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With professional thoroughness the marshal
searched the ground that the raiders had lit-
tered with so much killing. He was not a
squeamish man, and this was not the first time
he had seen wanton slaughter and burning, nor
was it the first time he had seen a dead mutton
puncher in cow country—nevertheless he was
shocked. For four years he had rested com-
fortably in the belief that cowmen and sheep-
men had learned something from the last blood-
letting. He had been wrong.
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CHAPTER ONE

1

SHORTY GIBBs lay on the gray edge of conscious-
ness, his eyes tightly closed, trying to guess where
he was.

A jail cell? Some six-by-six rock calaboose in
some nameless trail town? It wouldn’t be the
strangest place he’d ever come alive in.

But wait a minute; he’d stopped trailing back in
’8S. Or was it '84?

His memory wasn’t working so good. His head
ached. There was a woolly taste in his mouth and a
yawning in his guts. His mind wandered. He got to
thinking vaguely about a time in Caldwell when a
red-headed saloon girl by the name of Brickyard
Floyd . . .

But, hell, he thought disgustedly, that was five,
six years ago! .

The truth was Shorty Gibbs was just a mite
leary of opening his eyes, for fear of what he might
see. A big brick furnace, maybe, and a cat-eyed gent
with nubbin’ horns and red union suit, pitching stiff,
cold bodies into the fire with a three-pronged fork.
Because, at that moment, Shorty wasn’t any too sure
that he wasn’t dead.

Now, it was beginning to come to him slowly.

3



4 SHORTY

He had left the old Mobeetee Road, quartering
northeast, hoping to finish his mail run at Hardrow
before sundown. His pinto must have stepped in a
dog hole. The last thing he remembered was flying
through the air like a cannonball. The thought of it
made him wince. Dog holes and cut banks—the
horsebacker’s insurance against old age.

A scratchy voice was saying irritably, as if it had
already said it several times, “You alive there, mis-
ter?”

Cautiously, Shorty Gibbs opened one bloodshot
eye. “I ain’t right sure,” he croaked. He gazed one-
eyed at the leathery, bewhiskered face of his host.
“Old man,” he said finally, “would you mind
tellin’ me just where I’m at?”

The old-timer shrugged indifferently. “In my
wagon—right where you been ever since I hauled
you in.”

“Hauled me in from where?”’

The old man studied his guest thoughtfully.
“Well, you was down south a piece when I found
you. Not too far from Gyp Creek.”

“You see my horse anywheres, a pinto geldin’?”

“Nope.” The old-timer turned his head and spat
through the puckered opening of the covered wag-
on.
What could have happened to the pinto? It
couldn’t have gone far on three legs. “Exactly,”
Shorty asked with some concern, “how long ago
was it that you found me?”

The old man scratched his bristling jaw. “Round
three days. If I ain’t slipped up somewheres in my
figurin’.”

Three days! Both eyes were open now, wide.
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“You sure?”

“Give or take m few hours.” Shorty’s alarm nev-
er scratched the surface of the old man’s indif-
ference.

Shorty got his hands under him and shoved with
determination. He lurched recklessly to his left and
fell against the side boards. “You stt anything of
my gear?” he panted. “Mail pouch, saddle rifle,
war bag?”’

“Nope.” Hunkered in the rear of the wagon, the
old man looked aa though he would like to get on
with his business, which, from the heady aroma of
the wagon, Shorty judged to be sheep. “There was
just you,” he added grudgingly, “when I rects you.

‘Staggerin’ along the creekbank like 1 Comanche
with a bait of ‘lectric bitters under his belt.”

Shorty blinked and eased himself up on his
elbows. “I was on my feet?’ It was hard to belive.

“Like I just said. Course, the bullet has laid your
scalp open and you was doin’ considerable
bleedin’ . . .”

“Bullet?”

“Boy,” the old-timer said impatiently, “you was
shot when I found you. The bullet grazed your
skull and maybe knocked you a little loco.”

Shorty’s head was spinning. He eased himself
back on the wagon bed and tried to get things
straight. Well, he thought disgustedly, this here’s
the corker. But it’s about what you’d expect, I
guess, when a hell-raisin’ drover hires cn at re-
spectable work. Gets hisself shot right out of the
saddle! What I ought to of done was stick with
trailin’ cows.

But the trail driving days were numbered—
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Shorty Gibbs had seen that much three years ago,
when he first decided to lay over in Hardrow and
look for something else. But shot! Who would
want to shoot a likable, easygoing, good-time gent
like Shorty Gibbs?

Some disturbing answers canie readily to mind.
It was just possible that he wasn’t quite as easygo-
ing and likable aa Shorty Gibbs liked to imagine. He
had stepped on some tender toes in his day. Short
man on a short fuse, they called him. Especially
with a few snorts of panther juice warming his bel-
ly.
Well, all right, he admitted, he had tramped ~-a &
sensitive ego here and there. But there was nobody
who actually wanted to ki/l him. There had been
times in his reckless past when he’d felt obliged to
gun-barrel a few overgrown gents down to his own
size—but hell, boys, that didn’t meaa they’d hunt
him down maybe five years later and drygulch him.

Or did it?

There had been that gambler in Wichita—some
kind of a row over a4 leggy saloon girl whose name
Shorty couldn’t recall off-hand. Or the gunsharp
up at Dodge, who, a3 it turned out, hadn’t been as
fast as his reputation had led folks to believe.
Shorty’s bullet had shattered his kneecap. He
always walked with a limp after that, Shorty had
heard. ,

“Boy,” the old man told him, “‘you don’t look so
good. Maybe you better rest v spell.”

The old-timer climbed out of the wagon. Shorty
could hear the bleating of woollies in the distance.
Just what I need in the middle of cow country, he
thought sourly—to hook up with a sheepman!
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2

The first light of 4 new morning crept over the
prairie. Shorty woke slowly, his insides growling.
Dimly, he remembered drinking a gamy broth that
the old man had brought to him from time to time,
but it had been almost four days since his stomach
had known solid food.

The morning sun burned like 2 gold dollar
beyond the puckered end of the wagon sheet.
Shorty rose slowly to a shaky crouch. I got to get
out of here, he told himself. Got to get back to
Hardrow and let folks know what happened.
Reckon there’ll be a big fuss raised over losin’ the
mail—but that can’t be helped.

*“Old man!” he called hoarsely.

The old-timer appeared at the open end of the
wagon and loosened the sheet. “The name’s Seth
Bohannan,” he said dryly. ‘“Reckon if you’re
strong enough to holler you’re strong enough to
call me by name.”

Shorty accepted the rebuke with little grace.
“Look, I got to get to Hardrow. You got & horse I
could have the borry off?”

“Nope.” Bohannan helped him down from the
wagon bed and propped him against a wheel.
“There’s Mary Ann,” he said, nodding toward a
toothy, gray-faced mule staked near the wagon.
“But she never took much fancy to saddles .
~ Shorty sighed. No need to worry about saddles
—the pinto had run off with his, and he was pretty
sure that the old mutton puncher didn’t sport one.

The old man grumbled, *“I never aimed at a case
of trouble when I hauled you to the wagon. You
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know who it was that parted your hair?”

“You know as much &s I do, Bohannan. You
right sure you didn’t see my mail pouch any-
wheres?”

The old sheepman snorted impatiently. ““I never
seen no pauch or no pinto. If Mary Ann’s willin’,
you can have the borry of her to get you to Hard-
row.” Shorty heard the ring of finality in his wotds.
The old man was beginning to have second
thoughts about being 4 good Samaritan.

Bohannan squinted bleakly at the flock of
woollies grazing along a dry run below the wagon.
A sheepman in cow country had enough troubles
of his own. But there was something about him—
a certain grim set to his bewhiskered jaw, maybe—
that made Shorty wonder fleetingly if he didn’t
have something more important than sheep on his
mind.

Bohannan set an iron pot off the fire, spooned a
meat stew into a battered granite plate and handed
it to Shorty. “Here, this’ll hold your ribs apart till
you get to Hardrow.”

Shorty gazed suspiciously at the floating chunks.
“What is it, woolly meat?”

Bohannan drew himself up indignantly. *“A_
sheepman don’t eat his own. You’re more green-
horn than I thought, if you don’t know that.”

Shorty grunted by way of apology and dug in.
The gravy was thick and fiery with chilis and garlic.
The meat was on the gamy side, stringy and coarse.
“I don’t know what kind of cow this is,” he said
finally, “but she sure wasn’t no rich man’s pam-
pered pet!”

“Ain’t cow,” the old sheepman said pitying his
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guest’s ignorance. “She’s coyote stew, the way I
learned to cook her down in Sonora.”

Shorty paled and quickly put the plate aside.
“Reckon that’s all I can hold.” He touched the
crown of his head, movmg his finger along the
scabbed-over furrow in his scalp. For the first time
since coming awake in the old man’s wagon,
Shorty felt strong enough to indulge himself in an-
ger. Yes sir, he thought, a hairsbreadth to the south
and he’d of carried off the top of my skull! “I don’t
reckon you’ve got u lookin’ glass, have you?” he
asked.

The old tuan gave him a blank stare. Shorty told
himself it was just as well. Four days in a
sheepman’s wagon with his scalp laid open, he had
a pretty good notion what he looked like. I’'m get-
tin’ a funny feelin’, he thought, that I just ain’t nev-
er goin’ to be satisfied with myself till I catch up to
that fancy shootin’ st and ...

The thought trailed off in anger.

3

Barebacking on a mule over twenty miles of roll-
ing prairie could be 3n ordeal under the best of cir-
cumstances. Toward mid-morning Shorty’s head
was pounding, his rump was sore, his dangling legs
began to cramp. And the coyote stew rolled uneasi-
ly in his belly.

Toward the middle of the afternoon he raised
Hardrow, a bleak, dusty, hard-time place at best. A
scattering of shanty stores. A few sod houses, most
of them abandoned, eroded, sagging un the edge of
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collapse, somr with tall weeds growing out of their
dirt roofs. A ranchers’ supply town, off the main
stage road between Dodge and Tascosa. A color-
less oasis on a sun-scorched desert, but a welcome
sight to the eys of Shorty Gibbs.

He reined the mule up beside a brush arbor ex-
tension to the livery barn at the edge of town. He
eased himself from the animal’s bony back and gin-
gerly stamped sors feeling into his feet. Quiet. . . .
The thought crossed his mind idly. Only three
horses tied in the street, and not a single rig.

He moved to the door of the barn and called,
“Anybody in there?”

The sound of his own voice caused his head to
pound. He heard someone coming up from the
dark, hay-smelling interior. Murph Hogan, the
hulking, red-faced, onion-headed hostler, drew up
short, bugging his eyes at Shorty.

“It’s you!”

“Who’d you think?’ Shorty asked impatiently.
“Look, I want you to stable this mule whileI ...”
He looked closer at the bug-eyed hostler. “What’s
wrong with you?”

“It can’t be you,” Hogan said dully. “They’re all
down at Gyp Creek right now with hooks and
seines. They’re draggin’ the whole bottom.”

The famous Gibbs fuse was burning short.
“What the hell’re you talkin’ about?”

The hostler gulped. “We was all #0 sure! Your
pinto comin’ in with an empty saddle. The mail
g%uch missin’. Then, findin’ your hat, the way we

id...”

Shorty made a growling sound in his throat.
“For the last time, Hogan, tell me what you’re
blabberin’ about!”
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Hogan waved his arms in confusion. “You had
to ‘-be dead, Shorty! Ever’thing pointed to it.
Ever’thing!”

The beginning of understanding penetrated
Shorty’s impatience. “They’re out draggin’ Gyp
Creek for me? Is that what you’re tryin’ to say?”’

Hogan’s bald head bobbed up and down.
“Ever’thing was clear as day when we went out and
saw where it happened. At first we thought maybe
your pinto spooked and throwed you. Then Ab
Jergin, he found your hat there on the creek-bank.
And the trail of blood. Then we knowed what must
of happened.”

“And just what,” Short said acidly, “was that?”

“You was murdered, Shorty!”” Hogan blustered.
“It was all wrote out in the grass where you was
shot out of the saddle. The trail of blood led right
to the creek—and there was your hat at the edge of
the water. What was we supposed to think?”’

Shorty felt himself beginning to sag. His legs felt
soft. The whang tough muscles of his chest felt like
limp buckskin. He didn’t know what the citizen of
Hardrow was supposed to think. And he didn’t
much care. Let them think he was murdered, if
that’s what they wanted.

“Shorty,” -the hostler blurted, “you was shot,
wasn’t you? You did get robbed out of your mail
pouch, didn’t you?”

“Shot, yes,” Shorty said wearily. “Robbed, yes.
But you can tell the good citizens they can stop
stirrin’ up the mud in Gyp Creek. And they cax
kick the dirt back in my grave. Because old Shorty
Gibbs aint’ dead yet—not quite.”

He pushed away from the barn and aimed him-
self at the Plug Hat Saloon.
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4

Goldie Vale, in her red spool-heel shoes, was
half a head taller than Shorty Gibbs. Her hair
shone like the polished cuspidors that lined the
footrail of the Plug Hat bar. She was dealing
herself & hand of blackjack at the end of the bar
when Shorty reeled through the door.

“Whiskey,” Shorty said hoarsely, resting on the
bar.

“Shorty Gibbs!” Her voice was as brassy aa her
hair. She vas genuinely pleased to see Shorty still
alive—which, now that Shorty thought about it,
was more than he could say for Murph Hogan.
“We thought you was...”

Shorty gestured wearily. “A sheepman found ma
and brought me alive on coyote stew.” Goldie
poured him a drink in a water glass. He downed it,
and a soothing heat stirred his sluggish blood,
cleared his eyes, sharpened his mind.

Goldie, recovering from the shock of seeing
Shorty alive, studied him with a sharper, more cal-
culated gaze. “You talked to anybody since gettin’
in?”

“Just to Hogan down at the wagon yard. He told
me about the town turnin’ out to drag the creek.”
He tried without much success to grin. “Tell you
the truth, I never expected there’d be sa much fuss
when old Shorty Gibbs cashed in his checks.”

She shot him a slitted look that somehow stirred
unrest in his mind. “Hogan never told you about
the stranger?”

“Not that I recollect.”

“The day after your pinto showed up with an
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empty saddle, & stranger by the zain2 of Courtney
landed in Hardrow and started askin’ questions
about your mail run from Tascosa.”

Shorty looked blankly into Goldie Vale’s glittery
green eyes. “Where’s the stranger now?”

Her face suddenly paled, the reddish freckles
across her noze showing up like birdshot. “Since
last night, when some of the boys rode over to the
blackjacks and cut him down, he’s been in
boothill.”

Shorty stared at her. Outsiders were considered
fair game for hurrahing, but lynching wia carrying
things too far. Even for Hardrow. I guess there
wasn’t no trial or anything like that?”’ he asked
with faint hope.

Goldie shrugged. “The circuit judge wasn’t ex-
pected this way for another month, and the boys
was impatient.”

Things were moving too fast for Shorty Gibbs.
First, some back-shooting gent had nigh busted his
head open. And because of that, somehow, 4
stranger had blundered into Hardrow. A mistake
that had cost him a stretched neck. Now, for rea-
sons that were still foggy, the town had turned out
to drag Gyp Creek for Shorty’s body.

He downed another shot of the fiery liquid.
“Now,” he said wearily, “let’s go back to the
startin’ line. What was it about this stranger,
Courtney, that got folks so worked up that they
just had to hang him?”

Thoughtfully, Goldie turned up another glass
and poured a drink for herself. “Well, this
Courtney, for one thing, claimed to be a gambler.
But he never turned & card that time he w&x in
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Hardrow.” She downed her drink. “Come to think
of it, he never had much time for cards.”

Shorty was getting a curious feeling, 4m un-
pleasant itch that he couldn’t quite get at to
scratch. “What did he look like?”’

She sighted in on Shorty’s height of five and &
half feet, ““Tall,” she said. “Six feet, and then some.
Kind of a hungry look to him.”

A prickling sensation moved over Shorty’s scalp.
“Black hat?’ he asked. *“‘Leather vest? Black boots
with butterfly tooling?”’

She looked startled. “You know him?”

“Down at Tascosa he had a faro layout. Cleaned
me out of everything I had, even that thunderbird
concha that I always carried for luck.”

Goldie Vale looked suddenly sick. ‘“He won that
concha from you gamblin’?”

“I ain’t #5 sure you could call it gamblin’, the
way he went about it—but he won it.”” Shorty was
disturbed by the taut lines in the saloon girl’s face,
and by his own growing mens of uneasiness.
“What'’s this all about? What’s 2 Navajo piece of
silver got to do with a lynchin’?”

Unsteadily, Goldie refilled both glasses. “It was
that concha that clinched things. After they found
your horse and all—after they found your hat there
by the water, and we all figured you was dead. . . .”
She spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness.
“After all that, somebody noticed that concha that
Courtney was foolin’ with. Somebody said that
Shorty Gibbs never would of parted with that good
luck piece without he was killed first. I guess that’s
what everybody thought. When they faced him
with it, Courtney claimed he’d won it off a mail
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rider that quartered here in-Hardrow. He claimed
the only luck it had brought him was bad—so,
bein’ a gambler and naturally superstitious, he
wanted to give it back to the ma= he’d got it from.
That’s what he claimed.”

Now Shorty experienced & hollow, gutless sensa-
tion. Because of a silver concha worth less than a
dollar, a maa had been hung.

Goldie, meaning well, said, “Drink up, Shorty.
You ain’t got nothin’ to blame yourself for.”

“It ain’t myself I’'m blamin’.”” He found strength
in anger—but how did you go about hating a
whole town? ‘““What about the missin’ mail
pouch?”’ he asked. “Did anybody think to tie
Courtney up with that before they strung him up?”’

Goldie smiled—but it wasn’t really a smile. I
guess not. When folks get riled they don’t think so
straight.”

“That,” Shorty said cuttingly, “is goin’ to be 4
great comfort to Courtney.” He wheeled and
tramped out of the saloon, leaving his free shot of
whiskey on the bar.






CHAPTER TWO

1

THE WHOLE BUSINESS of the lynching had the smell
of tragedy about it, but not the accidental or coin-
cidental kind that Shorty had s»en so often on the
trail. Everything was too orderly—and tragedy was
most often a senseless thing. A good nnaa rode off
a cut bank on a dark night and died; that was the
way it usually worked.

In his rented one-room shack nzar the wagon
yard, Shorty Gibbs went to sleep thinking about
the lost mail pouch. What had been in it that w25
so important that a person would commit murder in
order to get his hands on it? Somebody in Hard-
row, most likely, because Hardrow was the end of
the mail run. Did it have anything to do with the
lynching?

It was hours later when he woke to s== the bland,
broad face of Hoyt Tooms looking down at him.
Tooms was the local marshal, the nearest thing to
2 lawman that Hardrow had to talk about.

Shorty came awake, slowly, 3 muttony taste still
in his mouth. his head still pounding. He gazed

17
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blearily at the hulking figure of Tooms, noting that
the marshal’s clothing was sweat-stained and
smeared with mud. “Sorry to disappoint you, .
Tooms,” he said sourly, “but I ain’t goin’ to drown
myself in Gyp Creek just to ems¢e the conscience of '
your lynch mob.”

“If I was in your boots,” Tooms said softly, like
a big cat purring, “I'd watch the way I talked.
Folks is edgy. We just spent a hard day draggin’
the creek, on your account—while you was laying’
up in your shack asleep. And the business with that
stranger, Courtney. That was on your account too,
and folks ain’t likely to forget it.”

“My account?” Shorty swung himself to the
edge of his ropestrung bunk. “It’s a funny
thing.” He glared up at the hulking marshal.
“Seems like nobody with a name ever done any-
thing bad ‘around here—like drygulching or
lynching. It’s always ‘them’ or ‘they’ or ‘folks’ or
‘somebody.” But nobody you could point a finger
at and say, ‘that’s him.” Don’t this strike you kind
of funny, Marshal?”

“What happened to the stranger was & accident,
Gibbs. The sooner you get that through your head,
the better for all of us.”

“There you go again. Us. Better for who,
Tooms?”

The marshal’s expression didn’t change, though
his grayish eyes appeared to grow a little cooler.
“For you, maybe, Shorty. Nobody’s blamin’ you
exactly—but you can’t deny you’ve put 'z to con-
siderable trouble.”

“I’ll apologize for gettin’ myself shot,” Shorty
said bitterly, “when I’'m feelin’ a little stronger.”
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He lurched up from the bunk, blundered to the
washstand and poured a dipper of water over his
head. In the scaling looking glass =ver the wash-
stand he looked at himself for the first time in four
days—and it was something of u shock.

His eyes were sunken, his cheeks hollow. Nearly
a week’s growth of whiskers looked like beard o7 a
dirty-faced corpse.

Ignoring the marshal, Shorty fumbled for soap,
lathered his beard and began to shave. Throughout
this burst of activity Tooms looked silently in the
doorway.

“What do you aim to do about the missing mail
pouch?”’ Shorty asked at last.

The big marshal shrugged. ““Nothin’ to do, ex-
cept report it to the county sheriff when I see him.
It was your job to bring in the mail—I ain’t got no’
jurisdiction outside of Hardrow.”

Shorty could sce how it aus going to be. The
fault for everything was going to be his because he
had carelessly let himself be bushwhacked. As for
the county sheriff—Panhandle counties were big-
ger than most states. The sheriff probably didn’t
know there was such a place 4¢ Hardrow.

Shorty finished shaving in silence. He rinsed his
face and cautiously patted his sandy hair over the
scabbed furrow. “Where’s my hat?”’ he asked.
“Somebody said you found it on Gyp Creek.” A
man felt naked without a hat—and a contract mail
rider couldn’t afford to buy a new one everytime he
got himself shot.

“Over at Goldie’s place,” Tooms said.

“Has Goldie told you about the stranger you
strung up? And that thunderbird concha of mine
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that he had on him, and how he come to have it?”’

Tooms nodded his heavy head.

“I reckon the town’s right proud of itself, solvin’
the murder that wasn’t a murder by stringin’ up a
man that had nothin’ to do with it anyhow. I guess
nobody thought to ride to Tascosa and see if there
was any truth to his story?”

The marshal gazed narrowly at Shorty, a certain
hardness in that bland expression. “You ain’t goin’
to make trouble, are you, Gibbs?”

Shorty tried to laugh, but it only made his head
ache. “All I done was get myself shot and lose a
mail pouch. Why would I want to start a ruckus?
Of course, if I'd strung up an innocent man, I
might feel a little different.”

For the first time the marshal came all the way
into the shack. The battened walls seemed to bulge
= the huge figure filled the room. He placed both
hands on the washstand and leaned forward, fixing
Shorty with an icicle eye. “Don’t get smart with
me, Gibbs. About the stranger—it was a bad thing.
But nobody’s to blame. Feelin’ was runnin’ high,
things got out of control. It could of happened any
place.” The cat purr had become a velvet snarl.

Shorty gazed flatly at the marshal and wondered
if someday he would have to test that old theory
about a good little man against a good big one.
“You aim to drop the whole thing, is that it? The
drygulching, the lynchin’, the robbery? You aim to
just kick dirt over it and forget it ever happened?”

“It’s better that way, for everybody. Courtney’s
dead. There’s no way of changin’ that.”

“But someplace there’s a bushwhacker runnin’
loose with my mail pouch. Ain’t anybody in-
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terested in finding’ out who he is?”

“One thing leads to another,” the marshal said
with steely reasonableness. ““Start diggin’ for the
bandit and you uncover the necktie party. The mail
pouch ain’t that important—there ain’t nobody in
Hardrow goin’ to make i complaint. Nobody’ll
ever know you lost the pouch.”

“That’s right comfortin’ to hear,” Shorty said
with all the sarcasm he could muster.

Tooms shrugged with a4 hint of weariness. He
eased his great hulk through the doorway and was
gone. “I’ll be damned,” Shorty said to the haggard
face in the looking glass. “What do you think
about that?”

2

Shorty headed for the Ace Cafe and ordered
flapjacks, chili, fried steak, and spuds to take the
taste of coyote stew out of his mouth. A change of
clothing and a sponge bath had rid him of the
woolly smell of old Bohannan’s  hospitality. The
sleep had cleared his mind and eased his aching
head. With a full belly and a clear eye, things didn’t
look quite as bad. Maybe he had started to con-
demn the town without having all the facts.

Old Ben Kramer, the Ace proprietor, sloshed
black coffiee in front of Shorty, staring at him with
a nervous eye.

“No need to be skittish,” Shorty told him dryly.
“I ain’t a ghost—not yet.”

“I guess. But it takes & little gettin’ used to.” Si-
lently, he was asking Shorty Gibbs to take his busi-
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ness someplace else, but Shorty did not listen to
silent voices.

“I got eutne catchin’ up to do,” he commented,
cutting into a piece of dried apple pie. “What can
you tell me about that gambler that called hisself
Courtney?”

Kramer patted his forehead with a counter rag.
“Nothin’. I never sen him.”

Shorty’s sense of well being began to fade. “That
would take a lot of lookin’ the other way, con-
siderin’ what happened to him.”

“Nothin’ happened to nobody, far’s I’'m con-
cerned. I mind my own business.” The cafe owner
put down the rag, eased down to the far end of the
counter and busied himself with & pot of beans.

So this, Shorty thought, is how it’s goin’ to be.
Not findin’ my body in Gyp Creek must of been m
great disappointment to everybody. But here I am,
big 3 life, to remind the whole town that they
strung up 2n innocent man. He paid for his supper
and left.

The street = 1s almost deserted as he headed to-
ward the public corral to soc about his pinto, With
some surprise Shorty realized that Hardrow was n
dying town. It had been on the downgrade ever
since the main stage road had bypassed it in favor
of Tascosa.

I been wastin’ my time in this place, he told him-
self sourly. Two years, and the -only things he had to
show for his trouble were saddle galls and a sy
head.

The wagon yard, like the rest of the town, had
that lonesome look about it. Once there had been a
string of camp shacks to the south of the barn, but
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most of them had fallen down or had been knocked
down for kindling. Ranchers and cowhands no
longer spent their big Saturdays in Hardrow if they
had any way of getting somewhere else.

Shorty circled the livery barn, making for the
public corral. The pinto was there, fat and con-
tented as a Comanche on allotment day. Murph
Hogan came out of the barn wiping his bald head
with 4 bandanna. “You owe me three dollars for
boardin’ the pinto,” the hostler said sullenly. “I’ll
take the money now.”

There was a distinct glitter in Shorty’s eye.
“Don’t we usually settle up at the end of the
week?”

“Things is different now. I ain’t got room for the
pinto in my corral. And while you’re at it, take the
mule too.”

Shorty stared, too puzzled for anger. While he
had been sleeping the day away something very in-
teresting had taken place in Hardrow. Suddenly
there was no room for two animals in an empty
corral. In a town that was dying ci its feet a
bankrupt hostle turned away business.

With a docility foreign to his nature, Shorty paid
up without a fuss. He collected his saddle and rifle.
“I’'ve got a funny feelin’,” he said thoughtfully,
“that if I was to want some feed for these animals,
you wouldn’t have any to sell. Am I right?”

Hogan squinted. “I got just enough for my regu-
lar customers.” The hostler was not a perceptive
man, but he could sev that Shorty’s grin was 13
mask. “I got work to do,” he said uneasily, back-
ing away toward the barn.

Shorty staked the horse and mule in the tall
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Johnson grass behind his shack. Luckily, feed was
not yet a critical problem. But he had a hunch that
other problems would soon be turning up. Maybe
his rented shack wouldn’t be for rent any more.
Maybe his pinto would go lame and he couldn’t
hold up his end of the mail contract, and that
would be the end of his job. Maybe his credit
would be stopped and the various stores in Hard-
row would find excuses not to serve him. Queer
things could happen, if 1 man took it in his head to
make them happen. A mun like Hoyt Tooms, for
example.

Once again Shorty became aware of his bare
head. In the Panhandle a man usually removed his
hat only for funerals and sleeping.

3

The Plug Hat Saloon was doing a good business,
considering it was suppertime and most Hardrow
citizens were home eating. Shorty counted four
cowhands at the bar, and two ranch owners and a
Cattlemen’s Association man at one of the tables.
The hands and the Association tein were wearing
guns—there was nothing too unusual about this.
Still, more and more townships were passing laws
against the wearing of firearms, and it wasn’t often
that you saw this many guns in one room.

Goldie’s night man, George Marquis, was work-
ing the lower end of the bar. Shorty gestured to the
owner.

Goldie Vale set up bottle and glass, and, without
being asked, handed over Shorty’s hat. Shorty in-
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spected the head-piece with more than common in-
terest. It was a good, expensive hat—or had been
twelve years before. Now it was sweat-rimmed,
grease-stained, spotted and streaked from count-
less unremembered abuses, but it still held its shape
in the way that only top grade felt would do. Good
2= new, almost, Shorty thought bitterly, except for
the two holes in the crown and the dark stain that
hadn’t been there the last time he had looked.

He brushed the hat on his sleeve, creased it so
that the bullet holes weren’t too noticeable, and set
it gently on his tender head. “Thanks,” he grunted.

Goldie shrugged. “Now you’ve got everything
you had when you landed in Hardrow. Don’t you
think it’s about time you looked for better
diggin’s?”

Shorty looked at her in faint surprise. “You, too,
Goldie? Looks like everybody else is tryin’ to
nudge me out of town, but I thought me and you
was pals.”

Goldie looked at him as if the bullet had done
permanent damage to his brain. “Why do you
think I bother with you? Maybe you ain’t noticed,
but you ain’t exactly the most popular gent that
_ever rode into Hardrow. A businesswoman in
these parts could do 3 lot better than bein’ pals
with Shorty Gibbs.”

Shorty poured himself a shot from the bottle. *“I
knowed the town had gone sour—but it ain’t that
bad yet, is it?”

“All I know is what I see Over there at the table
sets the second biggest rancher in this end of Texas,
Emery Straiter. Next to him sets the third biggest
rancher, Paul Maston. The long, drawed-out gent
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drinkin’ with them, is Sam Milo, top inspector for
the Cattlemen’s Association. You know how long
it’s been since any ¢ue of them has showed his face
in Hardrow?”

Shorty grunted and downed his drink.

“More than a year,” Goldie said, a1 if she were
making an important point. “Can you guess what
they wanted to know, every one of them, i soon a1
they come through the door?”

Shorty shook his head.

“They wanted to know if I'd seen Shorty Gibbs.
Like they couldn’t believe you wasn’t actually
dead.”

“They ain’t the only ones to be disappointed.”

Goldie’s grin was like a flashing knife. “So you
have started to feel it. Don’t it mesn anything to
you when somebody nearly kills you, and then ev-
erybody you know tries to crowd you out of
town?”

“Sure, it means Hardrow’s a town with a mighty
guilty conscience.”

Goldie snorted. “Shorty, you’re a fool.”

“I guess,” he agreed. “Or I never would of set-
tled here in the first place. But now that I'm here,
I don’t aim to be crowded out, or bluffed out, or
scared out. If they want me out they’ll have to
carry me.” His grin was wide but a little strained.
“Anyhow, like you said, Straiter and Maston ain’t
really the top dogs around here. When John Eng-
lish and his Spur bunch starts gunnin’ for me, may-
be then I'll start to worry.”

Goldie shook her head sadly. “What kind of
flowers do you favor? In case I take a notion to
plant some on your grave.”
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She turned to take care of another customer who
had just pushed through the swinging doors.
Shorty watched her with narrowed eyes and had to
admit that she was a handsome woman—but he
didn’t care much for her sense of humor. The new
customer stood at the bar between the group of
cowhands and Shorty. He was obviously & working
hand himself, but a first class one. He had the lean,
tough look of a full-time saddleman. His clothing
was plain and dusty, but of top quality. Shorty
noted the plain black boots, old and scuffed now,
but handmade, and would have cost a top hand
half a year’s pay when new. A foreman, Shorty de-
cided. At least the top hand of some cowman’s reg-
ular crew. He wore 2 common wood-handled .45
on his right hip. Shorty, without a pistol on his
belt, was beginning to feel undressed.

Goldie Vale set out glass and bottle, collected
the newcomer’s silver and returned to Shorty.
“You recognize the gent in the black boots?”’

He shook his head.

Goldie flashed ore of her edged grins. ‘“Name of
Nate Corry.”

Now Shorty had him pegged, and he carre sud-
denly erect, scowling. Corry was John English’s
foreman—top dog of the Panhandle cowmen.
“Maybe,” he said to the red-haired saloon owner,
“I’m a more important man than I realized.”

From out of the south a chill breeze drifted into
the Plug Hat Saloon and flowed across the back of
Shorty Gibb’s neck. Goldie said worriedly, “I wish
I knowed what was goin’ on. Shorty, you just ain’t
important enough to bother cowfolks like John
English.” She shook her head, copper ringlets
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swinging at her shoulders. “I ain’t seen this kind of
thing since the Carrizo sheepman tried to move
down to the Panhandle.”

“When was that?”

“Four years ago. Before you landed here. But
there ain’t no sheep trouble now. The only mutton
puncher I’ve heard about is the old geezer that fed
you coyote stew and . ..”

But Shorty Gibbs was gone. Unpredictable as
prairie wind, he had simply jammed his hat down
on his injured head and tramped out.

4

The smell of woodsmoke and the simmering
slum in the iron pot made Shorty’s stomach roll.
He reined up & short distance from the wagon and
called, “Old man, you up there? It’s me, Shorty
Gibbs.”

A high, pale moon shone down on the colorless
grass and white sheeted wagon. Shorty held the
lead rope over his head. *“I brought your mule
home, old man.”

Seth Bohannan, a shadow moving out of darker
shadow, stepped away from the wagon and came
toward his visitor. In his right arm he cradled an
ancient, long-barreled rifle. He lowered it, almost
grudgingly.

“It ain’t that I’'m not proud to get Mary Ann
back,” he said slowly, “but don’t it strike you a
mite queer, bringin’ & mule home this time of
night?”’

“There’s somethin’ I wanted to talk about.”
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Holding to Southwest rules of etiquette, he did not
dismount until the old man gestured for him to do
sO.
“I can’t say who shot you,” Bohannan said, tak-
ing the lead rope, “if that’s what you want to
know.”

They walked up the slope to the wagon, leading
the animals. The old man stopped beside his fire
and tied the animals to a wagon wheel. Shorty
circled the simmering pot, hunkered on the wind-
ward side and methodically began to build &
smoke. “Was you down in these parts four years
ago, durin’ the sheep trouble?”

The old man hunkered on the opposite side of
the fire. “Nope. Them was Mex herders.”

“You mind tellin; #» what you’re doin’ down
here in cow country?”

Bohannan considered the question. “The flock
goes where the grass is. I follow the flock.”

“Even if it takes you into dangerous territory?”

The old man studied him over the glowing coals
of the fire. “What did you come here for, besides to
bring Mary Ann?”

Shorty told him what little he knew concerning
the strange actions of the town—and it was little
enough. “It ain’t that I hate the notion of gettin’
- out of Hardrow,” he explained, “but I can’t quite
swallow the idea of gettin’ run out. You know what
I mean?”

The old man lifted his head, solemn and proud.
“I know.”

“Well, that’s how it is. First the wagon yard
turns down my business, then the town marshal
starts to ride me like he was breakin’ in a new sad-
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dle. Next, the town starts to fill up with important
cowmen, and they all want to know about Shorty
Gibbs. But the thing that brought ne here is some-
thin’ a saloon girl let drop. She said she hadn’t peen
the cow clans gather this way since the sheep war.
You couldn’t be gettin’ yourself mixed up in a war,
could you, Bohannan?

The old man wagged his head. “Just me and a
few dozen sheep. We ain’t worth the bother.”

“Just the same, you’re flirtin’ with trouble. I’'ve
sewii cowfolks that would shoot & sheepman just to
see him bleed.”

A strange stiffness settled on Bohannan’s fea-
tures. “So have I,”” he said in a voice without tone
or timbre. He stared past and through Shorty
Gibbs, seeing things in the night that no man
should ever have to see. ““So,” he said again, ‘“have
I. That’s how they killed my boy—just to see him
bleed. That’s how they killed Ramon. ...”

Old Bohannan got to his feet and without so
much 3s a nod in Shorty’s direction, tramped off
into the night.

By the time Shorty got back to Hardrow the best
part of the night was gone. The pinto plodded into
the dark, deserted town. A smoky haze hung over
the shabby collection of frame shanties. The prairie
wind, on a rare whim, was still. Shorty leaned over
the pinto’s neck, scowling, his head cocked. That
haze—almost like a fog, but you didn’t see fog on
the High Plains—heaved sluggishly on some upper
wind current, permitting pale moonlight to filter
down on Hardrow.

It was perfectly normal, Shorty told himself, for
a town to be quiet only two, three hours before
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sunup. But this was a little too quiet. Instinctively,
he moved his right hand to the stock of l.is saddle
rifle. The Winchester was already half out of the
boot when the dark figure moved into the street, in
front of the livery barn.

Tooms. No other muu in Hardrow would loom
81 big in an empty street.

Shorty unsheathed the Winchester and levered a
cartridge into the chamber in one smooth motion.
Tooms did not move but merely waited, standing
hipshot, almost in an attitude of boredom. “You
ain’t goin’ to need that rifle,”” the marshal said.
“Not now, anyhow.”

Shorty nudged the pinto forward, cautiously,
sniffing the air, houndlike. The haze wasn’t a haze
after all. It was smoke.

He eased the rifle back into the boot. “Ain’t it a
little late for the town law to be prowlin’ the
streets?”’

“Maybe. But you keep pretty queer hours your-
self.”

Shorty ignored the unasked question of where he
had been. He sniffed again at the acrid air. “What’s
been burnin’?”

“One of the shacks back of the bar.” The big
lawman regarded him thoughtfully. “Your shack,
Shorty.”

Shorty jerked erect in the saddle. But with un-
usual control he made himself swallow the in-
formation and digest it before speaking. *“It ain’t
like I ever claimed you for ¢ sidekick, Tooms,” he
said coldly, “but I never figured you for a house
burner, either.”

The marshal moved his heavy shoulders. “When
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I get enough of you, Shorty, I won’t burn you out.
There’s other ways.”

“Would you like to try some of them, Marshal?
Right now?” His admirable control was slipping.
Anger rushed in, hot and demanding. He threw
himself out of the saddle, grabbing the Winchester
on the way down. “Go ahead, Marshal!” He re-
alized that he was yelling. The sound of his voice
rolled over the silent town like a shot from & brass
Napoleon. I invite you, Tooms! Try to get rid of
me, any way that suits you.”

The huge lawman heaved a ponderous. sigh.
“Some other time, Gibbs. Not tonight.”

“What’s the matter, Tooms? You waitin’ to get a
clean shot at my back?”

The marshal’s grayish eyes seemed to glisten in
the pale light. But his voice was unruffled, soft and
smooth as honey. A big cat purring. “That ain’t
quite my style, Shorty. I waited up to give you a
message from Goldie Vale—she’s left the back
door of the saloon unlocked. You can bed down
there, if you want to.”

Shorty’s grip on the Winchester relaxed. He
knew that he had made a fool of himself. “All
right,” he said ungraciously. “You delivered the
message.” He reholstered the Winchester and led
the pinto to what was left of his shack.

It wasn’t much—a blackened doorframe leaning
crookedly against a piece of a wall. A heap of
charred rawhide lumber, still smoking. A few coals
glowing red in the darkness.

Tooms had trailed him silently to the edge of the
rubble. “We ain’t sure how it happened. Not long
after you pulled out a cowhand come in the Plug
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Hat and said a shack was burnin’. There wasn’t
nothin’ anybody could do—the closest fire barrel
was clear around in front of the livery barn.”

“Right thoughtful of somebody,” Shorty said
bitterly, “furnishin’ entertainment for all our im-
portant visitors.” He glared at the marshal. “So
you just stood and watched it burn!”

“For a little while,”” Tooms said blandly. “Then
I went back to the saloon and had a beer.” Before
Shorty could explode, the big lawman backtracked
softly, melting away in the night.

The darkness bore down on Shorty. He felt
hollow. These past few days had sapped his
strength. He stood for a long while staring blindly
at the smoldering rubble.

“After thirty-two years,” he thought aloud, “all
I’ve got to show in the way of property is a painted
horse, @ wore-out ridin’ rig and a twelve-year-old
rifle.” Add the clothes that he wore on his back.
The rest—what little there had been—buried be-
neath the charred remains of the shack.

“But they ain’t goin’ to run me out,” he said to
the smoking ruins. “And they ain’t goin’ to burn
me out, or scare f»z out. They ain’t goin’ to get rid
of me any way at all, unless they kill me.”

Now that it had been said out loud, he felt a little
better. He grinned wolfishly at the darkness. ‘“And
killin’ me, boys, is apt to take some doin’!”






CHAPTER THREE

1

HE STAKED the pinto in a patch of mullein and
Johnson grass behind the Plug Hat Saloon, then
tried the back door. It was unlocked, and Shorty
entered cautiously, somehow feeling like a burglar.

An unpleasant thought crossed his mind. What
if this was all Tooms’ doing? What if the marshal,
for reasons of his own, had arranged to have that
door unlocked? And what if he was to appear sud-
denly, gun drawn and cocked, a conscientious law-
man anxious to do his duty? Wasn’t that the way
Tooms would tell it later? *“Took him for z bur-

- glar,” as he pointed to the body of Shorty Gibbs,
cold and stiff, stretched out on the saloon floor.

Shorty shrugged disgustedly. His imagination
was fighting the bit. Tooms had his faults, but out-
right murder probably wasn’t one of them.

He struck a match and lit a reflector lamp. Gold-
ie had made him a bed on the pool table near the
end of the bar. He scouted the saloon carefully for
no particular reason, except that he had never been
in a saloon like this before, all by himself, in the
dead of night.

He returned to the rear of the building and
barred the back door. I've uoc. softer mattresses,
he thought, thumping the rock-solid pool table. He

35
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blew out the lamp, shucked his spurred boots and
stretched full length on the bed of slate. Being short
sometimes had its advantages.

He lay in darkness, wide-eyed, unable to sleep.
Carefully, he hazed his thoughts away from house
burners and bushwhackers—he’d never get any
rest thinking about them. Queer about old Bohan-
nan, though. A sheepman striking out by himself in
cow country. Queer, and maybe suicidal .1 well.
Shorty wished vaguely that he knew of some way
of helping the old mutton puncher—but there
wasn’t any. Bohannan was his own man. And
Shorty had troubles of his own.

His thoughts turned to Goldie Vale. Who else in
Hardrow wold have the gall to house Shorty Gibbs
when it seemed that everybody else was trying to
prod him out of town? In her own brassy way, she
was 3 lot of woman. Plenty of gall and gumption.
And a full share of looks.

But there were times when Goldie looked at him
in 4 certain way, sizing him up, kind of, like he was
the last runty stud in a horse sale and she needed’
one more animal to make a team. But Goldie
wasn’t his type. He told himself this every day or
s0, just to keep things straight in his own mind.

His thoughts floated and kept returning to cae
thing that he couldn’t understand, and maybe it
was the key to everything. What had been in that
mail pouch?

The kind of mail that usually came to Hardrow
you wouldn’t cross the street to claim. As Hardrow
didn’t sport 2 bank, there wasn’t much chance that
he had been transporting a big sum of money
without his knowing it.
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Suddenly he was off the pool table, pacing the
saloon floor in his bare feet. Automatically, he
twisted 4 smoke and lit it. Why would sombody
want to kill a mail rider for a handful of “back
home” letters, a few mail order catalogues, and the
usual assortment of harness and patent medicine
advertising?

He helped himself to a generous shot of Goldie
Vale’s whiskey and spoke to the dark mirror be-
hind the bar. “I don’t know. But it has to be the
mail pouch.”

Through the window he watched false dawn
lighting the far horizon. He returned to the pool
table.

2

George Marquis, general swamper and part-time
barkeep for the Plug Hat, was sweeping the pre-
vious day’s litter on the front door when Shorty
came awake. According to the ornate banjo clock
over the back bar it 4ai almost ten o’clock.

He hauled himself off the table, stiff of back and
shoulders. He gazed blearily about the saloon.
“How long you been here?’ he asked Marquis.

“Maybe half & hour. Miss Goldie said not to
rouse you.” George was a big, good-natured man
who, in Shorty’s opinion wasn’t too bright.

He stamped into his boots, walked stiffly out of
the saloon and washed his face and finger combed
his hair at the public pump at the end of the street.
His scalp wound itched, which meant, he hoped,
that it was healing.
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Goldie Vale had left her living quarters several
hours earlier than usual and was boiling coffee an
a heating stove when Shorty returned to the
saloon. She looked at him in that certain way that
always made him uneasy. “I se2 you made yourself
at home with my whiskey,” she told him.

“What do you do, put a mark on the bottle every
time a drink is poured?” He adjusted his bullet
punctured hat un his tender head. “If you don’t
want your liquor drunk, don’t let ex-trail drivers
sleep in your place of business.”

She grinned. “It’s your pretty disposition—no
wonder ever’body loves Shorty Gibbs.”

“Ever’body,” he said sourly, “but the citizens
of Hardrow, and seme very influential cowmen
and their crews, and a bushwhacker and a house
burner.”

She laughed—a bright, ringing sound, like kick-
ing o heavy dog chain off the back of a wagon.
“Have some coffee.”

He grunted and took & chair. Goldie poured
inky coffee into heavy mugs that she kept for serv-
ing Tom and Jerrys at Christmastime. “Well,” she
said, “I wouldn’t say you’re the handsomest gent I
ever laid eyes on, but you look some better than
you did yesterday.”

" He ignored the pleasantry. “I don’t reckon it
would do any good to ask how my shack caught
fire, would it?”

She shrugged. “First thing anybody knowed, it
was burning’. There’s other shacks.”

“Not for Shorty Gibbs, I got a hunch.” He
stared at her for 2 moment. She had looks, all right,
but so did a steel gaffed fighting cock. Soft and
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gentle and quiet she wasn’t. But when you asked
her a question you could reasonably expect a
straight answer. “‘Goldie, do you know what any of
this is about? Why, all of @ sudden, Shorty Gibbs
gets on Hardrow’s tar-and-feather list?”

“Town’s a little touchy. Guilty conscience, I
guess, after the hangin’. I don’t feel > good about

“it myself.” She tried her coffee and grimaced.
“Maybe folks just don’t like bein’ reminded of
what they done—and that’s what you do, just by
bein’ here.”

Shorty glared out at the dusty street.

- “Maybe,” Goldie said, with a sidelong look
from those green eyes, “it wouldn’t be such a bad
notion if you left Hardrow for < spell. “If you’re
shy on cash money, I could let you have . ..”

“No, thanks,” he snarled. Starting the day on
bitter coffee and anger. “Funny thing about gettin’
bushwhacked. It makes me wonder why somebody
was so set on killin’ me. I'm beginnin’ to think he
wanted that mail pouch, but I won’t be real happy
until I know why. Anyhow, I’ve got the mail run to
make—I reckon I’ve still got the job . ..”

Goldie was shaking her head. *Straiter and
Maston and English sent word to the contractors
that the mail service in these parts wasn’t satisfac-
tory. A new rider has been put on in your place.”

Shorty came out of his chair. “They can’t do
that! I got a contract!”

*“Good as long ns you give satisfactory service.”
Goldie shrugged characteristically. Take things a3
they come and don’t drop your guard, was Goldie
Vale’s philosophy.

Shorty checked his temper. Straiter, Maston,
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and English. The three big cowmen working' to-
gether could do almost anything that came into
their heads. But John English, the biggest of the
bunch—somehow, it didn’t seem reasonable for a
man like English to concern himself with such
things.

Goldie said, casually, “English and some of his
Spur hands rode into town last night.”

Shortie whistled softly.

Goldie shot him a guarded look. *“You sure you
wouldn’t like to see some other part of the coun-
try?”

“It ain’t travel I need, it’s answers to some both-
ersome questions.”

3

The three cowmen and the Association man,
Sam Silo, were eating at early dinner in the Ace
Cafe when Shorty came in. Shorty blandly ignored
Ben Kramer’s look of distress, tramped back to the
big table and, uninvited, helped himself to a chair.

For a long, silent moment they stared at him—
the Association man with anger, Straiter with faint
but cold interest, Maston with icy detachment.
John English gazed at the unwelcome visitor as if
he had been & particularly unpleasant type of in-
sect, something to be batted away and smashed be-
neath his bootheel.

Sam Milo was the first to speak. He leaned for-
ward menacingly. “You wasn’t invited here,
Gibbs. Move on somewheres else.”

Shorty grinned his insolence at the cowmen.
“I’'m invitin’ myself. You gents have dealt your-
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selves into my business. So you’ll just have to get
used to lookin’ at my face.”

“Not for long . . .” Milo started. A glance from
English stopped him. He sat back, faintly flushed,
as if he had just been reined down with a Spanish
bit.

“It’s just as well that you joined us,.Gibbs,” Eng-
lish said. ““‘Sooner or later we’d have to meet. Folks
say you're 4 stubborn, short-tempered man. So’s
an old wrinklehorn cow just out of the brush—
stubborn and short tempered. You know what
happens to old wrinklehorns. They wind up in a
slaughterhouse.” He cut a piece of steak and
chewed thoughtfully.

Shorty’s gaze moved from face to face. All three
ranchers were speaking with English’s voice—that
much was clear. Even to men like Straiter and
Maston, the word of John English was law. Paul
Maston, a gaunt graybearded man in his late fif-
ties, sat in aloof silence. Straiter, tall, sun dried and
toughened, gazed at Shorty with unfocused anger.
English, older than the others, also bigger, tougher
and more ruthless, put down his knife and fork.

Shorty said evenly, “I understand you boys got
together yesterday and shot my mail ridin’ job out
from under me.”

Sam Milo grinned, but it was English again who
spoke for the group. “That’s about what hap-
pened. But it wasn’t much of s job anyway. We
decided you could do better for yourself some-
wheres else.”

“Especially,” Sam Milo added impulsively,
*““since your shack burned down and you ain’tgot a
place to stay.”

He was silenced by three looks &s hard as bullets.
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The Association mea cowered back in his chair
and was not heard from again.

“Why’d you do it? Shorty asked with icy control.

English shrugged. “You are a disturbin’ in-
fluence to the country. We’d rather you went some-
place else.”

Shorty shook his head. “Not many days ago I
was shot out of the saddle and had my mail pouch
robbed. I won’t be happy till I know why.”

The gazes of the three ranchers met for aa in-
stant. John English drew a leather money purse
from his coat pocket and shoved it across the table
to Shorty. “Maybe,” the cowman said icily, *“this
will help you forget that business on Gyp Creek.”

Shorty took the purse, scowling, and unfastened
the metal clasp. What he saw startled him. He
glanced quickly at the three faces. “There must be
two, three hundred dollars here!”

“Five hundred,” English informed him blandly.
“In double eagles, Gibbs. Gold. Good anywhere
you want to spend it.”

Straiter spoke for the first time. “Anywhere but
Texas.” Three heads nodded agreement.

Shorty was stunned. He had never owned five
hundred dollars in his life. Just cinch down his sad-
dle and travel, and these double-eagles were his!
He shoved the purse back to English. “It ain’t that
I couldn’t use the money. But I'd rather have some
answers.”

Expressions of ‘surprise and anger flitted across
the faces of the cowmen. “Gibbs,” Paul Maston
hissed, ‘“‘you’re even more of a fool than 1
thought!”

“And in this country,” Straiter reminded him,
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“the life of a fool can be a short one.”

Something happened to Shorty Gibbs’ sun-
browned face. Around the mouth deep, defiant
lines appeared. His eyes narrowed and seem to glit-
ter as he looked from face to face. Then he kicked
back his chair and stalked out of the cafe.

Goldie Vale groaned when Shorty told her about
the purse. “Five hundred in gold! Maston was
right. You are a fool.”

“It could of been a thousand; I'd still have to
know who tried to kill me. I'd have to know why
cowfolks get mixed up in the doin’s of a mail rider.
And I’d have to know why a gambler by the or..1¢
of Courtney got hisself hung so sudden.”

Goldie regarded him with 8 mixture of impa-
tience and concern. “If you’re just set on bein’ bull-
headed, I can’t stop you. But if it was me, I’d be
practical and take the money.”

Shorty, on his way out of the saloon, paused at
the door and grinned tightly. “You happen to no-
tice how many customers you’ve had since you
opened up this mornin’? None. You think it might
be on account of the company you keep? Folks you
let sleep on your pool table? That what you call
bein’ practical?”’

Shorty paused beneath the Plug Hat’s plank
awning, watching the ranchers leave the Ace Cafe.
Two riders entered the street at the wagon yard end
and headed toward the cowmen—one of them
Shorty recognized as Nate Corry, the Spur fore-
man. The other was a husky young man, fair
haired, handsome in his own arrogant way. His ex-
pensive riding rig was gaudy with Mex and Navajo
silver. The pearl handle of his revolver gleamed in
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the sun like a gold tooth.

Goldie Vale came up behind Shorty, standing in
the saloon doorway. She looked at the two riders
and groaned, “Vance English!”

Shorty glanced back with m sour grin. “Big as
life, ain’t he? The light of the old man’s eye, they
say.”

Goldie Vale, who never claimed to be a lady,
snorted in an unladylike manner. Vance and the
foreman had reined up in front of the three
ranchers, and the young Spur heir appeared to be
holding an urgent discussion with his father. John
English was shaking his head, his old face u stone
mask.

The young man’s face flushed with anger. Ob-
viously he had asked for something and had been
denied. “Now there’s somethin’ a-body don’t see
every day,” Goldie said dryly. “John English
shakin’ his head to that spoiled pup of his.”

“He’s a little late,” Shorty said, wondering what
the family gabfest was all about and wishing they’d
talk louder. “He ought to of started sayin’ ‘no’
about twenty years ago.”

Goldie mused to herself. “Wonder what brought
him back to Hardrow? I kind of figured it would be
a spell before he plagued this town again.”

Shorty squinted, only half-listening. “Why
would an English shy away from Hardrow?”

“After what happened? You said it yourself—
that stranger, Courtney, did get strung up kind of
sudden. And Vance English was right in the van of
things that night. Spoutin’ lynch talk louder’n any-
body.”

Shorty exhaled in surprise. “I didn’t know Vance
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was in town that night.”

“You don’t stay in one place long enough for
anybody to tell you anything.”

Across the street young English was getting
hotter all the time, and his father was still shaking
his head with grim stubbornness. Angrily, Vance
reined his animal away from the group and headed
back toward the wagon yard at a full gallop. Old
John English turned to his foreman and motioned
him to go with his son.

After o moment Shorty pushed back through the
swinging doors. “Tell me some more about the
hangin’.”

Goldie made & sound of disgust, went behind the
bar and poured a drink for herself. ““Vance and the
English foreman, Nate Corry, rode in about sun-
down that day. Saloon business was good—there
was a lot of talk about the killin’—your killin’—
and some of the boys was gettin’ kind of hot. First

.thing I knowed, somebody had mentioned breakin’
Courtney out of jail. I can’t say who. But Vance
was soon talkin’ it louder than anybody.”

She downed her drink and set the bottle out of
sight. “I wouldn’t listen to it. I told them to change
the subject or I'd send the whole bunch packin’.”
She sighed. “Maybe someday I'll learn to keep my
mouth shut. Vance flared up, like he always does
when ever’thing don’t go to suit him. Said they’d
just move to the Great Western and he’d buy
drinks all around. That’s the last I seen of them.
And it’s all I know.”

The Great Western Saloon was a slap-up affair
on the windward side of the public corral, special-
izing in doctored whiskey and faro. The owner was
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Phil Sublet, a small, slightly soiled but dapper man
with a reputation that he didn’t like to talk about.

Sublet regarded his customer with suspicion.
“You’re off your track, ain’t you, Shorty. Seems
like you take your business to the Plug Hat, as the
usual thing.”

Shorty came into the drab saloon, his eyes
slitted, watchful, as he might enter a bear cave. “I
just need some information,” he said, s Sublet was
reaching for & bottle.

The Great Western owner leaned across the bar,
smiling faintly. ‘“About what?”

“The mob that strung up the stranger, Courtney.
They left the Plug Hat that night and come here.
Who was leadin’ them?”

“There wasn’t nobody leadin’ them. And it
wasn’t & mob—just a few of the boys havin’ some
drinks.”

“Who was buyin’?”

Phil Sublet brushed his neatly trimmed
mustache. ““I don’t recollect.”

“Who was the first to mention necktie party?”’

The barkeep shrugged. ‘“Never heard anything
about a necktie party. Like I said, they was just a
few of the boys havin’ a drink.”

“Was Vance English with them?”

Sublet patted his forehead with a soiled linen
handkerchief. ““I don’t recollect.”

Shorty, with no sign of warning, leaned forward,
grabbed the front of Sublet’s vest and almost
jerked him over the bar. “Phil,” he said softly, “I
ain’t talkin’ just to hear my head rattle. Somebody
tried to drygulch me, in case you ain’t heard, and
I’m the kind to take o thing like that serious.”
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He twisted on the vest, knotting it at the
barkeep’s throat. “I’ve got this fool notion,” he
said in a tone of extreme reasonableness, “‘that the
bushwhackin’ and the lynchin’ kind of went to-
gether. So you see it’s somethin’ more than idle gab
—TI’ve got a personal interest in the matter, you
might say.”

The saloon owner flapped his arms helplessly,
his face turned red, his eyes bulged. Sublet was 4n
inch taller than Shorty, and as heavy, but he had
never spent eighteen hours a day in the saddle trail-
ing two thousand head of nervous cattle.

Shorty tightened his grip. “You beginnin’ to rec-
ollect now?” he asked quietly.

Sublet guped air and rubbed his throat. “Sure he
was,” he said shaken. ‘“Anybody could of told you
that.”

It occured to Shorty that the saloon had become
noticeably darker. He let the barkeep go and
turned toward the door Hoyt Tooms was standing
in the opening, smiling grimly, his huge figure
blocking out most of the light.

“You do keep busy, don’t you?”’ the marshal
said dryly.

“Look here, Tooms! Sublet sputtered. “I was
right here in my own place of business when he
come in and ...”

“I know,” Tooms said wearily. “Shorty, maybe
it’s time for = and you to talk.”

“What kind of law are you!” Shorty flared.
“Sublet was right here that night, s>~ every man
in that mob, heard everything they said. Why don’t
you question him?”’

“I have,” Tooms said with an air of great pa-
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tience. “Now I want to talk to you.” He stepped
back from the doorway.

Curious as to what this was all about, Shorty let
Sublet go and moved into the street with Tooms.
He stared up at that big, bland face. “Come to
think of it, what was you doin’ while that mob was
haulin’ Courtney out of jail? Does the marshal take
his orders from that spoiled pup of John
English’s?”

Tooms flushed. Suddenly that bland face was no
longer bland, it was hot and angry. His voice was
still soft, but not gentle soft—soft ax the whisper of
2 flying bullet. “If you was a little closer . ..”

“Closer to your size?”’ Shorty glared up at him.
“Don’t let my height and weight stop you, if you
got it in your head to start somethin’.”

The marshal clinched a ham-sized fist con-
vulsively. Then, with & mighty effort, he pulled
himself in. He said, in a strange and constricted
voice, ‘I was in my office when they took
Courtney. They got the drop on me—there wasn’t
anything I could do.”

“There wasn’t anything you could do,” Shorty
repeated sarcastically. “You wasn’t blind, was
you? You could see who was in the mob.”

“They had coffee sacks over their heads.” He
stared angrily down on Shorty. “Anybody could of
told you that, if you’d thought to ask. But you nev-
er think, do you? You just grab folks by the throat
and start to shakin’.”

“Maybe. But that don’t change the fact that
Courtney was your responsibility, and you let them
hang him. Don’t tell me a man you’ve knowed
most of your life caz put a coffee sack over his



SHORTY 49

head and you wouldn’t recognize him.” He pulled
up for a moment, scowling. “That’s it, ain’t it?’ he
went on thoughtfully. “You did recognize them.
But they was all pals of yours, or big brand cow-
men, so you let them have their way.”

Tooms had turned pale. In his eyes was 3 faintly
glazed cast that might have been mistaken for pain.
“You listen,” he said harshly, “because I don’t aim
to say this but once. Maybe I did recognize some of
them. And maybe they was pals of mine. But for all
anybody knowed, Courtney was a murderer, and
you was the one he murdeed. What was I goin’ to
do—lose a prisoner, or kill my friends? What
would you of done?”

Shorty exhaled through clinched teeth. Finally
he had the truth—part of it. But he wasn’t fool
enough to think that Tooms would repeat it in
front of another witness. Shorty turned his
thoughts back to Vance English—Vance had his
faults, but would he stir up a lynching just for the
sport of the thing? For no better reason than the
pleasure of watching a man kick at the end of a
rope?

4

It was nothing but a hunch, and not much of a
hunch at that, but it was all he had to go on. In a
burst of action Shorty got the pinto saddled and
left Hardrow in a wake of reddish dust.

That scene between Vance English and his father
was still nagging in the back of Shorty’s mind.
What could be important enough to cause the
youth to bare his fangs at the old man? It might
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prove interesting to trail Vance and Nate Corry
and see what the pup was up to.

For several minutes he held the pinto to a gallop,
keeping to a rutted wagon track that Vance and
Corry had taken out Hardrow. There was no sign
of the riders. No man-horse specks along the
ridges, no revealing streamers of dust. Maybe
Vance and the foreman had cut crosscountry and
headed back for Spur headquarters.

Shorty didn’t believe it. Vance had fogged it out
of Hardrow too full of purpose.

Suddenly, down at the bottom of a gentle slope,
he saw the two riders calmly sitting their animals
beside the wagon track. A buckboard with u plod-
ding roan between the shafts was coming toward
them, coming from the southwest, the direction of
Tascosa.

It was obvious to Shorty that Vance and the
foreman had ridden from town for the special rea-
son of meeting this buckboard. Their attention was
on the rig and nothing else. Shorty squinted against
the sun. The distance between himself and the
buckboard was too great to tell much about the
person in it, but not too great to see that it was a
woman.

He nudged the pinto forward along the dusty
road. There was something about the figure of
Vance English, rock-still, purposeful, that started a
ripple of uneasiness up Shorty’s spine.

Then, stretching casually, Vance reached for his
saddle rifle. He had the rifle half out of its leather
sheath when the foreman glimpsed Shorty riding
toward them from the opposite direction. Nate
spoke to his young boss, and.must have spoken
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sharply. Vance froze. Then he glanced quickly over
his shoulder and shoved the weapon back in place.

What did it mean? Shorty knew what it looked
like, but he couldn’t make himself believe that eve1
a headstrong whelp like Vance English would set
out to drygulch a woman.

He covered the distance between himself and the
two Spur mun at the gallop. Vance was smiling
crookedly, anger glittering in his eyes. Nate Corry
nodded curtly, his expression as blank ai a side of
meat on a butcher’s block. Shorty reined up beside
him.

“Well,” Vance drawled, “if it ain’t the short tnan
with the long string of hard luck. Between me and
you, Nate,” he said to his foreman, “I got a feelin’
the string’s goin’ to get longer and harder. And
pretty goddamn soon at that.”

“I lost somethin’ all right,” Shorty said. “My
job, my mail pouch, the house I lived in, and most
of my plunder!”

Vance grinned unpleasantly, “That’s a sad story,
little man. But I'm afraid e and Nate can’t help
you. We was headed back to the Spur.”

“Takin’ a mighty long way around, wasn’t you?”’

“Little man, en English rides any way he feels
like.”

“Call me ‘little man’ once more,” Shorty told
him coldly, *“and I can point out one English that’ll
have to buy hisself a new set of front teeth.”

Vance’s grin was almost ur: expression of pain.
“Sorry, Mister Gibbs, but me and Nate ain’t got
time to set here and jaw. Come on,” he said to his
foreman, ‘“the company here’s beginnin’ to gall
me.”
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They must have rehearsed it—the thought
flashed through Shorty’s mind when he saw that he
was about to get himself caught in the jaws of their
trap. Nate’s horse, suddenly skitterish, had sidled
out of the slot between Vance and Shorty. “Easy,
boy,” the foreman said quietly. “Easy there.” The
animal tossed its head, cross stepping in a small
half circle. Almost too late Shorty recognized the
commotion for what it was—expert horsemanship
on the part of the foreman.

Vance was watching closely, his upper lip curled,
part grin, part sneer. Suddenly Shorty found him-
self caught between the two Spur men. The trap
was closing. Maybe it had already closed. Vance,
with that unpleasant sneering grin, was directly in
front of Shorty, grabbing for his pearl-handled .45.
Shorty cursed himself for a fool. All he had was the
Winchester, and not nearly enough time to use it.

He kicked spur steel into his animal’s ribs. The
startled pinto lunged forward, crashing head on
into Vance’s animal, all but unseating the rider.
For a few seconds the two men clawed and slashed
at each other.

“Shoot!”” Vance yelled hoarsely to his foreman.
*“Goddamn you, shoot!”

But, for the foreman, it wasn’t as simple as all
that. The horses kicking and twisting in a frenzy
created 1 reddish whirlwind of dust. The two
riders, each struggling to unseat the other, made a
single target. “Shoot!” Vance cried again. But
Nate, expert shot that he was, realistically calcu-
lated his chances on hitting the right man in all the
confusion. He didn’t like the odds.
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He decided to let Vance, for once, settle his own
dust. The foreman didn’t look as if he cared much,
one way or the other, if both of them had to buy
new teeth.

Shorty had clamped a steel-like grip on the front
of young English’s vest; with his other hand he
lashed out blindly. Vance, feeling himself falling,
kicked himself free of the stirrups. He struck the
ground with a curse in £ mushroom of dust. Before
he could get to his feet Shorty had also freed him-
self of the pinto and was diving on top of him.

A short distance away, on the spring seat of the
buckboard, the woman sat frozen, watching the vi-
olent proceedings in a kind of terrified fascination.






CHAPTER FOUR

1

VANCE ENGLISH, for all his flashiness, was no milk-
fed veal. He was young, strong, arrogant. Shorty’s
head rang from & hammerlike blow beside the left
ear. Rolling, cursing, flailing at each other in the
boiling dust, Vance grabbed again for his revolver.
Shorty, with a snarl, clubbed it out of his hand. I
don’t much like your style, boy! I just don’t like
drygulchers, if you want the truth of the matter!

A bullet-like fist in the midsection sent the young
Spur heir stumbling back. Shorty lunged, this time
bloodying the youth’s mouth. Don’t let my size
fool you too much! He thought hotly. A mighty
little bullet can do a heap of damage! Still and all,
he reasoned, there ain’t no s&&=sz tusslin’ here in the
dirt when there’s an easier way . ..

He grabbed Vance by his collar, then let go so
suddenly that the young cowman stumbled and
almost fell. Shorty swooped down with his right
hand and grabbed that gleaming pearl-handled
Peacemaker out of the dust.

“That’s—all!” he said hoarsely. Indelicately, he
rammed the muzzle of the .45 into Vance’s gut. He
maneuvered the rancher so that he stood s a shield
between Shorty and the Spur foreman. “You too!”
he snarled at Nate Corry. “Drop your pistol. Then

55
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we'll see just where we stand.”

Corry gazed with momentary blandness at
Vance’s mask of rage. Then, with an invisible
shrug, he dropped his weapon. “You’re callin’ the
shots, Gibbs—for now.”

Vance was livid. “Goddamn you, Nate! Wait till
the old man hears about this!”

Nate Corry ignored him. “What do you aim to
do now, Gibbs? Shoot Vance and me, in front of &
witness? Or do you aim to shoot her too?”

“That’s what you two was aimin’ to do, wasn’t
it?”

The foreman’s expression of innocence was too
elaborate. “You’re talkin’ loco, Shorty. Why’d me
and Vance want to do a thing like that?”’

“... I don’t know,” Shorty had to admit. “I’ll
let the marshal back at Hardrow ask you. And
maybe the county sheriff.”

“Now I know you’re loco,” Nate said in a
broad, pitying tone. “Folks would laugh you right
out of the Panhandle if you started to claim a thing
like that.”

It was the truth. And Shorty, in the cool, reason-
ing part of his mind, knew it. Even Vance began to
see it. His arrogance returned.

“What about that, little man ...?” But the
words trailed off as Shorty withdrew the muzzle
from his midsection and took thoughtful aim at the
center of Vance’s face.

“I wouldn’t do it, Shorty,” Corry said coolly.

“I guess not. Anybody that takes his orders from
John English’s pup.”

Bullets might have had some effect on Corry, but
not words. He shrugged indifferently. But Vance’s



SHORTY 57

eyes were glittery. He was seeing Shorty dead,
seeing him stretched out stiff and cold on some
coffinmaker’s slab.

They had reached an impasse. The woman in the
buckboard, all but ignored by the three men, stared
at the scene before her in disbelief. After a moment
of silence, Corry said in his lazy way, “Looks like
it’s up to you, Shorty. Take us in and turn us over
to Tooms, or let us go. What'’s it goin’ to be?”

He had to let them go. There wasn’t & person in
Hardrow who would believe that he had happened
along just in time to stop Corry and Vance English
from bushwhacking <4 lone woman.

“Well . ..?” Nate Corry asked.

Shorty nodded stiffly, &z though the effort
pained him. “Round up the horses.”

Corry flushed the animals and hazed them back
to the road. Vance grinned unpleasantly in
Shorty’s face.

“I’ll take my gun now, if you don’t mind.”

“I mind,” Shorty told him bluntly.

The grin vanished. All of Vance’s ugliness was
about to boil over again, but in the background
Corry was making soothing sounds. He was silent-
ly saying, let it go. They’d settle up later with
Shorty Gibbs. At a time and place of their own
choosing.

Shorty kept them covered with Vance’s fancy .45
as the young cowman got mounted. “This has been
a big day for you, little man,” Vance told him vi-
ciously. “You better enjoy whats left of it—it
might be the last one you’ll see.”

They wheeled their animals and rode away from
the road. Methodically, Shorty scooped up Corry’s
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pistol and shoved it in his waistband. Then he
tramped over to the pinto and dropped Vance’s
fancy killing piece into the saddle pocket. Only
then did he turn to the stunned woman in the buck-
board.

“Ma’am,” he said wearily, “womenfolks just
ain’t got any business travelin’ the prairie by
theirselves. Don’t you know that?”’

She stared at him for what must have been sever-
al seconds. He saw her hands begin to tremble.
Nervously, she wrapped the lines and held her
hands together in her lap. She was a colorless wom-
an, very prim in & limp sort of way. There was
something about her that suggested sickness,
though she looked healthy enough at first glance. It
flashed through Shorty’s mind that he had «een her
somewhere before.

Her pale lips moved several times before she
made a sound. “What . . . was that all about? Who
were those men?”’

Shorty squinted. “You didn’t know them? Never
seen them before?”

She shook her head. “Never.”

“English. That name mean anything to you?”’

“I’ve heard it, of course.”

“That’s all?”

She nodded.

“Corry?”

She looked blank. “I don’t know any Corry.”

Shorty believed her. She wouldn’t be very good
at lying. “Ma’am,” he said bluntly, because he
wanted to know, “you got any notion why them
two gents would want to kill you?”

The question startled her. “Kill!”
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“That’s how it looked to me.” He could still s=e
Vance reaching for the saddle gun—there had been
real purpose in that action.

The woman shook her head violently, “Oh no,
you must be mistaken!”

He saw that he had frightened her. “Maybe,” he
said. But that wasn’t much help.

She clasped and unclasped her hands. “I can’t
believe it . . . Why would someone want to . ..”

“I was hopin’ you could tell me,” Shorty said.

“I don’t understand.” Shaking her head. There
was worry and fear in her voice—and Shorty
thought he could hear the first raspy edge of panic.
“I just don’t understand. Unless ...” She shot a
quick, suspicious glance at her inquisitor. “Who
are you? If what you say is true, how do I know I
can trust you?”

“The name’s Gibbs,” he said patiently. “I ride

. I used to ride mail between Hardrow and
Tascosa.”

“That’s the name Ralph mentioned when . ..”

Shorty felt himself tense. His scalp prickled.
“Ralph who?”

“My husband,” she said worriedly, still clasping
and unclasping her hands. ‘“Ralph Courtney.” -

Oh Lord, Shorty thought dully, staring at the
pinched and worried face of the dead gambler’s
widow.

2

With ice in his gut he thought, somebody’s got to
tell her. But not me. Let somebody in Hardrow do
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it. Tooms, maybe. Or one of the bunch that broke
Courtney out of jail and strung him up. Let one of
them explain to the gambler’s widow that it had all
been a mistake.

“You know my husband,” she said. It was
almost an accusation.

“No ma’am, not exactly,” Shorty hedged. “We
got into a game of cards over in Tascosa. That’s the
only time I ever sven him.” But that wasn’t quite
true. He had seen Courtney once before that, driv-
ing « hack down the main street of that cowtown—
and this woman had been beside him. Shorty
hadn’t paid much attention to her then, but now he
recognized that pallid, worried face. Even then, .
before anything had ever happened to Courtney,
she had been worried.

“But,” she was saying, ‘“you’re the time man
Ralph took that luck piece from. That’s the reason
he gave for coming to Hardrow.”

“Gave?” Shorty pounced on the word. “You
mean it wasn’t his real reason?”

Something in his eyes or in his voice added to her
growing concern. “‘Something’s happened to my -
husband. What is it, Mr. Gibbs?”’

Shorty told himself there was no sense putting it
off; he might n3 well tell her.

“Mrs. Courtney . . .”” He couldn’t do it. Not like
this, out in the middle of the prairie with not even
another woman around to comfort her. He tied the
pinto to the back of the buckboard. “There’s &
man in Hardrow—marshal by the name of Tooms.
Maybe you better talk to him.”

He saw her shiver, as though Death had brushed
her with a dark wing. Shorty climbed to the seat
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and rustled the line. They rode in silence, and not
once did the woman voice the question that tow-
ered between them. She already knew the answer.

It was dark when they got to hardrow. The street
was all but deserted. No sign of Vance or Nate. No
sign of the cow outfits. Just a nice, quiet little town
where nothin’ ever happens, Shorty thought bitter-
ly.

The woman had pulled into a shell of silence.
There was a brittle look about her, &s though 4
word or a sudden sidelong glance might shatter
her. Shorty stopped the roan in front of the Plug
Hat. “Mrs. Courtney ...”

He could have been invisible. She turned and
looked straight through him.

“I ain’t sure where the marshal’s at. I better ask
in the saloon.” She nodded without hearing.
“You’'ll be all right here in the rig.” he told her. *“I
won’t be gone but a minute.” She nodded again,
blankly.

Shorty cursed himself for a spineless snake. I
ought to of told her, he thought. What’s the iense
of stringin’ it out, keepin’ her guessin’? Only, judg-
ing by her looks, she wasn’t guessing. She knew.

It was the slack hour for saloons. Goldie Vale
was dealing Sol at the bar. A pair of town loafers
lounged at one of the tables and George Marquis,
the roustabout, idly twisted the chuck-a-luck cage.
Shorty stepped into the flickering lamplight and
said, “Anybody s=n Tooms?”

Goldie glanced up. “He passed the door not long
ago.” Then Tooms, as though he had been sig-
naled, appeared in the doorway.

“Ain’t that your pinto tied to the buckboard out
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there?”” He moved to the bar with surprising
lightness and stood for 3 moment, gazing flatly
down at Shorty Gibbs. “Who’s the woman?”’

“Well, now,” Shorty said bitingly, “if you’ll just
think back a little maybe you can recollect a dude
by the name of Courtney that went and got hisself
lynched a few nights back in this peace-lovin’ little
town of yours.”

“Don’t get smart with me, Gibbs,” Tooms
rumbled.

“Oh I ain’t bein’ smart, Marshal. You wanted to
know who the woman is, and I’m tellin you. She’s
Courtney’s widow.”

Tooms paled visibly. Goldie Vale made a
strangely un-saloon girl sound. “That poor wom-
an!”

“Except,” Shorty said cruelly, “she don’t exactly
know she’s a widow yet. Not for sure. I figured,”
he told Tooms, ‘“‘the honor of tellin’ her ought to
be yours, seein’ s how you was the one that let the
boys take him out of the jail that night.”

The marshal grew red in the face and looked as
though he might choke. Then he wheeled and
lurched toward the door. Goldie Vale glared at
Shorty. “One day—and it don’t figure to be long
off—you’re goin’ to snipe at Tooms once too often
...” But the angry thought trailed off. “That poor
woman,” she said again, in what was almost a
whisper.

3

“Ma’am,” the big marshal was saying, “if you
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could tell us somethin’ about your husband . ..”

She looked at him with a strange lacl. of emo-
tion. “Ralph . . .My husband’s dead, isn’t he?”

The words were without tone. But emotion was
not absent; it was only delayed by shock. Shorty
and Goldie moved into the street with Tooms. The
two loafers were in the saloon doorway peering
curiously at the dark figures.

In reflected lamplight, the marshal’s face looked
drawn and pale, and suddenly Shorty wasn’t so
proud of the way he had broken the newy to
Tooms. He wasn’t so proud of the way he had han-
dled any of this.

“Ralph,” that distant voice was saying, ‘“‘is dead,
isn’t he, Marshal?”

Tooms shifted in great discomfort. I hate to say
it, ma’am, but he is.”

She stared through the marshal as she had stared
through Shorty. “I think I've known it all day; I
just didn’t want to admit it. I knew it even before
those men stopped me . ..”

“What men?” Tooms asked sharply.

“I’ll tell you about it later,” Shorty said.
“Ma’am, you mentioned something about that
luck piece of mine. Is that what brought your hus-
band to Hardrow?”

She smiled, a strangely disturbing expression
based in pain. “‘Ralph said it was a& good a reason
ai any.”

“Why did he need 4 reason?”’ Tooms asked.

She looked at them and answered obliquely, and
Shorty thought, the shock’s beginnin’ to wear off.
“Ralph was no gambler, not really. He only
pretended to be one. It was part of his job. He said
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all gamblers were superstitious. He said he could
claim the silverpiece—the ta=z he won from Mr.
Gibbs—was bad luck for him. That way nobody
would think it queer if he rode all the way to Hard-
row to give it back to its original owner. Ralph said
that’s the kind of thing a real gambler would do.”

“If your husband wasn’t a gambler,” Tooms
pressed, “What was he?”’ He too sensed that the
moment of apparent calm was nearly over.

Mrs. Courtney looked surprised. “Why, Ralph
is a ...” She caught her mistake. ‘“‘Ralph was a
detective for the Cattlemen’s Association.”

Shorty and Tooms crossed startled looks. “Was
he investigatin’ somethin’ in Hardrow?’ the
marshal asked quickly.

“I ... don’t know.” The blankness was begin-
ning to leave her eyes. “‘Ralph never told me about
his work for the Association. But he had already
written a report and mailed it.”

Shorty came instantly alert. “‘Mailed it when?
Who to?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know.” She closed
her eyes tightly in hopeless concentration. *“Is it im-
portant?”’ she asked at last.

“Yes ma’am,” Tooms said gravely.

“Would it help you find . . .? Find the man who
killed Ralph?”

“Yes ma’am, it might.”

She knotted her fists and ground her knuckles
against her eyes in an effort to remember. “It was
on the day,” she said, “‘that my husband won the
silver piece from Mr. Gibbs. That was the day he
mailed the report.”

Shorty shot a glance at Tooms. “It was in my
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mail pouch! That’s why I was drygulched—some-
body wanted to get his hands on that report!”

Shorty ignored him. “Ma’am, can you tell us
who the report was sent to?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. There were
sometimes two reports; one going to the Associa-
tion members requesting the investigation, and one
going to Association headquarters.”

She continued to shake her head from side to
side, and finally she began to sob.

“Give me a hand!” Goldie said sharply to the
two men. “Get her up to my place.”

It was not what Shorty and Tooms would have
liked for : “proper lady,” a8 Mrs. Courtney ob-
viously was; the quarters of a saloon girl. But it was
the best they were likely to get—they didn’t fool
themselves on that score. If anybody was to play
the good Samaritan it would have to be Goldie.
The “‘decent” women of Hardrow were too busy
soothing the guilty consciences of their menfolk.

As they helped Mrs. Courtney down from the
buckboard Shorty saw what it was about her that
had made him think of sickrooms or invalids.
There was something wrong with her back that
caused her to stand bent over in a perpetual
crouch. She twisted her head painfully, looking up
at Shorty as her feet touched the ground.

She looks like a proud woman, Shorty thought
silently. She must hate it, havin’ to look up to peo-
ple all the time.

It was an hour later. Mrs. Courtney had been
given a dose of Goldie Vale’s private drinking
whiskey in a hot toddy and was resting in Goldie’s
quarters over the saloon. Shorty and Tooms were
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talking in the town’s ane cell calaboose which, in a
pinch, served we an office for Hoyt Tooms. The two
men hunched forward on the rope bunk, a tallow
candle sputtering on the floor in front of them.
Shorty had just given an account of his meeting
with Vance and Nate Corry.

“You’re loco,” Tooms said bluntly. “The zon of
John English settin’ out to drygulch & lone woman!
And takin’ along the old man’s foreman as a wit-
ness! Do you expect me to believe 4 story like
that!”

“I was hopin’ you would,” Shorty said with an
edge of a snarl. “‘Because it’s the truth.”

The marshal wagged his head stubbornly. “Did
you ser Vance take & shot at her?”

“I told you he never got that far along with his
scheme. I happened along and changed things.”

“Did you see Vance threaten her?” Tooms
pressed.

“I saw him reach for his saddle gun.”

“He pulled his saddle gun out of the scabbard
and pointed it at Mrs. Courtney as she came to-
ward him in the buckboard?”

Shorty’s anger flared. “You know he never
pulled the gun; I already told you.”

“But he reached for it,” Tooms said dryly.
“How do you know he wasn’t just brushin’ off
some dust. And even if he was reachin’ for it, how
do you know he aimed to threaten Mrs. Courtney
with it?”

“Not threaten,” Shorty grated. “Kill.” But this
was getting him nowhere. Grudgingly, he pulled in
his temper and confessed, *“I know it ain’t much of
a story. And there ain’t nobody that would back
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me up on it. Not even the woman knows what kind
of danger she was in.”

The bunk groaned as Tooms shifted and
searched for makings. He built a smoke in silence.
“How can you be so sure you’re right about this?”’

“What it boils down to, I guess,” Shorty ad-
mitted, “is a hunch. The way Vance looked. Mean,
and kind of scared, too. There was kill written all
over him.” He had half-expected Tooms to laugh,
and if he had, Shorty had planned to hit him with
the first heavy object he could lay a hand on.

But Tooms didn’t laugh. He smoked silently un-
til only a dead ash was in his fingers. “What,” he
asked finally, “do you expect me to do?”

“For one thing, you can find out about the sec-
ond copy of that report. It was supposed to go to
Association headquarters, according to Mrs.
Courtney. If the Association has it, maybe it will
tell us what’s at the bottom of our trouble. But I
don’t think they’ll have it.”

Tooms hot him a guarded look. “Why?”

“Maybe I wasn’t the only mail rider that got
hisself way-laid that day.”

The marshal sighed. ‘““How come Courtney
rustled up that watery excuse to come to Hardrow?
The report was in the mail. The case was finished,
as far as he was concerned.”

“Maybe Courtney had some second thoughts on
the subject. Or maybe he just decided to go over
the ground once more, in person.”

“Seems to me,”’ the marshal rumbled, “there’s a
lot of maybes in this scheme of yours. On the other
hand, it don’t hardly stand to reason that you
could be wrong all the time . . .” He grinned faintly



68 SHORTY

—or maybe it was a trick of the flickering
candlelight. “Anyhow, I guess no harm’ll be done
if 1 go to Tascosa and ask a few questions.”

Shorty sat in surprised silence. He hadn’t ex-
pected his story to be believed—that was too much
to hope for. What he had expected was a long, hot
argument, getting him nowhere and probably end-
ing in violence. Now he felt a little better. Maybe
Tooms was smarter than he had thought.

Both men turned quick eyes toward the open cell
door. Someone was coming toward them from the
direction of the saloon.

The brass-haired saloonkeeper stepped into the
open doorway and gazed with weary humor at the
two men, one huge and sometimes maddeningly
deliberate; the other small, impatient, all steel
spring and rawhide.

*‘She’s sleepin’,”” Goldie said finally, her
sardonic air vanishing.

“Did she talk any more?’ Tooms asked.

“A little. She kept askin’ about the two men that
stopped her on the road. And she mentioned an-
other rider she met earlier. She asked him about
the condition of the road to Hardrow.”

“Did she know him?”

Goldie shook her head. “No, but she asked the
rider about her husband. So that horsebacker knew
all about her. Don’t it seem funny that he claimed
he’d never heard of Courtney—a hand on the pay-
roll of a local cowman?” ;

Shorty came up from the bunk. “What cow-
man?”’

“She described the brand on the rider’s animal.
Bar-Circle, she called it. That would be the rowel
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brand of John English’s Spur, wouldn’t it?”
Shorty turned a sharp gaze on the marshal. Until
now he hadn’t been able to explain how Vance and
Nate Corry had known that Courtney’s widow had
been traveling that road at that particular time.
One of Vance’s own Spur riders had told him.
Tooms shoved himself up with & grunt. “I’ll start
to Tascosa in the mornin’,” he told Shorty. “Might
be a good idea if you make yourself scarce till I get
back.”
“And who’ll look out for Mrs. Courtney?”’
Goldie shrugged, aa though there had never been
any question about it. “I will.”

5

For once Shorty took Tooms’ advice—as the
marshal rode with the dawn for Tascosa, Shorty
struck once more toward Gyp Creek where the
whole thing had started.

The old sheepman had moved his wagon over a
rise and into another valley. The new camp was
located on 7 green bend of the creek; the woollies
dotted the bright slopes like lint balls on green felt.
Just why he had returned to Seth Bohannan’s
camp, Shorty was unable to explain to his own sat-
isfaction. But the sheepman hated cowmen, and
Shorty was beginning to appreciate the old man’s
point of view.

Between the wagon and the creek he saw the
mule grazing in the tall grass, and from somewhere
beyond the mule there came u sound that he
thought at first was m sheep. Maybe a lamb that
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had strdyed from-the main Tlock.

Then he heard the sound again. It »aa no lamb.

Scowling, Shorty got down from the saddle and
tied the pinto to a wagon wheel.

As if he had suddenly sprouted out of the
ground, Seth Bohannan rose up from behind the
creekbank and stood before him, frowning. “What
you after, Gibbs?”

Annoyance showed in Shorty’s expression. *I
ain’t after anything. I just got to thinkin’ about
your trouble with cowmen—and my own trouble,
the way it’s shapin’ up, is with cowmen too. So I
got to figurin’ . ..”

“Nobody asked you to my camp.” The old ran
gestured with his long-barrel rifle. “Now get your
pinto and let me be.”

Shorty was more puzzled than angered by the
old man’s hostility. “Look,” he said slowly, “I
didn’t aim to butt in on anything. But I thought I
heard . ..”

The old man glared. ““You never heard a thing!”

Shorty, in his abrupt way, tramped through the
tall weeds directly at Bohannan. The old man
swore and threw down on him with the rifle.

“Stop right there, Gibbs!”

Shorty advanced until the rifle muzzle was
almost against his chest. Then he paused and
grinned. *“See there, old man, you wasn’t goin’ to
shoot anybody.”

Suddenly he forgot what had been in his mind.
He stared, not at the old min or the rifle, but at a
second man. Now Shorty knew where the sound
had come from. .

The man was staked out hand and foot with
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rawhide thongs, spread-eagled on the reddish clay
near the edge of the stream. He stared wildly at
Shorty, working his mouth and uttering the ssme
sound over and over. The word he was trying to
say was “water.”



-



CHAPTER FIVE

1

OLD BOHANNAN was watching him sharply. “This
ain’t none of your business, boy.”

“Looks like I dealt my