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\ ™ TREASURE OF HELL'S FAR CORNER

Jeff Carter, tough ex-riverboat gambler, now had him-
self a horse ranch that kept him happily free from gun-
fights and fast card games. Until Sturvesant of Wells
Fargo showed up.

Jeff owed him a favor and Sturvesant wanted it paid
up. All Jeff had to do was to go to Gomorrah, a wicked,
dried-up shell of a one-time boom town, and recover
a quarter of a million dollars stolen from a Wells Fargo
stagecoach,

Three investigators had been shot before Jeff, but the
stakes were high, and it offered a chance to find the
beautiful Dolores whose image had been haunting Jeff
these seven years.

Jeff couldn’t resist the gamble.
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I'r WAS A DAY like any other day and Jeff Car-
ter came into town not expecting trouble.

He was a quiet man. Tall and lanky, he had the kind of
body that burned energy fast. He was seldom seen wear-
ing a gun. Yet there was something about him that indicated
clearly that he was no stranger. to it. '

Coming into town now, behind a pair of high-spirited
bay geldings, he looked like a country doctor . . . thought-
ful, serious, dedicated. It was evident that he was well liked
in Red Rock. _

People on the street nodded to him, and hailed him:
“Morning, Jeff. How're things on the ranch?” and he nodded
back and smiled briefly. He was thirty years old, but he had
the kind of smile that flashed ten years from his face. At
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times like this he looked like a tow-haired boy with just a
touch of deviltry showing behind the gold-flecked gray of his
eyes.

There was a time, however, when Jeff Carter had been
known quite simply as “Brazos”, or “that gambler from Tex-
as.” He was the sort of man -his friends would have gone
through hell for, and his enemies, through the same brim-
stone, to kill.

Jeff had worked the riverboats out of New Orleans, and
the fact that he was still alive attested not only to his quite
considerable skill with cards, but to his equally proven abili-
ty with a gun.

But few people in Red Rock knew this of Jeff Carter. His
banker knew . . . so did Sheriff Tom Bates. The others knew
him only as the man who had bought out the Mack farm
and turned it into a paying horse ranch.

For Jeff had always loved horses . . . and he seemed to
like solitude. There was a reason.

It was close to noon of a bright sunny day when he pulled
the buckboard to a top in front of Olsen’s General Store
and went inside, checking a penciled list of supplies he
had jotted down earlier.:

Olsen was waiting on a farmer and his wife and Jeff went
around the near counter and picked out the few things
he saw that he wanted. He was chewing tentatively on a
hard soda cracker he had picked out of the barrel and wait-
ing for Olsen to finish when Olsen said, “You see Him, Jeff?”

Jeff turned his attention to the storekeeper. Olsen was
a balding man, quiet and efficient behind a counter, ex-
citable in a card game.

“See who?”

“Man who came looking for yqu?”

Jeff put the cracker down on the counter and a shadow
passed briefly across his face. Instinctively his right hand
brushed down his weaponless hip and came away, quickly,
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and was not noticed by Olsen. But behind the calmness of
his manner was a cold alertness.

He said, “No. I didn’t see anyone.”

Olsen finished with the farmer and his wife and mo-
tioned to a gangly boy to help carry the farmer’s purchases
out to his wagon. He came over to Jeff.

“Came in on the moming stage. Asked about you. Said
he knew you lived around here.”

Jeff didn’t say anything.

Olsen looked a little worried. “I told him how to get to
your place.” He eyed Jeéff. “He seemed to want to see you
real bad.”

Jeff nodded. “Well . . . thanks . . .” He paid for his
purchases. “What shall I tell him when he comes backP”

Jeff considered this for a moment. “I'll be in town. Prob-
ably in the sheriff’s office.”

He picked up his purchases and went outside and dump-
ed them in the buckboard. Then he stood in the street and
put his gaze on the road leading out of Red Rock.

This was a small town, out of the way of much travel.
The stage stopped here only once a week.

It was years since anyone had come looking for him . . .
he had begun to think the past dead.

He crossed the street and went down the plankwalk to
the sheriff’s office. Old Mose Bentham, part-time jailer, odd-
time deputy, was scraping rust from a pair of old handcuffs.
Mose was generally tired, always irascible, and of course,
unpredictable.

He looked up at Jeff, down to his cuffs. He kept work-
ing.

Jeff said, “Where’s Tom?”

“Out.”

Jeff waited in the doorway a bit. He knew Mose. When
almost a minute passed without Mose volunteering anything
further he started to turn away.
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Mose said, “Stranger came into town looking for you.
Sheriff rode with him to your place.”

Jeff waited patiently. He knew if Mose would say any-
thing more, he’d take his time about it.

“Important looking feller . . . looked like he owned the
town.” Mose turns to look at Jeff now. “Mebbe a rich un-
cle, huh?”

Jeff was silent a moment, thinking back “Maybe,” he said
quietly and went outside.

He stood on the walk outside the law office for a long
time, studying the empty road out of town. The past crowd-
ed in on him.

He had buried himself in Red Rock seven years ago and
had made himself a new life. He was reasonably content.
There was even a girl in town, Mady Wilson, who was in-
terested in him. But before he could really settle down here
he had to get someone out of his mind . . . out of his life.

He stepped off the walk and started to cross toward his
buckboard, and that was when he saw the buggy. It was
coming down the road to town.

He waited, recognizing the thick burly figure driving—
Sheriff Bates. The man on the seat beside him, taller than the
sheriff, had a familiar yet elusive silhouette.

They came into town and Sheriff Bates saw Jeff then
and swung the buggy in toward him.

“Must have missed you coming in,” the Sheriff grunted.
He glanced at the man beside him.

“Hasn’t changed much, has he?”

John Sturvesant smiled. He was a well dressed, gray-
ing man, with an easy smile. A solid gold watch chain
caught the sun on its loop across his vest. He looked im-
portant—he was.

“Hello, Jeff, he said.

Jeff nodded his greeting. “Long ride from Denver?”

John smiled. “Not too long to visit an old friend.”
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Jeff eyed him quizzically; there was a time when he and
John Sturvesant had not been friends.

Tom Bates said heartily, “Well, I'll leave you two togeth-
er.” To John: “I'll leave the buggy in the stable.”

John nodded. “Thank you, Tom.”

He stepped down beside Jeff. “Buy me a drink, Jeff?”

Jeff nodded.

They walked down the street and turned into the Long
Bar Saloon. It was small and quiet and the sour smell of
spilled beer tainted the air. The bartender was at the far
end of the bar, setting up the quick lunch (free \mth beer)
on the counter.

They found a table by the window and Jeff said, “Beer?”

“Beer will be fine,” John said and took two cigars from
his vest pocket. He extended one to Jeff.

Jeff took it, rolled it slowly between his ﬁngers Then
asked, “All right, John—what is it?”

John said, “A favor.”

Jeff's eyes lidded and he shook his head slightly. “I'm
busy.”

“Not too busy,” John said. “Not according to Tom.”

“The sheriff isn’t keeping my time,” Jeff said testily.

John grinned. “Don’t be so touchy. I remember you when
you were a laugh a minute.”

Jeff eyed him soberly. “Sure. Now, what do you want?”

“I want you to ride down to a town called Gomorrah,
in New Mexico Territory . . . find out something for me.”

Jeff glanced at the bartender approaching them. “Two
bottles of beer—on my tab.” As the bartender went away he
turned to Sturvesant. “Big John Sturvesant, boss of Wells
Fargo wants me . . .” He settled back in his chair, lighted up
the cigar John had given him. “You could send a dozen of
your own investigators—"

“I have,” John interrupted, frowning,
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Jeff waited.

“Two of them were killed. One disappeared.”

Jeff didn’t even consider it. He shook his head. “I'm sor-
ry, John. I've retired.”

“It would pay five thousand dollars,” John said. “Now
wait a minute,” he cut Jeff off. “I know you can use the
money. Change that spread of yours from a one horse ranch
to something really going.”

“If 1 got back,” Jeff replied. His smile was a little crook-
ed. “It’s been a long time, John. I'm a little rusty.”

“Not that rusty.”

Jeff got to his feet. “Sorry, John,” he repeated. “But it’s
still no deal.”

He started to walk out.

John said, “Ten thousand dollars—and Dolores?”

Jeff turned. There was a tightness in his face now,

John nodded. “She’s in Gomorrah.”

Jeff walked back, sat down.

“You sure?”

“I'm sure.”

Jeff said: “I gave up looking . . . a long time ago.” His
eyes were shadowed. Then he shrugged. “All right, John—
what do you want me to do in Gomorrah?”

John took a letter from his coat pocket, handed it across
the table to Jeff. It was penned in a firm, clear hand.

Jeff scanned the letter. It read: (

“Dear John:

You owe me a letter, you calcified fossil. Ain’t heard
from you in way over six months. Only reason I'm writ-
ing now is because Bill wants his godfathet at his wedd-
ing. Yep, the boy’s getting hitched to the prettiest girl you
ever laid eyes on: Ellen Bendore, daughter of my late
partner, Tom. If you can unglue that butt of yours from
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your padded chair in Denver, come down and fjoin in
the celebration. We'll split a couple of bottles.
Signed,
Frank Hayes.

Jeff handed the letter back, his eyes curious. “Frank HayesP”

“My brother-in-law,” Sturvesant answered. He slipped the
letter back into his pocket.

“This letter was written more than six months ago,” John
said quietly. “Three days after he mailed it, Frank Hayes
disappeared with more than a quarter of a million in gold
bullion. The bullion belonged to a mine owner in Gomorrah
named Howard Pope. It was insured for the full face value
by Wells Fargo.”

Jeff frowned. “Frank Hayes ran off with a quarter of a
million dollars in gold?”

John shrugged. “That’s what Wells Fargo is bemg called
upont to pay. But I'm not going to pay it until I know for
sure what happened to Frank. That's why I'm asking you to
ride down to Gomorrah. I don’t know what you’ll ind down
there. But this much we do know. Frank Hayes rode shot-
gun on that last stage out of Gomorrah and didnt come
back. His driver and the stage’s only passenger, a whiskey
drummer, were found dead by the side of the road. But
Frank and the stagecoach just vanished into thin air!”

He leaned back in his chair, his eyes shadowed, troubled.
“The country was combed by a hundred men for almost a
month. The law has been alerted from the Mexican to the
Canadian borders. But no one’s turned up information on
Frank or the stage he was riding!”

Jeff was silent for a moment, remembering the country
dround Gomorrah. “He could have driven that stage into
any one of a hundred desert canyons west of town,” he
said, “and be taking it easy a thousand miles south of
the Mexican border.”

1



LAST STAGE TO GOMORRAH

“Maybe,” John Sturvesant nodded. “But I don’t think so.
He was my brother-in-law, but that isn't my reason. Why
would a man who was looking forward to his son’s wedding
toss it all away? Frank wasnt hurting for money. The
stage line was paying off. Why would Frank suddenly run out
on his own son?”

Jeff shrugged.

He finished his beer. “You want me to find out what
happened. That’s all?”

John nodded. “If you do, it'll be more than any one else
has done.”

Jeff stood up. “I'll leave in the moming,” he said.

John held out his hand. “Ten thousand dollars will be
waiting for you, in your account, in the bank.”

Jeff's smile was cold. “When I come back,” he said. He
walked out. John stood for a moment, looking after him.

14

IN THE MORNING Jeff made arrangements for Ellis Conway to
look after his spread while he was away. Ellis, his wife,
a crippled brother, and several growing children, lived on
the small ranch neighboring Jeff's place. Ellis could use the
extra money.

“When will you be back,” Ellis wanted to know. And

Jeff shrugged. “Before the snow flies . . .” He waved to Ellis’
wife and the two smaller Conways watching from the door-
way, and rode away. -

He had saddled the best horse on his spread, a big, fast
palomino, and his slicker roll rode behind him. His cartridge
belt and Frontier sixgun were wrapped inside it—and a deck
of cards. These were part of Jeff Carter’s past. -

He stopped by the Wilson farm on his way in to town. He
couldn’t leave without telling Mady Wilson.

Jock Wilson, Mady’s father, was in the field, sharpening his
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plough. He nodded to Jeff's question. “She’s in the barn.”
There was a small bitterness in his. voice. He watched Jeff
ride away and he thought wryly: “Can’t ever trust a man
with an itchy foot. . ..”

Mady was in the near stall, milking a tan and white cow.
Even seated on the stool you could see she was a tall
girl—fair-haired, blue-eyed. snub-nosed. She was pretty,
but there was no guile about her. She was twenty.

He stood in the doorway, watching her. The shadow of
Dolores lay between him and this girl and he couldn’t shake
it.

She sensed his presence then and turned and he said:
“Hello, Mady . ..”

She stood up, quickly, facing him, her back against the
gtall boards. Her smile was small and tremulous on her
full lips.

“Good morning, Jeff.”

He took a small breath. “I dropped by to say good-bye.
I'm leaving Red Rock for a while.

She nodded. “I know. Father went into town last night
+ . . he heard you were leaving.”

She worked hard to keep her voice from breaking. “I'm
glad you stopped by to tell me.”

He came to her then, his eyes searching her face, know-
ing he was hurting her, but unable to find words to ease
the pain. '

“I have to go,” he said. “I'm sorry . . .”

A quick start of tears glistened in Mady’s eyes. “Sorry.
Now isn’t that the most awful word Webster had to include
in his dictionary!”

She turned then and ran out of the bar, toward the house.
Jeff stood, watching her . . . for a moment he was tempted
to go after her, tell her he would stay . . .

But for seven years the ghost of another woman had
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hung, like an albatross, around his neck . . . in Gomorrah
he could finally lay that ghost to rest.
He walked to his waiting horse, mounted, and rode away.

.- It was a long ride to Gomorrah. The country changed.
The hills became bleak, jagged, dry and forbidding . . .
the stretches between towns longer. Grass gave way to mes-
quite and catclaw . . . the wind that blew across the empty
glaring valleys had a thin and lonesome whine.

And Jeff Carter changed, like the land. He wore his six-
gun on his hip now and he drew and fired it countless
times at targets of opportunity . . . a running jackrabbit,
an odd shaped stone, an occasional tin can discarded by an
old campsite. Nights he practiced with the deck of cards,
getting the stiffness from his fingers, sharpening his percep-
tion.

And the old reckless glint began to appear in his eyes
as the past began to stir and live again inside him. He had
buried himself in Red Rock too long. .

He was on the final leg of hls journey, resting his
horse, when the Indian boy appeared on the slope below
him, moving like a puff of brown dust from behind cover
of a huge boulder. He was a slender youngster, wire hard
and_arrow straight, and he carried an old Henry carbine
in his right hand. -

The boy didn’t see Jeff hunkered on the ledge above him,
perhaps because he was so intent on something going on
below him. Something out of sight of Jeff’s narrowing, alert
gaze.

Jeff's glance followed the boy. About ten years old, he
judged. Crow probably, with some white blood in him. Black
hair long and tied on the nape of his slim neck with a piece
of bright red calico. A pair of ragged pants two sizes too big
for him and nothing else.

A kid on the prowl for a rabbitP Or—?
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‘Behind Jeff his palomino moved restlessly, his whinny
impatient. The youngster on the slope below Jeff whirled
as though a rattler had struck at him. He jerked the old
carbine around and fired in a quick, almost desperate move-
ment.

Jeff had begun to move as the boy pivoted. The bullet
chipped rock off the ledge where his boots had rested.
Carter came down off the five foot ledge, landing and
sliding on a steep slope of loose dirt and gravel. He had
drawn his gun, a reflex gesture, but he did not intend to
use it. He had spotted the Henry as a single shot, and he
knew the youngster would not have time to reload before
he got to him.

But for a split second as he slid in the loose gravel
and then regained his balance he lost sight of the boy.
When he looked again the youngster was gone, leaving a
blurred image of a sun-bronzed torso sliding out of sight over
the lip of a brush-choked arroyo, angling south from the
hill.

Jeff pulled up, frowning. Ahead of him the rocky slgpe
leveled off, then dipped again, hiding from his vision what-
ever the boy had been stalking. The afternoon heat shim-
mered with the fading echoes of the boy’s shot.

It took Jeff less than a minute to reach the edge where
the boy had paused. And then he saw what the youngster
.had been after.

The slope dropped steeply here to a small, brushy hol-
low. Two hundred yards below Jeff four mounted men were
wheeling away from a rude stone and rammed-earth shack.
Four men—two sorrel horses, a black with a clipped tail and
a big, mean-looking bay.

One of the riders brought up a Winchester as Jeff ap-
peared on the rim above them. His aim was hasty and the
shot cut the air above Jeff, whining its spiteful scream
across the early afternoon sky.
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Jeff held his fire. The range was too great for a Colt
and the bunched-up riders were not lingering for further
hostilities. They were headed in a run for the narrow trail
that wound like a brown tape to the furmace flats below.

To the south of Jeff, at about his level, a Henry punched
a bullet down to those fleeing riders. The slug jammed the
rearmost rider, a burly-shouldered man, forward on his sor-
rel’s neck. But he clung to his saddle, and in another mom-
ent they were out of range, diminishing rapidly in the
heat haze.

The hills were silent again, holding only the echoes of that
single carbine shot.

Jeff turned back to the ledge where he had picketed his
horse. The palomino whinnied eagerly as he came up, loosen-
ing its tie reins.

Jeff paused. “Reckon we stumbled onto something we
shouldn’t have,” he muttered. His voice held a cold neutral-
ity. “Don’t blame the kid for taking a shot at me, if what
I gpess happened is true.”

He swung aboard the palomino, his glance ranging brief-
ly to the vast sink past the last slope which he had been
studying before the youngster with the Henry had come into
view. From here his angle of vision had cut him off from the
shack in the hollow below, and his glance had been in-
tent on the far scatter of buildings enclosed within the
loop of a river dry eleven months of the year.

Gomorrah. An old mining town on the edge of - . noth-
ing. The Captains, standing like stiff sentinels guarding the
glaring white sands of the ancient sea bed—ragged, desolate
peaks that faded into the high desert country of the Terri-
tory.

It didn’t look like a town that was worth ten thousand
dollars in anybody’s market. But, according to John Stur-
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vesant, a man and a stage carrying a quarter of a million
in gold bullion had disappeared from that town.

Jeff knew Gomorrah. In his old wild days he had passed
through the town on his way to the Mexican border.. . . he
still found it hard to believe that this is where he would
find Dolores. Crinoline and lace and the sweet smell of
jasmine . . . they did not belong here. But John Sturvesant
would not have lied to him . . .

Jeff took a deep breath and brought his thoughts back
to immediate events. His gaze searched along the brush-
choked arroyo where the Indian boy had vanished and a
tight frown made a line between his eyes.

“Take it easy, son,” he muttered. “I'm neutral.”

He let his horse find a way down the steep slopes. Ten
minutes later he emerged into the hollow, rounding a stone
corral wherein a half dozen goats were grouped. in a far
comner, eyeing him with stupid belligerence.

The hut wall made up one side of the corral. A small
spring burbled in the stillness behind the shack. As Jeff
pulled up to a halt, a rooster walked boldly out of the
brush, stopping to eye him with cocked-head pugnacity.

The riders, he now saw, had been more than visitors.
The body sprawled across the threshold of the door on the
side away from his previous position on the slope, was that
of a Crow Indian. He may have been forty, fifty, or older.
He had that wrinkled leathery look that is old and yet
ageless. His body was lean, bony, clad in shapeless cotton
shirt and wom corduroy pants.

Jeff knew the man was dead as he stepped over the
body, disturbing the flies clustered around the blood stain-
ing the back of the man’s shirt. The soft-nosed .45 slugs had
ripped hell out of the man, coming out of his back. Jeff
judged they must have been fired at close range.

The woman lay huddled in a far comer of the shack,
as if she had tried to push her body as far away as possi-
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ble from the ugly scene outside. The shack had no windows
and Jeff paused, letting his eyes accustom to the light
change. He did not see the woman right away; but he sensed
her presence in the close room. And then she moaned and
he took three long strides toward her.

She was huddled behind the small, wire-bound stove, a
shapeless bundle of dark cloth. Her breathing was hard,
pausing at each long intake as though she were holding
her breath. '

Jeff knelt beside her and knew instantly that she was
only a step or two ahead of death. She lifted her head
slowly, staring with fierce hate . . . and then she must have
understood he was not one of the men who had been here.
The hate faded from her eyes.

“Topah!” she breathed. “To— pah . . .” The name faded,
riding out on her last breath.

Jeffs head bowed. He could hear the stillness; it was
that acute.

After a moment he rose, walked to the door and turned
to“look to the slope where the boy had disappeared. The
sun was hot on his shoulders. But for the ticking of a
second he felt a chill, as through a shadow had fallen
across him. And in that moment he knew the boy’s Henry
was centered on him! '

He didn’t move. His glance ranged that rocky, desolate
slope as though he were unaware of the scales being weighed
in a boy’s anguished mind. He saw nothing. Then the
shadow lifted and Jeff knew he had been spared.

The tightness in Jeff’s shoulders eased. “Thanks, son,” he
muttered softly. “Reckon I'm in your way, anyway. I'll get
the hell out of here and let you do what you have to do.”

He stepped away from the door and now his glance
picked up the glint of an object being studiously surveyed
by the rooster. Humor rose and glinted briefly in Jeff’s
eyes.
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False teeth! An upper plate, evidently lost by one of the
riders in his hurry to get away.

The rooster gave ground. grudgingly as Jeff walked up,
scooped the plate into his palm and dropped it into his
pocket. He mounted and swung away, heading for the
narrow trail leading down to the old lake bed and Gomor-
rah.

Up on the higher slopes a pair of black, unwinking eyes
followed Jeff’s progress—followed until he was out of sight.
The sun slid lower in the brassy sky and the goats became
restless and bayed for water. A few scrawny chickens, em-
boldened by the old rooster’s strutting, came out to peck
in the hardpacked yard.

Stoically the boy waited. When he was finally satisfied, he
eased away from the mesquite clump where he had crouch-
ed, and on bare feet started down to the hut. There were
no tears in his eyes, nor did his thin brown face show his
loss or the loneliness that was making his insides an empty,
aching hollow.

Somewhere locked behind his dark and impassive gaze,
hate began to chip loose: start filtering through the blood
in his right arm until his fingers curled white against the
scarred stock of the Henry.

The faces of the four men who had been here were
burned indelibly into his brain.

! 3

r

I

GoMORRAH LOOMED UP in the brutal afternoon heat—an
old town as Territorial towns went. It had seen violent
changes since its early beginnings as a Spanish outpost on the
trail to Taos. It could remember when a Spanish presidio
had guarded the ragged cluster of baked mud huts squatt-
ing on the edge of the Sinks which still retained a shallow
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lake of brackish water reflecting the unfriendly peaks of the
Captains.

The lake had long since dried up and the old Spanish
name of Felicitas had given way to the more profane and
apter Biblical name of Gomorrah. It had grown bigger
and rowdier as strikes in the back hills had promised
more than they actually produced. But on the strength of
this false promise Gomorrah had grown swiftly, given impetus
by the tenuous projection of a railway spur that had never
materialized.

In the fever of this speculative activity, Gomorrah had
spread swiftly beyond the mud huts, lifted imposing struc-
tures above the ramshackle original dwellings and optimis-
tic boomers even laid out plats for a growth Gomorrah
never achieved. Eventually the ocotillo and mesquite crept
back over the plats already drifted over with sand from
the Sinks, and pack rats invaded the outermost, tenantless
shacks.

When Jeff had first seen Gomorrah the town had stabilized.
The big TW and Anchor ranches, finding a growing prosperity
in rising beef prices and new silver strikes further south
kept Gomorrah from dying altogether. And hard-eyed men,
arriving along no known trails, found it safer to be west
of the pecos and less than a half day’s hard riding to the
Mexican border.

He had been one of those men then, on his way to Mexi-
co . . . and now, eyeing the town ahead of him, Jeff
wondered briefly if anyone in Gomorrah would Yemember
him. Eight years was a long time.

The palomino’s hoofs pounded over the worn planks span-
ning the dry riverbed. Jeff turned left along the ineffectual
moat and his lidded glance lay briefly against the rising
dust pall in the Sinks. The miud huts fronting the desert
had a weather-honed, beaten look.
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He turned right at Twin Springs Street with the Sinks at
his back now and the high-riding haze filtering the after-
noon sun so that the trampled street dust had a reddish,
smoky hue. Puffs of that dust lifted and whirled away
under the palomino’s reaching hoofs.

Twin Springs Street split Gomorrah in two. At the far end
of the street it became a narrow road lifting up to the
stamp mill on the hill. The mill's single stack showed no
signs of activity.

Old recollections turned Jeff left again on Gold street.
And he saw that the Long Bar Stables were still in busi-
ness. He wondered if Jake Sims, who had been scalped and
left for dead by Morado’s Apaches, ten years ago, still work-
ed there.

And then, letting his gaze range along the dirty, un-
prepossessing buildings lining the streets, he still couldn’t
believe he would find Dolores living here.

A smallish, brown-faced, cold-eyed man shuffled out
of the lean-to shack as Jeff pulled up in the stable yard
and” dismounted. Jake had not changed at all, Jeff saw. The
long ugly scar which ran from his right eye to the comer
of his mouth gave his features a twisted and malevolent
look. He still wore the same greasy hat over his scarred
scalp.

Jake quinted at the tall man and a frown came and wor-
ried him because he could not place this man.

“Another Goddam dust storm,” he growled, shaking a
bony fist unreasonably in the direction of the alkali sinks.
“Don’t mind the sand so much,” he added peevishly, “but
it shore raises hell with a man’s grub.” He peered at Jeff
again, his eyes suspicious and unfriendly.

“You another one?”

“Another who?”

“Another danged insurance investigator!” The old man spat,
turning to run his hand over the big palomino’s dustcaked
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flank. “Reckon you ain’t,” he answeted himself, and ex-
plained it with his own brand of logic. “Never saw one of
them sherlocks have sense enough to own a hoss like this.”

Jeff was untying his warbag. “You know what he needs,
Pop. Treat him right, use a gentle hand and he’ll give you
no trouble.”

Jake shrugged. He extended his left hand, palm up. “Not
that I don't trust yuh, fella,” he explained. “But way things
are in town right now, you might not be around to pay
me later.”

Jeff grinned. He made a swift motion and plucked a
five dollar goldpiece from under Jake’s nose and dropped
it into the man’s hand.

The oldster snorted as he pocketed the money. “Itll
take more than sleight of hand to get a man by in this
town, stranger. I'll take care of yore cayuse—he looks
smart. But if you got half as much sense as yore hoss,
you'll keep moving. Gomorrah is on the edge of rippidg
wide open.”

“Always did like a bit of excitement,” Jeff murmured,
picking up his duffel. “Helps pass away the time.”

Jake’s mouth tightened. He was trying to place this
man with the smiling, likable face—trying to remember
when he had seen eyes like that before.

Jeff’s voice interrupted his mental rummaging. “I'll step
easy, old timer. Just tell me where a gentleman can find
a clean bed, and point out the liveliest place in town.”

Jake’s answer was that of a man who considers him-
self humoring a damn fool.

“The Tower House, biggest building in town, next to the
Miner’s Bank on Water Street. I ain’t ever slept there—too
fancy for my britches. The Comanche Bar will take yore
money any way you want to part with 1t—-over the bar
or at the kind of game you think yo're lucky at.”

He reached up to grasp the palomino’s bit reins and then,
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not knowing why, he added gruffly, “Let me give you a piece
of warning, fella. If you find yoreself playing next to a jas-
per who looks like he’s not old enough to wash behind his
ears, has a narrow, hoss face, straw hair an’ freckles pep-
pered acrost his nose, carries an old almanac in his hip
pocket an’—wal,” he paused for breath—“just make sure
you deal yore cards from the top of the deck. An’ don't try
one of those fancy tricks you just pulled. You might find yore-
self looking into the muzzle of a Colt just before it goes
off.” A

Jeff's smile was quick and relaxed. “Why, Pop, thanks for
the tip. I'll be sure to keep away from the Almanac Kid.”

He picked up his warbag and moved away, a tall man
with an easy, unhurried stride.

Jake watched him head for the corner of Gomorrah’s Main
Street. “It's yore funeral,” he muttered. “You try that kid
stuff against Quincey or the Faraday an’ they’ll eat you a-
live.” He shook his head as he turned to lead Jeff’s horse
into the stable.

Moving along the walk Jeff saw the dust storm begin to
fan out like a ground-hugging fog off the Sinks as the wind
began to rise. He quickened his step, wanting to check in
at the Hotel and wash the grit from his face and hands
before the storm hit town. He had spent time in desert
country and he knew that a blow like this could last a few
hours or it could blow for’ days.

He turmed the corner on Water Street and was halfway
down the block when his glance picked up three horses
huddled close together, nosing the rail across the street.
A sorrel, a clipped-tail black and a big bay. Jeff's glance
slid from the horses to the man lounging just to the side
of the door of the building. He was eyeing the street like a
man expecting someone. A small black cheroot dangled from
his mouth. The sign over his head read: BALDY'S BAR &
POOL.
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Just ahead of Jeff a girl stepped out of a doorway, car-
rying a loaded, linen covered tray. He glimpsed her out
of the corner of his eye, but he couldn’t stop in time to
avoid a collision. His shoulder rammed into the tray and
somebody’s dinrier went scattering across the plankwalk.

The girl made an instinctive motion as if to pick up the
irretrievable food, then straightened to face him, her cheeks
flaming indignantly. “You—you—"

She was young and pretty and despite the anger in her
voice her blue eyes were close to tears. .

“I deserve every bit of it,” Jeff agreed, smiling sym-
pathetically. “I should have been looking where 1 was go-
ing.” He looked down at the mess on the walk. “Allow me
to buy you another dinner.” .

“Oh! It’s not for me . . .” The girl's voice was suddenly
hurried. The color faded from her cheeks and her mouth
trembled and Jeff saw now that her eyes were not on him
but on someone behind him, in the street.

“Don’t bother,” she said quickly. “I'll get Joe to clean
up...

A thin, high-pitched voice that went with a boy who
had not yet sprouted a beard, jntruded, “I saw it, Ellen.
I'll take care of it for you.”

The girl called Ellen moved back, the color draining
from her face. “No,” she said. There was no strength in her
voice. “I don’t need—"

“No bother at all, Ellen—not at alll” The voice had a reedy
chuckle to it.

Jeff turned, pinning an annoyed glance on the ‘nan just
stepping up to the plankwalk behind him. He was looking
for some gangly, pimple-faced kid, and a small shock of
surprise went through him. Jake had described this man well.
Didn’t look a day over eighteen, but probably had a few
more years added. A tough, narrow-faced man with freckles
making a homely face even less likable. Two crossing cart-
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ridge belts around a girl-small waist, pearl-handled Colts
in tied-down holsters. A real badman . . . with a Farmer’s
Almanac sticking out of his hip pocket.

“Name’s Quincey,” the man said. He made it sound im-
portant. He leaned against the porch support less than six
feet from Jeff and rubbed his slim back against it, like
a lazy, stretching cat.

“You gonna pick up that stuff for the girl? Or do I have
to rub your nose in it first?”

v

ELLEN’S EYES FLARED with angry humiliation. She stepped
between Jeff and the young killer, her chin jutting stub-
bornly.

“You keep out of this, Mr. Quincey!”

Quincey kept rubbing his back against the post His yel-
low-flecked eyes had a cold, amused look.

“I ain’t gonna hurt him, Miss Bendore,” he disclaimed.
His grin was like a cat’s yawn, and as meaningless. “I just
want to teach him manners.”

The girl turned helplessly to the paunchy, middle-aged
man who had come to the door of the lunchroom.

She said, “Mack—stop him!” -

Quincey turned his gaze on the paunchy man. “Now,
Mack,” he said mildly. “You don’t want to get mixed up in
this, do you?”

Mack shook his head, stepped back inside the lunchroom.
Quincey turned to Jeff. “Well . . . P”

Jeff shrugged. “If that’s all you want, mister—"

He bent to pick up a plate, but Quincey kicked it aside.
“On your knees, fella. Pick it all up . . . on your knees!”

Jeff straightened slowly, eyed him. He had not wanted
trouble, at least not until he had gotten his bearings here.
But he saw now that talk wouldn’t stop this man, nor
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would an apology. Quincey was obviously out to impress
the girl in the only way he knew; he was going to show her
how tough he was.

Irritation flickered in Jeff's eyes. Quincey’s right hand was
thumb-hooked in his cartridge belt; Jeff could see the “Q”
carved into the pearl handle of his Colt.

“Maybe you’d better pick it up then,” he said coldly.

Ellen moved blindly between them again, determined to
stop the killing she saw coming. Quincey brushed her back
with a sweep of his left arm.

He was too close now and nothing in Jeff’s quiet face
warmned him. When Jeff moved it was too late. Quincey’s
right hand jerked to his Colt, but Jeff’s fingers closed over
his knuckles like a steel band, pinning it against his holster
as though clamped in a vise. At the same instant Jeff's right
fist exploded against his mouth. Quincey reeled back, tripped
over Jeff's outthrust leg. As he fell he felt his Colt twisted
out of his right hand as easily as though he were a child.
Then he sprawled face down on the rough planking in
front of the lunchroom.

With a savage energy he recoiled, pushing himself up.
Jeff’s boot came down hard .between his shoulders, grind-
ing his face into the boards. In the next instant he felt his
other Colt slipped from his holster.

Jeff stepped back, sent his gaze in quick alert appraisal
of the immediate area. The walk had cleared abruptly at
the first movement, and he had an uninterrupted view
up and down the street. About ten yards away a\high-
sided wagon had pulled in to the plankwalk and the -dri-
ver jumped off the seat, scurrying acrpss the road and out of
the line of fire.

The girl had retreated to the lunchroom doorway; she
was staring down at Quincey in stunned disbelief.

The gunman came to his feet with less hurry now and
turned to face Jeff. Slowly he backed off until his shoulders
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touched the lunchroom wall. His face was drained white
except for the blood on his lips and forming in beadlike
globules on the long scratch on his nose. Across his nose
and on his forehead the freckles stood out vividly, like brown
polka dots.

Jeff hefted Quincey’s fancy Colts in his hands. His own
gun was still in his holster.

Something in Quincey’s eyes told him this kid would
never let this die; he decided to bring it to a head once
and for all.

“Don’t ever try to use these until you've grown big
enough to handle them, son.” Jeff's words were an insult, as
he intended them to be, and he saw Quincey shiver with
impotent rage.

Contemptuously then, Jeff tossed one of the Colts to the
tense, waiting kid. '

Quincey lunged off the wall to meet it. His right hand
plucked the glinting six-gun out of the air and he spun it
around. He thumb-slipped the hammer as it settled into his
palm: He fired just once—fired at a blurred shadow of a
man who lunged aside an instant before hé let the hammer
drop.

Smoke wreathed Jeff's hip, a racking explosion centering
it. Quincey’s right hand jerked back and his Colt went spin-
ning to the walk. He took one stunned, unbelieving look
at his bleeding hand and then, crazy mad, he jumped for
the man who had outshot him.

Jeff holstered his gun in one fast movement and stepped
forward. The sound of his fist against Quincey’s jaw travel-
ed a hundred yards along the breathless street. Quincey spun
around and fell, limply, into the alley.

Jeff turned sharply, his back to the lunchroom wall, his
hard glance ranging over the deserted street. Dust whorls
raised their shimmering curtains and passed. Here and there
heads popped into view and then men began to emerge
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from doorways, converging cautiously toward the scene as
though they were approaching a charge of dynamite that
might still go off.

The three men in front of the poolhall had not moved.
One of them gripped a cue stick. In the light of the fading
day he was hard to define. But Jeff had the sudden tan-
talizing sense of having known this man—had a sudden
hunch, too, that the man’s upper lip sucked in over a
toothless gum.

The driver of the wagon who had sought refuge in the
poolhall, came across the street. He was climbing up tc
the seat when Jeff had a sudden reckless impulse. Taking
a quick stride down into the alley, he bent over Quincey’s
unconscious figure and lifted him in one clean jerk to his
shoulder. Five long steps took him to the tailgate of the
wagon. As though he were handling a sack of oats, he dump-
ed the kid into the back of the wagon.

The driver twisted in his seat, his eyes bulging. “Hey!
I don’t want—"

“Where you headed?” Jeff’s voice clipped him off.

Pottersville. Ten miles south of here.”

“Dump him off at Pottersville,” Jeff ordered. “He needs
the night air.”

The driver took a long look at Jeff's cold eyes and of
a sudden he had trouble with his chaw of tobacco. Some
of the juice trickled down his throat and he gagged.

“Geee-up!” he cried, and the team lunged against their
collars. Jeff waited on the walk until the wagon made its
turn. Then his glance went out to the three men\bunched
up in front of the poolroom. The leather-faced man with the
cue stick made a small motion with his shoulders and said
something to the short, powerfully built man on his right.
He and this man turned and went back inside the psol-
hall. The third man, younger and slighter of frame, ducked
under the tiebar, mounted the gray horse tied at the rail,
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and headed down the street in the opposite direction tak-
en by the wagon.

Jeff tummed to the girl. “I'll get you another tray, Miss,”
he said quietly. “It’s the least I can do.”

Ellen Bendore was looking down the street to the point
where the wagon had disappeared.

“He’ll be back!” she whispered tautly. “He’ll kill you for
what you’ve done to him!”

Jeff thought of the bone he felt give under his skinned
knuckles.

“We’ll worry about Quincey when he gets back,” he
said. He took her arm and lead her back into the lunch-
room. The few customers maintained an uneasy silence,
concentrating with single-mindedness on their food.

The paunchy proprietor quickly prepared another tray,
brushed aside the girl’s faltering apology. “Don’t .worry, El-
len,” he said quickly. “I'll have Juan clean up the mess
outside.”

Jeff had thrust Quincey’s Colts inside his belt, his coat hid-
ing them. He took the tray. “For your father,” Miss Ben-
dore?”

She seemed confused. She was worried, and the worry,
Jeff sensed, was of long standing. It concerned itself with
other matters than what had just happened.

“No,” she said miserably. “It's for my fi—for the man I
was to marry—"

Jeff frowned. “Is he hurt?”

She turned to him, seeking some shred of consolation in
his voice. In the past months her life had come apart, and
she no longer knew whom to trust. She had only Bill . . .
but Bill needed help, desperately, and time was growing
short.

“No . . . no. He—" Her eyes held a bitter defiance as
she turmed to face the silent men in the lunchroom. “Bill’s
in jail.” ‘
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Jeff sensed the stress in the girl. His smile was meant to
ease her.

“Then he can stand a square meal,” he said evenly.
He moved toward the door, sensing her reluctance to talk
here. ..

They walked down a narrow road flanked by window-
less adobe buildings. This was an old part of town, the
Spanish section fronting the old river bed and the Sinks,
now haphazardly tenanted by a polyglot Indian-Mexican
population.

They paused on a corner. Ellen eyed him, a small smile
tugging at her mouth. “You're being very kind. But yau
don’t have to do this for me.” Her eyes darkened. “You're
in enough trouble as it is—"

He shrugged. “That’s why I came here, Miss Bendore.
I'm Jeff Carter.” He smiled. “I'm sure the name means little
to you. But I came here to see if I could help you and
Bill Hayes.” -

“Help Bill?” Ellen’s eyes lighted with sudden hope. “Are
you—from Wells Fargo.”

“In a way,” Jeff said, “I am. No, I'm not a Wells Fargo
investigator. But I happen to know John Sturvesant—he
asked me to ride down here, try to find out what happened
to Frank Hayes.” He frowned. “John didn’t know Frank’s
son was in jail.”

Her fingers clutched at his arm. “I'm glad there is some-
one I can trust.” Her lips trembled. “It’s been . . . so ter-
rible, since Bill’s father vanished.”

They started across the street.

“I'm afraid for Bill,” Ellen continued. “The whole town
has gone ugly since his father disappeared with the stage
and the quarter of a million dollars in gold.”

She sketched in what Jeff already knew about the rob-
bery. “I don’t know what to think about Bill’s father,” she
confessed. “I'm confused. Frank Hayes was my father’s part-
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ner. Tom Bendore and Frank started the Overland Stage Line
together. My mother died when I was very young and Dad
raised me. Then, a year ago, my father came back from a
trip with a wife. I-I didn’t take to my stepmother too
well. Dolores—Mrs. Bendore—was much younger than Dad
—and very pretty. And—"

She looked up at Jeff as he stopped abruptly, facing her.
“Dolores?” His voice was shallow, waiting. “Your stepmother’s
name is—Dolores?”

Ellen nodded. “She was Dolores Camarillo before she
married Dad.”

Jeff looked away, not wanting Ellen to see his face . . .
after a moment he took a deep breath,

Ellen said, “Did you know her?”

“Yes,” he said. His voice was quiet now, and there was
nothing in it to indicate the hurt inside him. The dying of
o dream.

Ellen’s eyes were troubled. “I don’t mean to talk ill of
her, Jeff. She’s tried to be helpful to me, since Dad died short-
ly after he retumed home with her. But Dolores has little
knowledge of the stage line business—and I think she hates
living here—"

Jeff brought her back to her immediate problem. “Why
was Bill jailed?”

Ellen shook her head. “On a fantastic charge by Howard
Pope, owner of the High Life Mine. Pope claims that Bill
must have helped his father plan the robbery. I think he
called Bill an accessory—"

She seemed suddenly close to tears. “It’s not true, Jeff.
Bill has worked for Mr. Chandler, in the bank, for years.
He’s not rough—not the sort of man who—" She fell silent,
averting her face from Jeff’s level regard.

They emerged on River Road and the wind off the Sinks
was gritty, stinging. Jeff’s fingers tightened on the edges
of the linen towel protecting the food on the tray.
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The town marshal’s office was located in a long, thick-
walled adobe structure which had been built as a strong-
point against Indian attacks. The heavy oak door was in-
tended to withstand battering and the impact of arrows—
its windows were narrow, iron-grilled slits in the thick walls.

A big, burly-shouldered man with light gray eyes peering
down a thick hooked nose answered the girl's knock. He
blocked the doorway, one hand holding a crumpled copy
of the Police Gazette, the other heeling his Colt butt. His
eyes went from the girl to Jeff and his careless appraisal
went suddenly intent and a small frown made—its crease
above the bridge of his nose.

The nickel-plated badge on his dirty black vest was scratch-
ed and hung lopsidedly, obviously an item of apparel about
which he had little concern.

Ellen said meekly, “I want to see Bill. I've brought him
something to eat.”

The marshal tossed the copy of the Police Gazette on the
desk behind him. “You're spoiling him,” he sneered. His
glance shifted to Jeff. “Who’s the new boy friend?”

Ellen crimsoned. Jeff said easily, “A friend of the family,
Marshal,” and pushed his way past the scowling lawman.

He looked back at the man’s barked command, “Just a
minute, fellal Put that tray down on the desk. Lay your
gun belts down beside it!”

He stood scowling as Jeff obeyed. His eyes widened a-
bruptly as Jeff placed Quincey’s two guns alongside his gun
belt.

“What are you?” he demanded suspiciously, “a travel-
ing arsenal?” He took a step closer to the desk, scowling,
and suddenly whirled, his gun sliding out of his holster.

“Those guns, Mister! Where did you get them?”

Jeff shrugged. “Had a run in with some young punk a
few minutes ago,” he answered dryly. “Took his guns away
from him so he wouldn’t hurt himself.”
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Bart steadied himself against' the battered filing cabinet.
“You—what?ll”

“Ellen said, “Please, Mr. Hodges. I want to see Bill.”

The marshal licked dry lips. “Yeah—sure.” He took a large
keyring from a hook above his desk. He looked at Jeff.
“Where’s that—that punk kid now, fella?”

“Last I saw of him,” Jeff said carelessly, “he was headed
for Pottersville.”

Bart Hodges sighed, a gusty exhalation. He walked to
a door in the back wall, unlocked it. “Just the tray,” he
ordered shakily. “I'll give you both five minutes in there with
him.”

Frank Hayes’ son was a wiry, tightly-knit youngster with
a thin, sensitive face roughened now by several day’s
growth of brown stubble. Despite Ellen’s obvious solicitude,
- he looked as though he had eaten very little in the past week.
His light brown eyes had worn himself out during long
sleepless nights in a mental search for understanding of
what had happened. _

Standing, he was not much taller than the girl who clung
to him, her face on his shoulder, her voice small and sobbing.
“Bill—oh, Bill . . .”

He put his arms around her, his eyes on Jeff, hard and
questioning. Finally he cupped a hand under Ellen’s chin,
lifted her face up to him. “You shouldn’t keep coming here,
Ellen.” His voice sounded tired, beaten. “I'm not hungry,
anyway.”

“You must eat!” she said with the determined logic of
a woman, “And—Mr. Chandler said he was writing to the
sheriff in Downey. They can’t convict you on such flimsy
charges—can they?” She turmed to Jeff, seeking reassurance
from this tall, capable man.

m not a lawyer, Miss Bendore,” Jeff said. “I couldn’t
say.”
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Bill Hayes made a motion to Jeff. “Who is he?” he asked
of Ellen.

Jeff answered for her, flashing Ellen a wamning look. “A
friend of Ellen’s mother . . .”

Bill reacted with displeasure to this. “Mrs. Bendore . . . P*
He looked at Ellen who nodded. “And a friend of ours,
too,” she added quickly.

Bill sank back on his cot. “It’s been one long nightmare,”
he said bitterly. “All I keep thinking is why Dad-what
happened—"

The marshal’s voice interrupted. “Time’s up.”

Ellen put a hand on Bill's head. He didn’t look up. She
hesitated, then her shoulders slumped and she turned to the
door.

Out in the office the marshal watched Jeff buckle on his
gunbelt. The lawman seemed puzzled, uncertain. And it oc-
curred to Jeff that this man acted like a pawn—he was a
man who took orders before carrying out a course of ac-
tion. And obviously he had not yet received instructions
as to how he would handle Jeff.

Jeff made a short motion to Quincey’s Colts. “You better
keep them here, Marshal. The Kid might want them, when
he comes back.”

He took Ellen’s arm and went outside before the lawman’s
dull brain fully absorbed this.

In the gritty dusk Jeff walked the girl home. The Bendores
lived in a neat frame house on a quiet side street. He paused
at the gate and she turned to him.

“You said you knew my stepmother. I think she’s home—

she’ll be glad to see you.”
Jeff hesitated, then shook his head. “Some other time.”
He wasn’t ready to face Dolores . . . not yet. He was re-

membering the girl who had said she would wait for him
. . . forever, if need be. But she hadn’t been there when
he got back . . . and he had searched for her for five years.
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And now he had found her . . . in Gomorrah. A married
women. John Sturvesant must have known. . ..

He had the sudden bitter urge to ride out of Gomorrah
tonight . . . to wire John Sturvesant just where he could
jam his ten thousand dollars. . . .

Ellen’s voice brought him back to the moment. She said,
“Well, thank you for your help. I hope you can do some-
thing for Bill.” Her voice trembled. “I'm afraid—"

He squeezed her arm gently. “Don’t be,” he said. “I
don’t think Bill is in any real danger. And no jury will con-
vict a man on such circumstantial evidence.”

“If Bill ever faces a juryl” she said bitterly. “I've been
hearing ugly rumors all day. Whispers of a lynching. The
ngh Life miners spent a lot of money in town. Now the
min€ is closed down. ‘It wouldn’t be too hard to get some
of the people stirred up, Jeff.”

“They wouldn’t go that far,” Jeff said. “After all, the law—"

“Is at the county seat at Downey, seventy miles from here,”
Ellen pointed out. “Bart Hodges, the town marshal, was hired
by Howard Pope and he is paid by Pope. He would pro-
bably help them hang Billl”

Jeff’s face was still. “Bill won’t hang,” he said quietly.
“I promise you that.”

v

Tre TowN House had been built during Gomorrah’s last
boom period. It remained an anachronism in the midst of the
settlement’s squalid, jerry-built structures. Inside, its plush
carpets had worn thin and the mahogany wall paneling was
scarred by careless boots. But it still retained an air of
faded elegance, like an old man whose hopes are gone but
who has not yet admitted it to himself.

Jeff Carter walked to the omate desk and the clerk, a
neatly dressed man in his fifties took off his gold rimmed
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spectacles, wiped them on a spotless handkerchief and re-
placed them to peer at the tall man.

“Three dollars a day,” he said in a voice querulously de-
fiant, as though he were expecting an argument. “Week in
advance.”

Jeff made a pretense of going through his pockets. “Had
some money,” he muttered, and held back his laughter at
the old man’s stiffening attitude. “Why, heck,” he said in
mock surprise, “you got your hand on i, that’s why.” He
put his palm over the old clerk’s wrist and jerked it away,
revealing a twenty dollar gold piece and a silver dollar to
the man’s startled gaze.

Grave-faced, Jeff pulled the register toward him and sign-
ed with a flourish.

“My room,” Jeff said.

The clerk was still staring at the counter where his palm
had rested; now he turned an icy gaze on Jeff. “We dis-
like parlor tricks in the Town House,” he said haughtily. He
banged his fist on the desk bell.

A bald Negro bellhop shuffled out of hiding from behind
a potted palm and took Jeff's warbag. “Room 21,” the
clerk said coldly, handing the porter Jeff’s key.

Jeff turned and followed the bellhop toward the broad,
carpeted staircase in the middle of the lobby. Halfway up
they encountered a fat man heading down. Built like a
fifty gallon wine cask, the man was wearing an expensive
gray suit, a dark gray derby hat and was clenching a fat
unlighted cigar between his teeth.

He was in Jeff's way and he paused, his small eyes, hard
and slate gray and expressionless, making their quick ap-
praisal. A gleam flickered across them and the cigar tilted
slackly for a moment, then his teeth bit hard on it and a
fatuous look spread across his moon face.

“Gosh,” he exclaimed. “I'm getting so’s I take up too much
room, Mister. Sorry.” He smiled apologetically and stepped
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to the left, crowding the bannister, and sidled past them,
down into the lobby.

Jeff glanced back. The fat man walked to the desk, said
something to the clerk who turned to look into the bank
of pigeonholes. While the clerk’s back was turned, the fat

-man looked down at the open register, then turned to look
at the stairs. He saw Jeff watching and made a brief, strange
gesture before the clerk, turning, took his attention.

Jeff turned to follow the bellhop who was waiting for him
at the landing. There was little about the fat man to jog
Jeff’'s memory, and yet something nagged at a corner of his
mind and he tried to grasp it.

He asked the Negro porter and the bald head nodded
vigorously. “Mister Pringle? Yessir. Cigar salesman. Been here
almost two weeks. Real nice gentleman, sir.”

The porter paused a third of the way down the wide
hallway, fitted the key into the lock and swung the door
wide. He walked up to the bed, placed Jeffs bag on a
stool and -opened the window. It looked down on the veran-
da which ran across the front of the hotel and down two
sides of the big building, terminating in a long flight of
stairs leading to the back yard.

A gust of wind shifted sand into the room and the por-
ter- cracked the window down to a mere two inch opening,
shaking his head. “Mighty poor weather we ben havin’,
sir. .. .”

Jeff tossed him a quarter. “Thank you, “boss. Anythin’
else?” he asked, showing white teeth in a suggestive grin.

“A deck of cards,” Jeff answered. He added a dollar to
the quarter and had washed and was about to start shav-
ing when the porter reappeared with the sealed deck.

Jeff finished shaving and changed into a clean white shirt
and black tie. He glanced into the smoky mirror and the

man he saw was a reflection of the old Jeff Carter, riverboat
gambler. A little older, a little less reckless.
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He put his right hand on the dresser top, palm down.
At the mental count of three his hand disappeared and
reappeared with a Colt cocked and aimed at his reflection.
He smiled crookedly as he slid the gun back into its holster.
He had lost little of his old ability with a Colt. . . . How much
had he lost of his skill with a deck of cards?

Seating himself at the small table, he broke the seal and
rifled the new cards. It had been a long time since he had
played against professionals . . . now he worked the stiff-
ness out of his long fingers, shufling and dealing. There
were few men who could sneak a bottom card without
Jeff Carter knowing, and he was a past master at draw poker.

After more than an hour of this he discarded the deck,
dusted his coat and hat and went down into the lobby to
have his boots shined. The sounds of clinking dishes from
the dining-room attracted him and he went through the
archway, ready to face whatever the night had to offer.

Jeff was midway through his evening meal when the two
men paused in the lobby archway and looked over the
diners. He was facing them and he saw their gaze rest on
him, then they came on into the dining-room, cutting among
the tables to him.

The slighter, shorter man was expensively dressed, al-
most nattily so. His gray doeskin trousers were sharply
creased; his expensive boots highly polished. Across his
plum-colored waistcoat a loop of heavy gold chain glinted in
the lamplight.

But under this expensive finery was a tortured shell of
a man. His right arm hung limp at his side, and the gray
glove hid but did not entirely disguise his mutilated hand.
His pearl gray hat covered a sparse growth of snow-white
hair. His narrow face was badly scarred by fire; Jeff had the
feeling that burning brands had, sometime in the past, been
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held against his cheeks. Deep lines scoured his forehead and
his mouth was a bitter warp, permanently impressed.

The man with him was taller by at least six inches. He
was probably as tall as Jeff, not so wide of shoulder, but
lean and fit looking. He was neatly dressed in a blue suit
only slightly darker than his eyes which appraised Jeff with
cool restraint. He was in his thirties, Jeff judged. A hard,
careful man—a handsome man made conspicuously so by
his companion.

But as they made their way to his table, Jeff knew at
once who had the authority by the way the tall man hung
back slightly in deference to the scarred man.

They stopped by Jeff’s table and the shorter man dropped
his hat on a cleared spot on the table, pulled out a chair
and sat down. The tall man stood behind him, his fingers
pluckmg a cigar from his breast pocket.

‘'m Howard Pope,” the scarred man said abruptly
“You looking for me?”

Jeff glanced at him over the rim of his coffee cup. “No.”

Above the scar tissue Pope’s eyes were dark as wet slate.
“You've heard of me?” he insisted. His voice held a shrill
arrogance.

Jeff shrugged.

The tall man had his cigar going; he dropped into the
chair beside his companion and interjected himself into the
conversation.

“You came to town less than three hours ago,” he snapped.
“In that short space of time you've had trouble with Quin-
cey, you get friendly with Ellen Bendore, and you visit Bill
Hayes in jail.” His cold glance was measuring Jeff, trying
to place him. “In view of what’s happened in this town,”
he added curtly, “Mr. Pope and I would like to know who
you arel”

“The name’s on the hotel register,” Jeff said.

“Any name can be signed in that register]” the man
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snapped. “We want to know why you came to Gomorrah!”

Jeff sighed. He placed a deck of cards on the table, cut,
turned up the Ace of spades. He replaced the cut, drew
his empty hand back from the deck, then leaned forward
and plucked the Ace of spades from behind Pope’s ear. He
dropped it casually on the table.

“Cards are my business, gentlemen.” His smile was gmle—
"less. “No overhead, very little equipment, and, as the pro-
phet said, little proﬁt.”

The tall man’s eyes had a dangerous glitter. “Not many
gamblers could handle Quincey the way you did, Mr.—"

“Sharp,” Jeff supphed smoothly. “Mine is a much mis-
understood profession,” he answered coolly. “A man has to
learn to protect himself in my business.”

“I dont give a damn what your business isl” Pope
snarled. He hadn’t been pleased with the verbal fencing
between Jeff and his companion and he said so. “Connors,
you keep out of this!” He turned to Jeff, his voice ugly.

“The Hayes family aren’t liked in this town, Sharp! Not
since Frank Hayes disappeared with a quarter of a million
dollars in gold bullion. Cold that came from my mine, the
High Lifel”

He took a dragging breath, a flicker of insane hate glint-
ing in the muddy depths of his eyes. “The High Life was
the -only producing mine in the vicinity. I've had to stop
production until I get a Wells Fargo check covering my loss.
I'm telling you this so you'll know why anyone associated
with the Hayes family isn’t welcome here.”

Jeff nodded. “Makes sense,” he agreed. “Happens that I
never met Bill Hayes or his father, either,” he said truth-
fully. “I ran into Miss Bendore on the street, knocked a
tray out of her hands by accident. It might have ended
there,” he continued, “if this Quincey kid hadn’t tried to
impress the girl with his toughness.” He shrugged. “Least I
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could do after the accident was to carry Miss Bendore’s
tray for her.”

Pope shoved his chair back and stood up. “We under-
stand each other then, Sharp. Stick to cards and we won't
have any trouble.” »

.A small smiled played across Jeff's lips as he watched
them depart. He had been expecting a kickback from the
afternoon’s events, and he was only mildly surprised to have
it come from the High Life owner.

Almost a hundred men had scoured the country after
Frank ‘Hayes’ disappearance, Sturvesant had said, without
finding a trace of the man, the stage, and the fortune in
gold bullion. It stood to reason that Frank could not have
left the Sinks. And, assuming that Frank was innocent, then
someone playing for big stakes knew what had happened
to Frank and the bullion.. Whoever that was would have
reason to play up Frank Hayes’ guilt. But why bring in his
son, Bill?

Something in Howard Pope’s glittering eyes came back
to annoy Jeff—a nameless bitter hate in his voice as Pope
had - mentioned Frank Hayes. A hatred that seemed to be
rooted deeper than the loss of the mine’s gold bullion, al-
though a quarter of a million dollars, Jeff reasoned soberly,
was reason enough for many men.

He finished his supper and lighted a cigarette. He had
managed to convince Pope and his man Connors that he
was what he claimed to be, an itinerant gambler handy
with a gun, which, he reflected wryly, was not too far from
the truth. His anger with John Sturvesant had diminished.
Dolores had been the main reason he had come to Gomor-
rah, but John’s promise of ten thousand dollars was his
reason for staying.

In the meantime he’d let things come up as they may.
Rising, he left a tip with money for his bill and went out-
side. The sky was dark and lamplight splotched the street,
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cutting dimly through the swirls of sand. Grit stung his
face.

With the rising, muttering wind off the Sinks the street
was all but deserted. Jeff flicked his butt into the dust and
recalled Jake’s suggestion that the Comanche Bar was a
likely place to lose his money.

Pulling his hat brim low over his eyes, the tall man
headed up the street. He walked two blocks before slow-
ing down, his glance probing for sign of the bar across
the street.

The Overland State office lay directly across the street,
its windows' glowing yellow, and he wondered if it were
still operating. He stiffened slightly as he saw a figure out-
lined briefly in the lampwash on the walk.

A small wiry naked boy carrying a rifle! He was gone
almost immediately, merging into the blankness of an alley
between the stage office and the next building.

But the brief glimpse had brought Jeff Carter’s thoughts
back to a hot-box canyon. To a crumpled Indian lying face
down in front of a stone shack, and a woman’s dying
breath. . ..

Topah had come to Gomorrah!

VI

Lxke tHE Tower House, the Comanche Bar was out of
place in this desert town. It was big, with an air of dapper
elegance at odds with its rough-garbed customers. Red cur-
tains shrouded the windows and half a dozen chardelier oil
lamps, festooned with polished glass, lighted up the place.

Jeff made his way to the polished cherrywood bar, or-
dered whiskey, and let it stand at his elbow as he turned
to survey the crowd. Howard Pope and his man, Connors,
were in a poker game at a nearby table. Pope’s scarred
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face was tuned toward him; the man nodded briefly and
made a motion for Jeff to join them.

About to accept, Jeff felt a hand on his arm. “Let me
buy you a drink, friend?”

He turned to look into Pringle’s fat, sweat-filmed face.
The cigar salesman mopped his brow with a handker-
chief. “Sorry about getting into your way at the hotel,” he
apologized again.

Jeff shrugged. The man seemed intent on talking with
him. His words kept tumbling out as he mopped his face.
“Been here two weeks. Didn’t get to sell many cigars,
but—" his voice lowered as though he were running out of
breath, “I got to leamn a few things—"

Jeff said shortly, “I bet you did.” He pulled away, his
voice blunt. “Excuse me, fella. I think I'll sit in a poker

game.” .
Disappointment flitted across the fat man’s face. But
he merely said, “Oh, sure . . . don’t mind me. Get kind

of lonesome sometimes, though. Here,” he said as Jeff started
to walk away. “Have a cigar.” He was fumbling in his vest
pocket, thumbing through half a dozen smokes. “Compli-
ments of my company.”

Jeff took the cigar and thrust it into- his breast pocket.
“Thanks. I'll smoke it later.”

Howard Pope kicked a chair out for him as he approached
the poker table and Jeff dropped into it. Pope said, “You
know my mine superintendent, Frank Connors.” He motioned
to the other man at the table. “Mr. Sharp—meet Tim Bol-
ton, foreman of the TW spread south of here.”

Bolton, a rawboned man of forty with a sandy mustache,
nodded greeting. Pope added thinly, “Watch out for Mr.
Sharp, Tim—he does tricks with cards.”

Bolton was eyeing Jeff with lidded appraisal. “Saw him
do tricks with a gun, too,” he said noncommittally. He ad-
dressed hjmself to Pope. “Quincey show up yet?”
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Pope scowled. “Haven’t seen him.” He looked at Jeff.
“Quincey worked for me—sort of helped Connors here look
after things at the mine. I'll tell him to lay off when he
comes back.”

Jeff breathed an audible sigh of relief. “I'll buy the next
round, just to show my appreciation, Mr. Pope. I sure didn’t
want to start off on the wrong foot my first day in town.”

They played for about a half hour with Jeff ahead about
ten dollars. A few people drifted in, but Jeff suspected the
weather was against a full house tonight.

It was eight-thirty when a spare, gray-templed man in
dark conservative clothes entered the Comanche Bar. He
paused briefly inside the door, made a swift search of the
room, and then came directly toward Jeff’s table.

Pope noticed him before the man was halfway across the
room. The mine owner shot a quick, meaningful look at
Connors. Connors’ lips twitched and a sour look took over
in his eyes.

“Thought I'd find you in here, Howard!” the newcomer
said sharply. ,

“Pull up’a chair, Calvin,” Pope said. “We promise not to
win too much of the bank’s money from you.”

“The devil with poker tonight!” the man snapped. Close
up and under lamplight Jeff saw that this man was older
than he first appeared—the lines were deep-etched around
his eyes and mouth.

“There’s a boy about to be lynched!” the man went on
angrily. “An innocent boy, Howard! And you talk of poker!”

Pope leaned back in his chair, his face made more hid-
eous by his sudden anger. “I think you're letting your im-
agination get the better of you, Calvin!” he said harshly.
“And anyway, I dont agree with you that Bill Hayes is
innocent!”

Calvin Chandler stiffened. He measured his bitter reply
so that each word fell like a sharp pebble against rock.
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“Howard—there’s a mob in the Nugget Bar right now. Most
of them are drunk—on free liquor. I don’t know who's pay-
ing for the whiskey. But I do know that two of your men,
Whitey Smith and Tol Oliver are doing most of the talking.
Your men, Howard!”

Pope shrugged. He turned and crooked a finger to the
watching bartender. “Sit down, Calvin,” he said. “You need
a drink.”

The banker’s face went white. “If that boy is lynched,
Howard, so help me it'll be on your head="

“Too hell with young Hayes!” Pope burst in harshly. “I
don’t think the boys intend to take the law into their hands.
But if they do theyll be doing this town a favor. I lost a
quarter of a million dollars to his old man—but the town
lost a lot, too, when I had to shut down. Goddam it, Cal-
vin, I wouldn't raise a finger to help any Hayes!”

Calvin Chandler turned, his eyes searching among the scat-
tered men in the bar. His voice rang with thin desperation.
“I don’t care what Frank Hayes did. I've been in this town
a long time. It's got a bad name now. But if that boy
hangs because of what Frank Hayes is supposed to have
done, Gomorrah will never live it down! And I'll personally
see to it that every man responsible, any man who takes a
hand in it, is brought to justice!”

An uneasy silence followed his outburst. Pope’s eyes had

* a crazy, expectant glitter. No one moved, no one said any-
thing.

Chandler’s shoulders sagged. He walked across that room
and went out without looking back.

Bolton grinned uneasily. “Last time we strung a man up
was three years ago. Me an’ some of the boys ran him
down in the rough country under Cheyenne Peak. You know,”
he added, trying to ease the tension around the table, “the
damn fool had the nerve to tell us he was only trying to
help us out. Claimed he was herding our beef the long way
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around to our.range. Hell, we was almost sorry to hang
the cuss—" ’

Connors laughed shortly and Pope sneered. “Hell with

this lynching talk, Tim. I want a chance to win my ten
dollars back.” He looked at Jeff. “If I don’t get that check
from Wells Fargo soon Il have to borrow money to live
on.”
They played several more hands and Jeff managed to
lose thirty dollars. He slammed his cards into the discards
and shoved his chair back. “That cleans me out temporarily,
boys. If you'll stay around a while, I'll be back. Soon as
I lay my hands on the rest of my bankroll I left in my "
room.”

Connors reached out, pushing chips toward Jeff. “I'll loan
you fifty—" :

“I never play poker with anyone else’s money,” Jeff re-
fused. “Bad luck.” He nodded shortly, paused to finish his
drink, and left.

The abrasive wind stung his face as he paused on the
corner. The Nugget Bar was on Twin Springs Street, a block
and a half away. From that direction the wind brought the
sound of voices. Shouts rode the angry wind.

Jeff stepped off into the sandy street and ran silently
back to the hotel. He made a leisurely entrance, paused
at the desk to check the time and to make sure the clerk
would remember he had come in. He went up to his
room and crossed to the window and climbed out to the
veranda. -

Several shots, punctuated by drunken yells, drifted to
him as he headed for the back stairs. If he wanted to
save Bill Hayes’ neck, he would have to work fast!
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viI

MarsaaL Hopces was nervous. He paced inside his big,
littered office, eyeing the battered alarm clock on his desk
every fifth turn he made around the room. Inside the law
office only his pacing broke the stillness—outside driven
particles of sand scampered like a swarm of mice across
the heavy door and the narrow windows.

He wanted a drink badly, but he knew he would have
to wait until it was over—until they had come for the
kid. He had to make it look right. . . .

He stopped by the desk and took down the cell keys
and dropped them beside the alarm clock where they
would be easy to find. It would have to be done fast, be-
fore any of the drunken fools had a chance to realize
what they were doing.

He was just about to sink into his chair when a fist
pounded on the locked door. He lurched up, his face tight-
ening. Palming his Colt, he went to the door, started to
open it, then caution held his hand.

“Who is it?” he growled.

“Tol Oliver!” the muffled voice replied. “Open up! They’re
coming for the Hayes boy—"

Bart dropped his Colt back into holster and snicked
the heavy bolt back. He had not been informed that Oliver
would be in ahead of the mob. He started to yank the door
open, his voice edged with impatience. “Goddam it, Tol-"

The shoulder ramming against the other side of the door
sent it crashing into him, sent him stumbling backward,
stars pinwheeling before his eyés. He caught a blurred
glimpse of a tall, broadshouldered man moving toward him
and he made a spasmodic grab for his Colt.

Jeff’s iron fist scraped the marshal’s belt buckle. The im-
pact whooshed the breath out of the big lawman, jack-
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knifed him. Jeff wasted no time. His right knee came up
into Bart’s face, mashing his nose, loosening teeth. The law-
man flipped backward and landed heavily on the back
of his shoulders.

Carter didn’t given him another glance. He barred the
door, scooped up the cell keys and ran for the rear door.

Bill Hayes was sitting on his bunk, a dull, resigned look
in his eyes. He looked up at Jeff as the ex-gambler en-
tered his cell.

“We’ve got two minutes to clear out of herel” Jeff snapp-
ed. “Get your hat!”

Bill stared. He didn’t move and Jeff uttered an impatient
growl. He strode to the youngster, yanked him roughly to
his feet, shoved him toward the cell door.

“I promised Ellen nothing would happen to yon,” he
muttered. “Come on!”

But Bill balked in the office. He looked down at the
marshal’s bloody face, then up at Jeff, and he started to
back away.

“No! I don’t know who you are, Misterl Why should
you help me?” His jaw jutted suspiciously. “It might be a
trick to make me break the law so that—"

“Right now there isn’t any law to speak of in Gomorrah!”
Jeff cut in harshly. “Until there is, I'm as much law as
you’'ll need!”

Bill looked down at the unconscious marshal, back to
Jeff. His jaw was tight. “Just who are you, Mister?”

Jeff mentally cursed the delay Bill's stubborness was caus-
ing.

“A friend of John Sturvesant,” he snapped. “I was sent
down here to find out what happened to your father!”

“Then you’re—a Wells Fargo man?”

Jeff didn’t take time to deny it. “Kid—there’s a mob
heading this way. One of them will be carrying a rope.
We'll palaver later.”
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He was bending over the unconscious Hodges as he
talked. His shoulder muscles bunched, strained against his
coat as he hauled the man up and got his right shoulder
under Bart’s middle.

“Open up and let’s get out of here!”

Bill flung open the door and they went out into the
night. Hayes closed the door behind him and follewed Jeff
across the street to the drop-off into the dry riverbed. They
slid down the sandy bank together and the man from Red
Rock turned sharply toward a dark clump of mesquite twen-
ty feet down the arroyo.

A saddled horse snorted at their approach and jerked at
reins knotted around a slender branch.

“His owner’s going to raise a howl when he staggers out
of the Last Call Saloon,” Jeff said grimly. “Serves him right
for leaving his cayuse tied to the rack on a mght like this.”

Bill hesitated. “Where are we going?”

“Not we,” Jeff corrected. “You—and him!” He was work-
ing swiftly, using the lariat coiled on the bay’s saddle to
tie the marshal securely.

“I want you to get out of town. Anywhere. But keep him
with you.”

“Out of town? Where?”

Jeff thought fast. “Ran across an Indian shack in the hills,
south of here. In a box canyon—"

“Old Pete’s place,” Bill broke in. “Sure. Pete’s an old
friend of the family—"

“Was,” Jeff cut in grimly. “Pete’s dead.” He didn’t elabor-
ate. “I think his boy’s in town, probably looking for the
men who killed his father and mother. You'll be alone up
there. Stay put until I come for you.” ‘

Bill started to protest. Jeff cut him short. “Get moving.
I've got to get back to town.”

“What about Ellen?” Bill's voice was desperate. “She’ll
think that I-"
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Jeff slapped the animal’s rump. “ITl tell her,” he pro-
mised as the bay lunged forward. He watched the burden-
ed horse move away down the arroyo . . .

Sand filtered down over him as the wind riffled along
the banks. In the distance a babel of voices and shots mov-
ing toward the marshal’s office brought a thin smile to his
face.

He doubted if, in the confusion of finding no one in the
law office, the mob would think of searching for tracks in
the arroyo. And by morning all traces of ‘Bill's flight would
be gone.

Jeff Carter kept to the dry riverbed, running swiftly in
the night. Fifteen minutes later he came up behind the
dark square bulk of the hotel and started up the long
back flight of outside steps. He walked quietly, breathing
easily. ’

Silent as a cat he stalked along the second floor veran-
da. Of the windows facing the balcony only one was lighted.
He passed this without being seen or heard.

His own window was dark, as he had left it. He raised
the sash carefully, thrust a long leg across the sill and
ducked his head inside . . .

From the darkness within a small caliber gun made a
sharp barking sound! The bullet punched a small hole in
the window three inches above Jeff’s head!

Jeff’s motions were instinctive. He was already more in-
side the room than out—he kept moving in. Bedsprings
creaked thinly as a body stood up. The intruder started to
run for the door.

Metal glinted in some stray source of light from the open
window. Jeff lunged for the vaguely seen shape, caught up
with the intruder at the door and cuffed at the glinting
object. He felt his palm slap against a gun, heard it slide
across the floor. Then his arm went around the prowler’s
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_body, shifted upward and a grunt of surprise escaped him.
The bulging softness under his forearm belonged to no
man] )

The figure squirmed in his grasp and he felt soft silky
hair brush his face—a tantalizing scent of lilacs tingled in
his nose. The squirming figure suddenly quit struggling, lay
quiescent in the curve of his arm and a soft voice sighed,
“Jeff—it’s you.”

Jeff checked the quick run of surprise. The soft throaty
voice rang a faint bell of wonder in his head . . . he was
placing that familiar scent of lilacs, the voice that could
still send a tingle of anticipation through him.

“Jeff Carter!” the voice sighed softly. “Don’t you remem-
ber me?”

He dropped his arms and moved away from her and her
voice followed him, chiding, “Jeff—you don’t remember! And
yet—you said you’d never forget—"

He struck a match and turned to the oil lamp on the
table by the dresser and tilted the glass: chimney. In the
red flare his face had a dark, stony look. The wick caught
and he set the glass chimney and he turned to face Dolo-
res Bendorel

She was sitting on the edge of the bed now, the skirt of
her dress pulled up and revealing a shapely pair of ankles.
A slender woman, more than average tall, with a fullness
of figure her high-necked dress couldn’t conceal. A striking-
ly handsome woman who would have caused heads to turn
at any social function. And it occurred to Jeff, bitterly in that
moment, that he was still in love with her.

She looked at him, knowing this with intuitive quickness.
Her dark eyes teased him. “Do you always come into your
room through the windows, Jeff?”

“Only when I have visitors who wait in the dark with a
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gun in their hand,” he said stifly. He walked to the win-
dow, closed it, drew the cracked shade down to the sill.

The woman pouted, her full lips red and rougishly in-
viting. “I wanted to surprise you,” she said.

Jeff looked at her, his eyes dark and tortured. “You
have...”

“But not this way,” she added quickly. “When I heard
someone at the window I got frightened. . ..”

Jeff moved back, picked up the nickel-plated .32 pistol
which lay against the baseboard, tossed it on the bed
beside her handbag.

“Jeff—you’re angry?”

His voice had an edge. “Surprised . . . not angry. I
didn’t expect to find Dolores—" he paused, his voice deli-
berate, cold—“I mean Mrs. Bendore, in a place like Gomor-
rah.”

He overrode her, his voice savage, taunting. “Not Dolores
Camarillo, the toast of New Orleans. Expensive, perfumed
Dolores—"

She got up and put her arms around him. “You are hurt,
aren’t you, Jeff?”

He wanted to pull away, but he couldn’t . . . he had
searched for this woman too long, wanted her too much.

“I waited,” she breathed. “But you . . . you didn’t come
back...”

“I told you a year. . ..”

“Six months too long.” His voice was low, but she turned
away from him now. “Something happened—I had to go
away.

“I heard about young Raoul,” Jeff said coldly. “They said
he killed himself, because of you.”

She shrugged. “His family made New Orleans unpleasant
for me. I couldn’t stay . ..”

“Where did you go?”

52



LAST STAGE TO GOMORRAH

“Tt doesn’t matter, does it?” She stood in the shadows, a
tall, still magmﬁcent woman. “I don’t even want to re-
member.”

“I searched two years for you,” Jeff said. “I never stopped

thinking about you.”

She was silent a moment. Then, “I wish you had found
me . . .” Her voice was sad. “I wish you had found me,
Jeff. ...

She came to him. “I met Tom Bendore three years ago, in
Houston. I knew he had a business of some kind back
here . . . in Gomorrah . . . a place I had never heard of.
But he was very attentive and flattering and he made it
all sound so interesting, and I . . . I guess I was tired of
traveling . . .”

She sighed. The lilac scent of her seemed to fill the room
and all the old memories came alive in Jeff.

“Anyway, here I am. Tom, unfortunately, died last year
and I-well, I found myself part owner of a stage line and
not much else.”

Jeff frowned. “Why did you come here tonight?”

“I was in the stage office when I saw you go by. You
went into the Comanche Bar, I think. I-I have so few friends
here, and when I saw you, it was a shock, Jeff. I just
couldn’t believe . . . I wanted to run out to you . ..”

“Why didn’t you?”

The emotion in her voice faded and she sounded tired.
“Don’t punish me. Not now . ..”

The barrier of bitterness broke down in Jeff and he moved
to her and took her into his arms. “I'm sorry,” he said
quietly.

“Life gets so . . . so mixed up . . .” She snuggled up
against him, resting her cheek against his chest. “I should
have waited for you, Jeff . ..”

He held her close, thinking that this was what he had
wanted through the years, Yet something was different . . .
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something was wrong. It .was not that she had married—
and she was a widow, now—no, it was something else.
Something he couldn’t quite define, a change within him-
self. What had once seemed glamorous and desirable had
lost its edge. Perhaps he had waited too long—

Dolores broke into his thoughts. “Why did you come to
Gomorrah?”

“For you.”

She looked up, her eyes searching his face. “In this God-
forsaken place? How did you know?”

“John Sturvesant told me,” he answered shortly.

“Sturvesant? Who is he?”

“Regional boss of Wells Fargo. I knew him, once—owed
him a favor.”

She pulled away from him, a small hurt smile on her
lips. “Then you really didn’t come here for me. You’re work-
ing for Wells Fargo!”

He shrugged. “It was the price I paid for finding out
you were here.”

She sat down on the bed, slipped her pistol into her bag.
“I understand,” she said. “I have no right—" Her eyes held
on Jeff’s face. “You came to find out about Frank Hayes,
didn’t you? About the gold he stole?”

“If he stole it!”

Her eyes darkened and a wry smile momentarily put hard
years on her face. “He stole it, Jeff—I'm sure of it! And
I haven't stopped hating him for itl”

He came close to her, remembering Ellen Bendore's fright-
ened face, young Bill's dazed features . . . two young peo-
ple who didn't know how or why it had happened to
them. But he remembered sharply, too, John Sturvesant’s
nl:!onviction that Frank Hayes could not have stolen that bul-

on...

“I didn’t know Frank Hayes,” he said. “But John Stur-
vesant did—"
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1

“And he doesn’t believe Frank stole the gold shipment?”
Dolores reached out and pulled Jeff down on the bed be-
side her. “Im telling you why I know, Jeff. I want you to
believe me.”

Jeff waited. A small part of him remained suspicious . . .
kept nagging at him with a question he could not put
aside. Why had Dolores come to his room tonight. Like a
woman keeping a tryst. There was no need. She could have
sent for him, in the morning—

“You must believe me,” Dolores said. “It is not a story I
am proud of. But for your sake I must tell you.” She paused,
her fingers tightening on his arm, seeking reassurance.

“I was not happy here,” she continued. “Not with Tom.
And his daughter didn't—well, we didn’t get along. I
wanted to go back to New Orleans, to the kind of life 1
knew. But I had no money of my own. And when Tom
died I found he had left little money and half of it went
to Ellen. I owned a quarter of the stage line. I asked
Frank Hayes to buy me out, but he refused. I tried to get
others interested—" i

She paused to take in a long breath. “Then, a few
weeks ago Frank came to see me.” She reddened slightly.
“He told me he was in love with me. That he had not
wanted to buy me out because he knew I would go back
to New Orleans. He told me to wait. He had something big
planned. Something that would mean a lot of money . . .
much more than the stage line was worth.”

“When was this?”

“A week before Re disappeared.” Her eyes met Jeff’s
with innocent candor. “He told me not to worry if he went
away for a short while—he said he’d get in touch with me
as soon as he could—"

She got up again and walked to the window and turned
to face Jeff. “I know it sounds—well, disloyal to my hus-
band. But Tom has been dead a year—and I'm still young,
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Jeff.” Her voice was defiant. “I've hated Gomorrah since I ar-
rived here. I wanted Tom to sell out. And when Frank Hayes
came to see me—"

She stopped, studying Jeff's bleak face. Then she came to
him, stood close; she put her hands on his shoulders. “I
don’t care about Frank now. I didn’t know he planned
to rob his own stage line. I want you to believe that.”

Jeff nodded, his voice bleak. “I believe you.”

Her hands slipped from his shoulder. She picked up her
bag, turned to him.

“Was Frank a friend of yours?”

Jeff shook his head. His voice held little emotion. “Only
a matter of business, like I told you.”

She paused at the door. “I hope nothing happens to Frank’s
boy. I dont believe he had any part of his father’s plans
at all. I'm sure he didn’t.”

Jeff opened the door for her without comment. She turned
in the hallway.

“I'll see you again, Jeff. . . ?”

He nodded. She smiled, then was gone. . .

Jeff closed the door and stood in the room, the poker
game forgotten. There was a bleakness in his face that
deepened as he reviewed the moments just passed.

It had been a good act . . . but was it the truth? Out-
side he could hear the distant cries of a baffled mob . . .
a few wild shots expended against frustration . . .

He blew out the light and raised the shade and stood
by the darkened window, gazing ow into the night. He
bhad found Dolores. He should be exulting, making plans
. . . but there was no stir of excitement in him, only a bit-
ter melancholy.

He thought of Frank Hayes. If Dolores’ story was the truth,
it settled the matter of Frank’s dishonesty. It added the
missing element of motive to his disappearance and would
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be convincing to any jury. What a man might not do for
a quarter of a million dollars, he might do for a woman.

And yet, what had Dolores to gain by telling him about
the affair between herself and Frank Hayes. Somewhat cyni-
cally, Jeff was inclined to believe that Dolores would make few
moves without that thought in mind.

Was she part of the pattern to damn Frank Hayes and
his son, Bill? Jeff had seen the terrible hatred in Howard
Pope’s face at the mention of Frank Hayes—and that hat-
red had extended to Frank’s son. Why? The mine owner had
reason to hate Frank, believing as he did that Frank had
robbed him of a quarter of a million dollars. But a rea-
sonable man would have balked at abetting the lynching of
Frank’s son.

Jeff's lips twisted with bleak anger. He felt like chuck-
ing the whole thing and riding out of Gomorrah right now.
But there was a scared boy hiding out in the hills who
needed him . . . and yes, dammit, there was Dolores. The
anticipation was gone, and the dream . . . she would
never haunt him again. But she, too, needed him.

Why, he didn't know-but of that he was sure. She
needed him, to get out of Gomorrah. ...

VIl

THE wiND SHIFTED during the night and the insistent pat-
ter of sand ebbed. By moming it had died down and the
silence lay like a crouched animal, waiting for the dawn.

In the semi-darkness a lean figure on a borrowed horse
rode into Gomorrah. A walnut handled Colt filled his right
holster—his left rode empty on his thigh.

Only a mongrel dog, snifing the cormer of the Gold
Nugget, saw Quincey ride by. The gunman turned the
horse toward the rail of Baldy’s Bar & Pool Hall. He left
the animal nosing the tierack and went wobbling down the
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alley to the rear of the false-fronted structure where he kick-
ed impatiently at a door. ~

Quincey was in 'a dangerous mood. His jaw was swollen
to twice its normal size; he looked like a gangling boy
with the mumps. Pain throbbed steadily, clubbing at
the back of his head, sending waves of nausea through him,

At the fourth savage kick he heard a voice growl sleep-
ily, “Wait a goddam minute—"

A bolt rasped—the door opened cautiously. Quincey
kicked it viciously and shouldered his way inside, ignoring
the man’s cry of pain. At the sound of a muttered curse he
_whirled, his hand heeling his Colt butt.

The old swamper and night watchman choked on his
anger. “I-I didn’t know it was you, Quincey!”

It was an effort for Quincey to talk. Sweat beaded his
upper lip. “I'm going to sleep here. I don’t want anyone
to know I'm back. Except Mister Pope.”

The old man nodded quickly. “Sure, sure, Quincey.” He
opened the door to his small, scantily-furnished cubby-
hole behind the bar. “You want anything?”

The gunman was already peeling off his coat, unbuck-
ling his gun belts. “A bottle of whiskey,” he whispered
thickly. “And leave me alone.”

The old man scurried around the bar and returned with
a bottle. Quincey waited for him to leave, then kicked the
door shut. The pain was making him half crazy—he could
barely move his lower jaw. A savage gust of hate for the
man who had done this to him shook his lean frame.,

He took a long pull at the bottle and then another.
He shuddered and coughed and tears of pain filled his
eyes.

As the contents lowered in the bottle the pain began to
ebb. He could feel the blood pulse in his jaw, but some-
how the pain no longer registered in his head. He took one
last long swallow . . . then the cumulative effects of two-
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thirds of a fifth of 90 proof whiskey reached up and
slugged him. He fell back on the unmade cot and passed
out, the whiskey bottle slipping from his fingers, making a
small thump on the floor.

He was still in that comatose position when the old
swamper looked in on him ‘two hours later, softly closed
the door, and went out to tell Howard Pope that Quincey
was back in town.

Jeff Carter emerged from the hotel and walked up the
street past the stage office. A coach had come in during
the night and fresh horses moved restlessly in their har-
ness. Jeff wondered who was running the stage line now,
and how long it would continue in operation. Somehow he
couldn’t see Dolores Bendore as having an active part
in it.

Several passengers were waiting to board the coach.
Pringle, the cigar salesman, waved at Jeff and Jeff nodded
greeting. The fat man kept looking after Carter, a worried
look in his eyes.

Jeff crossed the street and went into the barbershop next
to the stone bank. He found the chair unoccupied and seat-
ed himself, relaxing while the barber, an angular, red-faced
man with hairy forearms and a glistening bald head, cut
his hair. He was in the midst of a shave when boots thumped
over the threshold and a chair creaked to the weight of
a man’s body.

The barber had maintained a stony silence with Jeff,
but he opened up with the newcomer’s arrival.

“They find Joe’s bay yet, Kenny?” He was shaving under
Jeff’s ear as he talked.

The newcomer shifted his long legs. “Nope, Joe borrowed
a cayuse at the stable and headed back for the ranch this
moming.” The man hawked and looked around for the
cuspidor. “Damned town is going to hell,” he growled. “The
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stage disappears with a quarter of a million in gold. Mar-
shal disappears with his prisoner. Joe’s hoss disappears while
he’s getting a few drinks.” Kenny shook his head. “I'm keep-
ing a close eye on anything belonging to me from here on,
George.”

The barber finished with Jeff and the tall Wells Fargo man
paid him. He paused to straighten his tie before the mir-
ror and Kenny, rising and heading for the chair Jeff had
just vacated, said, “Hey! Ain’t you the feller who tangled
with Quincey?”

Jeff turned a cold eye on the man. “You a friend of
his?”

“Not mel” Kenny disclaimed hurriedly. “But in case you
don’t know it yet, Quincey’s sidekick is in town. The Fara-
day Kid.”

Jeff's smile held no warmth. “Thanks.” .

The barber stared after him as Kenny settled slowly in
the chair. “You take a good look at him, Kenny?” he asked.
“Strangest eyes I ever looked into. Reminded me of a
cougar’s at night—" He shivered. “I was plumb careful
shaving him, I tell youl”

Jeff paused on the walk outside to roll himself a smoke.
He found himself facing the stage office and his glance
moved idly from the driver just getting ready to roll to the
building behind the stagecoach. The stage office stood apart in
the building, separated from the main structure on the west
by a narrow, boarded-up alley and a wider entrance on the
east which led to sheds and stables in the rear. -

It was a two story structure with three windows facing
the street on the second floor. Evidently the second floor
had provided living quarters for someone. Curtains decorated
the windows.

Jeff's glance moved idly along these windows, then-slid
back swiftly as he caught the slight movement of curtains
in the middle window. For a moment he though he saw
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a small, dark face pressed against the panes—then it was
gone.

He took a deep drag on his cigarette, a frown making
a deep crease between his eyes. He would have swom
that face belonged to Topah!

Jeff tossed his butt into the street and turned to the
bank on the corner. He recalled that Calvin Chandler had
been the only man in town to stand by Bill Hayes, and he
had an idea the banker might be able to fill in the pattern
he was trying to put together.

The bank was comparatively empty when he entered.
A woman was at the teller’s window, waiting while the
narrow-shouldered man behind the cage bars counted out a
few crisp bills. She turned and walked past him, on her
way out, and Jeff asked, “Is Mr. Chandler in?”

The teller made a motion toward a closed door behind
the small railing. “I'll tell him you wish to see him, Mis-
ter—"

But Jeff was already pushing the railing gate aside, walk-
ing to the door. He knocked once and went inside without
waiting for Chandler’s acknowledgement.

The banker ‘was seated behind a plain mahogany desk,
his face buried in his hands. He looked up as he heard
Jeff come inside, his body stiffening against his chair.
His eyes met Jeff's with bitter questioning, and Jeff saw
the livid bruise high on his right cheek.

“I dont usually see anyone in my office without a
previous appointment,” he stated coldly.

Jeff walked up to his desk, put his palms down on it
and leaned close to Chandler.

“I'll put your mind at rest,” he said cheerfully. “I'm in
town for Wells Fargo.”

Chandler studied him for a long moment, then settled
back in his chair, a soft sigh escaping him.
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“If you are, then you're just the last of a long line,” he
said bitterly. X

Jeff took a letter from his coat pocket, handed it to Chan-
dler . . . the banker read it without showing much emotion,
handed it back.

“John Sturvesant has a lot of faith in you,” he commen-
ted dryly.

Jeff shrugged. “It’'s a gamble, either way,” he admitted.

Chandler remembered that Jeff had been sitting in the
poker game with Pope last night; he had been impressed
with Jeff’s playing. But, he reflected heavily, a man would
need more than a fine hand at cards to get to the root of
the trouble here.

"“I'll do what I can to help,” he told Jeff. “But I think
you came too late.”

“If youre thinking of Bill Hayes,” Jeff said, “he’s safe.”
He smiled at the look in Chandler’s eyes as he told him
of last night’s quick shuffie. “He should be out of trouble
—for a few days at least.”

“Thank God!” Chandler breathed. He waved Jeff to a
chair. “Sit down. Youre the best news I've heard since
Frank—since he disappeared.”

Carter pulled a chair up to the desk. “Sturvesant didn’t
believe Frank willingly disappeared, Mr. Chandler. In fact,
he had been invited to Frank’s son’s wedding just a few
days before. I came to find out what happened.”

Chandler shook his head. “Everybody in town knows
what happened—or they think they do.” He made-a mo-
tion with his hands. “I don’t believe for one minute that
Frank Hayes stole that money. But, as you may have ob-
served, I'm in the minority in town. Howard Pope thinks
Frank stole his gold shipment and he’s doing everything
he can to smear the Hayes family. Sometimes I think he’s
gone crazy with the idea of revenge for what happened.”
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Jeff frowned. “Any reason why Pope should hate Frank
Hayes? Besides the loss of his gold shipment?”

Chandler hesitated. “None that I know of. I'm sure Frank
didn’t know the man until he came to Gomorrah. They had
little in common then, except in a business way, of course.
But—" Chandler half closed. his eyes, thinking back. “Frank
did seem to have something on his mind. I think there was
something in his past that bothered him. But he never talk-
ed to me about it. More than once that I know of, he'd
ride out to Lost Springs Canyon—that’s across the Sinks,
northwest of town—and stare into the hills for hours. Bill
told me about it and I asked Frank about it. But Frank just
shrugged it off.”

Chandler tapped his fingers on the desk top, frowning.
“If you know anything about this part of the Territory you'll
remember that Lost Springs Canyon was an Apache hide-
out not so long ago.” Jeff nodded that he did. “Morado’s
bunch used it,” Chandler continued. “The entrance to the
canyon is just one big bog of quicksand. Old timers say
it's because of underground springs in the area.”

A flash of understanding showed in Jeff's gaze. “You fig-
gering that those bogs are deep enough to hide a stage-
coach, Chandler?”

The banker started. His eyes gripped Jeff. “Yes,” he mut-
tered. “Deep enough to hide the stage—and Frank Hayes’
body!”

“Four men killed an Indian named Pete and his wife
yesterday,” Jeff recalled. “I saw three of those men stand-
ing in front of Baldy’s Bar right after I came to town.”

He described them.

“Whitey Smith is the thin one—I know he had an upper
plate. Lon Derek and Tol Oliver are the other two.” Chandler
touched the bruise on his cheek. “I got this last night
when I tried to stop Oliver from going inside the Marshal’s
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office after Bill Hayes. I didn’t know then that Bill wasn’t
inside.”

“They work for Pope?”

Chandler nodded. “I was just leaving the bank yester-
day when they rode in. Must have been right after they
left Pete’s place. Monty was riding with them—I thought at
the time he had been hurt. He was sort of slumped for-
ward in his saddle.”

“Bill said his father was friendly with the Crow family.
You know why?”

“Pete used to be an Army scout, years ago,” Chandler
recalled. “Later he and Frank prospected this area. Frank
didn’t talk too much about that period. But he used to send
things out to Pete’s shack every so often. And whenever
Pete’s boy, Topah, came to town he’d hang around the stage
office and the stables. Bill liked the kid.”

Jeff's voice was suddenly interested. “Who lives above
the stage office?”

“Nobody—now,” Chandler said. “Frank and Bill Hayes
lived there. Frank liked to be near the office. He had work-
‘ed hard to build up this stage line—he was proud of it.”

Jeff stood up. “Thanks for the fill-in, Mr. Chandler.” He
picked up his hat and the banker said, “One more thing,
Jeff. What I'm going to say has bothered me for a long time.
But I didn’t dare tell it to anyone before.” He flushed,
half ashamed at himself. “It’s not anything definite, anyway.
But seeing as how youre working for Wells Fargo, and it
concerns them directly—" :

He paused. Jeff said, “Mrs. Bendore?”

Chandler looked surprised. “No, I wasnt thinking of
her.”

“How did Frank feel about her—as a partner?”

Chandler pursed his lips. “Frank didn’t feel one way
or the other, far as I know. He thought Tom made a mis-
take, marrying a woman like that and bringing her to a

-

64



LAST STAGE TO GOMORRAH

place like Gomorrah. But I think he figured it was Tom’s
business, not his.” He shrugged. “Even after Tom died she
didn’t bothér much with the business—"

“Was Frank friendly with her?”

Chandler eyed Jeff. “If you mean what I think you mean,
I'd say no. She was from another sort of world—I think
Frank was a little afraid of her. ” He frowned. “She wanted
Frank to buy her out . . . I know that. Frank would have,
gladly—but things were going a little badly, and he wanted
what money he had to give his son Bill and Ellen Bendore
a good wedding.”

Jeff nodded. He turmed to go and for a moment Chandler
watched him, having seen something in his face that dis-
concerted the banker.

“Did you know Mrs. Bendore?” he asked.

Jeff tumed. “A long time ago, when she was Dolores
Camarillo,” he said quietly.

Chandler waited a moment, but Jeff had nothing more
to say on the subject. Then he remembered what he had
started to tell Jeff.

“I was going to tell you about the High Life Mine when
we got off on another track.” He got up and walked to a
large wall map of the immediate area. He pointed with a
forefinger. “Fancy name for a worthless-mine, Jeff. Never paid
off much, even in the beginning. And it was pretty well
played out when Howard Pope and Frank Connors came to
town. Connors claims to be a mining engineer. He may be.
On his recommendation Howard Pope bought the mine—
paid practically nothing for the lease and the stamp mill
Everyone in town thought Pope was a fool. But two
weeks later he came to town with the news that his men
had struck a new vein—almost pure gold.”

Chandler paused. “From the first the High Life outfit has
been a suspicious bunch. Pope keeps guards at the mine
and in the stamp mill. And it wasn’t long after that, he
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began shipping gold bullion. It started a run of activity at
the other abandoned mines around here, but no one else
has had the same luck. However, Pope’s men spend their
money in town and it helped busmess here, so no one
asked too many embarassing questions.”

The banker made a gesture toward the wall map. “I don't
say that Pope didn’t hit it rich in the old High Life shaft.
Things like that have happened before.”

Jeff nodded. “Does he still keep a guard at the mineP”

“Two men,” Chandler answered. “They’ve got orders to
shoot first and check later.”

Jeff chuckled coldly. “I'm interested, Mr. Chandler. In
fact, I think I'll try to take a look inside the High Life some-
time soon.”

“No one gets inside without Mr. Pope’s clearance,” Chan-
dler warned.

Jeff shrugged. “Then I'll talk to him first.”

Chandler held out his hand. “If I can be of more help—?”

“I'll be back,” Jeff promised. He liked the banker’s firm
grip as they parted.

X

THE ORIENTAL RESTAURANT on Gold Street had yellow cur-
tains which softened the light through its windows, dilut-
ing it as it seemed to dilute the mutter of voices within,

Jeff paused inside the doorway, letting his eyes aeeus-
tom themselves to the change from the bright sunlight out-
side. He wanted a place where he could linger over a late
breakfast while he sorted out what Chandler had told him.
And what he was going to do with Dolores.

A short yellow-skinned man came to him, bowing and
smiling, his voice a singsong of politeness. Jeff followed the
man into the room and was about to sit down when he
saw Dolores Bendore.
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She was seated at a rear corner table with Frank Con-
nors. In that first moment of encounter Jeff had the distinct
and unpleasant feeling that he had surprised them. Then
Dolores smiled quick welcome and waved to him, inviting
Jeff to their table. '

Frank Connors didn’t seem pleased to see Jeff. “I didn’t
know you were another Wells Fargo agent,” he said coldly.
“And I don’t think Howard’s going to like it. If Sturve-
sant was sending another man down here he should have
been notified.” .

Jeff's gaze went to Dolores. She looked flustered. “I—
I hope I didn’t give anything away, Jeff. I didn’t know—"

Jeff shrugged. “No reason why Mr. Connors and Mr. Pope
shouldn’t know, Mrs. Bendore. Anyway, I'm about convinced
there’s little I can do here. Frank’s trail is cold—too cold for
me to waste my time trying to trace him. However,” he add-
ed dryly, “I do expect you'll get in touch with me when you
receive word from him.”

“Of course, Jeff,” Dolores answered readily. “I told Mr.
Connors about Frank. If I had suspected what Frank Hayes
had in mind at the time—well, I'm sure I wouldn’t have en-
couraged him.”

Connors’ cold gaze rested hard on Jeff. “Odd how Bill
Hayes disappeared last night, wasn’t it? Shortly after you
left our poker table at the Comanche, too.”

“Isn’t it?” Jeff agreed. “I heard the marshal vamoosed,
too. Seems to me he got wind of that mob coming for his
prisoner and decided to light out with Bill Hayes until
things blew over.” His eyes reflected a thin humor. “Smart
thinking on the marshal’s part, don’t you think, ConnorsP”

The mine superintendent’s mouth pinched. “Smartest think-
ing Bart ever did—if that’s what he did last night!” he
agreed coldly.

He took an expensive cigar from his pocket, clipped the
end with a gold cigar clipper. “By the way, we waited two
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hours for you to come back last night,” he added casually.

Jeff shrugged. “Thought it over and decided I couldn’t
afford to lose more than I had.” He looked at Dolores. “Be-
sides, I had company . ..”

Dolores shot a look at Connors, put a hand on Jeff's arm.
“Let’s all be friends,” she said quickly. “Let’s forget for
the moment what’s happened. I want to hear of New Or-
leans,” she turned to Jeff. “Frank’s recently come from
there, Jeff.”

The conversation tummed to more idle subjects while the
waiter brought Jeff’'s breakfast. At coffee Jeff automatically
reached up to his pocket for the makings. His fingers en-
countered the cigar Pringle had given him and he took
it out and examined it. The band seemed somewhat bulky
and he slid it free—frowning slightly as a flat-rolled strip of
white paper fell beside his cup.

He unfolded it, his eyes narrowing on the tight, fine
writing that appeared under his fingers.

“Carter: meet me at the Apache Wells stage stopover.
Tomorrow. Urgent. Perry Keight, Pinkerton Agency.”

The Wells Fargo man became aware of the intent look
on Frank Connors’ face, of Dolores’ wide-eyed regard,
and he slowly crumpled the note and the cigar band be-
tween his long fingers.

“Beats me how some drummers will think up new angles
to sell their product,” he said idly. “You get one, too, Con-
nors?”

“Get what?” Connors’ voice held an odd inflection.

“Cigar. Drummer named Pringle handed me one last night
at the Comanche Bar. Wrote his name and address on a
slip of paper and stuck it under the band.”

Connors shook his head. “Guess I didn’t rate a free smoke,”
he said dryly. He rose, nodded to Dolores. “I must leave.
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I'm really sorry about-your troubles with the stage line, Mrs.
Bendore. I'll see what Mr. Pope can do for you after he gets
that insurance check. After all, I see no reason why you
should be penalized for what your partner did.”

He turned to Jeff, his eyes remote and unfriendly. “It
might ease Quincey’s humiliation slightly to know it was one
of John Sturvesant’s sharpshooters who manhandled him.”
The sneer in his voice was barely concealed. “I'll try to
keep him out of your way, Mr. Carter.”

“Do that,” Jeff answered, and his voice was as dry as
the rustling of Spanish dagger in the desert wind.

Dolorés’ contrite voice, after Connors left, turned Jeff’s
attention to her.

“I'm sorry if I gave you away, Jeff.”

He studied her coldly now, remembering the first im-
pression of intimacy between her and Connors. Thé mine su-
perintendent had put on a convincing act of being sur-
prised to leam his identity. But Jeff had a sudden hunch
that since Dolores had come to him last night, Frank Con-
nors had known, too. Connors and Howard Pope must have
known, all along, who he was and why he was here, as he
sat across the poker table from them last night, at the Com-
anche Bar.

Was Connors behind her coming to his room? Was Dolo-
res’ story only another part of the pattem to damn Frank
Hayes?

He asked her bluntly, “Just why did you tell me about
Frank Hayes last night?”

Her eyes widened in a gesture he knew came automatic-
ally to her—a pose that had become a habit.

“Why, I don’t really know. I imagine it’s because I just
naturally assumed you must have been sent here to look for
Frank. So many other men have come.”

Her explanation didnt satisfy Jeff, but he let it stand.
“What about Bill Hayes?”
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She shook her head emphatically. “Whatever Connors
and Pope might think, Jeff, I know he had nothing to do
with the stage’s disappearance. But it’s all been such a shock
to Ellen.” Her voice sounded genuinely sympathetic.

“I'll bet,” Jeff said curtly. He stood up and Dolores
said quickly, “You’re not leaving so soon.” Her full lips
pouted. “I'm sure you’re mad at me for telling Mr. Con-
nors—"

“Not at all,” Jeff assured her. “But I have just remem-
bered I have an appointment.”

“Jeff!” Her voice changed. Her eyes lost their teasing pout.
“Look out!” She seemed to be suddenly frightened, sudden-
ly concermed. “I think they—" She caught herself, ended
lamely. “Just take care of yourself, Jeff.”

He nodded. What she had started to tell him, and then
changed her mind, he never found out.

The Faraday Kid, alias Ward Calhoun, ex-member of the
old Petersen gang and out on parole, sat on a comer of
Howard Pope’s desk in the High Life office. He was a lean,
blond man, nail hard and restless, with eyes that glittered
impatiently under bleached brows. The Kid, orphaned at
two, had spent the rest of his life getting even with the
world for it.

Howard Pope sat behind the desk, his scarred face uglier
than usual. Monty Breen, his shoulder bandaged, his left
arm in a sling, puffed on a bad cigar. Lon Derek, phys-
Iically almost the twin of the Faraday Kid, picked at his
teeth with the sharpened end of a kitchen match.

They eyed Connors without comment as the superinten-
dent came into the office. He tossed his hat on a hook and
turned to Pope, his voice conveying his urgency and un-
easiness.

“He’s in the Oriental right now. I think he just got a
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message from that fat Pinkerton man, Keight.” Connors
wet his lips. “If Carter gets together with Keight!”

Pope interrupted harshly, “Whitey and Tol Oliver are fol-
lowing . the stage right now. If Keight gets off, theyll-take
care of him.”

He reached out and flicked tobacco ash from his desk
with an irritable gesture. The Faraday Kid took the hint and
slid off the desk, hitching at his gunbelt.

“You say he keeps his cayuse at the Long Bar Stables?”
At Connors’ nod, he smiled.

Pope said coldly, “You sure you know him?”

“If he’s the same gambler I ran into on a Mississippi river-
boat, I know him. Called himself Jeff Sharp in those days.
I was just a kid, working with Petersen.”

- “Then he’ll know who you are,” Connors cut in sharply.
He turmed to Pope. “I don’t like it, Howard. If he starts
making the connection with the old Petersen gang and us—"

“Don’t worry about the connection!” the Faraday Kid
snapped. “Monty and I will take care of Jeff. He'll never
even leave town!”

Connors shook his head. “That’s what we’ve got to avoid.”
He looked at Pope. “One more killing in town and the next
thing we’ll have a company of Rangers on our necks!”

The Faraday Kid didn’t like Connors; his edged voice said
so. “I said I'd handle it, Mr. Connors! Jeff won't be shot,
he'll be trampled to death!” He sneered at Connors’ puzzl-
ed frown. “Accident, of course.”

He turned and prodded Monty toward the back door.
“Come on, lard butt!” he growled. “Let’s get a move on.”

Connors slowly sank into a chair as Monty and the kid
left the office. Derek eyed the superintendent curiously, still
working at his teeth. Pope chuckled. “Relax, Frank. The Kid’s
planned this move since he heard that Wells Fargo man
was in town. We won’t have to worry about him after today.
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And as soon as that Wells Fargo insurance check comes in,
well blow.”

He turmmed to stare off through the window and his
voice harshened. “Theyll never know what happened to
Frank Hayes.”

The late moming sun lay warm in the alley leading to
the Long Bar Stables. Jeff came toward the big barm at a
swinging walk and looked in at Jake’s living quarters. Jake
was nowhere in sight.

He paused briefly, and in that moment he heard a man’s
heavy voice lifted in angry cursing, the sharp crack of a
whip, and the maddened hurt whistling of a horse as it
lunged and kicked in its stall.

Jeff turned to the big open stable door, wondering if
Jake was maltreating one of the animals. Sunlight made
its odd wedge through the doorway, but the rest of the
big sour-smelling barn was almost dark in contrast. The
Wells Fargo man stopped just inside, instinctively moving to
get his back against the wall. Slowly his eyes accustomed
themselves to the gloom.

A line of wooden-sided stalls took up three quarters of
the big barn. A newly painted gig and hamess took up the
rest of the space with alfalfa bales and feed bags stacked
in an open-fronted loft above the stalls.

There was one man in sight, but he wasn’t Jake. A burly,
heavy-hipped man with his left arm in a sling whom Jeff
immediately recognized. He was wielding a whip with his
right hand, lashing at a rangy red roan whose wild kick-
ing had already splintered the two wide boards at his
rear.

Jeff's eyes narrowed and he alertly surveyed what he
could see of the barn’s interior. This man was one of the
four riders who had killed Pete, Frank Hayes’ Indian guide:
the man Calvin Chandler had identified as Monty Breen.

1
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At the far end of the stall line Jeff’s palomino recognized
him and tugged impatiently at his halter rope. Then he
stood still, his ears pricked sharply and his head turned to
look into the shadows of the empty stall next to his.

It was a bird dog signal and a cold smile ironed itself
on Jeff’s lips. He eased away from the wall, moving toward
the burly man wielding the whip. His approach was silent
and Monty did not hear him until Jeff’s flat voice jerked
him around.

“That’s a hell of a way to treat a horse! Even if he does
belong to youl”

Monty looked Jeff up and down with an insolent sneer.
“Go soak yore head, feller!” he growled. He tumed back
to the roan and put his weight behind the cut of his whip.

Jeff’'s hand fell on Monty’s bandaged shoulder, whirled
him around. Monty’s sudden curse was mixed with pain,
He tried to pull his whip arm back and Jeff wrenched
the whip out of his grasp.

“I reckon a taste of this ought to—"

“Drop it, Jeffl”

The voice came from down the stall line, from the
shadows around the palomino’s pen. A cold, impatient voice
mirroring the restlessness of the man himself.

Jeff dropped the whip and turned slightly to face the lean
figure of the Faraday Kid. Jeff did not know him as the
Kid. He remembered this man as Ward Calhoun, onetime
member of the notorious Petersen gang, and surprise ran its
course through him, while a part of his mind began to fit
this gunslinger into the complex pattem of Frank Hayes’
disappearance.

Monty picked up the whip Jeff dropped. Behind the Wells
Fargo man the hurt roan quivered nervously, ready to let
fly with deadly hoofs at anything within reach of them.

Monty’s glance flicked to the trembling animal as he rais-
ed the whip again, and in that instant Jeff understood the
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grim intentions of this burly-shouldered man. And realized,
too, why Ward Calhoun didn’t shoot.

The blond gunman had his back to Jeff's palomino’s stall,
a gun in his fist, and his voice bit through the stable quiet,
hard and restless. “I've got an old score to settle with him,
Monty. Give him a taste of that whip for me!”

Monty grinned. His arm cut down viciously, and in that
moment Jeff gave a sharp whistle and lunged forward.

He had raised that palomino from a colt and trained
it himself. The horse lunged against the boards at Jeff’s
whistle, fighting to pull free of his halter rope, to get to the
man who had called Rim. The impact of his body against
the boards jarred Calhoun off balance. He stumbled and re-
flex tightened his trigger finger, sending a bullet into the
rafters.

The whip whistled through the air and wrapped itself
around Jeff’s upthrust left arm. The Wells Fargo man yank-
ed back with savage strength and Monty, gripping hard on
the handle, was jerked forward.

Jeff sidestepped the stumbling man and cuffed him with
a backhand swipe, sending Monty plunging toward the splin-
tered boards of the roan’s stall. Jeffs movements were con-
tinuous. He was whirling, lifting his holstered Colt, thumbing
the hammer all in one fluid motion. The racking explosions
hammered the silence in the gloomy stables.

Calhoun, alias the Faraday Kid, came up on his toes,
a shocked look in his pale eyes. Whatever he was Jooking
for, he was through searching now.

Behind Jeff the maltreated roan was lunging and kick-
ing, its whistling shrill above the fading explosions. A body
hit Carter just above the bend of his knees, knocking him
off balance. He twisted like a cat, balanced momentarily on
his hands and knees, his Colt still in his hand.

Monty was a shaleless mass under him. The fingers of
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Jeff’s left hand felt suddenly wet and sticky, and he
took one look at Monty’s face and turned away.

The roan’s flying hoofs must have caught Monty squarely
in his face!

Jeff straightened, headed for the palomino in the far
stall. He had a sudden, feeling that time was slipping past,
that he was going to be too late to meet Perry Keight, Pin-
kerton detective. And Keight, he thought bleakly, would
have filled in the last threads in the strange pattern he was
piecing together here!

X

CareB PeTers watched the stage from Gomorrah top the
rise and head for the station of Apache Wells and he turned
without hurry and poked his head inside the long adobe
structure. “It’s coming,” he yelled to Maria, his Mexican
wife, who was busy in the small kitchen at the far end
of the way station.

Then he turmed and walked out into the sunbeaten yard
to meet the stage as it swung in off the road.

Caleb had been with Tom Bendore and Frank Hayes since
they had started the Sinks run—an old driver whose rheu-
matism had taken him from the jolting seat to this less
arduous post.

He didn’t believe Frank Hayes had run out with the
Wells Fargo box, but he had no explanation for Frank’s dis-
appearance. He wasn’t happy about the future. The stage
was making its last runs and he knew he’d be out of a
job, unless someone else took over the line.

Hank Toolin, the driver, pulled the coach up under the
shade of the lone oak by the corral and stepped down
from the seat, bringing out a lint-covered piece of chewing
tobacco and taking a healthy bite out of it. Caleb joined
him and together they watched the passengers step out of
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the coach: three men and a woman, too old and heavy to
keep his interest.

“Chow inside the station,” he said mechanically, and
watched them file wearily toward the building.

Perry Keight lingered behind the others and glanced
back along the road to Gomorrah. He saw no sign of Jeff
Carter and a sinking feeling brought sweat to his already
moist face. He should have been more direct, instead of
trying to be clever with a message in a cigar band, he
thought dismally. But he knew he was being watched, and
a direct approach might have given the Wells Fargo man
away. John Sturvesant had written him that Jeff was com-
ing and after that meeting on the hotel staircase he had
glanced at the register and noted that Jeff had signed him-
self Jim Sharp.

Perry was a methodical man, with a mind for detail, and
- a retentive memory. He had seen Jeff Carter once, during
the Petersen gang trial in Denver, and Jeff’s features (al-
though Jeff had never been part of that band) had been
imprinted in his mind.

Now he waited several long moments, but the trail re-
mained empty. He walked inside the cool adobe station and
found a place at the long plank table. Caleb’s daughter, a
pig-tailed, dark-faced twelve year old served.

The stopover lasted only long enough to change horses.
But all except the woman were through with the noonday
meal when the driver stuck his head inside the dqgr and
yelled, “Let’s get rolling!”

The others got up and moved to the door. The Pinker-
ton man followed, but did not enter the coach.

“I'm staying over,” he decided. “I forgot something in
Gomorrah. I'll catch the next stage back.”

The driver shrugged. He reached up on the luggage-rack
and tossed Keight’s pigskin bag down at his feet.

The Pinkerton man waited until the stage rolled out of
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sight, then he picked up his bag and started back to the
station. Caleb was in the corral, tending to the tired ani-
mals.

Perry paused in the doorway to glance at the trail to
Gomorrah, and he saw the two riders then, coming at an
easy lope. A swift fear twisted Keight’s mouth out of shape.

I should have expected this, he thought bitterly.

For a moment he was tempted to make a run for it, and
almost at once he knew it would be a futile try. He gauged
the distance of the two men, and then turmed quickly and
went inside the station.

Caleb’s daughter had cleared the table and was inside
the kitchen, helping her mother. Keight’s eyes moved swift-
ly over the room, settled on a wooden box, its lid secured
by a padlock, fastened to the wall beside an old rolltop
desk. The word MAIL was painted on the face of the box.

He dropped his bag on the table and opened it. A Smith
& Wesson .38 lay on top of a shirt. He picked it up, checked
it, and thrust it against his paunch, under his belt. He
rummaged deeper and brought out an unsealed envelope
which he now sealed, added a stamp. He had written this
on the stage and he wondered if Jeff would be able to read
the scrawl. He started to write Jeff's name on the envelope,
then remembered in time to make it Jim Sharp, care of the
Tower Hotel, Gomorrah.

He dropped the letter into the mailbox and turning,
caught the girl peering at him from the kitchen doorway.
He shrugged and walked back to the table and was just sett-
ling himself in the corner when he heard the riders pull
up outside.

They came in together, drawing guns. Tol Oliver stopped
at the far end of the long table. Whitey drifted off to one
side. The girl had disappeared inside the kitchen.

Oliver said flatly, “You should have stayed on that stage,
hawkshaw! It would have been healthier!”
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_. Keight took a deep breath. “I don’t know what you're
talking about, fellers.” The sweat glistened on his face. “I'm
a drummer from St. Louis.”

Whitey’s gun bucked in his hand. He fired again, almost
casually, and Oliver growled. “You could have waited until
I had my say, damn it!”

They turned away, climbed into saddle. Caleb was run-
ning toward the station from the corral. He stopped as they
wheeled around, but they left him alone.

After they had gone Caleb went inside.

Jeff Carter arrived a half hour later. Caleb Peters had
pulled Keight’s body from behind the table. The Pinkerton
man lay on the floor with a blanket covering him.

Caleb didn’t want to talk, at first. But John Sturvesant’s
letter of authority, backed by the grimness in Jeff's tone,
loosed his tongue.

“Recognized both of them,” Caleb admitted. “Whitey Smith
and Tol Oliver.” He made a small gesture to the doorway.
“I didn’t see what happened, though. I was outside, in the
corral, when I heard the shots. I hadn’t even seen them ride
up.

Jeff stood beside the body. Whatever Keight had wanted
to tell him, he’d never know now. But he knew who had
killed him. And he knew where to find them!

Caleb’s wife and daughter watched from the litchen
doorway. The girl spoke then, swiftly, in Mexican.

Caleb tumed to Jeff. “Juanita says she saw the fat man
drop something in the mailbox just before the two men
came in.” :

Jeff spun around. “Let’s take a look at it!”

The station man hesitated, then hauled out a key ring
and unlocked the mailbox. There was one letter inside. He
read the name on it. “Jim Sharp, care of the Tower House—"
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“That’s me,” Jeff said and took the letter from Caleb and
ripped the flap open.

The penciled words were badly scrawled; he had to
read them slowly to make sense out of the message:

“Jeff—in case 1 miss you, I'm writing this down. 1
think they suspect who 1 am. 1 saw the Faraday Kid
this morning. He’s Ward Calhoun, one of the old Peter-
sen gang. He'll remember you. There’s a few more of the
Petersen gang in town. They work for Howard Pope. Does
that mean anything? The Petersen gang, as you know,
specialized in train holdups. Most of what they stole
was in gold bullion. The High Life Mine was played out.
When Howard Pope took over it began to pay off. How
come? Who saw the vein he claims to have found in the
old shaftP? Ask Bill Hayes #f his father ever prospected
the Captains? Who with? Does he know the old Apache
way into Lost Springs Canyon?”

It was signed: Perry. .

Jeff slipped the envelope and its contents into his poc-
ket. There was little in Perry Keight's note which he had
not already known, but the Pinkerton man’s terse comments
served to bring the pattern into focus. Ward Calhoun had
been a member of the Petersen gang. Keight said there
were more of the old bunch in Gomorrah.

Jeff smiled grimly, Petersen was dead. But someone
else could have gathered together what was left of the
old bunch. A man like Howard Pope? Or Frank Connors?

But the pattern now was bringing out the sharp design;
stolen bullion was hard to explain. But stolen bullion that
disappeared into a closely guarded mine and came forth
eventually as the product of that mine was something else
again,

But where did Frank Hayes fit in? And—Dolores Ben-
dore?
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He stood a moment, facing the uncertain future, not want-
ing to know. Not about Dolores.

Then he turned to the station man. “When’s the next
stage through here for Gomorrah?”

“About six this afternoon.”

Jeff indicated the blanket-covered body. “Get him on it,
tagged for the undertaker. I'll notify his office myself.” He
left Caleb staring down at the Pinkerton man, frowning.

The palomino snorted as Jeff mounted, swung him around
toward the low hills that separated the station from Gomor-
rah.

X1

Dorores Benpore knocked gently on the bedroom door,
and then, when it went unanswered, she opened it and
went inside.

Ellen lay across her bed, fully clothed, her face resting
on her forearms. She must have heard Dolores come in,
but she didn’t move. She felt frightened and alone and the
older woman provided no comfort. She and Dolores had
lived as strangers in her father’s house.

Dolores eyed the girl with some sympathy “Dinner’s
ready,” she said quietly.

Ellen’s voice was muffled. “I'm not hungry.”

Dolores crossed to the bed and sat down beside her.
She put a hand gently on Ellen’s shoulder. “You didn’t have
breakfast.” Then, as Ellen remained silent, she added, <Star-
ving yourself won’t bring Bill back.”

Ellen rolled away from her and sat up; her eyes were
red from recent weeping.

“You'd like that, wouldn’t you?” she cried.

Dolores’ small smile tightened on her lips. But she
was genuinely sorry for this girl.

“I'd like to see you happy,” she said.
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“Then find Bill,” Ellen said bitterly. She brushed a hand
through her hair, knowing how she must look and resent-
ing this cool, beautifully dressed, beautifully kept woman
who had married her father but never really tried to under-
stand his daughter.

“Scolding me won't help,” Dolores said. “Nor will your
crying. If I knew what had happened to young Bill-"

“Mr. Connors knows. You can ask him!”

Dolores stiffened, visibly nettled. She had not wanted a
scene with this girl; her gesture had not been of deep
concern. Since Tom Bendore had died she had been looking
for a way out of Gomorrah, and now she had found it. She
shrugged, the smile slipping from her face. She pulled her
hand back and started to get up.

“1 know what’s been going on between you and Mr. Con-
nors,” the girl said. “Ever since he came here you' 've been
playing up to him—"

“I wasn’t aware it was supposed to be a secret,” Dolores
said acidly. Then, “Your father’s been dead a year, Ellen.
And I don’t like being a widow.”

She walked to the door, looked back. The girl looked
so miserable it touched her and she said more softly, “May-
be you'll feel better later. I'll come back.”

She closed the door as Ellen turned without answering
and lay across the bed, emotion bringing muffled sobs.

Dolores crossed to the kitchen and looked in where a
Mexican housekeeper and cook was setting two places at the
table. She caught the woman’s eye, shook her head and
turned away, walking slowly into the front room.

She heard the rider pull up in front of the house and cur-
ious, she parted the lace curtains to see who it was. It was
too early for Frank Connors.

The tall man striding toward the door brought back a
rush of memories. She let the curtain drop back into place
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and stood there, undecided, torn between the past and the
present. ’

The knocker on the door sent its call through the house.
Dolores turned and motioned away the Mexican housekeep-
er who was coming to answer it.

“I'll get it,” she said, and stopped briefly by a gold-framed
mirror to look at herself before opening the door.

Jeff looked tired and dusty and not gay as he stood on
the stoop. Perry Keight's death still nagged at him. But he
managed a smile as he took off his hat.

“May I come inP”

Dolores stepped back and closed the door behind him.
They went into the front room. Jeff's appraisal was cursory.

“Is Ellen in?” .

Dolores’ eyes arched in a surprise she could not conceal.
“Ellen?” .

“Miss Bendore,” Jeff said impatiently. “Is she in?”

Dolores nodded. “But she isn’t feeling well.”

Jeff said, “Maybe what I have to tell her will help her.”
He smiled tiredly. “It’s about Bill.”

“Oh!” Dolores turned. “I'll get her.”

Jeff looked around the room now as Dolores left. It was
furnished simply, of the times, and like most front rooms
he had visited, didn’t look lived in. There was nothing of
Dolores in this room . . . no imprint of her personality.
Only the faint and fading scent of lilacs indicated her
presence here. \

He stood by the window, looking out through the veil-
ing curtains and felt the tiredness ease in him. He had
been slick and smooth and, as John Sturvesant had re-
minded him, a lot of laughs once. So had Dolores. He had
spent his winnings on her, as had other men, but he had
always felt that with him, for Dolores, it had not been
only the money, the good times at the Chat DuClaine, the
horse races. Now he wasn’t so sure.
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‘Lost in reverie he didn’t see Dolores and Ellen come up
behind him. Ellen’s voice was tired and held an under-
current of weeping. “Did you want to see me?”

Jeff turned, gravely eyed the girl whose reddened eyes
told him what her voice conveyed. He nodded.

“I'm sorry I didn’t get a chance to see you before this.
I know you're worried about Bill. I know where he is. He’s
safe.”

Ellen’s eyes remained on him, searching his face. Hope
came slowly, struggling through a long night of despair.
“You—you're sure?”

“Take my word for it. I'll bring him back tomorrow, now
that the lynch fever seems to have died down.”

Ellen gave a small grateful cry of thankfulness, then ran
to him, threw her arms around his neck and hugged him.
Standing back Dolores smiled faintly at Jeff's momentary dis-
comfit. "

Jeff said, “If you feel up to it, Ellen, I'd like to ask you a
few questions.”

Ellen glanced at Dolores, then nodded. To Dolores she
said, “I'm sorry about the way I acted.”

Dolores smiled. “I'll tell Rosa you're ready to eat some-
thing?”

Ellen said, “After I talk to Mr. Carter...”

Dolores went into the kitchen and Ellen continued, “I
don’t know how I can help you—"

“Did your father ever speak about Frank Hayes? About
his past?” )

She shook her head. “They got along well together.
Bill and his father often had supper with us. They talked
mostly of plans for expanding the stage line now that the
threat of the spur railroad was gone.”

“Did your father ever have any trouble with Frank Hayes?”
Jeff’s voice was level. “Did he ever talk of selling out?”

“No. The line was making money. Not enough to make
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either Dad or Mr. Hayes wealthy, but we were comfortable.”
She paused. “The only time they had any—" she hesitated,
then went on, “any difficulty was when Father brought
home his new wife.”

She didn’t see Dolores come up behind her, but reacted
to the older woman’s incisive tone: “I told Jeff about that,
Ellen.”

Ellen colored. “I didn’t mean to imply anything, Dolores—"

Jeff cut in. I'm sure Dolores knows that.” He looked at
Dolores, his eyes warning her. Dolores shrugged. “I was
here when Frank and his son came over. I never heard
Frank mention anything about his past, either.”

Ellen looked from Dolores to Jeff and the tears start-
ed in her eyes.again. “I don’t care what Bill's father did. I
just want to go away with Bill—forget all that’s happened.”

She turned and ran from the room and they heard her
bedroom door close. Dolores was silent for a long mom-
ent, then, “I guess it has been a nightmare for her, Jeff.”

“What about you?” Jeff’s voice was even.

Dolores shrugged. “Not much better. But then I never
expected much.”

She walked with Jeff to the door. “Oh, at first I was in-
trigued. Gomorrah . . .” she smiled faintly. “It even had a
slightly wicked connotation. And I had never been west
of Houston.” She sighed. “Jeff, I never realized that sand
and alkali and hot bare hills could be so ugly. And\ the
people—oh, they’re civil enough. But the men look at me
as though I were some strange animal. And the women—"
Her lips curled with faint distaste. “I should never have
come here.”

Jeff took her into his arms. “I have a job to finish here.
If it works out the way I think it will, I should be done
with it by tomorrow night. Then I'm taking you home with
me.”
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“Home?” Her eyes held a velvet shadow.

“A horse ranch up north. House isn’t big, but it’s com-
fortable. And it can be enlarged. I raise horses.” He smiled.
“You loved horses—"

“Only at the races,” she murmured dreamily. “A pink

parasol shading me from the sun . . . the excitement of
the race track . . . the money wagered . . . the fun at the
Chat DuClaine afterward.”

She looked up at him, the present coming back, stiffen-
ing her. “How can you feel content on a—a horse ranch?”
she said bitterly. “You were the most fascinating gambler I
knew.” -

“I'm still gambling,” he said quietly. “On you.” He lifted
her face up to him, his hands gentle. “You will come with
me?” .

She didn’t answer, and after a moment Jeff kissed her.
Her eyes closed and a soft sigh escaped her.

“I have a couple of messages to send out, if the tele-
graph office is still open,” he said. “Then I've got some
business at the High Life Mine. But I'll be back tomorrow.”

She watched Jeff leave, mounting and riding off into the
teeth of the. slowly rising wind. She hated that wind and
the ubiquitous sand and the irritating monotony of it all.
But for the moment she was strangely stirred and at peace.
Almost, she thought wryly, with a sort of schoolgirl’s con-
tentment. -

She was about to turn back into the house when she
saw Frank Connors come up the walk. He stopped and
looked off in the direction Jeff had ridden, then he came on,
a well-dressed, handsome man but with no softness in him.

As he came up the walk to the front steps she saw that
his fade was dark and jealous and she knew instantly that
he had seen Jeff leave.
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He strode up to her and gripped her arms, his fingers
rough and hurting.

“What was he doing here?”

Displeasure flared in Dolores’ eyes. Whatever she was,
she had never been cheap. Men handled her gently and
with politeness. ’

“Frank!” she said harshly, “Don’t ever do that again!”

His eyes locked on hers and after a moment he released
her arm and his glance shifted. He took a deep breath, his
anger fading. “I'm sorry, Dolores. I guess I'm jealous of
every man who looks at you.”

“I told you ‘about Jeff,” she said. “I knew him . . . a
long time ago, in New Orleans.”

“What was he doing here?”

Her lips framed a small, sad smile. “I think he asked me
to marry him.”

Frank’s face congested. “Marry him?”

Dolores’ voice lowered, remembering Ellen was in the
house. “Yes.”

Frank held himself with an effort. But his voice was
strained. “What did you tell him?”

She closed her eyes and Jeff’s lean face appeared before
her and she said softly, “It's the best offer I've had since
I came here, Frank.”

“I'm offering the same thing,” Frank replied. His voice
was cold. “Only I'm throwing in my cut of a quarter of
a million dollars. And New Orleans.”

Her eyes widened and she studied him. “Frank, " she
whispered. “You’re sure?” \

He nodded. “Soon as that Wells Fargo insurance check
comes in. I'm through with Popel”

Dolores shuddered. “I'm glad, Frank. I never liked the
way he looked at me.”

Frank’s lips tightened. “Nor I. Not any of them.” He took
her into his arms. “We don’t belong here, you and I. All
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Howard Pope ever meant was a chance at money, real mon-
ey.

He kissed her, then released her. “Wait a few more days.
It won’t be long now.”

“That’s what Jeff said,” she murmured.

“Jeff?” His tone was angry.

“He said his job would be done here by tomorrow. He
was going to send some wires to somebody, then he was
riding out to the mine.”

“The High Life?” Frank bit off the question.

She nodded, then, startled at his tone, she said, “What
did he mean?”

But Frank was turning away, his stride just short of a
running pace. )

XII

Jerr CARTER freshened up at the hotel, then rode to the
telegraph office, a sagging one room clapboard shack on
a siding about a quarter of a mile from town. A spur track,
drifted over, ran alongside it, terminating at the founda-
tions of what once had been a warehouse. The structural
wood had long since been carted off by Gomorrah’s inha-
bitants for use as firewood. This had occurred years ago
and for a time the telegraph office, too, had been abandoned
and seemed likely to suffer the fate of the warehouse. Late-
ly there had been talk, since Pope’s reopening of the High
Life Mine, of the T & P Railroad rebuilding and maintaining
the spur line, but it had just been talk.

Jeff dismounted by the closed door. It was padlocked and
the small rim of sand against the bottom seemed to indi-
cate that it had not been opened recently. He glanced up
at the wire coming down from the tilted, fifteen foot pole,
terminating at an insulator and passing inside. The wind
sang a mournful dirge along the copper strand.
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The telegraph office was closed, and Jeff was about to
give up when he noticed a figure coming toward him from
a shack he had not immediately noticed set some distance
back in a baranca. Behind the man he could see a mule doz-
ing in the scant shade afforded by a ramada.

The man wore a stovepipe hat and a frayed Prince Albert
coat, and he kept a hand on the lid of the hat to keep it
from blowing away.

His name was Zebediah Smith, but he was known locally
as “Wireless” Smith and few people remembered his real
name.

As he came up to the telegraph shack Jeff noted with
some surprise that the man was not as old as he had first
looked. Fortyish, perhaps, but his grayshot stubble of beard
wids deceiving as the mildness in his blue eyes.

Smith said cheerfully enough, “Saw you ride up. You
expecting a wire?”

“Sending,” Jeff answered. His tone sounded dubious and
Smith felt impelled to explain.

“Don’t get much business these days,” he said, unlock-
ing the padlock. He looked owlishly wise. “But the super
of the T & P told me they’ve got big plans for Gomorrah

. soon as the High Life Mine reopens.” He stepped in-
side and Jeff followed. “Yessir,” he continued, walking
to his desk, “big plans. Place’ll be jumping six months from
now. /

He didn’t believe it himself and his voice said so. Jeff
looked around the shack. There was fine sand on the floor,
sifted through the siding. The fine layer was everywhere.
Smith sat down and blew sand from the sender key and
Jeff said, “Is the line to the county seat open?”

“It is,” Smith said, “if this cussed wind hasn’t blown
down a couple of poles down the line. Not too bad right
here, but further down the Sinks, by Yellowjacket Pass,
it blows a real humdinger.” He looked at Jeff.
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“Stranger in Gomorrah, eh?”

“Passing through,” Jeff said idly, and added, “You going
to check the line?”

Smith fisted the key and tapped out a routine check
signal and a few minutes later received the all clear.

He indicated a small counter against the wall. “Must be
a pencil and some blanks in them pigeonholes. I'm ready
as soon as you are.”

Jeff scribbled out a message to John Sturvesant in Den-
ver, asking that he get in touch with the regional U.S.
Marshal’s office. He had evidence he wanted to turmn over
to a U.S. Marshal and suggested that John pull strings to
get a man from the Marshal’s office down to Gomorrah im-
mediately. He also mentioned Perry Keight’s death and sug-
gested Sturvesant get in touch with Keight’s agency.

He signed it and handed it to the telegrapher. “Send it
collect,” he said humorlessly.

Smith took the message, glanced at it, back to Jeff. “You
want to wait for an answer?”

“I'll be back for it,” Jeff said.

He waited a moment as Smith placed the message in
front of him and began to send the message on relay through
Downey. Smith seemed oddly fidgety. He shuffled a bit under
the desk with his legs, stopped, then tried again.

Jeff was on his way out when the line went dead. He
turned.

“Just a loose connection,” Smith said apologetically. “I'll
get it fixed in no time.” ;

Jeff nodded and went outside. The wind was picking up.
It would be a long uncomfortable ride to the High Life. He
could see the hills where the mine was located. Earlier they
seemed less than a mile or two away. But the clear desert
air made distances deceptive and he guessed it was all of
twelve miles to the High Life.
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He mounted the palomino and headed into the teeth of
the wind.

Smith ceased fiddling with the wire as soon as he heard
Jeff leave. He walked to the door and looked after the
rider until he was sure Jeff had not turned back to town,
then he ran back to his desk, snatched up the message
Jeff had penciled and’ tucked it carefully into his pocket,
a greedy look in his eyes. He went out, carefully locking
the door behind him.

The mule protested at leaving the comfort of the ramada,
but Smith never went anywhere without riding that mule.
Clutching his top hat, he started for Gomorrah.

He was within sight of the Comanche Bar when Tol Oliver
intercepted him. The gunman cut his mount across the
mule’s path, forcing Smith to pull up.

“Where you going, Wireless?”

Smith eyed the man. He wasn’t about to share anything
with Oliver.

“My business,” he snapped. He tried to ease the mule
around Oliver’s mount but stopped, a quick panic exploding
silently in his eyes as Oliver drew his Colt and rested it on the
pommel in front of him. The muzzle was pointing directly
at Smith’s stomach.

“Now ain’t that a coincidence,” Oliver said. His voice sound-
ed pleasant enough, but it had a false ring of threat. “I
was just on my way to your shack to send a message . . .”

Smith’s eyes shuttled from Oliver to the Comanche Bar. He
was sure he could find Howard Pope or Frank Connors
there.

“I've got a message for Mr. Pope,” he lied. “It’s. impor-
tant...”

He had expectéd to pick up drinking money for a month
at least from Pope when he brought him this wire.
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“Well, now, let me see it,” Oliver said, “No use bother-
ing a big man like Mr. Pope with small things, eh, Wire-
less?”

Smith hesitated. Almost casually Oliver’s thumb pulled
back on the hammer, cocking it. His voice was low and dead-
ly. “Is it, Wireless?”

Reluctantly Smith hauled out Jeff's wire and handed it
to Oliver. “Oughta be worth twenty dollars to Mr. Pope,”
he growled.

Oliver read the message, his bland face showing no re-
action. “Maybe more,” he agreed. He made a slight motion
with his Colt. “Against the law to hold up a message, ain’t
it, Wireless?” At Smith’s blank look. “Let’s send it onto Mr.
Sturvesant.”
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