed to get
hold of him and yank him to his
feet. He saw what they intended as the tall man’s face, grinning
fiercely with anticipation, loomed over him.

They had him now by the arms and here
came the tall man’s thick fist. He yanked to the side, felt the
hands on his left arm slip and then the blow land in his
midsection.


But he had hardened his
belly muscles and the blow didn’t do that much real harm.
He kept turning, and his left
arm came free. He brought it around in a clumsy blow to the man who
was holding his right arm and when that did nothing, stepped toward
him, shoving, sticking his foot behind one of the other man’s, and
the other fell losing his grip.

The tall man had swung again, missed,
and now stepped to reach for him, irritated.

Lon saw his gun in the sawdust, dove
after it, came up with it by the barrel, hadn’t time to turn it in
his hand and just as the tall man took another swing he used the
butt of the gun to good effect against the tall man’s skull just
above his ear.


The other two men, plus
another coming up holding the chair leg, hesitated.
Lon got his gun turned around
and aimed it.

“Drop it,” he told the man
with the chair leg. “Anybody moves, they get shot.”


The place went
silent. Lots of blank
oval faces all around the room. The assailants looked cautiously at
each other. The tall man lay on the floor with his hand to his
head, plainly trying to figure out how to see straight
again.

“Now then,” Lon said,
beginning to be aware of the pain of the blow to his own
temple. “Drop your gun
belts.”


This time they came
off. Even the tall man
on the floor was focusing enough to manage it.

“Help him up,” Lon said,
nodding at the tall man. “We’re going to take a little walk.”


He marched them to the
marshal’s office. Though
Everson had not said anything about it, Lon had noticed there was a
small stone building around the corner from the office. He’d also
seen a key hanging on a hook behind Everson’s
desk.


Not letting on that he
had any doubts about what he was doing, and hoping he wasn’t about
to be embarrassed, he took them to the little building and tried
the key. It worked. The
place was clearly a jail, though nobody was inside. It was just a
single room about ten feet square with no windows and two doors,
one inside the other, the inner one of iron bars, the outer of
wood.

“Inside,” he said, and they
filed in, looking plenty sober, though he could smell whiskey on
the breath of each of them as they sidled past him.
He clanged the inner door shut
after them, locked it, and stood looking at them a moment, only now
starting to credit all that had happened. He felt lucky this had
worked out as well as it had, but uneasy about where things might
go from here. These men wouldn’t be in jail forever. They weren’t
likely to forget what he’d done to them.

“How about some names,” he
said, keeping his voice steady and even, ignoring the throbbing in
his temple. He had not
so much as touched the tender spot. Time enough for that when he
was in private. This was no time to show any sign of weakness, he
knew that. “Starting with you,” he added, looking at the tall man,
when nobody said anything.

“Bud,” he said sullenly,
still cautiously feeling around over his ear where a small amount
of blood matted his longish scraggly hair.

“Bud who?”

“Ames.”


Two of the other three
were brothers, Ken and Stilly Folsom; the third man, who had thrown
the chair leg, was Glen Bednor. None of these names meant anything to Lon, but he was
planning to find out what they meant to people who knew
them.

As Lon turned to leave, Stilly said,
plaintively, “You ain’t going to leave us here too long, are
you?”

“Assault of a deputy is a
serious crime,” Lon said, hoping it was. “You’ll have to stand trial.” As he said it he
doubted it would be true, but there was no use missing a chance to
impress them with the idea that they’d done something that could
have consequences.


He went and hung the key
back on its hook. He
supposed he ought to go find Everson to let him know about all
this, but it was in his mind to find out more about who these men
were first. He just wanted to know.


So he headed back to the
Four Aces Saloon, feeling contrary enough to refuse attention to
his throbbing temple. The place had been mostly cleaned up and was quiet, just
the low murmur of card players and a few men propped against the
bar, each with a foot on the brass rail, hoisting their drinks. The
proprietor was back to wiping glasses, though another man was still
cleaning up broken glass from the shattered
mirror.


Lon paused, looking over
the batwings, taking this all in. He’d done his job and peace had ensued. There was
at least a small amount of satisfaction in that, a feeling it had
never occurred to him to even imagine he might
have.

He adjusted his hat and pushed
inside.


All talk stopped.
The proprietor gave him a big
smile.

“You’d better have a drink,
Deputy Pike,” he said. “On the house, of course. That was an impressive piece of
work.”

“Thanks, but I’m on
duty.” He walked to the
bar and all eyes followed. “What can you tell me about those men?
They make trouble regularly?”


The proprietor, who had a
faintly foreign cast to him, became voluble. “That bunch!” he exclaimed. “I don’t care
if they never come back here again, any of them, ever. Bums.
Deadbeats. Scum.”

“They live in town or just
come in here once in a while to let off steam?”

“Oh, they’re always
around. Like a bad
smell.”

“Any of them
work?”

“Not much.
Do an odd job once in a while,
enough to get whiskey money, that’s about it. Like to get drunk and
raise the devil along the way.”

“I know the kind.
Well, they’re in jail now, but
it’s up to Marshal Everson to charge them.”


The proprietor’s face
went glum. “Everson.”

“What’s the problem with
him?”

“Well, he’ll come in and
break up a fight all right. But mostly he doesn’t jail anybody. Never charges them with
anything. At least not that bunch you hauled out of
here.”

“Really? Why?”

“It’s like he don’t want to
offend them or something. You know how much those four have cost me just in the last
six months? Hundreds. Hundreds! That’s the fifth mirror I’ve had to
replace. I’m going to have to start buying them by the gross. I
don’t even know how many tables and chairs. I don’t buy good ones
anymore. Can’t afford to. Glasses, shot out lamps. I have to hire a
man full time to clean up and make repairs. And does Everson care
about that?”

“Have you told him all
this?”


The man waved his
arms. “Told him! Every
time I tell him. It does no good at all.”

“Well, I don’t know what
his thinking is. I’m new
here. I’ll talk to him, see what he says.”

“You’d do that?
Would you?”

“Sure. You understand I can’t promise anything.
I’m only a deputy.”

“Why didn’t you take the
marshal’s job?”

“Man ought to start at the
beginning. So that’s
what I’m doing.”


As he left, all eyes
followed again. It was
flattering in a way, but also unnerving.


When he went looking for
Everson, the first thing he saw was the four men he’d jailed coming
out of the alley. He
started to run, cursing himself for the stupid thing he’d done in
leaving the key hanging in plain sight in Everson’s office where
some friend of theirs had obviously retrieved it and let them
out.


But they made no effort
to run. In fact, they
stopped and grinned at him as he approached. They were wearing
their gun belts; maybe that gave them confidence.

Then here came Everson, key in hand,
from the alley.

“What’re you doing?” Lon
demanded, astonished and offended both.

“Clear off,” Everson said
to the four he’d just let out. “Don’t let me catch you making any more
trouble.”

“No, sir,” they all
said.

They grinned the wider at Lon,
mockingly tipped their hats and ambled away.

“I jailed those men for a
reason,” Lon said, more heatedly than he’d intended.
“What’d you let them out
for?”

“Let’s go into my office,”
Everson said, stepping firmly toward it.


Once inside, Lon slammed
the door closed, again not having quite intended to do it.
He resolved to get hold of
himself. He was allowing his personal feelings to get the better of
him and that wouldn’t do in a job like this.

“Those men,” Lon said, as
evenly and calmly as he could, “were shooting up the Four
Aces. The mirror was
wrecked, so were the tables and chairs. The owner is getting tired
of it. When I interrupted they attacked me. Luckily, I managed to
avoid the beating they intended for me and got them jailed. I think
they ought to be charged with assault, as well as disturbing the
peace and destroying property.”

“Sit down, Pike.
Get hold of yourself. This is
your first day. Time to get a little
perspective.”

Lon had no desire to sit, but Everson
sat and he decided not to push the point.

“All right then,” Lon
said. “Explain to me why
you let them go. There are plenty of witnesses to what happened,
you realize.”

“I’m sure,” Everson
murmured. He moved some
papers around on his desk, finally ending up moving them out of the
way. Then he leaned forward on his elbows.

“If we tried to jail
everybody who gets into a fight in this town, there’d be no place
to put them all, and it would cost the taxpayers a fortune.
The circuit judge only comes
here three or four times a year and we can’t afford to crowd up his
schedule with a lot of small stuff. We’ve got to save the jail and
the trials for things that really amount to
something.”

“Assault doesn’t amount to
anything?”

“Getting hit once in a
while is part of the job. Those boys were just drunk and letting loose like anybody
might do. Can you say you’ve never been drunk and taken a swing at
somebody because you felt a little better than you ought
to?”

“I can indeed say that,”
Lon returned sharply. “I’ve been drunk only once in my life, and I never tried to
hit anybody on account of it.”

Everson made a wry face as though he’d
just caught a whiff of some unpleasant smell.

“Well,” he said, “that’s as
may be. But it’s common
enough around here, and we can’t get ourselves tied up making an
issue out of it. We just stop the fights and the excitement all we
can and leave it at that. Those boys aren’t really bad, you know.
Jail is for the really bad ones.”

“Like the holdup
men?”

“Like the holdup
men.”

“Which we don’t try to
catch.”


There was Everson’s look
again, the one Lon didn’t care for. But he wasn’t in the mood to be
intimidated.

“Why don’t we?” he
pressed.

“You’d better get a handle
on that temper of yours,” Everson said, “or it’ll get you in a
whole lot of trouble.”


Chapter Ten


He’d slept, but not very
well. There was a
noticeable lump on his left temple but no blood since the skin
hadn’t been broken. He hadn’t gone off duty until one in the
morning. Fortunately there hadn’t been any more fights to break
up.


He was supposed to start
all over by seven a.m. The prospect of repeating yesterday over and over
indefinitely seemed intolerable and made him want to quit and clear
out.


After all, the only thing
keeping him here was his own sense of responsibility to keep his
word. But if all he was
going to wind up doing was risk his life every night breaking up
fights to little purpose, what was the point?

But to quit after one day?

He knew he couldn’t do that.


A week then.
If things didn’t settle out to
something that looked reasonable by that time, he’d clear
off.


This thought sustained
him enough to get him out of bed and washed up. He studied the lump in the mirror, knew it
wasn’t really that much to worry about, and decided to ignore it.
It had throbbed a little in response to the exertion of getting up,
but that was fading already.


He got dressed, strapped
on his gun belt, realizing it was now his main tool of trade, and
pulled the weapon out to look it over. It didn’t seem to have been harmed by the
excitement. That, he supposed, was good.

As he lifted his hat off the hook he
thought of Zinnia and how he’d felt about handing it to her, how
embarrassed by it he’d been.

Not that it mattered anymore, he
thought bleakly.

“Just so you know,” Warner
said as Lon came past the front desk. “People agree with you, not Everson, about Ames,
Bednor and the Folsom brothers. In fact, there’s some in town
wouldn’t have cared if you’d shot them dead.”

“Oh? Why is that?”

“They’re a bad
lot.”

“Not according to Everson,”
Lon said, trying to avoid sounding bitter about it.

“Interesting.
What excuse did he give for
turning them loose? Or did he give one?”

“Said we couldn’t clutter up
the jail with unimportant offenders, said it would cost the
taxpayers a fortune.”

“Well, there’s something to
that point of view in a town like this. But the way I hear, those four ganged up on you
and would have beaten you to a pulp if they’d gotten the chance.
They say you got the upper hand all on your own. You must be quite
a man in a fight.”

“I never thought so.
I was desperate. I figured my
life was on the line.”

“Might have been,
too. You were right to
jail them.”

“Tell me something,
Scott. You think there’s
any possibility Everson set me up? Wants me to quit and leave town?
It’s been bugging me ever since about three in the
morning.”

Scott Warner’s jaw stiffened, the end
of his unlit cigarette flicking up and staying there.

“I couldn’t say,” he said
slowly. “I wouldn’t have
read Everson that way, but now you bring it up
...”

“Are they particular
friends of his or anything? Do they always get off light?”

“When they shoot up a
saloon or start a brawl Everson always stops it, but I don’t
remember him jailing them. Then again, he hardly ever jails
anybody.”

“Who are they?
What do you know about
them?”

“Not a whole lot.
If they’re not drinking I don’t
think they’re much trouble, though I’d guess one or other of them
lifts a chicken or something once in a while, that kind of thing.
You know, of course, that Ames is Jack’s
brother.”

“Jack?”

“The man you prevented from
shooting Everson.”

“Is he. No, I didn’t know that.”


Lon went along to the
office, thinking. Everson told him his job was still
patrolling.

“How’d you make out
investigating Shorty’s saloon?” he asked Everson, making it
casual.

“That whole business turned
out to be a lot of hogwash. I tried some of Shorty’s
whiskey. It’s just about
the best in town. I’d say somebody was worried about
competition.”

“No dead body?”

“Not from Shorty’s
whiskey.”


To make the day pass
easier, Lon decided to ask some questions as he made his
rounds. By noontime he’d
discovered that Shorty had bought a hogshead of the best whiskey in
town as soon as he heard about the council meeting, and that it was
quite a change from what he’d been serving before that. Lon was
referred to the undertaker when he asked if anybody had actually
died.


After lunch he dropped by
the undertaker’s, found the old man with his enormous mustache
drooping as he peered through thick spectacles at his work on a
casket. He had a long
sad face and the hollow eyes of a man who’d seen too
much.

“I hear a man by the name
of Rawson died of Shorty’s whiskey,” Lon said. “People tell me you’re the man to ask
about it.”

“It’s true,” the undertaker
said sadly. “He was my
son. This is his casket.”

“Your son!” Lon said,
surprised. Nobody had
told him that.

“I know he never amounted
to anything. Liked his
drink and his cards between digging graves. But he was still my
son.”

“Then you asked Turnbull to
get Shorty’s shut down?”

“I did.”

“You’re sure it was Shorty’s
liquor that did it?”

“No doubt about it.
Doc said so himself. We both
went to Turnbull.”

“I’ve been told that Shorty
has started serving the best liquor in town.”

“I heard that,
too.”

“Who else you know that got
sick?”

“I hear there have been
others, but I don’t know them.”

“A wonder they haven’t
gotten together and run Shorty out of town.”

“I think folks were hoping
the council would do it. Now they haven’t I don’t know what will
happen.”

When Lon passed the office he stepped
in—Everson was cleaning his pistol, a thing he seemed to enjoy
doing and spent more time at than he needed to.

“Before you close the case
about Shorty’s, you might want to go talk to Rawson the
undertaker. It was his
son that died.”


Everson’s cheeks bunched
under his eyes. “I told
you to patrol, didn’t I? Didn’t I?”

“You did, and I have
been. But I asked a
couple of questions here and there as I went along and people say
Shorty switched over to good whiskey when he heard about the
council meeting.”

“People say things.
But I got no proof. Now you
listen to me, Pike. You do your patrolling. I’ll do the
investigating. That clear?”

“Just trying to help, that’s
all.”


He went out and made a
round or two, though there was obviously hardly any point in it at
this time of day. His
mind ran on the question of whether to follow Emerson’s orders or
his own inclination. What responsibility did he have to tiptoe
around Everson’s desire to avoid his incompetence being shown up?
If that was what it was. Certainly he had responsibility to act if
it was worse than that. But could he say he knew it was
worse?


Everson’s reasons for his
actions and inaction could be just what he said they were.
And it could certainly be that
Everson’s experience had shown him how things actually worked as
opposed to how they ought to work. As the new deputy, Lon maybe
ought to defer to Everson’s judgment on these
things?


But he couldn’t shake the
suspicion that there was more to Everson’s motives than met the
eye. Or maybe it was
that his temperament was different from
Everson’s?


Without having
consciously concluded anything, after his second tedious round of
the afternoon he started asking if anybody knew where Bud Ames was.
At the third saloon in which he asked this question a man sitting
at a table shuffling cards waiting for somebody to sit down and
play him said Bud Ames had a shabby little room in a lean-to back
of the saloon next door. The proprietor of that saloon said yes, it was true but
that he hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Ames yet today. Not that it
was unusual.

“Expect he might be up and
around a bit later today after the way you dented his head last
night,” the man said, grinning.

“He ever shoot this place
up, like he does the Four Aces from time to time?”


The grin pulled a little
to the side. “Not after
I started renting him a room,” he said.

“How about his
buddies? Rent them
rooms, too?”

“No. Don’t have but the one
to rent. But they go
where he goes, do what he does.”

“Guess I’ll see if he’s up
yet.”


He went around the rear
of the building through an alley full of empty whiskey bottles,
rusted out tin cans and other trash—seemed not everything made it
to the dump in the woods—and found the lean-to. It was definitely a casual sort of
afterthought tacked on the back of the main building. It consisted
of a saggy row of boards nailed against the rear wall, about as
high as a man could reach, their lower ends sitting directly on the
ground ten feet away, with more boards nailed over the spaces in
the primary boards. Additional boards were nailed upright against
the open ends without bothering about battens. There was a door in
the near end, something apparently salvaged from a building which
had burned as it was quite charred at the top. It had once been a
rather fancy door, but now hung on a couple of leather hinges which
didn’t look as though they’d last much longer. There was also a
rusty joint of stovepipe sticking up at the other
end.

Lon’s knock was not answered at first,
and then only with a groan.

“Bud Ames,” Lon
called. “Deputy
Pike.”


That news brought a
scurrying sound from inside. Then came a moment’s quiet, followed by an audible click as
of a hammer going back on a gun of some kind.

Lon stepped quickly to the side,
wondered if he’d get shot if he said anything more.

“I’m just here to talk,” he
said. “That’s
all.”

“Yeah?” came Ames’ voice
from inside. There was challenge in it, but also fear and
caution.

“I wanted to ask you
something. I don’t have
my gun out or anything. Can I open the door without getting
shot?”

“I guess,” Ames said
doubtfully. The sound of
his voice made you think every word he spoke
hurt.

“Okay, I’m going to open
it.”


When he did, it was too
dark inside to see anything much. The lean-to had a dirt floor, but that was about
all he could make out.

“You willing to come out and
talk?” Lon asked.

“What do you
want?”

“I wondered if you knew why
Everson turned you and your friends loose.”

“I dunno.”

“You had a brother named
Jack, didn’t you?”

“He’s dead.”
There was more edge in Ames’
voice when he said that. And now he appeared from the darkness. He
was holding his pistol aimed at the ground. He had to duck to get
through the door and then his face scrunched up at the brightness
of the outdoors. He looked pretty seedy, and like he’d slept in his
clothes—maybe slept in the same ones for a while, not that that was
especially unusual. The place where Lon’s pistol butt had landed
was swollen, but no worse than Lon’s own bruise.

“You get along good with
Everson?” Lon asked him.


The man looked at him
with what seemed genuine perplexity. “Not really,” he said.

“He ever jail
you?”

“Once. Just overnight.”

“Recently?”

“Last year.
What are you asking about my
brother for?”

“Somebody told me Jack was
your brother, that’s all, and I thought I’d ask. Why did he barge in threatening to kill
Everson?”

“He never done that,” Ames
scoffed.

“He did. I was there.”

“You killed him.”
Ames’ voice hardened and he
fingered his pistol. Lon let his hand come a little nearer the butt
of his own pistol, just in case.

“No,” Lon told him.
“I didn’t. I dove at him,
knocked his gun loose and we were wrestling on the floor. Everson
shot him. Said he thought Jack was about to get the better of me.
That wasn’t how I saw it.”


Ames frowned
uncertainly. His dead
gray eyes searched Lon’s face, then looked away.

“I heard you killed him,” he
said.

“I didn’t.
It was
Everson.”

“But you held him down so
he could do it, then.” The gray eyes came back to Lon’s face.

“That wasn’t what I was
trying to do. I had no
idea what Everson was going to do until he did it. You think of a
reason Everson might have wanted to kill him?”


Ames shook his head as
though trying to clear the cobwebs out and get his balance
again. “I heard you
killed him,” he repeated lamely.

“Who told you
that?”


Ames perked up, seemed to
focus. “Vern told me,”
he said, as though this would be unchallengeable.

“Vern? That’s interesting. He wasn’t even in the
room.”

“Said he saw it
happen.” Ames was
belligerent in his certainty.

“Well, he didn’t.
Is that why you and your pards
decided to beat me up? You shot up the saloon knowing I’d come to
stop it and that would give you the excuse?”


Ames’ eyes shifted away,
then back, then away. He
was confused, unsure what to believe now.

“So, was that the
reason?”

“We figured you needed a
lesson.” Ames’ chin went
up defiantly.

“You were going to kill
me?”

Ames looked away.

“Were you?”

“You’re standing there with
a tin star pinned on. What do you think I am, a fool?”

“I guess it doesn’t matter
so much now,” Lon said. “Not if you’ve got it straight what really happened. The
only reason I was in Everson’s office at all was that I’d found
Billy’s body on the trail and figured the place to take him was the
law. I didn’t know Jack or anybody else in town. Ames, I want you
to tell me something straight. Jack seemed to think he was owed
something by Everson. You know what that was
about?”


Ames’ eyes got shifty
again. “I never knowed
anything about Everson owing Jack anything.”

“Well, that’s what he was
talking about when he came barging in the first time and got thrown
out. Said he was going
to call out Everson.”

“That was just on account
of him being drunk. Jack
might say most anything when he was loaded. Didn’t have to make
sense.”

“How about you telling your
pards to leave me alone? Because there’s no reason for any of you to have anything
against me. And because if you try it again, this time I’ll know
I’m not supposed to jail you and might decide to shoot you
instead.”


Ames looked nasty for a
moment, but then it passed and he shrugged. “Don’t none of it matter anyhow,” he said
and went back into his hovel and shut the door.


Chapter
Eleven


Though there was one
small scuffle about cards to break up, the rest of that day was
fairly quiet. When he
finally went to bed at around one in the morning he was wondering
if his performance the day before had had a salutary effect on
those who might otherwise have felt free to settle their
differences in a direct fashion without regard to effects on others
or their property.


That was good, if
true. It was interesting
that he’d seen no sign of Ames’ friends the Folsom brothers or Glen
Bednor. He didn’t mind if they all decided to try some other town
to have their brand of fun in.


So he felt better all up
one side, but more worried and uncertain all down the other.
He couldn’t decide whether to
believe Ames when he said he didn’t know why Everson had turned
them loose, but he certainly didn’t believe him when he claimed to
know nothing about Everson owing his brother anything. He’d been
too vehement.

So what was that all about?


Did he really want to
know? Was it his
business anyway?

When he arrived at the office next
morning for his marching orders, Everson glowered at him and
ordered him to sit, but didn’t sit himself.

“How many times do I have
to tell you?” he demanded. “You leave the investigating to me.”

“I haven’t been
investigating anything.”

“Then what business did you
have with Bud Ames?”


How did Everson know
about that? Vern? And
how did Vern know?

“I went to see whether Ames
and his pards were all done making trouble and to warn them that
since I’m not allowed to jail them I might be forced to do
something else if they act up again.” Somehow he was not in a mood to tiptoe around
Everson this morning.

“Else? What else?” Everson demanded. “It’s not
your job to go around threatening people, you
know.”

“A man—even a deputy
marshal—has a right to self-defense. Turned out Ames thought I was the one killed his
brother. Said Vern told him I did. Said they were planning to teach
me a lesson.”

Everson, who had been standing behind
his desk, now leaned over it toward Lon, his face reddening with
barely suppressed fury.

“You make Ames and his
friends mad, they’ll shoot up the whole town.”

“Last night was pretty
quiet, far as I could see.”

Everson turned away, his eyes darting
this way and that as his mind apparently raced.

“Pike,” he said, turning on
him once again. “I’m
warning you. Don’t go around asking questions and threatening
people. It’ll make you a whole lot of trouble.”

“Why are you so scared of
Ames?”

Everson’s eyes widened momentarily,
then the look was gone.

“Pike,” he said, “it’s our
job to keep the peace in this town, not go around stirring up
trouble. You patrol, you
keep your mouth shut. You’ve got a lot to learn.”


As he set off on his
rounds, Lon found it difficult to excuse Everson’s attitude.
It was getting hard to avoid
wondering what was really going on.


But if he tried to find
out it was likely to get him into trouble, one way or
another. More and more
he was thinking he should have put his pride aside and told Tuft
he’d made a mistake and then ridden out of town.


But there had been
Zinnia. Amazing what a
woman could do to you. And she was almost certainly a lost cause
and he was left trying to find a reasonable way to escape the mess
he’d gotten himself into.


Lon was aroused from
lugubrious thoughts by a woman’s voice calling his name,
softly. A young woman,
in the deep shadows of the entryway of a ramshackle boardinghouse
he was just passing, was motioning to him to come to
her.


Had he not been wearing a
badge he might have ignored the beckoning woman, since the
boardinghouse had a somewhat unsavory reputation.
But as it was he felt obliged
to see what the thing was about. He stepped into the entryway and
sized up the woman.


She appeared young, quite
pretty, but not dressed as he’d thought she might be.
In fact, she was dressed
conservatively, as though she were a middle-aged matron. She was
not painted up with exaggerated color and drawn-on eyebrows. She
wore no jewelry and had a drab scarf over her hair. The most
noticeable thing about her was that she was plainly
frightened.

“What’s wrong?” he
asked.

“Could I talk to you
privately for a few minutes?”

“Right here isn’t private
enough?”

“I’d rather not be seen
talking to you,” she said. “There’s a woodshed around back. Could you meet me there in
five minutes?”

Her eyes were wide and darting rapidly
in all directions, her hands knotting together as though her
fingers had been a ball of snakes.

“All right,” he said, and
she hurried inside and closed the door. He walked on a few buildings, musing on what this
might be about, then stepped into an alley and slipped
unobtrusively back along the rears of the buildings to the woodshed
she’d mentioned, a rough, three-sided structure, the open face
aimed at the rear of the boardinghouse. She was already there, in
the darkest shadows of a rear corner.

“So what’s this about?” he
asked.

“I’ve been trying and
trying to decide whether to trust you ever since you became
deputy. If I’m wrong
about you, it could cost me my life.”

“You’ve got my attention,”
he said. “It’s part of
my job to protect your life, if I can.”


She hesitated, her eyes
going back and forth from one of his to the other.
The whitest thing about her in
the dimness was her knuckles. The weight of whatever her troubles
were got heavier on his shoulders by the moment.

“Tell me,” she said, “what
do you think of Marshal Everson? I know you haven’t been here long. But what do you
think of him so far?”


Of all the things he
might have guessed she would say, this was about the last.
He paused before he
answered.

“I think I’d like to know
why you’re asking me that question,” he said.

“Maybe I was wrong about
you,” she said, her voice going cold with disappointment, but also
lowering and breaking a little as though she might be on the verge
of tears.

“Something’s really
bothering you,” he said, lowering his own voice. “If there’s a chance I can help, you can
count on me to try. Are you willing to tell me your
name?”

She was silent, and he could see what
light there was glimmer in her eyes as she searched his
face.

“Are you afraid of Everson?”
he asked.

After a pause, she said, in almost a
whisper, “Yes.”

“Why?”

Again she was silent, though twice it
looked like she was about to speak.

“Do you think he might hurt
you?”

“He might kill me,” she
said. And she started to
quiver. She reached back for the wall of rough boards and leaned
against it.

“Why?” he asked, coming
closer to her. Her fear
was so strong that it seemed to radiate like heat from a hot stove
in a small room.

“Mr. Pike,” she said, her
voice wavering, “I’m going to trust you because of
Billy.”

“Billy?”

“Billy Thompson.”

“You mean the deputy who was
killed?”

“He was my
fiancé.”

“I’m sorry,” he said,
suddenly and uncomfortably aware that he’d been so involved in his
own problems he’d never given the dead deputy another
thought. He’d originally
had it in mind to try to find out if Billy had any family and do
what he could for them. “When is the funeral? I’d like to come if I
can.”

“It was
yesterday.”


And he’d never even
noticed. “Well, I’m
sorry for your loss,” he said lamely. “When I found his body all I
could think of was how he probably had a brother or a sister or a
mother or somebody who would have to be told. But so much has
happened since I got here ...”

“I understand,” she said,
as though she really did. “Thank you for thinking of his family and all. But he
didn’t have any here. I have written to his mother who lives in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. You probably don’t even know where that
is, but ...”

“Cambridge?” he
interrupted. “Really?
That’s where I come from. I knew a George Thompson slightly in
school.”

“That was Billy’s brother,”
she said. “But I was all
Billy had here. We were going to be married next
month.”


By now her voice had
firmed up and seemed strong and normal and matter-of-fact, which he
wondered at a little. She spoke almost as though about people she knew rather
than about herself.

“So why did you say you were
going to trust me with something for Billy’s sake?”


Now she started to get
shaky again. She cleared
her throat twice, and then said, “Marshal Everson didn’t send Billy
after the holdup men. He went after them on his own. Like they say
you said you would. The marshal ordered him to go back to
patrolling. I know because Billy came and told me so. He said he
was going to go after them anyhow. He’d told Everson he was going
to and they had an argument about it and Everson fired him and took
his badge. I tried to make Billy promise not to go, but he said
somebody had to stop this and off he went.”

“There was no badge on
Billy when I found him,” Lon said. “I’ve wondered now and then about why. Now I
know.” He was thinking of how smoothly and convincingly Everson had
told him he’d sent Billy after the road agents.

“So now you’re worried that
Everson will want to shut you up?”

“Yes.”

“And you really think he
would kill you to keep you quiet?”

“I ... I don’t know.
Do you think he might?”

“I can see where it
wouldn’t make him look good to have your story come out.
But it seems hard to believe
he’d kill you over it.”

“Billy swore me to absolute
secrecy. I haven’t told
anyone but you that he even came to see me before he left. He said
it would be very dangerous for anyone to ever know, while Everson
was still marshal.”

“This sounds to me like he
knew more about Everson than you’ve told me so far.
What else did he tell you about
him?”

“Nothing,” she said
quickly. “That’s all I
know. Mr. Pike, please be careful. Don’t trust Marshal
Everson.”

“Are you telling me that
Marshal Everson and these road agents have some sort of understanding?”

“I know nothing about
anything other than what I’ve told you,” she said
emphatically. “And I beg
you to keep it entirely to yourself. Now, I must get back to
work.”

“Work?”

“I cook and clean the rooms
here for Mrs. Judd. I
really must go.” And she did. He stood in the shed and watched her
ghost across the open space to the rear door of the boardinghouse,
her dress billowing out behind. There was something about her that
tugged at his emotions. Partly it was feeling sorry for her loss,
of course, but there was something so vulnerable yet elusive about
her. He had the dissatisfied feeling he had been told half a story,
not the whole thing.

So what would the whole story be? he
wondered, as he went along behind buildings to the place he’d
originally left the street.


He continued with his
patrolling, tempted now to start asking questions, find out who
knew about Billy’s fiancée, what her name was for instance, and
what they thought of her. But the fear in her eyes stayed with him and made him
hesitate. Suppose Everson really would kill her for talking to him?
He just had no way to know. The question came down to whether or
not Everson was in with the stickup artists, or only incompetent.
Billy appeared to have thought Everson was a crook—why else would
he warn his girl to keep quiet? Or was Billy the
crook?


With his head full of all
this, he for once was not quite aware of having come along to
Tuft’s house again. Usually he tried to ignore it but found himself looking at
the windows in the forlorn hope of catching a glimpse of Zinnia,
resulting in glum thoughts for the next several minutes as he tried
to banish all awareness of her for his own
equilibrium.


Now, here was a
fine-looking carriage standing before the door with a pair of
handsome blacks in front of it. A considerable display of expensive rig and horseflesh.
Zinnia’s beau of the nasal voice was handing her up into it. An
older man and woman were already in the rear seat. Everybody was
dressed up.


Sunday, Lon
guessed. He had lost
track of what day it was some time ago. But now he saw other people
better dressed than you usually saw them getting into carriages,
buggies, buckboards, or what have you and heading out to the west
where a little church stood somewhat apart from the town on a
rise.

Unless she’s getting married, he
thought with a sudden flush of feeling that left him hot, sweaty,
and weak in the knees.


No, couldn’t be
that. They wouldn’t
drive up there together in the same carriage.


Would they?
Besides she wasn’t dressed
right and wore no veil. And her father was not
there.

Get your head on straight, Deputy
Pike.

He was almost even with the carriage by
now and the supercilious beau was taking the reins, looking down
his nose at Lon passing by.

Zinnia saw him and leaned forward to
look around her beau.

“Good morning, Marshal
Pike!” she exclaimed and waved at him cheerily.

“Morning, Miss Tuft,” he
returned stiffly.

“Deputy,” said her
companion. “Just a
deputy, Zinny.”

“Oh, Eggy,” she
said. “Why must you
always correct everything I say?”


They drove off.
Eggy? Lon allowed himself a
faint smile. He wondered if “Eggy” bore any relation to the man’s
actual name or was just a pet name invented by Zinnia. He turned
for a moment to watch the carriage go on sedately down the street,
remembering finally where he’d seen the older couple in the back
before—they had been among those who had come in on the
stage.


Zinnia wouldn’t clear out
of his thoughts all morning and he found himself foolishly wanting
to be somewhere near Tuft’s house when they returned from
church. Instead there
was a saloonkeeper who wanted to tell him all about his shrew of a
wife, so Lon missed the chance to rub more salt in his
wounds.


This was another stage
day, as it happened. It
came and went without incident. The older couple who had gone to
church with Zinnia and Eggy didn’t leave on it. Lon didn’t go
inquire if the driver had had any trouble. It didn’t seem worth
setting off Everson’s ire to do that since presumably if there had
been any trouble the driver would have made a point of letting them
know about it.


By one in the afternoon,
Lon had finally stopped thinking about Zinnia (mostly) and the day
was starting to seem long. It was hot and sunny and windless with flies buzzing over
horse manure in the street. He was using his bandanna to mop sweat
when Bud Ames appeared from somewhere.

“Pike?” he said.
“Kin we
talk?”

“Sure.” The irony of people wanting to talk
to him
while he was constrained from
going to find people to ask questions of put a mirthless half smile
on his lips.

“Not here.”

“All right.”


They went along to Ames’
lean-to. Lon wondered
whether he’d meet several fists when he stepped into the darkness
inside, but Ames lit a stump of candle and there were only the two
of them in the place. Ames shut the door, which made the hovel even
closer than it was already, redolent with the smell of stale sweat,
and worse.

“I been thinkin’,” Ames said
as he sat on the edge of his rickety cot and Lon gingerly lowered
himself into the one loose-jointed chair.

“About what?”

“We was lied to by that
little skunk Vern.”

“You mean about who killed
your brother?”

“Yeah. But I’ll bet it was Everson put him up to
it.”

“Why would he do
that?”

“You figure it out.”
By candlelight, Ames’ eyes
looked black instead of gray. He was watching Lon with careful
appraisal.

“Doesn’t make a lot of
sense to me,” Lon told him. “Tuft was there, after all. Everson couldn’t expect
him
to keep quiet about it, and he
didn’t. Talked about it at the council meeting.”

“Don’t everybody go to
council meetings,” Ames said dismissively. “Don’t everybody believe anything people
as gets on the council say, anyhow.”

“Then explain to me why
Everson would have Vern tell you I did the killing.”


Ames leaned toward him
and lowered his voice. “Ain’t it plain as day? Everson knowed I’d take it personal
whoever killed Jack. He didn’t want me to tackle him. Wanted me to
tackle you instead.”

“That’s an interesting
theory. Are you telling
me you plan to lay for Everson now?”

“I guess we both know
Everson’s a bad kind,” Ames said, now sitting back a bit and
looking at Lon sideways.

“We do? Tell me about it.”


Now Ames leaned forward
again and lowered his voice almost to a whisper. “If you was to side me agin him it might
be worth your while.”

“Worth my while?”

“That’s right.”

“You mean if I side you
against Everson you won’t attack me again?”


Ames waved a hand as
though he was tired of that subject. “I’m not talking about that,” he
said.

“Then what are you talking
about?”

Now Ames sat back, rough bits of flesh
bulging under his eyes as he regarded Lon.

“I been hearing,” he said,
“how you got your suspicions of Everson.”

“Where’d you hear
that?”

“Just around.”

“I see. What kind of
suspicions?”

“How do I know?” Ames said, exasperated.

“Listen, if there’s
something you want to tell me about Everson, how about getting
around to it? I’m
supposed to be on patrol.”

“I
ain’t got nothing to say about
him,” Ames said.

“What’d you mean it’d be
worth my while to side you against him?”

“I didn’t mean nothing, only
I thought maybe you’d want to help.”

“Help?”

“Guess you
don’t.”


Though the conversation
continued for several minutes more, Lon couldn’t get anything else
out of Ames. He went on
about his patrolling turning the conversation over and over in his
mind, trying to decide what to make of it, how it might relate to
Billy or his girl. He was unable to come to any conclusions by
supper time, and by then things started to heat up. The previous
day’s lull in fights and brawls seemed to be over. He broke up two
disagreements about who had what card up which sleeve by nine
o’clock and was in a pessimistic mood about the rest of the night
when he passed Everson’s house—all dark—and heard a smashing sound
from somewhere to the rear. He stopped to listen, wondering where
Everson was and debating, not very enthusiastically, whether to
take a look around back, when across the street he saw Everson
coming down the sidewalk.


Everson had seen him
standing there by now and had paused to see what he was up
to. Lon waved at him to
come over. Everson came, giving him a squinty-eyed
look.

“I just heard a noise that
sounded like breaking glass around back of your house.”


Everson’s expression
changed and he charged around the corner. Lon followed.

There was Bud Ames cleaning shards of
glass off a windowsill using a stick. There was only starlight to
see by, but Lon knew it was Ames by the man’s height and how he
stood.

He saw them shortly after they saw him
and made a run for it, but Everson turned out to be faster than he
looked, and he quickly got Ames by the collar.

Ames came around with a fist, but
Everson stopped that with a forearm and next thing the business end
of his pistol barrel was two inches from Ames’ nose and Ames threw
up his hands.

“Get his gun,” Everson told
Lon, who stepped over and pulled the Colt out of its
holster.

“Now, march,” Everson said
to Ames, and they went to the office. Ames was put in the hard, uncomfortable
chair.

“I’ve got this,” Everson
said to Lon. “Better be
out on the street so folks see somebody’s in
charge.”


Lon thought that wasn’t
the reason Everson wanted him out of there. He looked at Ames, but Ames didn’t look at
him. He went out.


He considered hanging
around under the window, but decided that might well backfire and
so continued on about his rounds. He did try to stay in sight of the office door as
much of the time as he could. He wanted to see what happened to
Ames afterwards.


The conversation went on
long enough that Lon thought he might have missed seeing them come
back out of the office. But then, there they were. Everson held his gun. Ames
walked before him, hands up. They went around the corner into the
alley where the jail was.

“So he does use it
sometimes,” Lon muttered, and was just turning to continue on when
from the direction of the alley he heard a shot. Then another.

Lon set off at a run.


Chapter
Twelve


He met Everson coming
back out of the alley, his jaw set firmly. His gun was in his
holster.

“Heard shots,” Lon
said. “Everything all
right?”

“Get the undertaker,”
Everson said. “Ames
tried to make a run for it.”

“You shot him?”

“Trying to escape.
Wouldn’t stop. Go on, get the
undertaker.”


Lon started past
Everson. “You’re sure
he’s dead? Should I get the doc?”

“He’s dead, confound
it. I told you, get the
undertaker.”


Lon wanted a look and
there were getting to be too many questions surrounding Everson to
let the man stop him from having it. He kept on down the alley.

“Pike!” Everson roared,
clearly furious. “Get
back here!”

Lon spun to face him, ready to reach
for his Colt if necessary.


By stray light from the
street behind, Lon could see Everson’s gun hand fingers working as
if he were considering his chances against Lon. They stood looking at each other for the
space of several seconds.

Then Everson suddenly turned on his
heel and walked away as though he no longer cared what Lon
did.

It was an odd reaction and stuck in
Lon’s mind as he hurried down the alley to the jail.


There lay the dim bulk of
Ames sprawled facedown right in front of the jail’s door—not five
feet from it—his hands still above his head. There were two bullet holes in his
back—Lon struck a match to see. Not much blood around either one of
them. If the man had been running when he was shot, it was toward
the open jailhouse door.


Lon tried to imagine some
way it might have happened that would excuse what Everson had done
but couldn’t think of a way. Which left him with the question of what he ought to do
about all this.


He checked Ames for a
pulse, but knew there was no chance of finding one.
The first shot had probably
killed Ames. The pause between shots was probably Everson watching
the body to see if there was any movement. The second shot was to
make absolutely sure the man was dead.


As he walked back out of
the alley he thought again about Everson appearing to suddenly
decide he didn’t care any longer what Lon did. Suppose that meant Everson would be
watching for a chance to kill him, too? It certainly wouldn’t be
smart to assume he wasn’t.

The thought made him approach the end
of the alley cautiously, hand on his gun.


But nothing
happened. Everson was
nowhere to be seen. Lon went along to find Rawson, but on the way
he passed the doctor’s little office and saw the frail old man
sitting inside pouring something from one bottle to another. Lon
stopped, thought a moment, adjusted his hat and went
in.

“Doc,” he said.
“There’s a man been shot. He’s
dead, but I wonder if you’d come look at him and give me an opinion
about something I’m wondering about.”


The doctor gave him a
long appraisal out of sad eyes. Did he already have suspicions?


The old, bent doctor
walked more quickly than Lon had expected, clutching his black bag
as though in a death grip. Lon kept an eye open for Everson but didn’t see him. He and
the doctor went up the alley and stopped next to the body. They’d
brought a lantern and now lit it.

“How would you say this
man’s death happened?” Lon asked.

“Shot in the back,” the doc
said, on his knees, looking up at Lon hollowly.

“Was he standing up, do you
think?”

The doctor rolled the body, pointed at
the ground.

“Both bullets went right
through him. Only one
shot was fired with him on the ground. I’d guess the other knocked
him down, and by the look of where it hit, I’d say it killed him.
Looks like a bullet hole in the doorpost there.”

“So he was standing
up?”

“I’d say so.”

“Can you say whether he
might have been running when he was shot the first
time?”


The doctor’s aged face
seemed to age even further. Plainly he understood the reason for the questions and also
the import of the answers.

“Hard to say,” he
said.

“Can you think of a reason
he might have fallen aimed this way if he’d been running in the
other direction?”

The doctor considered.

“He’d have to have turned
after being shot,” he said slowly. “If that bullet hole in the doorpost isn’t related
to this, I guess it could have happened.”

“Do you think it’s
likely?”

“No. The shot that killed him, in fact both of
them, were fired from pretty close up, I’d say. See the powder
burns? The slam from the slug would have knocked him off balance at
least, maybe knocked him right down. If he’d fallen trying to turn
I think he’d more likely have landed on his side but still aimed in
about the same direction. I can’t say for sure.”

“How about his arms?
They’re up over his
head.”

“That’s odd.
If it weren’t for that bullet
hole in the ground under the hole in Ames I’d have said the body
had been dragged by the arms or feet.”

“If,” Lon said, and stopped
to work up his courage before going on. “If,” he started again, “Ames had been shot
standing still with his hands up, would he look like he
does?”


The doctor met Lon’s
gaze, held it. “Seems
the likely explanation,” he said in his low, deep, sad
voice.

“You understand what this
means,” Lon said to him, quietly.

“I think so.”

“Better keep it to
yourself. Mightn’t be
healthy to let Everson hear your opinion of
this.”

“I’m used to keeping
secrets,” the doctor said tiredly. He was up on his feet again having rolled the body
back the way they’d found it. He picked up his black bag. “Young
man,” he said, “you be careful.”

“Thanks for coming,
doc. Maybe you’d be
smart to leave here the back way.”

“I think so,” the doctor
said, and went off, blowing out his lantern.


Lon stood there for some
time trying to decide exactly what he should do next.
A lot about Everson seemed now
to be decided, but not necessarily everything. He left the way the
doctor had and went for the undertaker. Rawson didn’t look
particularly surprised. He called to a boy who brought a horse and
cart and lantern and they went to Ames’ body. The horse and cart
being unable to get into the narrow alley, the boy unceremoniously
grabbed the dead man under the armpits and dragged him out to them.
Lon helped him heft the body in. After they’d gone, Lon shifted his
hat, checked the load in his gun and stepped around the corner to
Everson’s office.


Everson sat calmly behind
his desk cleaning his pistol, a lamp pulled close.
He looked up with a mild
expression.

“All taken care of?” he
asked.

“Rawson and his boy just
left with the body,” he said, trying to make out Everson’s
attitude.

“Good,” he said.
“Sit down a minute, will you,
Lon?”

Lon sat, trying to see one step ahead
but unable to do so.

“Lon,” Everson said, “I
guess I’ve been a little hard on you. You’re brand new, never had a job like this before
and every time you try to do something you think needs doing I jump
on you for it.”

There didn’t seem to be much to say to
this so Lon kept quiet.

“There’s more to that
business with Ames but I can’t tell you what it is, yet.
You’ll have to trust me on
that. You did a finer thing than you know hearing that break-in. If
it hadn’t been for you, he’d have gotten away with it and there
would have been other things happen on account of it that I have to
keep to myself for now, but they would have been bad. I think
you’ve at least earned a day off, if you want it. Better help me
keep after things tonight till about midnight or so. But take
tomorrow off.

“All right,” Lon
said.

“I think I got lucky when
you agreed to be my deputy.”


Lon went on with his
rounds trying to make sense of all this. What possible excuse could Everson have for
shooting an unarmed man standing in front of the jail with his
hands up? All the rest of this had to be window dressing, didn’t
it? Or was he somehow misjudging the man?


He thought he wasn’t, but
needed to be sure before he took any action. He needed to know.


Off duty, he went back to
his room, musing. Billy’s girl was on his mind. He was certain she knew more
than she was telling. The question was whether it would be better
to try to talk to her now or wait until the next
day.


He’d be fresher in the
morning and it would give him more time to cipher out exactly out
how to approach her, what to say and what not to.
But cover of darkness would not
only make her feel safer, it would actually be safer since he’d
have a better chance of getting in and out of the boardinghouse
unknown to Everson.


Or Vern.
Seemed wise to assume Vern was
posted somewhere to keep watch on the hotel entrance. That meant
leaving another way. And maybe it would be best not to let anyone
at all, even Scott Warner, know he’d gone out.


He opened his window and
tried to figure how he might leave that way. He could with a rope, but had none. He
slipped silently into the short hall, went to the rear end of it
where there was a window that opened on a shed roof. He climbed
out, pulled the counterweighted window shut, and cautiously walked
down near the lower edge of the roof, hoping for a
ladder.


Of course there wasn’t
one, but there was a pile of firewood which came within a few feet
of the eaves. He found
it fairly easy to get down to the top of it and from there to the
ground.


He stood a moment,
listening and looking, but mostly listening since he could see very
little in the darkness. No sound seemed out of place, so he slipped along quietly
behind the buildings toward the boardinghouse, which was on the
same side of the street as the hotel. Passing Tuft’s house, which
was also on that side of the street, he noticed light in an
upstairs window and couldn’t help wishing for a glimpse of Zinnia’s
face. No face appeared. Probably her father’s room, or some other,
anyhow.


And what would she think
if she knew he was sneaking along to the boardinghouse—with the
most questionable reputation in town—to see a pretty young
girl? And what would
“Eggy” suggest to her his purpose was in doing
so?


He stopped for a moment,
aware he was sweating even though the evening was cool.
Time to get hold of himself,
put his attention back on how to convince Billy’s girl to tell him
more of what she knew about Everson.


At the rear of the
boardinghouse he stopped again, thinking, then went to the back
door and tried it. It
wasn’t locked, so he edged it open. It was just as dark on the
inside of the door as it was outside.


He gently and slowly
opened it enough to let himself in, waiting for the hinges to
squeak, but they didn’t. Once inside, he shut the door and listened. In another room
nearby he heard voices, talking low enough he couldn’t quite make
out the words. They were women’s voices, and he thought one of them
might be the girl’s.


As his eyes adjusted a
bit more to the darkness, he became aware of a faint hint of light
coming from under a door leading toward the voices.
He went and felt for the
knob.


The discussion had
stopped. He heard
footfalls receding. Then silence. But it had been only one set of
footfalls, and they had been heavier, more ponderous, than the
girl’s would have been. Maybe he was in luck—if she didn’t scream
and raise the whole house.

He was about to knock when he thought
of something.


He was still wearing his
deputy’s badge. It now
occurred to him that if she thought he’d come on his own time—which
in fact he had, after all—maybe it would encourage her to think
about his questions a little differently. He pocketed the
badge.

Drawing a deep breath, he tapped
lightly on the door.

“Come in,” came the girl’s
voice.

He turned the knob and opened the door
far enough to see into the next room.

It was indeed the same girl, standing
before a mirror with her tawny hair all down her back, doing
something on a little dressing table under the mirror, a candle
burning to her left, which now sputtered with the draft he’d just
let into the room.

She looked up into the mirror, then
spun around, her hands going to her mouth as though to stop any
scream that might come out of it.

“I’m sorry,” Lon said—he
seemed to be always apologizing to her—“I guess I should have told
you who I was.” He
almost said also that he’d had no idea this would be her bedroom,
but didn’t. After all, it was well past midnight and why would he
have thought she’d be anywhere else? The surprise was that she was
up this late.


She stood absolutely
still, transfixed. He
thought she was even holding her breath. Side lit by the candle,
her face looked different from the impression he’d had of it
before, which, he realized, had been in some part his imagination
since she’d made a point of staying well into the shadows. She
reminded him of girls that worked in the mills back home in
Massachusetts. It was hard to place what made him think that; maybe
it was something in the expression, or maybe a hint of coarseness
in her features.

“I wouldn’t bother you so
late,” he said, “but I only just finished my shift.”


She finally took her
hands down from her mouth and frowned at him a moment before she
said, “What are you doing here? What do you want?”

She’d apparently been expecting some
other visitor and wasn’t pleased he’d appeared.

“I’ve been thinking about
you all day,” he said; then, aware how that sounded, added, “I was
wondering why you stay in town if you’re so afraid of
Everson.”


The frown deepened, but
somehow changed in kind, and she clasped her hands together tightly
under her chin. Her eyes
grew larger and softer, appealing. “I’m going to go,” she said.
“But I need to make some money first.”

“I still don’t understand
why you think he would try to kill you.”

“I told you about
that. On account of
thinking I might know things Billy knew. I’m depending on you,” she
said, coming close enough to Lon he could have reached out and
taken her in his arms had he wished to. She looked up at him
earnestly, and there was the fear again, no mistaking it. There
were other things, too, and he had the fleeting thought that this
sort of girl was probably supposed to be more his kind than Zinnia
was. “You’ve got to keep my secret,” she begged
softly.

“If you’re worried I might
go back and tell Everson all about this, put it out of your
head. Things you’ve told
me put together with what I’ve seen of Everson give me a picture of
the man I don’t like the look of.”

“What have you seen of him?”
she asked, getting tense, also slightly closer.


When he hesitated, she
spun away from him and went three paces in a way calculated to make
sure he was fully aware of all her most interesting shapes, despite
the loose and baggy house dress she wore, stained from being on her
knees scrubbing floors. Hers was the basic, primitive sort of femaleness—not
refined like Zinnia’s—more about fecund coquetry than grace. Before
Zinnia a girl like this would have interested and excited him; now
his standards had been raised beyond what he could ever reasonably
hope to aspire to.

Which was hardly the thing he should be
worrying about right now.


The girl turned around,
put her hands to her long, full mass of hair and pulled it back
from her face. As soon
as she let go of it it fell forward again. “My name is Betty,” she
said. “Betty Logan. I’m not from around here. My family is all in
Connecticut.”

“You came out west by
yourself?”

She pursed her lips momentarily as
though realizing she’d put herself in the position of having to
make an awkward explanation.

“No,” she admitted, looking
at him slightly sideways as though appraising carefully the effect
of her words on him. “I
came with my uncle and aunt. Uncle Robert wanted to find gold. But
they both got yellow fever and died. That was about two years
ago.”


Lon wasn’t sure whether
he believed her or not. He could almost picture her coming out here with some man
she was only pretending to be married to. Maybe he died or left her
and she had latched onto Billy. Now, he thought, she appeared to be
considering whether to latch onto him. And were it not for Zinnia,
he could imagine himself, as he used to be, thinking seriously
about it. Though, like Billy perhaps, he’d have been thinking in
terms of legal marriage rather than the other kind of arrangement.
He’d seldom seen the informal kind of taking up together work out
very well.


Now she was stepping
close again, looking up at him earnestly. He found himself trying to guess how calculating
she really was. Was she just scared and alone? Thought him a nice
enough man and hoped it might work out for her finally? Or did she
have some hidden motive to manipulate him for reasons he didn’t
know about?

“Do you want to sit down?”
she asked, gesturing at the bed, which was the only thing to sit on
in the little room. She
went to it and sat, hands on the edge, back slightly arched,
looking at him invitingly.

He moved to stand before her, changed
his mind and sat far enough from her as to be out of
reach.

She ran her hands back down her hair as
far as she could reach and then lifted it as though to shake it
out, then dropped her hands into her lap and leaned earnestly
toward him.

“You were going to tell me
the things you’ve seen of Marshal Everson that make you not trust
him,” she said.

“Actually, I wasn’t,” he
said. “It might be safer
for you not to know.”

Now she shook her hair back with an
irritable flip of her head.

“That’s just what Billy
always said. So here I
am, terrified half out of my mind, and I don’t even know what it is
that makes him dangerous, exactly.”


Lon debated, decided
maybe it was worth the risk, and said, “All right.
I’m going to assume you have
sense enough not to let on you’ve ever talked to me, let alone
heard what I’m about to tell you.”

She leaned intently toward him, but
there was no hint of the coquette about her now.

“Today, Everson shot an
unarmed man in the back, a man who almost certainly had his hands
up and was about to step into the jail.”

“Oh my god,” she said in a
strangled voice, both hands at her throat. “Who was it?”

“A man named Ames.
Bud Ames. Do you know
him?”

“I think I know who he
is. Was,” she added,
faintly.

“How do you know who he
was?”


She looked into her
lap. “Billy sometimes
talked about him.”

“What did he tell
you?”

“Just that he was a
troublemaker. He and his
friends liked to have fights in bars. I think Billy was pretty
tired of them.”

“Did he ever try to jail
them?”


She looked at him
quickly, then away. “I
don’t know,” she said, and he suspected it might be a
lie.

“It would be the obvious
thing to do,” he pressed her.

“Yes,” she admitted, but
though he waited, she said no more.

“I jailed them,” he
said. “Then Everson
turned them loose. Said it wasn’t important enough to use up jail
space for.”

“Is that one of the things
you came to tell me?”

“Did you know Ames’
brother?”


She gave him another
sidelong glance. “I
don’t think so.”

“Betty,” he said, “it seems
to me we both have reason to be concerned about Everson.
If I’m going to have any chance
to actually do anything about him, I’ve got to know everything I
can find out about him. Anything you tell me will go no further.”
He thought a moment and then felt obliged to add, “Until and unless
this winds up in court and something you tell me is
evidence.”

By the way she shrunk down he guessed
that he’d have been smarter not to add the last statement, though
that would have been to mislead, if not lie outright.

“Do you think Everson has
friends who will come after anybody who tries to do something about
him?” he asked.

“How do I know?
I’ve told you everything I
know. I really have.”


Though he didn’t quite
believe her, Lon decided not to confront her about it.
“Stop and think,” he said.
“Ames’ brother Jack seemed to think Everson owed him something. He
tried to shoot Everson, and I jumped him and knocked the gun away.
I was in the process of getting Jack’s arms pinned when Everson
shot him dead. Did Billy ever mention any reason why Jack might
think Everson owed him anything?”

“No.”

“Or why he might want to
kill Everson?”

“No.”

“Or why Everson would want
to kill him rather than arrest him?”

“No.”


She was too quick and too
emphatic, he thought. He
was more sure than ever she knew things she wasn’t willing to talk
about, but he was up a stump about how to overcome that
unwillingness.


There were footsteps in
the room Lon had entered from, a heavy tread. Betty’s eyes flew wide. She jumped up and
hurried to the door, opened it just enough to go out, and pulled it
shut after herself.


By this time, Lon was on
his feet. He took a
couple of quiet steps nearer the door and
listened.

“... too tired tonight,”
she said saying. “I had
to wash floors all day. We can talk tomorrow night, I promise.
Okay?”

“All right,” said a deep,
slow voice in a low tone. Lon didn’t recognize it. “But I brought you something. Kin
we go in where the light is? Just for a minute?”

“What, for
me?” she said. “John, you shouldn’t have.
But you know what? If you were to bring it tomorrow night I’d be
more myself and I could thank you properly. I wouldn’t be so tired
and sore and have this awful headache.” From the tone of her voice
you’d have thought she’d been suffering terribly all
day.

“Oh, I guess,” John said
doubtfully. “Do you really feel bad?”

“Like my head is splitting
in two.” She yawned
loudly enough for Lon to hear it. “I’ll see you tomorrow night,
John,” she said, dismissively. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” John said, and
shortly there was the sound of a door closing and Betty came back
into her room.

“Sorry to upset your evening
plans,” Lon said politely.

“What, him?
He’s just somebody I know.”
When Lon didn’t immediately respond, she added, with her sidelong
sizing-up glance, “He was a friend of Billy’s. He’s just sorry for
me and trying to cheer me up.”

“What’s his
name?”

“John.”

“John who?”

“You’re not going to bother
him about all this, are you?” There came an edge to her voice.

“If he knew Billy, maybe
Billy told him something that will help me figure out
Everson.”

“Oh, he didn’t know
him that well, I
don’t think. Anyway, Billy wasn’t the kind to talk too much about
his work. He might complain to me about fights he had to break up, but I don’t think he told
anybody else anything.”

He tried to think how to reassure her,
drew a blank, and decided he could come back another time after
he’d thought more about it.

He started for the door but she stepped
to it ahead of him and put her back to it.

“Lon,” she said, “I
appreciate you coming to check on me. It makes me feel better knowing somebody
cares.”

“It seems like your friend
John cares,” he pointed out. “Have you told him your fears about
Everson?”

“No!” she said.
“John is nice, but he’s really
not all that smart—do you know what I mean? He’s big and strong but
the wheels turn slowly in his head.”

“But if you thought you were
in danger and went to him, he’d certainly do his best to protect
you, wouldn’t he?”

“Probably.
I don’t want to sound
ungrateful or something, but if I thought I needed to run for help,
I’m not sure I’d run to him.” She paused and looked at him
appealingly. “I’d run to you instead,” she said
softly.

“Especially if I was sitting
in Everson’s office,” he said wryly.

“Only if you were alone
there. I wish it
was your office.”

“I’ve had several people
tell me that.”

“Where do you live?” she
asked.

“It would be better to stay
away from there. Everson’s man, Vern, keeps an eye on me. Besides, I’m only
there from about one in the morning until a little after sunup. But
if you have to find me then, come the back way to the hotel and ask
Scott Warner to come get me. Don’t do it unless you really have to
because it’s a big risk. To you, I mean. Vern is pretty good at
following people around without being noticed. I think your
original instinct not to be seen with me is
sound.”

“I’ll be very careful, you
can be sure. But it
makes me feel better to have somebody I can really trust to help
me. The first time I saw you was right after you got to be a
deputy. You were walking past here and I was in the doorway shaking
out a mop. There was just something about your face. I thought to
myself, ‘He looks like somebody I could trust,’ Of course, I’d
heard about what a hero you were and all that, and how people
wanted you to take the marshal’s job.”

Lon was pretty sure the motives for
this speech were not entirely as simple as she was presenting them,
yet he did think there was honest emotion in it, too.

“I’ll be doing my best,” he
said. “But I need all
the help I can get in the way of information. If there are still
things you’re afraid to tell me, I hope you will change your mind,
or at least explain why.”


Now she looked
hurt. “You think I’ve
been lying to you?” she demanded.

“No, I think you’re
scared. And with what
begins to look like good reason. I want to help. But it’s not easy
to do that if I don’t know all of why you’re
scared.”

“But I’ve
told
you,” she said, tears starting
in her eyes. “Why do you have to be so hard on me?” She looked
away, wiped at her tears with her sleeve.

“I’m not trying to be hard
on you,” he said gently. “You say you trust me. I hope sometime you’ll trust me
enough to tell me everything.”

Her chin went up and she gave him a
look of reproach such as only a woman can give, and went around him
to her dressing table.

“It’s getting late,” he
said. “We both need some
rest. Thanks for telling me what you have. It does help. I’ll be
going.”


Just as he was pulling
the door shut after himself, she said, “Lon, you be careful,
won’t you?”


He looked back at her
standing there watching him in her mirror. For a moment he could almost see her as
beautiful.


Chapter
Thirteen


He got up the next
morning gritty-eyed and feeling worse than when he went to
bed. Everson, Ames, and
Betty Logan had been much on his mind and he’d slept very
little.

“No star this morning?”
Warner asked.

“Day off,” Lon
explained.

“You haven’t worked a week,
yet, I don’t believe. Too much the worse for wear?”

“You hear about
Ames?”


Warner’s eyes narrowed
slightly. “I heard
something about that, yes,” he said cautiously.

“You heard how he
died?”

“Got himself shot trying to
run away. That
true?”

“That’s what Everson
says.”

“Ah.”

“We caught him trying to
break into Everson’s house. They had a long conversation in Everson’s office. I wasn’t
there. Everson sent me back to patrolling. But I saw them when they
came out. Everson took him around into the alley where the jail is
with his hands up. There were two shots, then Everson coming back
out of the alley when I got there. He didn’t like it that I went to
see the body, but later he came over all friendly and gave me the
day off.”

“I see,” Warner said
noncommittally, watching Lon’s face intently. He could tell there was more and was
waiting to hear what it might be.

Lon decided to trust him with more
details and see what he made of it.

“Ames was on his face on
the ground a few steps from the open jail door, hands stretched
over his head, two bullet holes in his back. Doc thinks if he was running he was aimed
at the door.”

Warner’s unlit cigarette flicked
up.

“So Everson didn’t shoot him
because he was escaping.”

“Seems hard to make it
fit.”

“Looks to me like your job
just got a whole lot harder. What do you aim to do?”

“Everson makes out there
are things about Ames he can’t tell me. Says it was real lucky I caught Ames in the act or
things could have turned out a lot worse, but that he can’t tell me
why that’s so, either, not yet.”

“What do think he’s talking
about?”

“I think it’s a smoke
screen. Doesn’t want me
to be suspicious.”

“I can’t think of a good
reason to shoot a man in the back, even if he was armed.
And you say he had his hands
up?”

“He did when I saw them
disappear into the alley. But there’s something else. When I started up the alley to
look at the body, Everson shouted at me to come back. I turned
around, and the way he looked, I didn’t know if we were about to
have a gunfight. Then, of a sudden, Everson seemed to change his
mind, didn’t care anymore what I did. I got the feeling maybe he
made other plans right then.”

“You really do have your
hands full. Now listen,
I know I said I’ve had enough of these kinds of doings. But if you
get in a bind, I’ll do what I can.”

“I appreciate that.
I may need to take you up on
it.”


After getting himself
some breakfast, Lon decided to go for a ride, just to get out of
town and do some thinking. Blacky seemed eager to get out of town, also. This time he
went west, on past the church. There was meadowland in this
direction for some distance before you got to any woods. This way
he could more easily keep an eye on his back
trail.


There was no obvious sign
of pursuit or of being particularly observed, but that only meant
Vern was being careful. Lon went a mile or more out of town, then trended uphill
toward a stand of aspen. As soon as he got in among the trees, he
halted and turned Blacky around and sat watching the
town.


At first, nothing
happened. But after
fifteen minutes or so, here came a rider. Lon wasn’t sure at first,
but soon he was: Vern on his handsome roan.


Lon rode further into the
aspens, found a place where they backed against an outcropping
maybe fifty feet high. It was cracked and broken up a bit and he found a good spot
in some of the fallen rubble for himself and his
horse.

“Now don’t you make any
noise,” he admonished Blacky. Blacky was inscrutable as always.


There was a bit of a
wait, and then he could hear the approaching horse.
Seemed Vern was a fair tracker
since he came right along the way Lon had come.

When he had passed the spot Lon was
hidden, he didn’t go too far before he halted and got down from his
horse to look more closely at the ground.

Lon stepped out, his hand near enough
the handle of his gun but not so near as to make it look as though
he were planning a gunfight.

“How are you today,
Vern? Seems to me it’s
time you and I had a little talk.’


Vern started around but
he didn’t make any move toward his gun. There was still the same unsmiling expression. He
just stood there and looked at Lon.

“How about explaining why
you keep following me,” Lon said.

“Marshal Everson wants me to
keep an eye on you, in case you need a hand.”

“Really. Where were you when Ames and his friends
tackled me?”

“Marshal Everson said he
would do it while you’re in town on duty.”

“I see. What makes you think I’d need a hand going
for a ride on my day off?”


Vern shrugged.
“I don’t know,” he said. “But
Marshal Everson knows what he’s doing.”

“I’ve ridden a good many
miles alone through strange country, weeks of it.
I’ve managed all right. I guess
I can go for a ride of a few miles around this place without
needing any help.”


Vern shrugged
again. His expression
never changed. The closest thing to an emotion Lon had seen in him
so far was when he used a reverent tone to say Everson knew what he
was doing.

“How long have you worked
for Everson?”

“Several years.”

“And he owns the dance
hall?”

“Yes.”

“And you keep order in it
for him?”

“I manage it for him,
yes.”

“The place makes a lot of
money?”

“Some. Not that much, really. But Marshal Everson
says the town doesn’t pay him enough and the dance hall makes up
the difference.”

“Everson always seems to
have plenty of money?”

“I wouldn’t say
that.”

“He pays you pretty
well?”

“Well enough.”

“How much?”


Vern finally seemed to
take offense. “Why is
that your business?”

“I suppose it’s not.
But tell me something else
about Everson. Do you think he’s straight?”


Vern managed a slight
look of surprise. “I’ve
never known a more honorable man.”

“Can do no wrong,
eh?”

“Just what is it you’re
suggesting?” Vern’s
brows were twitching slightly as though they wanted to make
themselves into a frown.

“I’m not suggesting
anything. Can you think
of a good reason Everson would shoot an unarmed man standing
back-to him with his hands up?”

“Marshal Everson would never
do such a thing,” Vern said, with very convincing
conviction.

“I believe he did.
Just last night. It bothers me
and I want to know why.”

“I know he never would,”
Vern said stoutly.

“You know he shot Jack Ames
while I was on top of him on the floor.”

“I’m sure Marshal Everson
thought he was about to get the better of you. He had no way to know at that time what
you can do in a fight. As far as he was concerned, you were in
danger and it was his job to protect you.”

“Mr. Everson sure does seem
to spare no trouble on account of my welfare.”

“Billy was sent out alone
and they shot him,” Vern pointed out. “Marshal Everson doesn’t want the same thing to
happen to you.”

“How was that, by the
way? Why did Everson
send Billy alone instead of going with him?”

“He had a faster horse and
was eager to go.”

“Was it Billy’s idea to
go?”

“I think he was anxious to
go after them all right, but it was Marshal Everson who decided to
send him.” Vern said
this with no discernible hesitation or shiftiness of eyes or any
other sign of consciousness he was telling a lie.

“You were there?”

“No. Marshal Everson told me
afterward.”

“Why did you tell Bud Ames I
killed his brother?”

“I never told him
that.” Flat tone.
Unreadable.

“Vern, are you quite a hand
with your gun?”

“Well,” Vern said
cautiously, “I don’t know about that.”

“If you can’t shoot, how do
you plan to protect me from getting gunned down by a person or
persons unknown?”

“I can shoot.
I thought you were asking if
I’m some sort of professional gunhand, which I’m
not.”


Lon pointed at an
eight-inch aspen about twenty feet away. “Can you put a bullet in that tree trunk? The
first time?”


Vern peered at the tree a
moment. “I might,” he
said.

“Do it.”

“All right.”


He drew and fired, not
quickly but deliberately. The bullet hit the tree dead center at chest
height.

“If you can do that,” Lon
said, “I’m curious why Everson hasn’t made you his
deputy.”

“If he had wanted me for
that, I’m sure he would have told me.”

“Vern, I think you’d be at
least as good a deputy as I am. Better, maybe. Everson overlooking you seems unaccountable
to me.”


Lon had hoped praise
would at least get Vern to preen a little, make him more
human. But he just
shrugged again as though the question were of no particular concern
to him.

“You know,” Lon went on,
“from now on I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t follow me around
unless I ask you.”

“That’s not for me to
decide,” Vern said.

“Let’s take it the other
way around. Suppose at
some point I do ask you to
help me. Will you?”

“As long as Marshal Everson
says to.”

“But not until he does say
so?”

“If it’s according to my
standing orders I will.”

“Which are?”

“It’s like I told
you. I’m supposed to
keep an eye on you and help out if you get into
trouble.”


The man had his story and
he was sticking to it. Lon decided to try something else.

“How well did you know Bud
Ames and his brother?” he asked.

“I knew they were
troublemakers. You saw
that.”

“I sure did.
Did Jack Ames have doings with
Everson?”

“Doings?”

“Jack seemed to think
Everson owed him something. What was that about?”

“He owed him nothing at all
that I know of.”

“Odd. Why would he come in waving a gun and get
himself shot if he didn’t think he had some sort of difference with
the marshal?”

“He was drunk.
He did all kinds of crazy
things when he was drunk, like lots of other
people.”

“Don’t mind all these
questions, Vern. I guess
it’s being a deputy makes my mind run on questions that don’t seem
to have good answers. Obviously, the man thought he had
some
sort of reason or he wouldn’t
have done what he did. But, like you say, the reason likely came
out of a bottle. We might as well ride back to town, I
guess.”


For the first time, Vern
started to look nervous. He was clearly unhappy at the prospect of riding into town
with the man he was supposed to have been secretly watching. He was
no doubt worried about having to make explanations to Everson, but
he didn’t actually object. Lon thought he’d like to be on hand when
Vern faced Everson about the thing and so made a point of riding
straight to the office with him.

“I’ll just step in with
you,” he said, “so as to thank him for looking out for me so
well.”


Vern shifted back and
forth from one foot to the other, his eyes bigger than
usual. Lon could finally
see why Vern hadn’t been made deputy. The man was loyal and solid
so long as he knew exactly what to do. But otherwise he was none
too sharp.

Lon ushered Vern in ahead of him and
Everson’s brow wrinkled at the sight of them.

“This is supposed to be your
day off,” Everson said.

“So it is.
But I just stopped in to thank
you for looking after me so careful. Vern here says you’ve assigned
him to make sure I don’t get into any trouble.”


Everson’s eyes narrowed
momentarily at Vern, then he said, “Billy died. I’m not making that mistake
again.”

“I appreciate it,” Lon
said. “But how about not
sending along help unless I ask for it?”

“If you stay in
town.”

“What’s the big hazard
outside of town?”

“Lon, you ought to know the
answer to that. Those
bandits are out there. They see you, there’s no telling what they
might do. And at least one of them’s a gun handler who can hit a
man straight between the eyes. As you saw yourself. We can’t take
chances.”


Lon shifted his
hat. “Don’t be too hard
on Vern for getting caught. I played a little trick on him so I
could find out what was going on. He’s a good
man.”


Vern looked grateful for
the good word put in on his behalf. Lon could see nothing much was going to go on
between them while he was on hand himself, so he went
out.


Though Vern was obviously
dead loyal to Everson it still wouldn’t hurt to be on his good
side. You never knew
when it might come handy.

Full of his further plans for the day,
Lon actually rode in front of Tuft’s house without thinking about
Zinnia for once.


And then, there she was,
bustling out the front door, tripping down the steps and along to
the sidewalk, waving and calling to him. He drew up.

“I’m sorry to bother you,
Marshal Pike—oh, excuse me,” she interrupted herself ruefully,
“it’s Deputy Pike, isn’t it? I’m afraid I have trouble keeping track of things like
that. You always look so dignified and all I just
think
of you as our new
marshal.”

She was looking a little
uncharacteristically flustered and prettily redder than
normal.

“You can call me Lon, you
know,” he said, feeling some heat in his own face.
“What can I do for you, Miss
Tuft?”

“If I am to call you Lon you
must call me Zinnia.”

“Sure,” he said, trying to
keep his head on straight.

“I suppose you have
important things to do,” she said animatedly. “But I saw you coming along and ... You
see, I was going to go for a drive, but Parks—that’s the man Pa
hires to look after our horses and haul firewood and so on—you see,
he’s off for the day and I’m having trouble figuring out how I
should hitch up my mare. Have you time to help
me?”

“I have the day off
myself,” he said. “Where
is your rig?”

“Oh, thank you, M—
Lon. This is very kind
of you. The stable is around back.”


He left Blacky at the
hitching post in front and accompanied Zinnia around to the rear of
the house. There was a
very clean and well kept stable with an accompanying paddock in
which were five very handsome horses. Several rigs of different
kinds were backed into a shed to one side.

“I was going to use the
buggy,” she said. “But I can never seem to get straight which
straps go where.”

“This the harness you plan
to use?” he asked.

In a few minutes he had the horse she
indicated out of the paddock and hitched to the buggy.

“Do you drive alone often?”
he asked.

“Hardly ever,” she admitted,
and she stood looking up at him as though she were inviting him to
say something.

All through this he had worked hard to
keep himself from thinking this was anything more than she said it
was, but something in her expression—or maybe it was something in
him—made him decide to take a risk.

“Zinnia,” he said, “are you
going anywhere in particular?”

“Not really,” she said
sweetly, still giving him that look, only more
intensely.

“In that case,” he plunged
ahead blindly, “would you like some company? I could ride my horse along, or
...”

“That would be lovely,” she
interrupted. “Actually,
I’m not a very good driver,” she said. “It would be nice to have
someone do that. Then I can just enjoy the beautiful
day.”


After further discussion,
the trip turned into a picnic, with Zinnia going to get them
something to eat from the house while he took Blacky back to the
livery. All this while
he had the odd sensation that he didn’t weigh anything and was
floating from one place to the other. Vaguely, he thought this
might be dangerous, and he also had a distant recollection that
he’d been intending to do something important with his day off but
right now he couldn’t think what it was. If he couldn’t remember
whatever it was, how important could it be,
anyway?


He handed her into the
buggy after setting the basket containing their lunch under the
seat, climbed in himself and took the reins. He drove the short lane to the street,
then drew up.

“Where would you like to
go?” he asked.

“How about the rise beyond
the church? The view is
wonderful from there.”


So they went.
They picked a place on a grassy
knoll and let the horse graze while they spread a blanket Zinnia
had brought. By now Lon had reclaimed enough of his wits to
remember what he’d planned to do—but time enough for it
later.


He’d also remembered Vern
and was keeping an eye in the direction of town. But since he had a pretty good idea of the
real reason Vern had been sent to watch him, and he could easily be
seen from town sitting here with Zinnia, he doubted Vern would ride
up after him.

“How do you like your new
job?” Zinnia asked.

“It’s all right,” he said
noncommittally. “It’s
mostly breaking up fights when things heat up in the saloons in the
evenings.”

“What are you doing about
those holdup men?”

“So far, Everson only wants
me to patrol. Maybe he
wants to make sure I get some experience before we tackle
them.”

“Oh.”


So this was why she’d
wanted to talk to him. And him jumping to conclusions. He decided to change the
subject.

“So what is your beau’s
name?” he asked.

“You mean Egbert?
He’s just a
friend.”

“Oh,” he said,
“yes.”

“Of course,” she added
carelessly, “I’m pretty sure he imagines it’s more.
But he’s such a snob, don’t you
think?”

“I hardly know him,” he said
carefully.

“I shouldn’t be too hard on
poor Eggy,” she said. “But sometimes he does make me quite impatient with
him.”

“His father is the lawyer
on the council? Wescott?”

“That’s right.
Lon, can we talk about
something else besides him?”

“Sure.”

“Lon, will you tell me
something honestly? What
do you really think of Marshal Everson?”


First Betty Logan, now
Zinnia. And he hadn’t
expected it any more this time than last. He had to stop and think
what to say. What he didn’t want to do was somehow inadvertently
involve her in the mess he believed he saw coming. He didn’t know
whether she’d keep her mouth shut; if she was as likely to confide
in her friends as he thought she might be, and knew his suspicions,
it could get her into trouble.

“In what way?” he asked,
finally, to gain more time to think.

“Do you think he’s
competent?”

“With some things,” he said
cautiously.

“Lon,” she said earnestly,
“I really wish you had taken the marshal’s job. I understand how you might feel if you
hadn’t ever been one before, but I’ve got a bad feeling about
Marshal Everson. I can’t explain it. I just do.”

She had their lunch out but so far
neither of them had touched it.


Lon looked out over the
town and the valley beyond. This place sure did have a prime view. What might it be
like to build a house up here? And come home here to Zinnia? Futile
thought.

“Zinnia, I might as well
tell you something. I
never wanted to be a lawman and I still don’t. But somehow I got
myself talked into it and now there are things I want to find out
about. I can’t tell you any more than that, and don’t go telling
everybody I said even that much.”


She studied him with the
most lovely hazel eyes. He was still stunned by how perfect her beauty was. The
difference between her and Betty Logan was the difference between a
gloriously beautiful day, and the reflection of it in a mud
puddle.

Now, abruptly, horror dawned in her
face and she turned momentarily away as though to gather her
thoughts.

“It was because of me that
you took a job you didn’t want, wasn’t it?” she said.
“And now it’s gotten dangerous
somehow.”


She certainly had
perceptive instincts, that was for sure. He was still trying to figure out what to say when
she went on: “You’re an even finer man than I imagined,” she said.
“But if you get hurt I shall never forgive myself. I did a
thoughtless thing and now I wish I hadn’t.”

“No, no,” he protested, an
overwhelming new feeling for her welling in him. “It’s nothing that’s any fault of yours. I
got myself into this and I’ll see it through.”


Now she was looking off
across the beautiful valley. “It was so easy to see you as our savior. To say it
outright like that makes it sound foolish and melodramatic. But,
Lon,” she said earnestly, looking into his eyes, “there’s something
about you that inspires confidence, trust. It isn’t just me. Pa
felt it, too, or he wouldn’t have wanted you to have the marshal’s
job. It’s only fair to tell you he’s disappointed and hurt that you
decided not to take it. He doesn’t even want to talk about you
now.”

“I’m sorry he feels that
way,” Lon said, struggling to grasp what she was saying.
The hardest thing to swallow
was that anybody would have ever had any great amount of confidence
inspired by Lon Pike. Betty Logan’s trust he could lay to some
ulterior motive, but when Zinnia talked of it, his head
spun.

Tuft, at least, seemed to have
recovered from that strange estimate of his abilities—now that he
could use Tuft’s confidence and help with what was likely to come
next.


Chapter
Fourteen


They had their lunch and
enjoyed the view for an hour or so afterwards and found they were
in no great hurry to go back to town. They talked of all sorts of things, she telling
him comical stories about eccentric family members, he admitting
that his plan had been to get together some sort of stake and go
gold hunting. To his surprise, she thought that romantic and wanted
to hear all about it. She said she wished sometimes
she
were a man so she could ride
off and do exciting things like that.

“I’m glad you aren’t a man,”
he said.

She reddened very prettily and said,
“Well, you know what I mean,” and they fell apart with
laughter.

In the middle of the afternoon Zinnia
began to fret that her father would worry where she was and Lon was
starting to feel uneasy around the edges thinking of the thing he’d
planned to do today, so they returned to town and he unhitched the
horse and turned her out, put the buggy away.

“Thank you for a lovely
afternoon,” she said.

“Tell me,” he said,
grinning at her, “did you really need help harnessing your horse?”

“Why, Mr. Marshal Deputy Lon
Pike, don’t you know a woman has to keep some things to
herself?’

She turned and tripped lightly away,
her merry laughter still audible after she’d gone into the house
and shut the door.


He stood a moment looking
after her, trying to get his bearings. If there’d been an earthquake, a tornado, and an
avalanche all at once he didn’t think he’d feel any more shaken up
and poured out inside.


He went and got his horse
and rode again out of town, this time in the opposite
direction. It was
dawning on him now that he had real reason to settle the Everson
question. This was Zinnia’s town. It was her welfare at stake here,
directly or indirectly. For the first time he felt committed
regardless of the obstacles. And it was a funny thing: along with
that commitment came a sort of fearlessness.


It wasn’t really a
complete lack of fear, he realized on thinking about it.
But that the fear somehow got
converted into determination.


Though there wasn’t time
to do much of what he’d originally intended for today, he was of a
mind to do at least a little piece of it. He rode up the cliff trail, surprised at how much
less it intimidated him, despite the danger. At the place where
Billy had been killed, he dismounted and went over the area very
carefully. If there was some clue here he was determined not to
miss it.


He expected Vern would
either appear any minute, or spy on him from the woods.
But he didn’t care about it now
since he was pretty sure Vern wouldn’t be entrusted with killing
anybody. Vern had too high an opinion of Everson for Everson to
risk it that way.


There wasn’t much to
find, more or less as Lon had expected, but he did turn up one or
two old hoofprints that might have been left by the road agents,
and a few empty shells. The important job, finding the road agents’ hide-out, and
if it seemed feasible, asking them questions, would have to wait
for another day.


It was difficult terrain
on which to trace anybody since it was so dry and stony; but
difficult wasn’t impossible and he thought he recollected places in
the trail where tracks should show up. What he couldn’t recall were side trails. Yet it
seemed to him likely that the bandits’ hide-out wasn’t too far
away. A day’s search ought to turn it up.


He headed back to
town. He still hadn’t
seen Vern, but at the bottom of the cliff trail he did find a fresh
track from Vern’s horse, headed up. When he reached the edge of the
woods and came in sight of the town, he stopped in the shadows,
just off the trail. The sun was down now and darkness was gathering
quickly.


Sure enough, here came
Vern. Lon let him get
some distance ahead and then followed him into town, reflecting
that if Everson had actually wanted to track the road agents, he
already had the man who could probably do it. Seemed obvious
Everson didn’t care to find them. All signs appeared to point in
only one direction.


Vern went into Everson’s
office, then almost immediately came back out and looked up and
down the street. Lon
stayed in the darkness outside the reach of the lamplight spilling
from windows and saloon doorways. Vern went to Everson’s house and
knocked, then disappeared down the side of it.


Shortly he charged into
the street at a run. Lon
wondered who was chasing him, but soon saw nobody was. Vern ran
along the street looking into saloons, one after the other,
quickly. Lon decided to see what this was about and rode quietly
around outside town to the rear of Everson’s
house.

The back door was smashed
in.

Ames being dead, was this one or more
of his friends?


Lon left his horse
hitched off in the darkness and slipped to the open door,
listening. He heard
nothing. Whoever it had been seemed likely to have come and gone.
This might be a chance to learn something.


He went inside,
carefully, stopped and struck a match. This was the kitchen and it was a shambles,
everything pulled out of the closets and thrown on the
floor.

He picked his way forward, the match
having gone out, went through an open doorway into a front room. He
struck another match, saw the parlor stove on its side, pictures
taken down from the wall, chairs and table moved, drawers out and
contents strewn around.


Everson was likely to
appear any minute. Would
it be better to be found here or not? Probably not, he thought. He
decided to forgo a look upstairs. These seemed to be the only rooms
downstairs—it was not a large house.

He was just leaving when something felt
or sounded slightly different under his feet.


He risked another match,
saw he was standing on the only rug in the two rooms, a ratty
looking thing. But it
seemed to him there was more than that to what he’d felt. He
thumped lightly with his heel and it sounded
hollow.


The rug was easily
moved. Another match
showed him a handle in the floor. He took hold and up came a
trapdoor. The match showed him steps going down into a narrow space
and in it a very substantial safe, the door
closed.


He heard voices—Vern and
Everson going around back. He blew out the match, closed the trapdoor, pulled the rug
back in place and tried the front door, which was, of course,
locked. He took a chance and lit another match, and there hung a
key. The voices were at the rear.

Lon used the key in darkness, got the
door open, went out, locked it from outside and then realized he
had no way to replace the key.


There was nothing to be
done about it. He went a
couple of doors down and circled around to his horse and quietly
led him away. Vern and Everson were inside now with a lamp lit. He
could hear Everson swearing vehemently, though a few minutes later
as he led Blacky into the livery he was still pondering what it was
about Everson’s tone that struck him as odd. He couldn’t place
it.


After seeing to Blacky he
went to his hotel room, exchanging pleasantries with Warner on the
way. Alone in the room,
he lit the little chamber lamp and sat on the edge of the bed
staring into the shadows the lamp threw, still thinking about
Everson’s swearing. It had sounded fake somehow. But why would that
be? Especially if the safe was full of loot and Everson hadn’t yet
found out if it had been emptied by the burglars? Must be his
imagination.


He fingered the key,
wondering what he should do with it. Presumably Everson would assume it had been taken
by the thieves, with an eye to being able to continue their search.
Could there really be any doubt what the break-in was about? Which
pointed to Bud Ames’ friends, didn’t it? So what would Everson do
about them now?


Of course, if he was
wrong about Everson—actually, even if he wasn’t—the break-in could
be about something else. Whatever it was about, that safe sure was an uncommon thing
for a small-time town marshal to keep hidden under his living room
floor.


Still, suspicions were
one thing. Proof was
another.


Lon cast about the room
for a place to hide the key, saw nowhere he liked and pocketed it
while he went out to have supper. It was probably better in his pocket
anyway.


He had a leisurely
supper, turning everything over in his mind, seeing more and more
connections and clues he thought he should have seen
earlier. But he was
still in doubt about the best way to proceed. Somehow he needed to
come by solid proof, of one thing or the other.


When he stepped into the
lobby brooding on this, there was Egbert Wescott standing beside
the desk. Warner gave
Lon a questioning glance.

“Mr. Wescott here has been
waiting to see you,” Warner said.


Wescott stepped toward
him with a disdainful look. “You and I have something to talk about,” he
said.

“We do, do we,” Lon
said. “Then you’d better
come with me.”


Warner watched them out
of sight. Maybe he
thought Lon was getting ready to nail somebody for something. Lon
was aware he sure felt like doing that.

Lon opened his room door, motioned
Wescott in and closed it after them, then lit the lamp.

“Go ahead and talk,” he said
mildly to Wescott.

“You are not to bother
Zinnia again,” he said, down the length of his nose, as
usual.

“As far as I know, you have
no authority over Zinnia. You certainly have none over me.” Lon was feeling too much
on edge to have any patience with this effete, supercilious rich
boy.

“Zinnia is my fiancée and I
won’t have you causing her any inconvenience. I tell you to stay away from her and I
mean it.”

“That’s not the story she
told me. She said you
are a snob. I think she’s right. An arrogant snob with a big idea
of what you’re worth to the world. And to Zinnia. As for
inconveniencing her, I think I’ll let her tell me when she feels
I’m doing that. Now, if that’s all you have to say, get
out.”


Wescott’s brows had
lowered and lightning was beginning to flash from under
them. The effete snob
actually looked a little like a man—more so than before, at any
rate. A man it might not be smart to cross unless you meant
business.

But it wouldn’t be smart to cross Lon
Pike just now, either.

“I’m here to exact a promise
from you to leave her alone,” Wescott was saying. “and I’ll have
that promise or know the reason why.”

“You’ll get no such promise
from me, Eggy. That is
what they call you, isn’t it?”

“You’ll call me Mr.
Wescott, Pike.” Wescott’s fury was barely contained now. Lon didn’t give a
damn if it came uncontained.

“Guess I’ll call you what I
please, Eggy. Now, Eggy,
you’re going to leave. Or I’ll put you out. By force, if
necessary.”

“You lay one hand on me,
Pike, and it will be your last act.”

“If I have to lay a hand on
you, neither Zinnia nor I nor anybody else will ever be troubled
with you again.” Lon was
distantly aware that he was getting close to losing control of his
temper and that he’d better keep that control or all kinds of
problems were likely to follow.


Wescott was wearing his
perfectly blacked and shined pistol belt, as he revealed by
swinging back the tail of his coat with his gun hand.
Lon wondered what Everson would
do if his deputy said he’d had to kill the son of one of the town’s
prominent citizens.

If Everson tried to do it, there was
going to be a gun battle and only one of them left
alive.


Get a hold, Pike, get a
hold. If you kill
Wescott and shoot Everson, everything you’re trying to make happen
will be impossible.


Maybe it would be okay to
adjust the features of Eggy’s face? Just a little?

“I’m a deputy in this
town,” Lon said as professionally as he could manage.
“I could arrest you for
threatening an officer of the law.”

Wescott’s mouth formed a disdainful
sneer.

“You, a deputy,” he
said. “It’s a
disgrace.”

At that moment there came a pounding on
the door.

“Pike?” It was Everson’s voice, sounding
determined. “You in there?”

“I am,” Lon said.
He drew a long breath to calm
himself down, then said, “Come on in.”


The door opened and in
strode Everson, squint-eyed. He was momentarily taken aback at Wescott’s presence, but
then he ignored him. Behind in the open doorway stood a pale-faced
Vern. His eyes were a bit big so something was
up.

“Pike,” Everson
said. “Where have you
been today?”

“You mean after the little
ride with Vern? A young
lady and myself had a picnic on a knoll past the church west of
town. Vern must have told you that, I expect. Then I went for
another ride until after dark. I’m sure Vern has already told you
everything there is to know about that, also, but I’ll confirm it
anyway. I rode up to look around some more at the spot where Billy
died. Didn’t find much, but I was hoping.”

“Disobeying orders again,
then,” Everson said warmly. Wescott was plainly starting to enjoy the
conversation.

“It was on my own
time. If I’d found
anything useful I would have come to tell you about it, but nothing
turned up.”

“Never mind all that
now. What’d you do when
you came back?”

“Had supper.
Nothing much. Why? What’s
happened?”

“My house was broken into,
is what’s happened.”


Lon hoped his look of
surprise was more convincing than when Everson had tried it.
“Again?” he said. “Anything
stolen?”

“Yes, something was,”
Everson said. “And I
caught up with the man who broke in.”

“Really?—and recovered what
was stolen? Who was
it?”

“Glen Bednor, but you
already knew that.”

“How would I know who it
was?”

“Because you put him up to
it and paid him for what he stole.”


This time Lon had no need
to feign surprise. Wescott was smiling and smiling in his supercilious way. He
was going to do that one time too many.

“What sort of story is
that?” Lon said. “You
have Bednor locked up, I hope?”

“I do.”

“Then let’s go straighten
this out.” He made
little attempt to conceal his anger.

“Not so fast.
He said he brought them to you
here and saw you put them under the bed. We’re going to look for
them right now.”

“Them? What are we looking
for?”

“Dueling pistols.
Family heirlooms passed down
from my grandfather. Kept them in a box in a closet upstairs. Vern,
have a look under the bed, will you?”

“Dueling pistols?”
Lon was having trouble figuring
out what dueling pistols had to do with anything.

Vern felt around, then slid out a
polished mahogany box inlaid with a very ornate “E” on the
lid.

“Give them here,” Everson
said briskly and opened the box. Inside were indeed a pair of silver-hilted,
old-fashioned dueling pistols, also engraved with an
“E”.

“That’s it then,” Everson
said. “You’re through,
Pike. I’d love to arrest you for theft, but you know how the town
fathers feel about unnecessary expense. So instead of jailing you
I’m going to give you until sunup to clear out of town. I lay eyes
on you again after that, I will arrest you. That
clear?”


Chapter
Fifteen


Egbert Wescott looked as
if Christmas had arrived unexpectedly. He left jauntily, assuming all his problems were
solved.

“Let’s have your badge,”
Everson said.

“No use keeping up the
pretense,” Lon said as he picked the badge off the dressing table
and handed it to Everson. “There’s nobody else left here to fool.”

“Pretense?” Everson said,
as though he didn’t know what the word meant. “You want to find out how much pretense
this is, just stay around for sunup.”

“Never mind,” Lon said,
setting his jaw against saying more. He looked at Vern, who seemed to be regarding Lon
with disappointment. Maybe he wasn’t in on it. Come to think of it,
how much sense would it make for Everson to let anyone know what he
was up to? Vern might be loyal but he wasn’t bright enough to be
trusted not to get tangled up trying to maintain a lie that
important.

“Out before sunup,” Everson
said again. “Understand?”


With a supreme effort,
Lon refrained from the retort that might well have led to a gun
battle on the spot. It
wasn’t what was needed. Proof of Everson’s guilt was what was
needed.


After Everson and Vern
had gone, he went to the window, which looked out onto a narrow
alley, and opened the sash. As before, when he’d been looking for a quiet way out, the
window slid up and counterweights held it there. He leaned out with
lamp in hand and tried to see what the ground looked like under the
window. Seemed as though it was dry and dusty. Also looked like it
had been recently swept. Who’d sweep an alley? He couldn’t see what
would have prevented Everson from coming in this way, but he
decided to ask Scott Warner what he knew in any
case.


Warner seemed as
interested to talk to him as he was to ask Warner a few
things. His brow was
furrowed with concern.

“Things starting to happen?”
he asked.

“And then some.
I’ve just lost my job, been
framed for theft, and been given until sunup to leave
town.”


Warner yanked out his
well-worn unlit cigarette and stared. Then he put it back in to speak. “Did that Wescott
kid have anything to do with it?”

“I don’t think so.
He came to see me about
something else. Everson looked surprised to see him there, but
didn’t seem to care much about him. You see that box Everson was
carrying?”

“What was it?”

“His grandpappy’s dueling
pistols, so he says. He
had Vern pull them from under my bed, said it was proof I’d stolen
them. You have any idea how they got under my
bed?”

“Nobody’s been past me that
is likely to have done that,” he said. “But maybe the window?”

“That’s what I think,
too. You know, it occurs
to me that maybe I’d better hurry and check something, although I
may already be too late. Be back soon, I hope.”

“You watch yourself,”
Warner said. “Keep your
back to walls and look over your shoulder about once a minute. This
doesn’t look good.”

“Appreciate the
advice.”

“There’s a back way out of
here, you know. I’d take
it, if I were you.”

Warner showed him a narrow passage that
lay beyond a door in his tiny inner office and Lon found it came
out at the rear of the building in a shed—the same shed he’d
climbed down from the roof of to talk to Betty Logan. He stopped to
listen carefully before he went off into the night.


He circled to the alley
the jail was on, found it empty, the door standing open.
Was Bednor dead now, too? Or
hadn’t he been involved at all? Maybe Everson had invaded his own
house and the Bednor story was pure lie. On thinking about it, it
appeared to him that this last was the more likely way of it. Why
would he have had to involve Bednor at all? What sense would it
make?

He debated about the best way to spend
his time, and thought trying to track down Bednor and the Folsom
brothers could wait until after he’d done something
else.


Tuft’s front door had a
lamp lit on either side of it. Lon wished he had some way of putting them out before
exposing himself there; but Everson probably wouldn’t take the risk
of shooting him on Tuft’s doorstep when he’d know he’d get a less
public chance soon enough.


It took what seemed a
long time for there to come footfalls inside. His spirits lifted dramatically as he
recognized the brisk step. When she opened the door and saw him she
broke out in a huge smile which lifted his spirits even
further.

“Lon!” she said.
“How nice to see
you!”

“I’m sorry to disturb you
all this late,” he began, and she interrupted—

“Why it’s not late at all,”
she said. “Come right
in!”

He breathed a private sigh of relief
once the heavy door was shut.

“Here,” she said, “let me
take your hat, and unless you think we might harbor bandits in the
living room, maybe you’d like to leave your gun?—or are you on duty
now and can’t take it off?”

“This hat,” he said,
removing it and looking it over. “Do you know how embarrassed I was
about this hat when I was here before? I still am, too.”

“It’s an honest, working
man’s hat,” she said, trying gamely to be supportive.

“A man that can’t afford a
better hat than that maybe isn’t worth too much.”

“Oh, Lon, don’t say such
things.”

He hung up the hat, still uncertain in
his mind what to do about the gun belt.

“You remember what you said
about having a bad feeling about Everson?”

“Yes,” she said, responding
to the seriousness of his tone with an expression of sudden
concern.

“I think you were
right. And because of
some things that have happened I need to talk to your father, if
he’s here.”


Her eyes got
large. “You’re here to
change your mind about the marshal’s job?” she
asked.

“I hadn’t thought that
far,” he admitted. “I
don’t know what he’ll want to do but there are some things he
should know.”

“What’s happened?”
Now she was beginning to look
frightened and he wished he hadn’t told her so much. Just because
he now felt at ease enough with her that he could tell her anything
didn’t mean it was the right thing to do so.

“A number of things,” he
said. “Is he in the
living room?”

“What’s happened?” she asked
again, urgently, putting a hand on his arm.

“Zinnia ...”

“Oh, I see,” she said, with
asperity, “things for men only to talk about.” She drew back from him.


He must have looked hurt
because she immediately softened down and said, laying her hand on
his arm again, lightly, “I’m sorry. You’re just trying to protect me, aren’t
you?”

“Yes,” he
admitted.

“Lon, I’m not a china
doll. Please remember
that, won’t you?”


She led the way into the
living room and he followed, full of jumbled feelings for
her. The strongest of
them was a determination to straighten things out in this town for
her sake.

“Lon’s here to talk to you
about something,” she said to her father as he looked up from his
reading. He sat in his
easy chair by the fire. She gave Lon a sidelong glance full of many
complex meanings and then left them.


Tuft didn’t bother to get
up. He was clearly not
eager or pleased particularly to see Lon. He waved at a chair
across from him. “Have a seat, Deputy Pike,” he
said.

“Mr. Tuft,” Lon said,
sitting, “I believe Everson doesn’t catch the holdup artists
because he’s getting a cut, though I can’t prove it,
yet.”


Tuft’s eyebrows went up,
then down to a position lower than where they had started.
“What makes you believe
that?”

“It’s kind of a long story,
but I can go into detail if you’d like.”

“Pike, you know I don’t
like Everson. I never
have. But I can’t believe Everson’s crooked. He just isn’t
competent enough or ambitious enough. He’s timid and petty. As I
hear you found out, he won’t even jail men who get into fights or
destroy property. He doesn’t want to make anybody mad enough at him
they’d give him serious trouble.”

“I didn’t really believe he
was any worse than incompetent, either, when I decided to take the
deputy job, or I’d never have done so. But there were things I wasn’t at all sure about
then that I’m a lot surer of now.”

“Well, maybe we’ll find out
something tomorrow,” Tuft said. “I’ve hired my own guards to accompany valuables being sent
out on the stage. They have my orders to shoot any road agents on
sight.”


Lon suddenly recalled
seeing a couple of hard-looking characters lounging around in front
of the bank since the last stage had come in. They hadn’t gotten drunk though, and had
not started any fights so he hadn’t concerned himself much about
them.

“I’m glad you’ve hired your
own guards and aren’t counting on Everson,” Lon said.
“But he’s smarter than you’d
think. Also more deadly. Yesterday he shot an unarmed man in the
back, a prisoner with his hands up about to step into the
jail.”


Tuft’s eyebrows went back
up again, hovered there as he studied Lon. “You were there?”

“No, but that’s what the
evidence says. I have
some expert testimony to it, as well as my own judgment. The man he
killed was Bud Ames, the brother of the man Everson shot from under
me.”

“Bud Ames,” Tuft said in
disgust. “He was no
loss. Why would you worry about him?”

“Whatever you think about
Bud Ames—and I didn’t care for him, either, since it was he and his
friends who tried to beat me up—whatever you think about him, the
point is, why would Everson shoot him when he could as easily have
jailed him?”

“Wanted to save the
taxpayers the bill, maybe?” Tuft was having trouble worrying about
this.

“Wanted to keep him quiet
is more like it. We had
just found him trying to break into Everson’s house. I
was
there for that. They had a long
talk in Everson’s office—and Everson wanted me elsewhere. Then he
marched him around the corner, hands up, and there were shots.
Claimed Ames tried to escape, didn’t want me to look at the body.
But it was plain Ames hadn’t been escaping, unless it was into the
jail. He was facedown, hands still over his head, aimed right at
the jail a few steps away from the doorsill. One of the bullets was
fired with him lying there in that spot on the ground since it went
all the way through him and into the dirt.”

“I don’t see what your point
is about all this.”

“Bud Ames and his pards
tried to retaliate against me because they thought I was the one
who killed Jack Ames. Turns out, Vern told them that.”

“Vern?” Tuft was starting to look
bewildered.

“Vern, if you will recall,
wasn’t even in the room but, though he denies it, he told Bud Ames
he saw me kill his brother. I believe Everson told him to tell Ames that knowing Ames
would want revenge. He was hoping that would be the end of
me.”

“You’re trying to tell me
you think Everson wants you dead?” Tuft was astonished. “Pike, you’re not making a
lot of sense.”

“I wondered why.
Then I wondered why Ames would
break into Everson’s house. And I wondered what Jack was so angry
at Everson for that he wanted to call him out.”

At that moment Lon heard the front door
open, then Egbert Wescott’s irritating voice, and Zinnia greeting
him in a more friendly fashion than he cared to hear.

“It’s wonderful to see you,
darling,” he said, and she said, “Hello, Eggy, how are
you?”

“You were saying?” Tuft
prompted.

“I think Jack knew what
Everson was up to and maybe was involved in it. At least he’d been promised something and
Everson hadn’t come through. Then when he was killed, brother Bud
did some thinking—once he realized it wasn’t me but Everson who’d
shot his brother—and ...”

“I have something to tell
you and your father,” Wescott was saying. “Is he here?”

“Yes, but—” Zinnia said, and
then there were footfalls approaching down the hall.

Lon could see what was coming but
couldn’t think how to counter it.


In the doorway appeared
Wescott, a triumphant smirk on. When he saw Lon, his eyes widened slightly in surprise, and
then he looked even more pleased with himself.


Tuft stood when Wescott
came in, holding out his hand. Lon got heavily to his feet also, resigned to the scene
about to follow, trying to figure the best way to handle
this.


Wescott puffed up and
delivered himself. “Mr.
Tuft, sir,” he began, “are you aware that you’ve been talking to a
thief?”

That made Tuft’s eyes pop.

“Yes,” Wescott went on,
“that’s what I said. I
was present when Marshal Everson confronted him.”


Zinnia, in the doorway,
put her hand to her throat, her mouth dropping open.
It appeared whatever else she
might think of Wescott he was in her eyes a man never to be
doubted.

“I was just going to tell
you about this little trick of Everson’s,” Lon said, “when we were
interrupted.”


Tuft turned on
him. “I think perhaps
you’d better explain,” he said.


But Wescott
continued: “He stole the
marshal’s grandfather’s heirloom, prize, silver-handled,
monogrammed dueling pistols. They were found under his
bed.”


Zinnia’s chin was
quivering as she looked with growing horror at Lon, as though she’d
suddenly realized she knew nothing at all about him, had been taken
in. Lon didn’t care much
about the rest, but that look of hers cut him where it hurt the
most.

“A box containing a pair of
what looked like dueling pistols were indeed pulled from under the
bed in the room I’m staying in at the hotel,” he said, “but I
certainly never put them there. The window opens easily. Anybody with a ladder could get
in. I believe Everson did, or possibly Vern. Maybe you’d like to
explain why you were in my room at the hotel at that point,
Wescott?”

“What he means is I was
there to protect Miss Tuft’s honor,” Wescott said
firmly.

“Zinnia’s honor?”
That was Tuft, glancing first
at Zinnia uncertainly, then fixing Lon with a look of ferocity Lon
wouldn’t have guessed Tuft capable of.

“Zinnia’s honor has
absolutely nothing to fear from me,” Lon said, giving Tuft a
direct, unwavering gaze, straight in the eye. He held it until Tuft looked away at
Zinnia again.

“Mr. Pike has been a perfect
gentleman,” Zinnia said, but her tone was faint and
wavery.

“I would never trust this
man around my daughter,” Wescott said.

“Everson,” Lon said, “framed
me so he could kick me out of the deputy’s job and tell me to leave
town before sunup.”

“And very generous of
Marshal Everson that was, too,” Wescott said. “If it had been me you wouldn’t be
standing here, you’d be in jail awaiting trial.”

“And why do you suppose
Everson was so generous, as you put it? I think it’s because he intends to follow me out
into the dark of night and shoot me.”

Zinnia gasped.

“Sorry, Zinnia,” Lon
said. “That was why I
didn’t want to tell you more.”

Tuft was swelling with rage.

“Pike,” he said.
“Get out of my house. I’m tired
of your lies. You stay entirely away from my daughter, you
understand? I catch you near her, I’ll shoot you myself before
Everson gets a chance.”

Zinnia screamed and ran away down the
hall, hands over her ears.

Lon lost his temper.


Chapter
Sixteen

“Tuft,” Lon said, his
voice, low, hard and even, “the next time you see me I’ll have
proof in hand of Everson’s guilt and you are going to do some
apologizing.” He turned
on Wescott. “As for you, I’d suggest you stay out of the way or
you’re liable to get killed. Everson plays for keeps.” He paused,
tried to resist saying what he wanted to say next, failed, and
said, “And so do I.”


He turned on his heel and
went out, jamming his hat on as he yanked open the front
door. As he stepped out
he was in a mood not to care if Everson wanted to confront him.
Though of course that wouldn’t be the way it happened. Everson was
a back shooter.


As far as he knew, he
only had one ally left in this town, assuming he didn’t try to
involve the doctor until he had more solid evidence to work
with. That was Scott
Warner. It seemed wise to compare notes with him before he decided
exactly how to proceed with the thing he needed to do now, so he
went around the back way to the hotel and inside through the
woodshed.


Warner was doing some
paperwork in his little inner office. Lon looked out into the lobby, such as it was, saw
nobody.

“Were you too late? Warner
asked.

“Late?” Lon was so full of his own thoughts that
he couldn’t immediately retrieve what this might be
about.

“You said you thought you’d
better check something.”

“Oh, yes, that’s
right. Everson claimed
Glen Bednor broke into his house on my behalf, stole the pistols
and brought them to me. Said he had caught him and had him in jail.
I was worried that he might be killed before I could warn him. The
jail was empty, the door open. Now I’m inclined to doubt Bednor had
anything to do with it. I’d still like to ask him some things.
Whether he’s dead or in danger, I don’t know. You didn’t see him
come here with dueling pistols, I assume.”

“No. You going to try to find him
tonight?”

“I’m not sure.
Vern’s been shadowing me around
lately and he’s pretty good at staying out of sight. Don’t want to
make Everson think he’s got to kill Bednor if he hasn’t yet. Maybe
you could try to quietly get word to him to watch out for
himself?”

“I think so.
There’s a boy I have do things
around here who’s pretty sharp. I’ll have him slip out and find
Bednor and give him the warning.”

“That would help.
I’ve got to try to find those
bandits’ lair. Tuft is sending valuables on tomorrow’s stage. Comes
in at noon, I understand.”

“It does.”

“Tuft plans to send his own
guards along. But I need
to know where the road agents’ hide-out is because I think Everson
must parley with them there. Anyway, somewhere not too far off.
I’ve got to catch them all in the act. I intend to nail Everson.”
The last statement came out with considerable feeling and Warner
gave him a close look.

“You sound like you did at
that meeting. You’ll do
it, too, I believe.”

“Yes, I will.
I’ve had enough of Everson, and
of a lot of things around here. But Scott, there’s a bit more to
the story which I want you to have from me rather than hear some
other way. I had a picnic lunch with Tuft’s daughter Zinnia and
Egbert Wescott thinks he owns her, it seems. That’s what he was
here about, to tell me to stay away from her. When Everson came in
and accused me of theft, it gave Wescott some ammunition which he
has used to turn Tuft against me. I’ve just come from there. He
doesn’t believe Everson’s a crook, says he’s too incompetent and
unambitious for that, and when he heard Wescott’s tale he told me
to get out and stay away from Zinnia. The point is, I can’t count
on any help from him. Right now, you are the only man in town that
believes me. If you do.”


The cigarette was yanked
out as Warner fixed him with a fierce look of determination.
“I do believe you. I always
thought Everson was just scared of them, but that explanation never
quite made sense to me. Now I know about Bud Ames and these other
things, your way of figuring it adds up better. You want me to side
you in this, you just say the word.”

“I appreciate that.
Could be a dangerous business,
though, and there’s no use becoming a target until and unless
there’s no alternative. I’m thinking of going up the trail to where
Billy was killed so as to be ready to take a look for the hide-out
as soon as it gets light enough to see in the
morning,”

“You plan to get back in
time to be ready at the place the stage gets held up?”

“Maybe. On the other hand, if I find the hide-out,
and I’m sure it’s theirs, it might be better to wait there. What do
you think?”

“What do you plan to do if
you find the road agents there?”

“I’ve been thinking about
that. It’s certainly
tempting to try to make sure they don’t get a chance to pull the
holdup. But that could cost me Everson.”

“If Everson goes up to see
what happened to them, you could catch him then. But unless you ambush and shoot them all,
you’ll have quite a time of it, and could get yourself killed real
easy. Even if you manage to get the better of them you won’t have
any evidence unless you can find loot. It does seem best to catch
them all in the act if you can, with the loot from the stage in
their hands.”

“That’s the conclusion I
came to, too. So that
leaves following them after the holdup, or following Everson.
Everson goes to see them after dark, and trying to follow without
being noticed seems a risky method—if I can hear him, he’ll be able
to hear me, also. Following the holdup men looks tricky, as well.
But if I can find their hide-out, without them knowing I have, I
can wait for them all to show up.”

“So you let the holdup
happen,” Warner mused, and the end of his unlit cigarette went up
and down several times as he worked his lips thoughtfully.
“What happens if they don’t
meet at the hide-out, assuming you find it? You won’t get Everson
then.”

“Only if they don’t go back
to the hide-out first to wait for night. I think they will.”

“Sounds reasonable.
But if you’re going to wait
there, maybe I ought to be waiting where they pull their
holdups.”

“You’d make a good
witness. Don’t try
confronting them, though. Remember, at least one of them knows how
to shoot. Billy got a piece of lead straight between the
eyes.”

“If I’m there and they try a
holdup, I’m not going to do nothing.”

“And foul up my
plan?”

“No. If I punch a few holes in them they’ll be
easier to handle when the time comes. In fact, if we’re both there
we can do a better job of it. Then we let them think they’re safe
in their hide-out and we wait there, hidden, for Everson to show
up. But this assumes there’s time to find the hide-out first. Which
means we’d probably better find it tonight in the dark. Seems a
long shot.”

“I had thought in terms of
being up there ready to start hunting at first light.
Are you saying you can get away
tonight to go up there?”

“I can easy roust out
somebody. It ain’t like
doing this is work, you know. I’ll tell him I’m not feeling up to
par and don’t disturb me. I’ve got a horse in my own stable and can
slip off pretty quiet, I think. I’ll meet you in the woods at the
bottom of the trail outside town. That okay? We’ll get out of town
quiet if we go separately and in different directions. I’ll come
back down sometime in the morning to cover the holdup spot. How’s
that sound?”

“You sure you’re up to all
that?”

“I’ll have to be.
This is important and you need
a hand.”

“I really appreciate
this. But you’re going
to promise me something. Don’t get yourself killed. I need a
witness, remember, since my word isn’t worth much in this town
right now.”

“Anybody does any dying, I
don’t plan for it to be me.”

“I’ll have your word on
that.”

“I don’t think I’ve got a
Bible around here to lay my hand on. Will this account book do?”


After they’d both had a
much-needed chuckle, Lon said, “There’s one other thing I haven’t
told you yet. I was in
Everson’s house after the break-in—or rather, after Everson made it
look like one. There’s a rug in the middle of the living room
floor, and under it is a trapdoor to a little cellar. In the cellar
is a sizable safe. I’m guessing Everson’s share of the goods is in
that safe. The problem is to be certain first. Then opening the safe should clinch the
deal. If I were to blast it open and be wrong about what’s in it,
I’d be the criminal.”

Warner gave a low whistle and regarded
Lon thoughtfully.

“Let’s go find that
hide-out,” he said, and pitched his cigarette into the spittoon.


Warner was a well-armed
man, as it happened, and Lon picked out a Winchester exactly the
same as the one he used to have before he’d had to sell it to raise
a stake a few weeks ago. With it in a saddle scabbard, he slid around in the dark to
the rear of the livery and left it out of sight while he got his
horse.


Nobody was in the livery,
but where was Vern? Watching the hotel, he hoped. But he’d check the livery
after a while, wouldn’t he? Everson’s horse was not there. Did that
mean he was somewhere near, all mounted up, ready to pursue at a
moment’s notice?


Lon led Blacky out the
rear of the livery and paused, listening. There was nothing to hear. No hammers going back,
no unexplained noises.


He started for the
paddock gate, but from behind him he heard, softly, “Lon,
wait.” It was Betty
Logan.


He couldn’t make out much
about her in the dark, just a shadow in the shadows.
“What are you doing here?” he
asked in just above a whisper.

“Come with me to my room,”
she said earnestly. “I’ve got something to tell you.”


He hesitated momentarily,
thinking of Scott Warner. Warner should be leaving town headed south by now. It would
take him a little time to circle around. He’d wait, in any case. If
Betty was ready to tell him something, it didn’t make sense to ride
off without hearing what it was. He put Blacky back in the livery
and took the saddle off, returned the rifle to the hiding place
he’d found behind the water trough, and went with Betty along to
the boardinghouse. She moved nearly silently and he made an effort
to do the same. Whether Vern had seen them or was watching where
they went he had no way of knowing. But his guess was that if
Everson hadn’t tried to kill him yet it was because he wanted to
wait for Lon to get away from the town to avoid
witnesses.


When they came in where
the candle was burning, he saw that Betty was dressed far
differently from before. Her dress was clean and fitted her to advantage, making the
most of what she had to offer. Her hair was rather elaborately put
up with ribbons and bows. She looked as though she was ready to go
to a party. She had also rubbed something red on her cheeks, had
darkened her eyebrows and the area around her eyes, and she smelled
strongly of lavender water. It was almost enough to make you think
she was a sporting girl.


She sat immediately on
the bed and, looking at him with what seemed real concern, invited
him to do the same. As
before, he did, giving himself some distance from
her.

“Oh, Lon,” she said, “I’ve
heard something terrible! Marshal Everson is planning to kill you. Tonight, I think.
Please don’t go out into the dark!”

“Who told you that?” he
asked, making it as mildly curious as he could, though he felt
anything but mildly curious as to how she knew this.

“Another girl who works
here in the kitchen told me. She is one of these people who seems to know everything
that’s going on. She’s usually right.”

“And did she say why Everson
wants to kill me?”

“I guess he thinks you’re
too close to finding out something about him he doesn’t want found
out.”

“Really. And what would that be?”

“How would I know?”
She seemed impatient with the
question.

“I was hoping your friend
would have told you whatever it is I’m doing that is getting too
close. Because I don’t
know. So what else did you want to tell me?”

“Isn’t that
enough?”

“Well, of course it
is. And I really
appreciate your warning me. Actually, I’ve already figured out
Everson would like to get rid of me. I’ve been watching my back
fairly carefully.”

“You still think I’m not
telling you all I know, don’t you.”

“Maybe I just want to think
somebody knows something that will help me prove what Everson is,
one way or the other.”

“Of course you do,” she
said, in a lower voice, looking now into the middle
distance. She didn’t
appear to like what she saw there. He decided not to say anything
and see if she’d bring herself to tell him more.


Now she turned to him,
and there was a softness in her expression, mingled with what
looked like genuine concern. “Lon, I like you a lot. You’re like Billy in some ways.”
She paused, blinked a couple of times and swallowed. “I really
cared about Billy, you know? Maybe people think I didn’t care
anymore about him than about ... anybody else. But I did. I never
thought anybody would ever want to actually marry me. But he did.
Then he was killed. So, maybe I like you because you’re a lot like
him. Strong, determined, a man who will do the right thing no
matter what. Men I’ve known before, they weren’t like that. But now
I guess I’m spoiled.” She gave him a sad smile.

Just like Zinnia has spoiled me, Lon
couldn’t help thinking.

“I never really had anybody
I could trust since I was a little girl,” she went on. “When
there’s nobody you can trust, you keep things to yourself.
You know?” And she looked at
him as though it were important that he
understand.

“Of course,” he
said. “Especially if you
think your life might be in danger.”

“Yes,” she said.
“But I found I could trust
Billy. He never let me down.”

“Billy sounds like he was a
good man,” Lon said, an image coming back to him of how Billy had
looked crumpled in the trail with bloody bullet holes in
him.

“He was the best man I ever
met.” She looked at the
wall across. Then she looked at Lon. “Except you. I think you are
like him that way. I just don’t want to see another good man die on
account of Everson.”

“You blame Everson for
Billy’s death? I thought
you said he rode out after the road agents on his
own.”

“He did, and Everson didn’t
want him to.”

“And you think Everson
somehow got word to the road agents to ambush and kill
him?”

“Don’t you?”

“Sounds like you figure
Everson is in with the road agents. Is that what Billy told you to keep to
yourself?”

“Yes,” she said.
“He said if anybody ever found
out I knew that, word would get back to Everson and I’d be dead. I
didn’t know if I believed him then, but when he got killed, I saw
he’d been telling me the truth. And I think you’ve found it out,
too, and that’s why Everson is going to try to kill
you.”

“And that’s all you
know? Billy didn’t tell
you he’d found their hide-out, by any chance?”

“No. But he was going to look for it. He said
he thought that was where Everson went at night after the stage had
been held up. He saw him come back with heavy saddlebags. He
thought Everson was hiding the loot in his house
somewhere.”

“Keep this to yourself, but
I think I saw the same thing happen. I’m glad to hear Billy came to the same conclusion
I did about what’s going on. Can you remember anything else? Did he
say he ever saw Everson and the road agents
together?”

“No. He thought he’d have to follow them to
their hide-out and then wait for Everson to show
up.”

“Let me ask you something
else. Jack Ames seemed
to think Everson owed him. You didn’t want to talk about that last
time. Did Billy know more about him than you’ve told me so
far?”

“Oh, that.
Billy thought he might have
been a messenger between Everson and the holdup men from some
things Jack said when he was drunk. But he wasn’t
sure.”

“It would explain Everson
shooting him when he really didn’t have to. And maybe his brother Bud, too. And
letting Bud Ames and his friends run loose in town despite
complaints. Maybe Jack Ames thought he was due a bigger cut. You
know, you’ve been a big help, Betty. Now I’ve got to go do what
Billy was trying to do. I guess you know enough not to let on to
anybody about that, right?”


He smiled at her as he
stood up to go. As he
did so, he realized it felt good to have something to smile about
in this business. His surmises about Everson looked more certainly
true than ever. Yes, he was going to nail Everson. And it was going
to feel good to do it.


But she was still
seated. “You’re not
going out there, are you?”

“I can’t find their hide-out
sitting here.”

“But I had something else to
tell you.”

“Oh?” he said, turning back
to her—he’d been starting for the door.

“Come and sit down,” she
said, patting the bed beside her.

Wondering a little, he came and sat,
not as close as where she’d patted the bed.

“There’s somebody else who
wants to kill you.”

“There is?” he asked,
startled. “Who is it?
Vern?”

“No. Mr. Tuft, the banker.” And she was looking
at him appraisingly. Things didn’t stay private long in this town
it seemed, at least among the domestic help.

“Ah,” he said.
“And just what do you know
about that?”

“Lon, those kind aren’t
like us. They don’t
really care about people like you and me. They use us when it suits
them and throw us away when they’re done.”

“I don’t read Tuft that
way.”

“Really? So how do you read him?” She was leaning
toward him, hands demurely in her lap. Her expression as much as
added, “You poor deluded man.”

Lon had no desire to go into the
situation with Betty Logan, yet he did want to know what she knew
of it.

“I think he’s like a lot of
men of his type. He sees
things from a certain vantage point and when he can’t make sense of
something being told to him that doesn’t fit that vantage point he
gets impatient.”

“Lon, I’m coming to like
you well enough that it hurts to see you being used and made a fool
of. I know this is none
of my business, but girls gossip, you know, and I hear things. A
man like Tuft wants a man like Egbert Wescott for a son-in-law, not
a man ... well, you know what I mean. Of course, she’s very pretty.
And she can afford to be. But I hope you can see she would never
take you seriously.
People like that, they don’t really know what life is all about.
Not like you and I know.”

He wanted to see her as just
maneuvering, wanted to be angry, yet he had to admit that she
seemed in deadly earnest, and that what she said had a ring of
solid fact about it.


He thought of Zinnia’s
purpose in getting him to go for a picnic with her.
Of how he could never hope to
afford to give Zinnia the sort of affluent life she was used to.
How obvious that must be to both Tuft and Zinnia. And how obvious
it was that “Eggy” Wescott could give her that kind of life. And how easily Zinnia appeared
to believe Mr. Marshal Deputy Lon Pike was a
thief.

Next he was aware, Betty was sitting
close to him and had put a hand on one of his.

“Lon?” she said
gently. “I would
never
believe Egbert Wescott’s word
over yours, even if I had no reason to suspect Marshal Everson’s
motives.”

“You seem to know more
about all this than I do,” he got out a bit thickly.
“Maybe you can tell me what
Miss Tuft told her maid about my being a thief.”

“Maid? I didn’t know she had a maid. No, I don’t
know what she thinks. I hear she is upset. That’s all I know. Lon,
just remember, when it’s over, I’m here? And I want to always be
here for you.”


He regathered himself
enough to stand up, and attempted to focus on the thing he needed
to do. “I appreciate
your trying to help me,” he said. “I need to get clear of town and
hunt up that hide-out.”

“But if you go tonight, you
could get killed.” She
got up also and took hold of his arm. “Why don’t you wait for
morning? You’ll be able to see him coming easier. And if you have
to, shoot back.”

“In the dark he’ll have as
much trouble seeing me as I’ll have seeing him.” Except when he stepped out the door, if
Vern had told Everson where he’d gone.

“I really wish you
wouldn’t,” she said. “You could stay right here.”

“I can’t, thanks.
Don’t you have company coming
tonight, anyway?”

“Oh, you mean John?
I sent to him not to
come.”

“You did?
I guess I assumed that was why
you are all dressed up.”

“Oh, no,” she
insisted. “I just like
to dress up sometimes, that’s all.”

That didn’t sound too credible to him,
but it wasn’t his business.

“I’ll be going now.
If you don’t see or hear
anything of me by this time tomorrow, tell the doctor, will you?
He’s the only other person in this town I’d trust right
now.”

“Of course,” she said
earnestly, holding his arm more tightly. “But you know I’ll worry and worry if you go. I’m
just so afraid Everson will shoot you in the back like he did that
other man.”


Lon disentangled himself
and this time made it out the door into the dark rear room.
Quietly, he opened the door to
the outdoors a few inches and listened. Then, hearing nothing
unusual, he opened it further and looked hard into the night,
waiting for his eyes to adjust.


There being little to see
and nothing to hear but the wind, which wasn’t very strong tonight,
he closed the door after himself and went as silently as he could
toward the livery, keeping close to buildings and stopping to
listen and look every few feet. He gained the livery without incident and found his rifle
where he’d left it. Inside, there were only the horses, the
liveryman likely around the corner in the Ace Saloon where anybody
who wanted him for anything would know where to find him. Lon
saddled Blacky and led him out the rear.


With the rifle slung on
the saddle he took Blacky through the paddock gate.
After one more look and listen,
he swung up and eased away into the night.


After going twenty yards
or so he halted and listened again. Nothing unusual. It seemed too
easy.


He circled on around
town, heading west, hoping to mislead anybody paying any
attention. But it was so
dark it was difficult to see how anyone could tell where he was
except by the sound of his horse’s hooves. And this was meadowland,
where the grass dampened the sound of travel. He didn’t think
anybody more than a hundred yards away would be able to hear him,
and he was now at least that far from town.


He continued west until
he’d passed the loom of the church and went on a bit more before
starting to circle north, then east. Nothing happened; he neither heard nor saw any
sign of pursuit. He could no longer make out anything much of what
might be going on in town by such dim lamplight as fell into the
street, but while he had still been able to he’d not seen anybody
riding out after him.


That was good.
But maybe Everson was waiting
outside town? Yet, how could he know which way Lon would go? Could
it be Everson had really meant to let him ride off and thought he’d
actually done so, never to return? Or only figured to worry about
him if he were still around in the morning?


Lon didn’t quite believe
it. Yet, here he was
with no sign of pursuit.


It took him perhaps an
hour to get around to where the trail to the pass started.
By then he’d mostly stopped
worrying about Everson and started worrying about the dangers of
the cliff face, and how familiar Scott Warner was with that trail.
Lon agreed with the old cowhand who’d told him he’d be smart not to
attempt it in the dark, but if they were to have any chance of
finding the hide-out before the stage, they needed to start
now.


He had trouble enough
finding the place where the trail entered the woods.
Everything was darkness looming
over darkness and nothing was recognizable. He rode up and down the
edge of the woods a couple of times before he located the way
in.


He went perhaps ten yards
before Blacky snorted and skittered backwards. Lon wondered if he’d heard a rattler;
then, vaguely, he made out something on the ground. Probably a
rock, he thought, and Blacky imagined it was a
bear.


Except that Blacky never
reacted that way. And it
didn’t really look like a rock.


He got down and Blacky
kept wanting to back away, jerking his head up against being
held. The one thing
Blacky got nervous around was the smell of blood.


Now he was on the ground
he could make out the shape of a man. He squatted, knowing, now.

It was indeed Scott Warner.

Was he dead?


Chapter
Seventeen


Actually, he
wasn’t. But there was a
lot of blood. He wasn’t conscious.


Lon rose quickly and
stood, listening, gun drawn. There was only the very faintest sound of air stirring in
the trees overhead.


Had Everson believed he’d
gotten his man and returned to town? Must be, or there’d have been shooting by
now.


At least this explained
why it had been so easy to leave town without running into
Everson. The man had
rightly guessed where he would go and had been waiting for him
here.

And Scott Warner had taken the bullet
meant for him.


After doing what he could
to bind up Warner’s wound, Lon spent a few minutes looking for
Warner’s horse, unsuccessfully, and then made Blacky stand still
while he gingerly loaded Warner on behind the saddle.
He worried about whether the
ride would finish the man off, but it seemed better than leaving
him to go get the doctor.

He rode slowly, trying to do what he
could to keep the ride from being any more jarring than it had to
be.


Which took time.
He was another hour getting to
the doctor’s the back way. When the old man saw Warner he looked
sharply at Lon.

“Do all you can for him,”
Lon said. “He didn’t
deserve this. But keep him out of sight, will you? Or Everson might
finish him off, if he hasn’t already.”


The doctor’s hands were
moving faster than Lon had expected they were capable of.
He had Warner’s shirt off and
was examining the bullet hole just down from Warner’s left
shoulder.

“His breathing sounds
better than I’d expect,” the doctor commented. “Much better, in fact.” He was feeling and
listening and examining. “He’s bad off, but I’d say he has a fairly
good chance, much as I can tell right now. I’d better get to
work.”

“He was trying to help
me. I don’t think
Everson knew that, though. My best guess is that Everson thought he
was me.”


The doctor spared him a
glance. “I hope you can
do something about Everson soon,” he commented.


Lon rode off again,
reasonably sure he’d gotten both in and out of town without being
noticed. He’d really
have liked to see whether Everson was in town, but the risk of
being seen himself seemed too high. If Everson thought he’d rid
himself of his ex-deputy, that gave him an opportunity he’d better
take advantage of.


Warner had paid pretty
big for that advantage. He wouldn’t want it squandered.


The trip up the
switchback trail to the cliff top was harrowing. Blacky obviously didn’t like it any better
than he did and over and over again had to be urged to keep going.
Lon felt ten years older by the time he reached easier ground.
Blacky picked up the pace, eager to put distance between them and
the horrors of the cliff trail.


Having had to pick their
way along slowly, and on account of going up rather than down,
they’d been several times as long as it had taken in
daylight. And what with
all the time talking to Betty Logan and circling town and taking
poor Scott Warner back to the doctor it was now well into the wee
hours of the morning, he figured, though he had no
timepiece.


The one thing about the
cliff trail, you either stayed on it or you fell to your
death. Up here the trail
was much less well defined, especially in the dark, and after
losing and finding the trail and possibly losing it again and not
even knowing if he was on it he decided to stop and give Blacky a
rest and take a break himself. He’d brought along his bedroll to
make more convincing his apparent decision to leave town as told—in
the unlikely event that would matter—but now he decided to try to
get a nap before the sun came up, since it was too dark to find his
way around and he did need the rest.


He hadn’t expected to be
able to actually sleep, but next he knew he was waking up with the
sky light enough to see by. He rounded up Blacky and went hunting for the trail, which
he clearly was no longer on.


He found it again beyond
the spot where Billy had been killed, and also beyond the place
he’d passed the time of day with the bandits. He didn’t recall any sign of a building
this side of the pass so he assumed there was a side trail here
somewhere. But he rode much further than he thought it likely they
could be, assuming Everson went there to collect his cut, without
seeing as much as a game trail.


The thing was, it was a
lot of it fairly open woods and anybody might ride off in almost
any direction without much difficulty. Most of the ground was hard and stony and tracks
were difficult to find. Such tracks as he did find were old and
indistinct and not a lot of help. If the road agents had been up
here any time recently, they seemed not to have used the trail, at
least in the few spots where tracks would show
up.


By now it was getting on
into the morning and Lon was watching the sun, trying to estimate
how much time he had until noon, when the stage was due.
They said it usually arrived
pretty close to on schedule. The holdups almost always occurred
after the stage left town, rather than before it arrived. If
Everson was picking the times and targets, this made sense since
he’d be more likely to know about plunder aboard the outgoing stage
than aboard the incoming one. Nobody could miss that this time Tuft
was shipping something of considerable value: he’d hired guards who
had been hanging around for days. It made no sense to hold up the
stage before this was aboard. The stage should therefore be safe
until it left town.


Judging by the sun, he
was pushing the limit now if he intended to be on hand for the
holdup. So what should
he do? If he stayed up here, not having found the hide-out, he’d
have to depend on following the road agents as they returned with
their booty. If they noticed him, there could be trouble, but it
might work if he was careful.


The lack of recent tracks
worried him. Suppose
they’d decided to meet somewhere else? Had a hide-out elsewhere?
Here he’d sit doing nothing while they held up the stage and
divided with Everson.


In the end he decided he
couldn’t take the chance. He started back down the trail, mopping sweat with his
bandanna. He went fairly slowly, eyeballing every bit of ground and
every view through the trees to both sides.


As he got down near where
Billy had been killed, having seen nothing, he started thinking
about how likely it was that Everson would ride up that nightmare
trail in the middle of the night. Yes, it was an obstacle to anybody wanting to
follow, but it was also a considerable threat to life and limb even
if you knew it well—and what would be the necessity? Nobody
apparently suspected him. And riding down that trail in the dark
with heavy saddlebags on behind would only be that much more
risky.


He had reasoned Everson
must have done so, at least the night Lon arrived in town, since
the bandits had been riding up toward the pass after killing Billy,
and either they had come back down with Everson’s share or he went
up after it. Since he
couldn’t picture the dividing up going on without all of them
there, or see why they would want to haul the booty up that cliff
more than once, it had seemed a reasonable guess that they had a
hide-out up here and Everson went to see them at
it.


But maybe not.
Maybe there was no hide-out,
just a meeting place, which would mean there was nothing to find.
In which case the next meeting place could be
anywhere.


Yet, where did the
bandits go? They had to
live somewhere. They were never seen in town. They almost had to
have a hide-out, didn’t they? And if they’d had one up here
somewhere a few days or a week ago, would they have abandoned it on
Lon’s account? Didn’t seem likely to him.


But what about the lack
of tracks? All that
meant was that they either didn’t use the trail much, or made a
point of riding around the few places where a track would
show.


In his gut, Lon still
thought the road agents had someplace to go up here.
Finding it, however, was going
to have to wait.


The trip down the cliff
face went relatively easily—comparatively speaking.
He tried to imagine getting so
used to it that doing it in the dark—both up and down—wouldn’t seem
like much of an obstacle. Maybe on a sure-footed horse that knew
the way it would look less threatening.


He figured he was going
to be right on time, but when he came in sight of town, there was
the stage pulling out already. With him a ten or fifteen minute ride away at full
tilt.


He knew Blacky was tired
from all the climbing up and down, and he was tired himself one way
and another, but this was no time to dawdle. He nudged his mount into a run, then
managed to open him up in a full gallop.


He didn’t care for racing
downhill over terrain he wasn’t familiar with. Could be a hole for Blacky to step in. But
it was that or have no hope of catching up with the
stage.


He aimed to cut the road
so as to intercept the coach, then had to change the point he
thought he would meet it, then again. Finally he saw he was going to have to give up
that idea and try to catch up on the road. At least it would be
easier going and less hazard to Blacky’s legs.


The stage appeared and
disappeared as it wound through the scattered stands of trees,
trailing a plume of dust. He caught glimpses of the driver’s whip snaking out, the
stage swaying and rocking, top-heavy with luggage, the three guards
with guns leaning into the turns. Two of them were Tuft’s men, the
other the stage’s usual guard.


Maybe they could shoot
their way through; but Everson would have planned for this.
What would he
do?


Lon made the road, but
far enough behind the stage that it was out of sight and the dust
had already settled or blown away on the light breeze.
Blacky really needed a rest. He
was panting dangerously. Lon let him walk a hundred yards, until
the panting eased.

“Sorry,” he said, “but now
we’ve got to go.” And he
set his heels. The road was headed downhill, but only slightly. He
knew later on it was going to drop off steeply and the favored
place for holdups was just ahead of this since the stage had to
slow down there and thread several tight turns between big
tumbledown boulders. So Warner had described it to him. It
shouldn’t be far now.

The trouble with trying to shoot your
way through a place like that was that your advantage as a moving
target was much reduced and you had no cover while the road agents
had plenty.


He was now racing through
a thick stand of evergreens and tasted grit in the air.
With the sound of Blacky’s
hooves and the wind in his ears he couldn’t hear anything else, but
he must be catching up.


Gunfire erupted ahead,
driving Lon’s heart up his throat. He yanked out his Colt, knowing he wouldn’t be
able to hit much from the back of a galloping
horse.


Blacky spun around a
tight turn in the woods and there was the stage careening left out
of sight around a huge boulder, the riflemen trying to aim up at
the top of an even bigger boulder to the right from which came a
puff of smoke. The slam
of the rifle shot echoed, one man fell off the rear of the stage
into the dust and there was answering fire from the stage, now out
of sight.


Lon guided Blacky past
the man in the dust, one of Tuft’s guards, who lay still, eyes
open, rifle in the road beyond his open hand. In a moment Lon flashed around the
left-hand boulder, saw another man in the road, heard more
shooting, saw a third man toppling off the seat next to the driver,
the stage going too fast, slamming into rock as it spun out of
sight again.


More shots, now all from
above. Lon knew he
couldn’t do anything with his pistol and would have stopped to use
his rifle except that he couldn’t see a target to shoot
at.


There seemed to be only
one rifleman above, far as he could tell. He was still shooting, presumably now at the
driver. If the stage had no driver ...

Lon heard lead slam into rock to his
left, and hugged the right side of the trail hoping it would make
him harder to see; he got around the next turn.

And there was the stage headed down a
steep grade, no driver in sight, horses spooked and running full
tilt.

Lead sang off stones in the
road—bullets meant for him.


Blacky was flagging under
him, but he drove in his heels and yelled, bending low over his
horse’s neck. The pistol
was useless so he put it away.


Down over the edge they
went, the stage just ahead and careening wildly. Inside it a woman was screaming, and the
gray head of an older man stuck through a window on the left trying
to make out what was happening.


Blacky was gaining,
slowly. The road turned
left, fairly sharply, the stage skidded, leaned, the inside wheels
lifted; then after Lon was sure it was going over the wheels came
back down, kicking dust as they grabbed the road
again.


The shooting from behind
had stopped, he was vaguely aware. He must have gotten out of sight of the rifleman.
The older man in the coach saw Lon now and he yanked his head in.
He must think this was another of the bandits. The woman was still
screaming, a wild, insane sound.


Blacky would stumble soon
if he had to keep this up, Lon could sense it. But they were nearly up to the spinning
left rear wheel of the coach. Lon thought he might soon be able to
draw even with the door.

Here was the man’s hand, holding the
gun.

“Don’t!” Lon yelled, and the
gun went off.

The slug went elsewhere, not being
aimed.

“Runaways!” Lon
shouted. “Let me
aboard!”

The head reappeared; a mask of terror:
the man was trying to see whether to trust Lon.

“I’m not one of them!” Lon
shouted to him; he drew back into the shadows inside
uncertainly. Lon wished
the woman would stop screaming, but by the sound of it she probably
wasn’t even aware of what she was doing.


There was another turn
coming up. If he
intended to try this he’d better do it now.

There was the brake arm just in front
of the rear wheel; he edged Blacky closer, got his foot out of the
stirrup.


He wasn’t going to be
able to reach the luggage rack on the roof until he was off his
horse. He could easily
fall.


But there wasn’t any
choice. He freed the
opposite foot from that stirrup, slid off sideways slightly, felt
for the brake arm, touched it; Blacky pulled away, then closed with
it again.

He put his weight on the brake arm,
lifted off Blacky dropping the reins, swayed, fell against the side
of the coach, got hold of the edge of the roof, then the rail of
the luggage rack, then swung to face the coach door, right foot
still on the brake arm, the other foot trying to find something to
rest on, hanging with both hands from the rack.

There was only the front window, a big
step up, but it got him high enough to help him scramble onto the
luggage on the roof.


The prospect ahead was
not encouraging. The
horses were heading into the curve and the road was getting
steeper. Boulders loomed on either side. The stage swayed, skidded,
slammed into one of them and he lay flat and hung on; the luggage
moved and came partly loose.


But the stout Concord
coach still hung together, had all its wheels. He crawled forward and got down into the
driver’s seat, saw one rein snagged in easy reach, but the other
was dragging from the off wheel horse.

One hand on the boot dashboard, feet
precariously on the pole, he managed to retrieve the line and got
back up into the seat and started yelling whoa and hauling on the
lines.


He might as well have
been trying to stop a freight train with a pair of reins.
The horses were totally spooked
and the coach was an angry grizzly chasing them down the
hill.


Lon saw another, sharper
turn coming up, and there was a drop-off on the outside of the
turn. He hauled on the
brake lever, managed to make the rear wheels skid a little, but
that made the coach yaw and pitch dangerously.

He talked to the horses, trying to make
his voice sound soothing, meanwhile working the reins, hauling hard
first on one, then other, attempting to distract the lead
animals.


The woman, drat her, kept
on screaming. If she’d
shut up maybe it would help, but he didn’t see what he could do
about her.

Here came the turn, the coach skidded,
the outside horses kicked stones off the edge, he got a dizzying
look down at treetops below, and grimly hauled on the inside
rein.

They made it.


Then the ground started
to flatten out a bit, the road fairly straight. He worked the reins, the brake, the reins,
the brake, talked more to the horses.


The woman finally stopped
screaming. Maybe she’d
screamed herself into a faint. But it helped. The horses began to
respond a bit to the reins, easing off their pace, maybe deciding
the coach was only a coach and not a bear after
all.


The horses slowed to a
trot, then a walk, and finally he drew them to a halt.
He realized his hands were
shaking with practically a death grip on the reins. Consciously he
relaxed them, tried to get his breath to come easily, watching the
heavily lathered horses pant and quiver in their
exhaustion.

Then Blacky came trotting by, gave a
nicker and Lon called to him.

“Everybody all right
inside?” he asked.

There was a mumbled something from
within the coach but at the same time a motion in the trees to the
left.


Here came the two men
who’s killed Billy, both holding rifles and wearing laconic
grins. Lon’s hand went
to his Colt.

It wasn’t there.


Chapter
Eighteen

“Hands up,” the one without
a scar said. “Everybody
inside, out. Reach for the sky.”

The older man and an older woman that
Lon now recognized as the same ones who’d gone for a ride with
Zinnia and Wescott, got shakily out, the woman leaning heavily on
the man, starting to weep.

The man with the ugly scar had them
empty pockets, looked into the coach, found a bag that was probably
the woman’s, dumped it out, found a little cash but not much else
of interest to him, took the man’s gold pocket watch and fob, his
small, one-shot pistol, took the woman’s wedding and engagement
rings and earrings and a bracelet she was wearing.

“You,” he said to Lon, “toss
down whatever’s in the boot.”

There was a strongbox there, chained to
the coach.

“Can’t,” Lon said, inwardly
fuming that this holdup was happening on his watch. He sure had made a success of things so
far.


Two rifles were trained
on him. “Think you can,”
the scar said dryly.

“You don’t
understand. It’s
chained.”

“Then unlock it.”

“Driver probably has the
key, or maybe one of those guards you shot.”

“You got an ax.
I see it hanging under the
seat.”


With it the wooden brace
was cut through and the box—heavy enough to take two men to hand it
down conveniently—was set on the ground and attacked with the ax
also. Inside was a
sizable quantity of gold and silver coinage, plus some sort of
gold-embossed certificates. Lon tried to fix every detail he could
in his mind.


The road agents loaded a
pair of sacks and put them on Blacky with sardonic sideways grins
at Lon. They seemed
uninterested in the luggage on the roof. They went off into the
woods and were quickly out of sight.

“Are you folks all right?”
Lon asked.

“We’re alive,” the man
said, almost as though he wasn’t sure whether he was glad of it or
not. He seemed pretty
shaken.

“The only thing to do now is
turn this coach around and pick up the others on our way back to
town,” Lon said.


The woman seemed ready to
collapse. He and the
older man helped her inside, used some traveling robes to make her
as comfortable as possible, and then the two of them stood by the
door for a minute.

“Don’t think we’re not
grateful to you,” the man said. “That was an amazing thing you did. I thought we’d all get
killed, sure.”

“So did I there for a
while.”


They were an hour or more
picking up the driver and the three guards. They were all dead. Lon tied their bodies
on top and on the rear of the stage so as not to upset the woman
any further. He wasn’t sure what her condition
was.


Lon did find his
gun. It had fallen out
of his holster while he was boarding the stage, it appeared. But
that was about the only bright spot he saw. The road agents had
gotten clean away and by the time he’d get a chance to attempt
tracking them he’d be hours behind. Should he try to follow Everson
instead?


It seemed clear that the
shooter from the boulder top had to have been Everson.
There was no way the road
agents could have caught up so quickly as to be stepping out of the
woods as soon as the stage arrived at the bottom of the grade. That
meant Everson knew now he’d gotten the wrong man last night. Would
he have gone straight back to town? Or to meet the road
agents?

Lon checked over his pistol as he drove
the stage the last hundred yards to town, then holstered the weapon
to have both hands for the reins.


As he hauled to a stop in
front of the stage depot, people gathering around to find out what
this was all about, Lon’s eye was running up and down the
street. No Everson. He
climbed down, aiming to get out of sight fast. As he reached the
rear of the coach, there came a familiar voice.

“Didn’t I tell you what
would happen if you came back here?”

There stood Everson, gun
drawn.

Lon cursed his own stupidity in not
having had his pistol in hand from the moment he’d put down the
reins.

“Drop your gun belt,”
Everson said. “Move real
slow. Your hand gets anywhere near your shootin’ iron, you’re a
dead man.”


As Lon was considering
his options, the older man, just climbing from the stage, said,
“Hold on a minute, Marshal. You have the wrong man.”

“Stay clear,” Everson
warned him. “No telling
what a desperado will do.”

“I tell you, you have the
wrong man. He saved our
lives.”

“I’ve got the right one,
all right. Drop that gun
belt.”


There really wasn’t
anything to do but drop it. He was aware of lots of blank, open-mouthed faces, people
watching these proceedings.


So this is how it ends,
Lon thought, as Everson marched him, hands up, to the jail.
Curiosity seekers followed.
That would save him for a short time. But when they had cleared off
...


Chapter
Nineteen


Nothing more happened the
rest of the day. Everson
must want the cover of darkness.


The darker it got, the
lower Lon got. Facing
his own end was hard. But thinking of how Zinnia would remember him
was what was most painful. What others thought didn’t matter as
much. But if Zinnia always remembered him as the man who had
deceived her, as a thief ... Would Betty Logan try to convince her
otherwise? Why would Zinnia believe her? Why would Betty care to
try to convince her, anyhow?


He heard approaching
footfalls. His heart
jammed pounding in his throat. Would Everson let him out and tell
him to try to run, or just shoot him in the jail?


He decided the moment he
was in sight of Everson without the jail door in the way—if he got
that chance—he was going to go for him. If he was to die it wasn’t going to be standing
back-to Everson with his hands up. He was going to be in the air
launched at Everson like a mountain lion.


The latch of the outer
door rattled. All of
Lon’s muscles tightened in readiness as he flattened against the
wall to the side of the iron door.

“Mr. Pike?”
It was the doctor’s
voice.

“Yes,” Lon said,
gulping. “Yes.”

The iron door opened and he stepped
out.

“Am I glad to see you,” he
said in a low, shaky voice. “I really appreciate you saving me from my own
stupidity.”

“I’d clear off fast,” the
doctor said. “Here’s
your gun. My little ruse won’t give you that much
time.”

“Ruse?”

“I sent word to Everson
that I wanted to see him. He’ll be wondering what’s up by now.”

“You watch yourself.
He could shoot you,
too.”

“That may be him coming
now.”

They hurried in the gathering darkness,
going out the rear of the alley.


When Lon explained what
he hoped to do, the doctor lent him both a horse and a
Winchester—Warner’s having gone off on Blacky’s saddle.
Lon cleared out for the trail
up the cliff, glad to be unexpectedly free, glad to hear that Scott
Warner was holding his own, glad for the sharpness of the doctor.
He would owe him the rest of his life. What there might be left of
it.


Riding the cliff trail on
Blacky had been bad enough. Doing it on a strange horse whose ways he didn’t know, and
who didn’t know his ways either, made it extremely precarious. The
animal either wanted to go too fast, or not at
all.


But eventually they made
it and Lon got down and led the horse off into some thickets to the
side of the trail and hobbled him. Then, rifle in hand, he found a good spot to hide
beside the trail and settled down to contemplate the vagaries of
fate and to wait.


He hadn’t long to do
so. Inside of twenty
minutes, here came a rider from below. And it was, as he had hoped,
Everson. He could just make him out by starlight.


Everson went past and Lon
listened. In a few
moments, Everson stopped, evidently doing some listening of his
own. Then he went left off the trail, judging by the
sounds.

Lon got the doctor’s horse and followed
for a distance, then stopped again to listen.


Quiet. Had Everson heard him? Was he now waiting
in ambush?


He held still and
waited. Minutes went by.
Then, startlingly near, he heard the voice of one of the road
agents. “It ain’t anything but the wind,” the man said
dismissively.

“He got loose somehow,”
Everson said. “He could
be up here.”

“Ain’t likely.
Up that trail? He don’t even
have a horse. We got it. I say, light a fire and let’s get this
divided up.”

“I’m not so sure,” Everson
said. “He’s not as
stupid as he looks. I think I’m going to check things out
first.”


Lon had slipped down from
his mount by now, rifle in hand. He held the horse with the other. Everson rode
past not ten feet away, but Lon and his horse were in a thicket and
Everson never saw them. After he’d ridden along his back trail
thirty yards or so and returned to the others, he dismounted and
the three of them went about lighting a small fire in among some
rocks.


With it going, Lon could
see them all quite clearly. They put on a coffeepot and got the sacks off Blacky, who
stood head down in a way Lon knew meant he wasn’t happy. It was as
well the wind, what there was, came from Blacky’s direction rather
than the other way, or the horse would likely start nickering and
try to come to him. Some horses were just horses, but with others
there was an attachment.

They piled coins in neat stacks on a
flat place on one of the rocks making up the rough
fireplace.


They divided three ways,
going round and round the group, each getting a set amount of each
type of valuable until it was gone. When they came to the watch and fob and the
woman’s jewelry they haggled a while, trying to decide who got
what.


Lon waited until
Everson’s share had been put in his black saddlebags and hung on
his horse. Then he drew
a bead on the scar-faced road agent, pulled in and let out a long,
even breath, and shouted, “Hands up or I shoot!”


Everything happened at
once. Hands flew to
weapons. Everson’s horse shied, Blacky’s ears perked up and if he
hadn’t been tied he’d have come to Lon.


The scar-faced bandit
drew and fired so fast he actually beat Lon to it.
The lead went wild, though, and
Lon drove a bullet into the man’s midsection slamming him back so
he sat hard on the ground, bending over holding his wound with both
hands.


The other bandit was
filling the air with lead, but since he didn’t know where to put it
Lon remained unhit. He
fired his second bullet into this man, knocking him into the fire,
which blew out a shower of sparks and smoke and lit his clothes,
and he yelled and rolled over and over on the ground trying to put
it out.


Everson had mounted his
horse and now swung around to ride away. Lon took careful aim and fired, but Everson was a
fast-moving target and Lon missed him. He fired again, hit Everson
in the arm, fired again, missed.


Then Everson was out of
sight in the darkness. The road agents lay unmoving. Lon darted across to Blacky,
who was still saddled and even had Warner’s rifle hanging from the
saddle, and set off after the sound of Everson’s retreating
horse.


Every couple of minutes
he stopped to listen. Everson was still heading west along the side of the hill.
Either he was just running in any old direction or there was a
hide-out ahead somewhere. If he got barricaded in things would get
a lot harder. Lon urged Blacky into a gallop.


They came out on open
mountainside, all stony and barren. Overhead, stars by the millions put on a
spectacular show in the clear mountain air. Out on the broad slope
a horse and rider bobbed dimly. Lon drove after.


Blacky was fast.
Even after all the hard use
he’d had this day, he could still put on an impressive burst of
speed. And he never had much liked eating some other horse’s dust.
They gained on Everson steadily. As they came near, Everson started
taking quick glances over his shoulder. His right arm hung useless.
His gun hand. Maybe finally things were going the right
way.


I am going to nail you, Lon thought. You are
through.


Everson reached around
with his left hand—dropping his reins to do it—as Lon came within a
few yards. He managed to
get the pistol and tried to aim it at Lon.

The pistol jumped once, twice, and then
Lon shot it out of his hand.


Chapter
Twenty


As Lon rode into town,
people came into the street to watch the procession.
Behind Lon came Everson
belly-down over his horse, then the road agents belly-down over
their horses, then the doctor’s horse with sacks and saddlebags of
plunder hanging from the saddle, along with the extra
rifle.


He drew rein in front of
the doctor’s office and climbed stiffly down. It was past midday and the sun was hot. He
wiped his neck with his bandanna.


The doctor stepped out
and surveyed the carnage. His eyes were sad, his mouth corners
drooped.


Then he looked at Lon and
for the first time Lon had seen, he smiled. And it was a smile with fire in
it.

“I knew you were a likely
fellow,” he said.


The scar-faced bandit was
in a bad way and not conscious. The other was groggy and full of groans but he wasn’t
really that dangerously wounded. The doctor took charge of them.
Everson’s right arm was in a crude splint of Lon’s devising and his
left hand was wrapped in a piece of his shirt sleeve, but he was
otherwise his old self, once off his horse and allowed onto his
feet.

“Somebody go get Vern,”
Everson said to the onlookers.


Vern didn’t have to be
gotten from very far. He
was hovering around uncertainly at the back edge of the
crowd.

“There you are, Vern,”
Everson said. “You’d
best tell the councilors what’s happened, and get some men with
guns. This fellow Pike interrupted just as I was in the act of
arresting those road agents. Shot us all up.”

“Just as you were dividing
the loot, you mean,” Lon said. “Go ahead and get the councilors, Vern. We’re going to
straighten things out right now.”


By the time the last of
the councilors arrived quite a crowd had gathered.
Lon had sent a man to take the
horses to the livery, but had had Everson’s saddlebags and the two
sacks left on the doctor’s step, beside which he now
stood.


Tuft had come first, but
stayed on the outer edge of the crowd asking people
questions. The other
councilors were in a group near him, listening. Now here came young
Wescott with Zinnia on his arm, although it looked like this was
more her idea than his since he was not in a hurry, eyeing the
whole situation warily, especially Lon holding a
gun.

Tuft came pushing through the crowd to
confront Lon.

“Is it true you brought in
the road agents?” he demanded. It was not a friendly question, but Lon thought the
huffiness of it might be as much bluster as anything
else.

“Half dead,” Everson
pointed out. “Even shot
me. If there are any men in this crowd, it’s time to take the gun
away from Pike. He’s a thief and maybe a killer,
too.”

“You incompetent idiot,”
Tuft said irascibly. “I’ll handle this. Now, Pike, put that damned gun away and
tell us what you’re up to now.”

“I’ll put the gun away when
I’m ready to,” Lon said shortly, which brought lightning flickering
from Tuft’s eyes—to be met with a hard glitter of purpose in
Lon’s. “Your guards got
themselves shot dead. Know who did it? Everson
here.”

“Now wait just a minute,”
Everson turned on him angrily.

“I was there, remember?”
Lon said to him. “Ask
the gentleman who was aboard the stagecoach what happened,” he said
to Tuft and the crowd.


The man himself spoke up
from the rear, with his wife leaning on his arm. “He jumped aboard from his horse and saved
our lives,” he said.


Tuft turned to look at
him, the dark look suddenly gone. “You’re sure it was this man, Will? I know you
said it was, but ...”

“See these saddlebags?” Lon
said. “Everson’s share
of the loot is in them. The rest is in those two sacks. The road
agents are in the doctor’s office getting patched up. Tuft, do you
have a list of what you sent in that strongbox?”

“I do,” he said, looking
disoriented.

“Get it and read it out to
the crowd.”

“I don’t need the
manifest,” he said. “I
can tell you what was in there. Five thousand in gold and silver,
plus another six in bearer bonds.”

“That’s what’s in the sacks
and the saddlebags, all right,” Everson said easily.
“Like I said, I was in the act
of arresting those road agents when Pike here started shooting from
the dark.”


Tuft had a saddlebag
open, pulled out a handful of gold and silver coins.
The crowd tried to jam nearer,
everybody wanting a look. Few of them had ever seen this much money
in one place before.

“Pike’s trying to squeak
out of a tight spot,” Everson went on. “But the fact is he’s a thief and probably
worse.”


Egbert Wescott had
stopped on the back edge of the crowd, with Zinnia still on his
arm. He seemed to be
trying to encourage her to leave, but she stayed where she was,
staring hard at Lon. He couldn’t read her expression and wanted
more than anything to know what she was thinking.

“Are those yours?” Lon asked
Tuft.


Tuft had come up with a
fistful of bearer bonds. He examined them carefully.

“Yes,” he said.
“They are.”

“Take a look in the
sacks. In one of them
you ought to find the watch and jewelry taken from the people who
were on the stage. Everson took his in gold and bearer
bonds.”


The watch and fob, the
rings, bracelet and the rest were found and returned to their
owners. By now, Zinnia’s
eyes were flashing. She dragged Wescott along to the older couple
and spoke with them animatedly. Wescott did not look pleased. The
older couple did, as though something had finally been happily
resolved.

“We can settle who’s
telling the truth here,” Lon said. “Let’s go over to Everson’s
house.”


A murmuring went through
the crowd. They were
interested.

“Oh, come now,” Everson
said. “Isn’t there at
least one man out there willing to stand up to this
trickster?”

“What do you want to go to
Everson’s house for?” Tuft demanded.

“There’s something you need
to see,” Lon said in a tone that left no room for
argument.


The crowd surged in the
direction of Everson’s place. This was too good a show to miss. Lon prodded Everson with
the barrel of his gun, seeing Vern off to one side, his hand
hovering close—but not too close—to his gun, his eyes big. Lon
hoped he wouldn’t. Vern might be a hero-worshiper but he wasn’t
very bright and was in far over his head. Lon didn’t want to have
to shoot him.


Everyone piled up at the
door, and with difficulty let Lon and Everson through, followed
single file by the councilors, then Vern. And behind them came a determined Zinnia, Wescott
now being hauled along by her, very reluctantly.


The door was, of course,
locked. Lon produced the
key from his pocket, which created a small ripple of reaction from
those who saw it, and the ripples spread out through the
crowd.

“I knew it,” Everson said
ferociously. “That key
was stolen.”

“The only way to get it,”
Lon said, “was from inside. I got it while looking over your staged break-in. It hangs
on a hook inside the door. You like to go in and out the rear,
don’t you? You do it as a regular thing. That way nobody will think
it strange if they see you go around back leading a horse carrying
saddlebags of loot, right?”

“What kind of nonsense are
you talking now, Pike?” But at last Lon thought he detected a slight tinge of fear
in Everson’s tone.

“Let’s go in, shall
we?” Lon prodded Everson
on in ahead of himself, and the rest followed, all that would fit
in the room, with the street now jammed about solid with people. He
got a fleeting glimpse of Betty Logan trying to force her way
through the crowd outside.

Lon made everybody keep off the ratty
little rug in the middle of the room.


Everson turned angrily on
Tuft. “Are you going to
let this just go on?”

“Move that rug, Everson,”
Lon said. “You’ve got
one hand left that works well enough for that.”

“What?” he said.

“The rug.
Move it.”

“Doesn’t it strike anybody
else that this man is not right in the head?” Everson
pleaded.

“I’ll move it.”
That was Zinnia pushing
through, shaking off Wescott’s preventing hand, pushing by an
open-mouthed Vern, and stepping determinedly near
Lon.

“Zinnia!” protested her
father, shocked at her forwardness in such a situation.


She ignored him and
squatted down, her dress folding around her on the floor, and took
hold of the rug. When
she yanked it briskly out of the way, there were gasps from several
who were near enough to see the trapdoor. Again ripples went out
spreading the news.


Zinnia stood, stepped
back, and looked Lon straight in the eye. He held her gaze, and all he felt for her jammed
in his throat.

“Mr. Tuft,” Lon said, after
trying twice to clear that throat, “perhaps you’d like to open the
trapdoor and see what’s below it?”


Tuft had been looking
from him to Zinnia and back again as though about to say
something. Now he bent
over and lifted the trapdoor.

“By God, a
safe—!” Tuft said, and
people crowded up to look.

~*~


Two days later, Lon and
Zinnia were having a picnic lunch in the same place they’d had the
first one. It was a
beautiful day with a breeze and what seemed like the whole world
spread out before them.

“That’s the first time I
ever saw Pa apologize to anybody,” Zinnia said. “But he did it graciously, don’t you
think?”

“Very much so.”

“Would you like me to
apologize again?” she asked, coquettishly.

“There could be people
watching,” he warned, pointing at the town.

She sat closer to him and laughed up
into his face.

“I never knew Pa was a safe
cracker!” she said.


Lon smiled, thinking of
how, when Everson steadfastly refused to open the safe, Tuft had
had men lug it into the middle of the street and had personally
rigged an explosive which blew the door off. He had explained that he’d once been the
explosives man in a silver mine.

“I never knew that silver is
mined from safes,” Lon had needled him, and Tuft had found it a
great joke.

“To tell the truth I didn’t
know if I’d blow the stuff in that safe all over town,” he
said.

“Tell me again where the
hide-out was,” Zinnia said.

“Around the bulge of the
mountain to the west. Everson was headed there. When I went back up to look for
it, I only had to go a bit further along from where I’d caught up
with him. Lucky there wasn’t much for ground to bury anything in or
I’d have been a long time finding that stash. I gather nearly
everything stolen from all those holdups which wasn’t in Everson’s
safe was up there. It was as well they were greedy and wanted to
keep hoarding it up.”

“I think we are all lucky
you came to Whitburg,” Zinnia said.

“Except for Scott
Warner.”

“But he’s recovering
quickly, I understand.”

“Fortunately.”

“When we told him how you
captured all three of those thieves he said he wasn’t a bit
surprised. He said he
thought you were the most capable man he’d ever met, and have the
most integrity.”

Lon was silent, amazed.

“He thinks the world of you,
Lon, like a lot of us do.”

Lon was still silent, trying to credit
what she’d said, when she went on in a different tone.

“Did you know your friend”
(she used the word carefully) “Betty Logan came to see
me?”

“Oh?” he said,
startled. He’d been
avoiding her since Everson and his accomplices had been jailed, but
had felt guilty about it and unsure how to deal with
her.

“Do you care about her very
much?” Zinnia asked, even more carefully.

“She came to tell me some
things Billy Thompson told her. The Billy who was Everson’s previous deputy. She was his
fiancée, she said.”

Now Zinnia said, “Oh!” as though
startled herself.

“But she seemed to want to
transfer her interest to me. Or at least I got that impression. Maybe I was wrong about
that.”

“I see,” Zinnia said, just
a little coolly. “And
you’re afraid to see her in case she isn’t interested, after
all?”

He gave her a quick glance, taken
aback.

“Just the opposite.
Don’t misunderstand. She’s
probably a very nice girl in her way. But it’s you I care about.”
He wanted to add, “Can’t you see that?”

“She seemed to be very
interested in you,” Zinnia said noncommittally.

“I was afraid of
that. I’ve been trying
to think of a way to tell her she should forget about me, some way
that won’t hurt her too much. She’s had a rough time
recently.”

“You won’t have to,” she
said. “She came and told
me she could see it’s me you’re head-over-heels in love with and
that she’s going to leave town on the next stage. She said I was to
take good care of you and not let you get away with too
much.”

“She said that?”

“Well, most of it,” Zinnia
said sweetly.

“Hmm,” he said,
thinking. “So the ladies
have settled it between themselves, have they?”

“Of course,” she said
brightly. “Don’t we
always?”

“Then,” he said, “I suppose
it’s now up to me to settle things with Eggy.”

“Eggy!” she exclaimed and
wrinkled her nose as though she’d just caught a whiff of an
unpleasant odor. “There’s absolutely nothing you would ever have to settle with him.”

“There isn’t?” he asked
innocently, as though confused.

“I’ll throw that basket of
food at you if you mention him again.”

“Funny, I thought I saw you
with him once or twice, and ...”

“And here I believed you
were a gentleman,” she pouted, her eyes full of
mischief.

“No,” he said patiently,
“Eggy
is the gentleman. I’m the guy
in the grimy hat.”


She took it off his head
and clapped it over his face. It was some time before they fully recovered from their
laughter.

Then Lon said, “Your father is after me
again about the marshal’s job.”

“And?” she asked, softly,
supportively.

“How do you feel about
that?”

For answer she picked up his hat, put
it on his head, carefully adjusted it straight and low over his
eyes, and then tucked her arm through his.
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