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   FAST FUSE AT SADDLE ROCK


   Saddle Rock was a boom town where oil and blood mingled freely and formed ugly pools in the roaring streets. Into it came men like—


   



   Barrett Goss, who had decided long ago that the quickest path to riches lay in the pockets of dead men…


   



   Cash Pickett, a hardcase who was an expert in the art of death by dynamite…


   



   Duke Ivy, a gambler who carried a spare ace up his sleeve and a loaded .32 in his coat…


   



   



   All three came to have reason to hate another newcomer, Ben South, the man who was determined to put an end to their crooked schemes.


   



   But the odds were too high for South, until he thought of a way to make the very lawlessness of Saddle Rock work against them.
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   BILL BURCHARDT is a very versatile man. For instance, we could say that he is an honorary chief of the Kiowa Indians. We could mention that he has won awards for his writings, that he has taught and lectured at schools and colleges, and that in spite of being a native of a landlocked state, he was a professor of seamanship at Cornell University during World War II. We could state that he is the editor of his state’s widely circulated illustrated magazine, Oklahoma Today.


   But perhaps Bill Burchardt is proudest of his association with the Western Writers of America, an organization of which he is past-president and an active officer, and whose members write at least ninety per cent of all western stories, novels, articles, TV and screen plays.
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   I


   Barrett Goss fired the black cigar as he stood before the window to watch the mill and shove in the gas lit street below. A teamster with a load of rig timbers was hub deep in curb mud, weird in the dance of the Old Campfire’s gas flare, blacksnaking six-span of mules on a supply wagon. Barrett Goss drew on the cigar, the lips of his abnormally wide mouth pursing, quivering, betraying the eagerness in him.


   The street milled with roughnecks from the off-tower, beginning the night’s hellbender. Knots of wagons clung around the supply houses. The dank, heavy smell of crude oil hung everywhere. If the Saddle Rock pool was playing out, this town showed little sign of it. Standing here, watching the crowded sidewalks, Barrett Goss found it hard to credit the gossip. His eyelid twitched with nervous eagerness. At ten o’clock Ed Petty’s Mercantile was still open, and busy. Goss limped away from the window.


   At a hitching gait on his short leg, Goss crossed the office, opening the door onto the saloon balcony. A jangling piano and a whining fiddle penetrated above the noise. The pungent odor of crude oil was lost in the smell of sour-mash whiskey. Goss looked along the bar. There were few empty spaces. All the pool tables were busy. Big Fry’s dice game was idle, but Duke Ivy had all six chairs filled at the stud table, and the chuck-a-luck and faro layouts were crowded. The swamper, old Forty-Rod, stumped over to a pool table, racking the balls into a new triangle. Goss let his gaze wander on to the stage curtain with its litter of advertising: Bud Poole’s OIL FIELD SUPPLY; Abner Fenton, SHOES AND FINDINGS; Sumner’s LIVERY AND WAGON YARD; a garish dozen others. The first thing he would do, Goss contemplated, would be to put in an extravagant stage show, which Kate had never permitted. Kate had fought everything he had accomplished, even the gambling. It would be different now.


   An oil field driller brought a girl in from the street, swinging her up to sit on the bar. He leaned against her knees, talking up into her simpering, giggling face. Goss listened to the croupier’s chant and the clacking of the roulette wheel. His flaccid,- wide mouth pursed as he drew on the cigar. He leaned against the balcony rail, listening—it should come any moment now.


   



   



   In the backstage dressing room, Eve Tansel worked hurriedly with her costume snaps. It was a costume she had brought from New York; a deep, shining green to set off the auburn glint in her hair, carefully fitted to her full-bodied beauty. She felt no eagerness but a strong determination to show her mother she wasn’t too good to dance on a saloon stage. Her rouged cheeks already flushed with excitement, Eve began to pat on powder. Kate insisted that she go back east for more study, for the career in concert ballet that was opening for her. Perhaps if the Old Campfire was still a little cowtown saloon, as it had been when Eve’s father died, but now the town was big and Eve knew there was a job for her here.


   Somehow, her mother seemed to expect Eve to be ashamed of her. Perhaps because of the way the Old Campfire had gone wide-open since the oil boom. Or perhaps because Kate had so lately married again. Eve sensed that behind the hard front Kate was frightened. That alone would account for her mother’s marriage to Barrett Goss. Eve guessed that as the town had gone out of control, Kate had married Barrett Goss for help in managing the Old


   Campfire. Eve tried not to think of Goss with distaste. A knock rattled the dressing room door.


   Eve touched the powder puff to the back of her neck, calling, “Come in.”


   Alvin York, the show’s burlesque comedian, came in. He was made up: sagging pants with each leg a different color, polka-dot tie, bulb nose, and huge flared-toe shoes. The elaborate make-up did not conceal his worry.


   “Lordy, do you reckon it’ll be all right, Miss Tansel?”


   “Eve!”


   “Eve…did you tell your mother?”


   “No”


   “My God! Kate’ll kill me. Anyway, I’ve forgot all I ever knew about handling a ballet act. You seen how clumsy I was with you this afternoon.”


   “You’ll be all right,” she assured him. “We’ll rehearse some more tomorrow.”


   Eve stood up at the dressing table, straightening the long seams of her opera hose. If she could just go over tonight, Eve was certain she could help Kate straighten things out.


   “Sit down,” she said. “We’ll run over our cues.”


   



   



   Cash Pickett consulted his turnip watch intently with a whiskey-fuzzed scrutiny, and left the Old Campfire by the alley door. He weaved slightly; a heavy brawn of blond-whiskered man whose jowls sagged with fat. The past week’s rain had left the alley a morass of gumbo mud. Fog was coming. Street flares stained the fog, filling the alley with drifting tails of vapor. Pickett unstacked a pair of beer kegs and fumbled in the bottom one, among sawdust that smelled of glycerine. The wax-wrapped cylinders he took from the keg were already wired together. He crimped a cap with his teeth, carelessly, and shoved the coil of fuse in his jacket pocket.


   



   



   At this moment, Ben South stepped out of the Saddle Rock Hotel. He stood on the hotel veranda, a tall, somberly intense man. His eyes wandered over the oil town as he took a crooked cheroot from a vest pocket and bit die end. He wore a conservative dark suit with seeming urbanity, but there was something rugged and untamed about him, a stubborn, phlegmatic man. He spat the cheroot tip through die passing crowd, then paced down the hotel steps to the sidewalk’s edge.


   Muddy clay had already dulled the polish of his boots, and he ignored the gumbo as he stepped to the hitch rail and paused to light his cigar. He untied the reins of the livery stable horse, ducked under the rail and booted a stirrup. The fog was turning to heavy mist now, accenting the smell of crude oil. Ben swung up and tried to adjust his posterior to the warped misfit of the rented saddle. The horse left the rail and turned determinedly toward the livery barn. Ben sawed the reins, bearing the horse back toward the flow of traffic.


   It was a big sorrel gelding, with a mind on its own dry stall and feed box. The horse shook its head high, trying to dislodge the bit, then snorted and pitched. Ben dug his knees against the stirrup leather, hauling up doggedly as the sorrel bogged its head, reining it again toward the flow of traffic.


   The sorrel balked.


   Now what, Ben thought. The mud was hock deep. He had the apparent choice of riding the sorrel back to the livery stable, or wading the mud to the Old Campfire. The sorrel stood firm. The mist became a fine, cold rain.


   Roustabouts, tool-dressers and drillers moving along the sidewalk seemed to ignore the rain. The roar of oil field boilers below town meshed with the noise of passing teamsters. Ben could see the Old Campfire half-a-block down the flare lit street. He set his mind to the task of deciding. He had no particular urge to see Barrett Goss again, but the offer was good. It had brought him here from Chicago to a tough town, a stubborn horse, and a warped saddle, Ben thought. The rain was beginning to drip off his hat brim.


   All I need is a brass plaque and pigeons, he thought. The sorrel was immovable. Ben tried the reins again, the gelding humped desultorily, and then the explosion came. It was a guttural roar that shuddered the buildings and shook the mud into jelly around the sorrel’s hoofs.


   The horse moved now, caracoling nervously as the shock died. Ben looked toward the oil field, half expecting to see the angry thrust of a roaring rig fire, thinking of an exploding boiler. His ears still rang.


   The startled horse answered unwillingly as Ben reined around. Ben kicked the sorrel into a lope as he gained the head of the crowd and slewed into a side street beyond the Saddle Rock Hotel. The mud had been less churned here by heavy freight wagons and the horse ran easier.


   There were scattered houses along the street. Ben’s horse ran on, slewing through ruts and mud holes as Ben saw where he was headed. His first clue was a fragment of shattered board, over which the horse stumbled. It floundered to its knees in the mud, then came up and Ben followed the increasing litter of splintered wood. It lead into the yard of what had been a small house set far back from the street. Aided by the luminous, red-hued aura from the main street flares, Ben found a blast tom tree. He dismounted, tied the horse and picked his way through the debris to the wreckage of the house. There was no sign of fire among the ruins. The misting rain had prevented that. Ben listened for human sound. The house looked as if it had been lifted from its foundation and exploded in mid-air. Whole sections of wall lay sprawled beside the foundation, leaving the remains of a shingled roof shattered beyond repair.


   As Ben climbed into the debris and splintered furniture, he had a sharp impression of an acrid, distinctive odor…exploded dynamite.


   As he paused there, listening intently, his rain-wet boot sole slipped suddenly. He slid off the edge of a crumbled wall, falling almost upon a lump of a human body in the edge of the wreckage. It was a woman, past middle-age, much battered by the explosion. Ben managed to strike a match. She was short and stocky, a muscular woman with the dark hue of temper in her face, even in death. The bright figure of her wrapper, and hard features, suggested she had been battered by life, as well as by death.


   Ben took up her wrist feeling for a pulse. A voice shouted from behind him, “Douse that match, mister. There’s a pipe spewing raw gas in there.”


   Ben turned to see, a blond-whiskered man struggling up the mud-slick rise. Ben was about to remark that he hadn’t smelled any gas when the man said, “That cigar too, damn it.”


   The cigar, long since extinguished by the misting rain, was cold in his clenched teeth.


   Ben dropped it into the mud and said, “Let’s get this woman out of here.”


   The blond man stared down at her, then peered through the wreckage as though searching for something.


   Ben said, “This will do,” and wrenched a door from the single hinge that held it to a collapsed wall. He could hear more voices then as the crowd, which had come on foot from main street, began to enter the yard.


   With hoofs sucking mud, a horse walked up the hill. Its rider dismounted and thrust slowly through the growing press of men. He was small, round-shouldered, with a mist-beaded shield glinting dully on his coat.


   He said, “Kate Tansel,,ain’t it? Stay back, boys! Give er air!


   Still holding the door he had torn loose, Ben said, “She doesn’t need air.”


   The hump shouldered shield-wearer looked closely at the blond man beside Ben. “That you, Cash?” His voice had a tang of waspish caution. “What happened?”


   The man called Cash said, “Kate’s newfangled gas stove blew up on her, I reckon. There’s a gas pipe blowed open in there, Lucius.”


   Ben wondered where the blond whiskered man had come from, how he came by so much information. Ben somehow doubted that a lone stove could cause this. He was about to volunteer that he had smelled dynamite here when the round-shouldered man yelled, “Don’t nobody light no matches! Move ’er outa there,” he ordered.


   Ben South helped Cash Pickett lay the woman on the door. As they carried her from the wreckage, the shield-wearer peered closely at Ben.


   “What’re you doin’ here?” he asked. He seemed nervous and trying to hide it behind official irritation. “I’m Constable Lucius Sloan,” he said. “I got a right to ask.”


   “Just curious, I guess,” said Ben. “Same as the rest of you.”


   Someone in the crowd asked, “Who’s gonna tell Eve, Lucius?”


   “Well—me, I reckon,” Sloan mumbled, “but not right yet. One of you fellers go get Doc Shaw.” He looked at Ben, “You the one that found her?”


   “It blew her clean out of the house,” Cash Pickett said. “She was in the kitchen—”


   Ben interrupted curiously, “How do you know all that? Seemed like I got here first.”


   The man called Cash turned belligerent. “Well, ain’t a woman usually in the kitchen? Anyway, she had to be in the kitchen if she was fooling with that stove. It blew the house up.”


   Constable Sloan said, “Now, let’s not have any trouble. Did anybody smell anything like nitro or dynamite around here?”


   Ben looked at the lawman sharply, wondering if this were a routine question.


   Cash said surlily, “Don’t smell nothin’ but raw gas.”


   Lucius Sloan said, “Well—” hesitated, and fell silent.


   Ben turned and started across the yard to his horse.


   “I ain’t finished with you,” Sloan blurted. “I don’t recollect seein’ you before.”


   Ben untied his horse and led him forward. “I came in on the evening train,” he said.


   “What’s your business?”


   “Nothing, yet.”


   Constable Sloan’s interest rose. “Just passin’ through?” he asked suspiciously.


   Ben was certain the lawman had smelled the dynamite; it had been an identifiable, acrid odor, instantly known to anyone who had used dynamite. Ben knew that nitroglycerine was a common oil field explosive, that dynamite is sawdust saturated with nitro. Perhaps it had been nitro he smelled. He guessed that, exploded, they would smell about the same…and that Lucius Sloan was looking for someone to suspect.


   Ben felt a sudden desire to abandon the role of the convenient stranger, and thrust his boot in the stirrup. “I’m here to see a man on business,” he said.


   “Mind sayin’ who?”


   “Barrett Goss.”


   Cash Pickett had been standing expressionless, like a man whose whiskey is wearing off, staring down at the body. He looked up, a frown furrowing his meaty forehead, hooding his eyes. He shifted his weight and hung his thumbs in a belt that sagged with the weight of a .45, then turned and walked into the crowd.


   Constable Sloan let him go. He came over and grasped the reins of Ben’s horse near the bit.


   “Did you know that this here is Mrs. Barrett Goss?” Sloan jerked his head at the body.


   Ben, bland faced, said, “No, I did not.”


   “Does Barrett Goss know you?”


   “He sent for me.”


   Lucius Sloan became more nervous and uncertain. “Well—she ain’t been Mrs. Goss very long. Hadn’t hardly had time to get used to callin’ her that myself.” He let go of Ben’s reins and glanced away, “Guess she hadn’t either. Kate Tansel was well liked around here.”


   Ben held his reins against the saddle horn and swung up.


   “I’ll want to see you again, mister,” Lucius Sloan said. “What’s your name?”


   “Ben South.”


   Ben reined the horse around behind the crowd. He suddenly felt that tonight might be as good a time as any to look up Barrett Goss.


   II


   As Ben turned back into the main street the rain had stopped. The late October night was turning colder. Across the plain that fell away to the west, Ben could see the flares of drilling wells. Less muffled as the fog lifted, he could hear the deep, many-toned roar of the steam boilers that powered the wooden, cable-tool rigs. He passed a supply house, an open shed roofed with corrugated iron, filled with casing pipe and reels of cable. The sheaves of a crown block were being hoisted on a freight wagon, already overloaded with rig-timbers. The stench of crude oil and tar and creosote made a heady vigorous smell.


   Ben turned into the hitch rail in front of the Old Campfire. It had been less than two months since Barrett Goss left Chicago, with no thought of marriage. The blare of a comet assaulted Ben as he stepped inside. A four piece orchestra sat in front of the platform at the back of the saloon.


   In the glare of gas footlights, the girl dancing on that platform seemed wholly out of place in this barrel house. A skinny comedian, sweating through his make-up, hopped around in flapping shoes. She was small and piquant. Ben South watched her graceful dancing, forgetting Barrett Goss as he wondered why she should be dancing in an oil field saloon. The burlesque clown slipped, almost losing his footing as he tried to bear her aloft, and the crowd howled. It seemed amateurish, unrehearsed, yet there was nothing amateurish about the girl as she whirled away. Her charm and skill gave dignity even to the labored effort of the orchestra.


   She was beautiful. Ben edged through the crowd until he found himself blocked by a pool table. A toothless, goat-bearded old man leaned beside him. The old timer was keeping rhythm, tapping the green cloth with a pool-ball rack. He swayed with each of the dancer’s movements like a man trying to impart body english to a slot-machine. At the far end of the table an oil field roustabout pounded his pool cue on the floor and whistled. The old timer glared and leaned across the table to gather the clicking ivory balls. As he racked them, the roustabout waved his cue drunkenly, “Hey, we wasn’t through! I was whistlin’ at the gal!”


   The goat-bearded swamper snarled, “You’re plumb through! Be quiet or git out!”


   Muttering, the roustabout came crowding around the table comer. Ben stepped between them.


   “Relax, friend,” he said. “Wait til the act’s over.”


   Turning his back on the mumbling tough, Ben asked, “Who is she?”


   The swamper cackled rustily. “She walks in beauty like the night. Stranger, ain’t ye?”


   Ben nodded.


   “Who’s askin’?”


   Ben told his name. The swamper stuck out a gnarled hand, “Forty-Rod Gates, poet by profession, saloon swamper by trade. She’s Eve Tansel…her ma owns this place, or did till a few minutes ago.”


   The girl danced off into the wings, and a storm of howling, stomping and whistling broke loose. The swamper yelled in Ben’s ear, “Reckon she owns the place herself now.” Ben yelled back, “News travels fast here.”


   The howling died, and in the dry hum of talk that came then, old Forty-Rod blinked enigmatically. “Evil events from evil causes spring,” his eyes were secretive. “You know who said that? Aristophanes.” He thrust the pool ball rack under a yellow galluses and walked off.


   



   



   Cash Pickett came in the alley door of the Old Campfire, and closed it behind him. His head was aching, and he knew he needed another drink. Big, awkward and stooping, he came through the narrow corridor and into the stage wings. He stopped then as he glanced out on the stage, his eyes seeming to swell in size. He stood like a hulk aground as Eve Tansel finished her dancing. She pirouetted past him, breathing rapidly as she pressed down her flaring skirt and ran into her dressing room.


   Pickett spun heavily, watching her, then tramped to stand before her dressing room door. Alvin York came up, his long shoes flapping. He looked at Pickett curiously, gave him an apprehensive nod, and Cash grabbed his shoulder. As the comedian gasped with pain, Cash dragged him out the back door and into the alley.


   In the darkness, he slammed York against the wall and demanded, “What the hell was she doing out there?”


   “She wanted to surprise Kate…Show her she wasn’t too good to dance here. I told her she hadn’t ought…”


   Pickett spewed profanity and threw Alvin York into the alley. Leaving the comedian cowering in the darkness, Cash swept back inside. He slammed the door and stood there, cracking his thick knuckles.


   “Hell’s fire!” he muttered.


   He went out on stage behind the drawn curtain, and pulled it apart a crack to peer into the saloon crowd. He saw Forty-Rod step away from Ben South. He watched Ben vigilantly. Who in the hell is that scissor-bill, Cash wondered, and what does he want with Goss? Cash speculated on South’s immediate arrival at the explosion, and a wariness ran through him. Maybe South was some kind of a law, with a long memory for Barrett Goss’ past—the scissor-bill acted suspicious as hell. He was sure pumping Forty-Rod, Cash decided. Forty-Rod came near the stage. Cash parted the curtains, and dropped heavily down beside him.


   “Where’s Barrett, Forty-Rod?”


   The swamper blinked. “Jest stepped out. Got word his wife was killed in a blow-up of some land.”


   Cash grunted. Forty-Rod wandered on, and Cash slacked back against the stage apron, his eyes prowling. He saw Duke Ivy. The angular, wax-haired gambler was dealing stud. Cash stared fixedly at Duke; it was a damned shame for a woman like Lace to be wasted on that misfire, he thought. The stranger, Ben South, coming through the crowd after Forty-Rod, passed Duke’s stud table. As Cash saw the two momentarily together, a thought hit him. He shoved away from the stage and weeded through the gambling tables toward Duke’s stud game.


   Ben watched the swamper wander through the crowd, and decided he was trying to avoid him. Forty-Rod cleared empty glasses from the bar, muttering toothlessly to himself as he dumped them in the bartender’s wreck-pan. Ben wondered if senility and alcohol hadn’t robbed the old swamper of the ability to hold any purpose for more than a moment. Ben moved to comer him at the end of the bar and the old man stared at him as if he were on the border of insanity.


   “Friend,” Ben hazarded, “may I trouble you for a little information? Where would I be likely to find Barrett Goss?” Forty-Rod exposed his sore red gums and blinked like an ancient Gila lizard. “Mister,” he said, “you ever hear a lonesome train whistle a-hootin’ away in the night? Why, that’s Barrett Goss…cornin’ in on a limited schedule. Yuh cain’t hardly see him fer the smoke.” The old man shook his head mournfully, “He’ll hit a open switch somewheres, if he ain’t already plowed through the barrier.”


   Ben said, “Old-timer, you talk more and say less than a gossiping woman.”


   Forty-Rod grinned, exposing a single decay-blackened tooth, “Let me read you a poem,


    ’There wuz an old hen, an’ she had a wooden leg,


   An’ ever damned mornin’ she laid another aig;


   She was the best damned chicken on the whole damned farm—


   An’ another little drink wouldn’t do us any harm. The old swamper winked broadly. “Ketch on?”


   Ben laughed and motioned for the bartender. He reached in his pocket for his cigar case, offered Forty-Rod a Virginia cheroot, and when the bartender came, said,


   “I’d like to buy my friend here a drink.”


   Cash Pickett moved in on Duke Ivy with one thing in mind. He wasn’t worried about what Ben might get out of Forty-Rod—a bunch of halfwitted riddles that no man could make any sense out of. Cash wanted to get hold of Ben himself. If he could leam what Ben wanted in time to warn Goss, it might help square this night’s foul-up. By damn, it wasn’t my fault, Cash thought bitterly.


   Duke Ivy had removed his rusty, black alpaca coat. It hung on the back of his chair, plainly exposing the nickel plated .32 Duke wore in the shoulder holster over his vest. He hunched over the stud game, his spade nose pointing each card manipulated off the deck by his big-knuckled hands. Duke had tray, jack, tray showing. The fifth card would be an ace, Cash knew. It was Duke’s favorite hand; weak enough showing to draw sucker bets, and with an ace in the hole strong enough to win. Cash waited until Duke was called and had won, then he laid a hand on Duke’s shoulder.


   Duke looked at the hand with irritation and slid his gaze up to Cash’s face. He pulled loose, jerking his shoulder to indicate he was ahead and had no intention of pausing now. Cash put the hand back, tightening down hard on Duke Ivy’s thin shoulder. Resignation settled in the gambler’s face. He passed the cards, motioning the deal on, and scraped his chair back.


   Cash moved back out of earshot of the players. “See that scissor-bill at the end of the bar? The one buy in’ Forty-Rod a drink—”


   Duke flicked a glance of irritation at Ben South.


   “You know him?” Cash asked.


   “Hell no!” Duke glared at Pickett and started back toward the stud table.


   Cash grabbed his elbow. “Wait, dammit! I seen him peel a roll as big as my fist to pay for that drink,” he lied. “Looks like a green hom lease buyer to me. If you can lay off this penny-ante stud, maybe we can both make some money.”


   Duke Ivy looked at the blunt-fingered fist Cash had closed to show the size of the mythical bankroll. Cash eyed Duke’s supercilious sneer thinking he’d like to smash it with the fist, but avarice was building in Duke’s pale eyes and Cash knew he’d won his point.


   “Cash,” Duke sneered, “sometimes you seem almost as intelligent as you are bullheaded.” He turned to look Ben South over, carefully, from dark boots to flat black hat. “All right,” said Duke. “We’ll work him into this game here. These shills are half drunk. They’ll help me cover up.” He glanced at Cash, “You keep your fat mouth shut.”


   “Duke, don’t talk to me like that. I didn’t have to cut you in. I could’a waited til he had a few drinks an’ buffaloed him outside,” snarled Cash. “You handle the cards, an’ I’ll keep you outa trouble.”


   Duke laughed cynically. He moved back to the stud table, slid into his coat and took a yellowed silk handkerchief from the breast pocket. Cash could smell its perfume even over the saloon’s whiskey stink. “Put two more chairs at the table,” Duke ordered.


   III


   Ben watched Forty-Rod working on his third shot glass, when he felt the hand on his arm.


   “I beg your pardon,” Duke Ivy was obsequious, “did I hear you asking for Barrett Goss?”


   Ben glanced at the table where he had passed this angular gambler—it was ten yards away, across the noisy saloon. “I doubt it,” he said seriously.


   “I’m Barrett’s brother-in-law,” Ivy went on. “Perhaps you might join us in a small game to pass the time until Barrett returns?”


   Barrett has sure acquired a passel of relatives- in three months, Ben thought, drawing deeply on the Virginia cheroot. “I might draw a few cards,” he agreed. “When do you expect Goss back?”


   “I’ve no idea,” Ivy replied ingratiatingly. “Time passes quickly, if the game is interesting.”


   It will be interesting, Ben thought wryly. He asked quietly, “What are you playing?”


   “Stud. Dealer’s choice, if you like—”


   “Stud’s fine,” Ben said.


   By the time the first hand had been played, Ben found himself confused. The blond-whiskered Pickett was more interested in asking questions than in playing cards; the gambler was dealing marked cards from a stripper deck. Ben played close to his chest. He turned loose of little money and no information. Pickett and Ivy were at cross-purposes, getting in each other’s way, and turning angry.


   Ben let his losses flow gradually. Oilfield workers drifted in and out of the game. Duke Ivy dealt himself a trey, a jack, then paired the first trey. Ben called Ivy’s raises, letting the pot build.


   When Ivy’s fifth card fell, the diamond ace, Ben reached and drew the pot across the table toward him.


   Duke Ivy leaned in his chair and spoke in apparent hurt innocence. “What in heaven’s name are you doing?”


   “You dealt yourself an ace in the hole,” Ben said. “I have three kings in my vest pocket. I win.”


   Duke drew the .32 from his shoulder holster and smiled with a mouth full of large, uneven teeth. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said.


   Smiling gently, Ben lifted his boot until it touched his own chair-round. He thrust the table up then, kicking the chair violently backward, and squatting. Between Ben’s hands the table edge splintered as the .32 slug hit. Ben let go and reached across to seize Duke’s boot. He twisted it viciously. He heard the gun bang on the table top as Duke grabbed for a hand hold, then he came writhing down, yelling hoarsely at the pain. Ben swarmed across the squirming gambler and wrenched the thirty-two away from him.


   The woman came then, squealing as she leaped off the edge of the stage. She ran past Ben, screaming. Ben caught a flash of well-shaped, dark-stockinged legs as she snatched her skirt aside to avoid tripping, and threw herself against Duke Ivy.


   “Did they hurt you, honey?” she wailed. “Is he shot, Cash?”


   She was perhaps thirty-five, with an attractive figure and a complexion oddly marred. She reached down, exposing a lot of well-shaped leg as she lifted her petticoat to swipe vaguely at a cut on Duke Ivy’s face. Duke pushed her away, wincing from his twisted ankle.


   She saw Ben holding the gun then, squealed, and rushed him. She struck him full tilt, yowling shrilly and clawing at his face. She was a solid woman, and the impact was jarring. Ben fell back against the stage, trying to shield his face from her flailing.


   Cash Pickett circled wide, his gun drawn, yelling, “Get away from him, Lace! Let me get a shot—”


   Ben thrust her aside, and threw down with the .32 on Cash Pickett as the stage curtains again flew open. Ben recognized at once Barrett Goss’ hitching, limping figure coming down the stage steps. Goss halted, half-crouched on his short leg, and shouted, “Put that gun up, Cash!” He turned on the woman sprawled by the stage steps. “Lace, pull your dress down and get back with Eve! What’s the matter here?”


   “That tinhorn—” Duke Ivy began.


   “That’s Ben South,” Goss shouted. “I expect you got what you deserved. Are you shot?”


   “No.”


   Goss scanned the spilled poker table, “Forty-Rod, clean this mess up.” He glared at Duke, “You and Cash get out of here, and sober up.”


   Lace Ivy flounced up the stage steps, and Goss turned to Ben. He was a man of contrasts; a small man with a large head, small features but a mouth so wide it seemed grotesque. Goss brushed his sparse hair back as he limped toward Ben.


   “Ben, I’m delighted to see you, though your arrival here has coincided with a horrible, horrible tragedy. Let’s go upstairs.”


   Opposite the bar, a stairway led to a balcony across the front of the saloon. Ben followed Goss, a shrewd and brilliant man, Ben knew. He had seen him in good fortune and bad; masterful, expansive Barrett Goss when things went well; angry, embittered, frustrated and small, when things went badly.


   “Duke must have taken you for a boomer,” Goss commented. He unlocked the office door and opened it for Ben. He sat at the desk then, and took a whiskey bottle from a drawer.


   “A terrible tragedy,” he said, pouring a drink and shoving the bottle toward Ben. “I am devastated by it…she was the only woman I ever loved.”


   And you sound as phony as an undertaker’s condolences, Ben thought. He ignored the whiskey and sat down. The office appeared to have been furnished by a woman. There were pink hurricane lamps, a brocaded lounge, and windows curtained by portieres of small, cloth balls. The chair in which Ben sat was upholstered with needlepoint. The furnishings were an attempt at gentility which did not altogether match the barrel house saloon outside the office door.


   “Is this the deadfall you wanted me to manage, Barrett?” Ben asked.


   Goss looked over the edge of his glass, shocked. “Deadfall? A respectable saloon, Ben. And it can be a gold mine.”


   “It should be. You’ve got everything going on out there.”


   Barrett Goss lowered the glass, smiling. “Whence all this righteousness, Ben? The Chicago constabulary would be interested to know how you’ve reformed.”


   Ben kept silent. He was’ willing to admit that he was a professional gambler. He had learned the trade from his father before him, who had worked the river boats. Ben had met Goss in a Chicago gambling hall. The gambling partnership of Goss and South had made money. But gambling alone was too slow for Barrett Goss. Three months ago, he had left, telling Ben be was heading for the oilfields, where the big money was.


   “I need you, Ben,” Goss urged now. “The Old Campfire is making money, but there are ways to make a fortune here. Kate and I had decided to expand our operations to lease buying and oil speculation. We sent for you. I want you to run the Old Campfire, so my time will be free for other business.”


   “Why not promote your stud dealer, Duke Ivy?”


   “He’s a small time tinhorn and horse thief,” Goss said frankly. “I don’t trust him, but I can’t fire him. Lace—his wife—is Kate’s sister.”


   Ben took a fresh Virginia cheroot from his case. “How about Pickett?” he asked.


   “Cash works for me. I’m sorry about that trouble, Ben. When Cash has been drinking, he’s quarrelsome. I don’t know why he’d side with Duke—normally they don’t get on well. Kate and I planned to purchase some ranch property.


   I hired Cash to run it for us. He’s a good cowman. Rodeo performer…champ bronc rider. Ben, you ought to see Cash ride. He’s as big as the horse, strong as a bull. I believe he could ride out a tornado. He’s got a trophy saddle like none—”


   Ben, in thought, lost out on the tribute to Cash Pickett. Barrett had remarkable plans. A ranch, the saloon, oil speculation…even though Mrs. Goss was so recently dead, Barrett’s enthusiasm did not seem dampened. Ben noticed the silence in the office, and realized Goss had stopped talking.


   Ben said quietly, “Where does this girl, Kate’s daughter, Eve, fit in?”


   Goss frowned, and poured from the bottle into his glass. “Cm worried about Eve,” he said. The drink was a generous one. “She owns the Old Campfire now that her mother has been killed.”


   “How’s she taking it?” Ben asked.


   “Pretty hard, I’m afraid. I had Lace come in to take care of her.”


   Ben waited, listening to the saloon noise that filtered through the door, expecting Goss to go on. Goss thirstily finished the drink and put the glass on the desk. “Kate had had the girl back east, in New York. Wanted to make a big-time dancing star out of her. Eve remembers this town as it was before the boom, a quiet, comfortable, little cow-town. She seems to resent the oil-play…and what I’ve done for the Old Campfire.” Barrett Goss toyed with the empty glass. “I’m afraid she’ll stand in the way of progress.”


   “If that’s the way she feels, why was she dancing here tonight?”


   Goss shook his head, baffled, “I have no idea. She has no business here.”


   Ben could not twist this into any sensible shape. A man of Barrett Goss’ intelligence who wanted to kill his wife could surely find a simpler way than to blast her into oblivion with a charge of dynamite. Ben looked across the desk and found Goss staring at him. Well, it’s none of my business, Ben thought, and felt immediately better as he closed his mind to speculation.


   “Barrett, this place is a blind tiger,” he said. “I don’t want any part of it.”


   Goss seemed to almost expect the refusal. He shifted the glass on the desk, “Why did you leave Chicago, Ben?”


   “Several reasons, I guess. The town’s big, and crowded.” Ben glanced at the glowing cigar end. “This may sound odd to you, Barrett, but I’d like to get away from gambling. Running a saloon for you didn’t sound much better, but I thought maybe it might be a step out.”


   Goss leaned forward, slapping the desk eagerly. “That’s just what it is, Ben. You play along with me and you’ll be out. Why, man, the prospects are unlimited! There’s a forest of derricks north of town. Every one a producer.”


   “I hear the field’s about played out.”


   “They’ve drilled a couple dry holes. But that doesn’t mean a thing. Oil is where you find it. They’re locating new wells every day. There’s plenty more oil out there… bound to be. You want out of gambling? All right. How about the oil business? Take this place over for me, and I’ll get into lease buying. As soon as I begin to hit, I’ll cut you in. At worst, we learn the game here, and move on to where the play’s hotter.”


   Ben felt a half-persuasion pulling at him. “Well,” he said doubtfully. “What about this girl, Eve? You say she owns the place now. What if she doesn’t want to hire me?”


   Goss carefully poured another glass of whiskey, lifting it to his wide, thin mouth. “I don’t know, Ben. She can’t throw me out altogether. I’ve invested a little of my own money here. I’ll have to talk with her. I’ll have Lace take her out to Ivy’s ranch—”


   “Ivy’s ranch?”


   Barrett Goss chuckled. “Duke’s got a few starvation acres out in the brush. Supposed to breed horses. The horses he runs on it are usually running pretty fast, and at night. Duke Ivy would starve to death gambling.”


   “Lord, what a set-up!”


   “What do you mean?"


   “Your in-laws are outlaws, your bar is dispensing poisonous whiskey, and the place is lousy with card sharks.”


   “It’s hard to get good whiskey here, Ben. The card sharks will be your responsibility…run ’em out!”


   “Your in-laws too?”


   Goss laughed and arose from the desk. He came around to slap Ben’s shoulder persuasively. “You go on back to the hotel and get a night’s sleep. I’ll take you around town tomorrow and show you how good this thing really is.”


   “I’m afraid it’ll have to look a lot better than it does now.” When Ben had gone, Barrett Goss finished his drink. His face hardening perceptibly, he went to the door to be certain Ben was out of sight, then went to the edge of the balcony and shouted down at the swamper.


   “Find Cash Pickett, Forty-Rod. Tell him I want to see him up here!”
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   Barrett   Goss waited at the window. It was almost 3:00 a.m. A few roughnecks still staggered along the street below. A lonely drunk lurched off the sidewalk, almost falling under the chopping hoofs of a freighter’s team. Thirty minutes passed, and then the office door opened.


   Goss turned, it was Pickett. He halted, looking crestfallen, but sober. It irritated Goss that he had entered without knocking.


   “All right. What happened?”


   “Hellsfire, Barrett. It wasn’t my fault.” Pickett was sullenly belligerent.


   Goss stared at him.


   “I didn’t have no idea she’d be over here. I figured she was in there, til I come back here an’ found her dancin’ on that stage. You told me yourself they was both at home.”


   Goss sat heavily in the swivel chair. “They were, when I left after supper.”


   “Alvin York says she didn’t even tell Kate she aimed to dance here. She just sneaked out of the house.”


   “You could have looked in the windows, couldn’t you?”


   “What if somebody’d caught me window peepin’—with a shirt full of fused dynamite! The house was dark. I figured they’d both gone to bed. Goss, you’re goin’ to have trouble with that girl. She’s more stubborn than Kate Tansel ever was.”


   “My God, what a crude way. A knife, a club, anything! And you use five pounds of dynamite to kill one lone woman.”


   “It was your idea,” Cash growled sullenly.


   “And a good one! Everyone in town was suspicious of that gas stove, it was the first one they ever saw. Now I’ve got to  make a separate job of that girl, and everyone in town will be suspicious of me.”


   Pickett said nothing. He stared at the floor, glumly.


   Resignedly, Goss ordered, “Meet me here in the morning. Shell be out at Ivy’s. Well ride out. Maybe I can think of something.”


   When Eve Tansel awoke next morning at the Ivy ranch, she lay in bed for a moment listening to the bright twisting call of a meadowlark somewhere in the pasture near the house. She felt strange and sad, in the somber grip of unreality    that follows after    shock. Weariness    held her.    She looked  passively at Lace Ivy, still sleeping, on the pillow beside    her. Lace’s pretty    mouth was slightly    open and    she snored    softly, the pillow    cover wet at the    comer of    her mouth where she had slobbered a little in her sleep. Eve hoped Lace would not start drinking again when she woke up. Lace was her mother’s sister, much younger than Kate. Spoiled and coddled and indulged by the family, and then by Kate after their parents were dead. Lace had been the town beauty until a few years ago. Eve knew she was reluctant to let go of the title.


   Lace was like the town, Eve thought. Too much prodigal living. Duke Ivy was to blame, but Lace was at fault too. She should have had more sense than to have married such a worthless man. Lace was a silly, selfish woman. For that matter, why did her own mother ever marry Barrett Goss. Partly loneliness, Eve knew. She should never have permitted Kate to keep her back East so long.


   Kate had wanted everything for her that she had never been able to attain for herself. Then when the oil came, Kate had seen the Old Campfire go wild with boomers. She had turned to marriage with Barrett Goss, hoping a man could handle the saloon. Under Barrett Goss, the Old Campfire had become wilder than ever.


   There had been some awful people in that crowd last night, hooting, whistling, yelling things at Eve. Eve faced her failure grimly. She had intended to convince Kate that she could help, first by taking part in the Old Campfire’s stage show. But she had been too late. Lace stirred on the pillow beside her. Her mouth was closed now, perhaps she was waking up. Last night’s make-up, still on Lace’s face, could not hide the ravage beginning to show there, the mascara could not mask the darkness about her eyes.


   The sun was touching the faded window curtains now. Eve heard a lonely cowbell sounding somewhere off toward the river. A crow cawed mutedly. The rising sun sent a dusty stream of sunlight down on the rough pine planks of the floor. Eve slid out of bed and slipped quietly into the kitchen.


   It was a shabby old house, only three rooms furnished with Lace Ivy’s garrish lack of taste. Eve closed the bedroom door, stirred the fire and layed fresh wood in the range. She dressed quickly in the slight chill of the fall morning. She went out to the pump in the yard, and drew a fresh bucket of water. When she returned to the house, Lace was standing in the center of the kitchen, barefooted, yawning and stretching, in her sheer nightgown.


   She smiled brightly at Eve, “Honeybear, why didn’t you wake me up? Coffee on? Here, let me help you with that.”


   “You’d better get dressed, Lace,” Eve suggested. “You’ll freeze.”


   “Honey, when I get cold, I just think about my old boyfriends. The coffee’s on that first shelf there, in the pantry.”


   Eve got the coffee, and opened the cutlery drawer for a measuring spoon.


   Lace stood before the stove, hugging her arms and shivering. “You’ve been here two weeks now, hon. Seen anyone you liked?”


   “My goodness, Lace,” Eve spooned coffee into the pot.


   Lace giggled. “I think Cash is kind of cute, don’t you? You know, the big blond fellow that works for Barrett?” She sobered, disdainfully, “Duke is getting awfully pasty.”


   Eve crossed the kitchen and set the coffee pot on the burner. She said gently, “I guess I’m just not in the mood for talk, this morning.”


   “Poor Kate,” Lace murmured. “Barrett is a kind of a stinker. I think Kate was sorry she married him. Maybe she’s better off, hon.”


   Eve did not answer, and Lace stood for a moment, shivering, “Brrr! It is cold in here. I think I’ll get dressed.”


   Lace was in the bedroom a long while. When she returned, she was dressed in a split riding skirt of soft suede leather and a beaded and fringed suede jacket which matched the skirt. Eve had breakfast on the table.


   “That’s a pretty outfit,” she said.


   “Duke won it. From an Indian or a Mexican, I think.” Lace turned petulant. “Duke was awfully mean to me last night.”


   Lace took a piece of toast on her plate and picked at it with her fork. “Did you see him push me when I ran out to help him last night? He said his wrist hurt, but I can’t see—I just told him to stay in town all night.” Eve’s silence must have struck her, for she looked up. “O, honeybear,” in a sudden rush of sympathy, “here I am chattering like a magpie, when you feel so bad. And me too,” she added quickly. “I’m going out and have one of the boys hitch up the buggy. We’ll go for a ride after breakfast. It’ll make you feel better.” Lace smiled in sudden secrecy, “I’ve got a big surprise for you.”


   Lace went out into the yard, and Eve gave up the pretense of eating. She sat silently, preoccupied. The feeling of depression deepened. A slight disgust began to build inside; she was sorry she had allowed Lace to bring her out here. She had to find a place to stay, in town. This morning, now, she would go back and find a place.


   Eve rose and washed her dishes. Lace came back and ate again, talking incessantly. Eve washed and dried the cooking utensils as Lace pushed away horn the table with nervous eagerness.


   “We’ll just leave these things,” she said, “I know you’re going to be awfully surprised.”


   The fancy red-wheeled buggy was standing harnessed beside the yard pump. Red Weaver, one of Duke’s two ranch hands, stood by the horse trough, holding the cheek-piece while Lace’s Morgan mare drank. Lace climbed in the buggy, unwrapping the reins from the whipstock.


   “Lace, would you mind just driving me into town?” Eve asked.


   “Why, honey! No! I wouldn’t think of it. You just leave everything to Barrett.”


   A rattle of approaching hoofs on the rough shale wash of the yard road interrupted her. Lace leaned out of the buggy, peering. around the leather canopy to see who was coming.
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   Eve looked through the isinglass covered rear window.


   Lace squealed, “Why, it’s Barrett. Cash Pickett’s with him. Oh, honey—who’s that good looking man with them?”


   The three came into the yard, Barrett Goss pulling up alongside the buggy. He swept off his broad, white hat.


   “Good morning, ladies. I hope you spent a restful night, Eve?” Goss motioned with his hat. “May I present Ben South.”


   Lace pouted, “Oh. I remember you now!”


   Goss said, “Ben will have business to discuss with you, Eve, whenever you feel well.”


   Ben South touched his hat with a briefly respectful nod.


   Eve felt his direct gaze, and met it. He seemed to study her, yet she sensed a sincere consideration in him. The first she had felt this morning, and a start of brimming moisture filmed her eyes. Eve lowered her head quickly and an awkward silence held until Cash Pickett broke in with inane heartiness.


   “You folks ridin’ somewheres?”


   Lace said flippantly, “Pshaw! My surprise is ruined now.”


   Barrett Goss replaced his hat, steadying his horse.


   “I’m going to have an oil well!” Lace said.


   “You are what, Lace?” Barrett Goss held his reins against the saddle horn, pulling his horse’s head up sharply.


   “You heard me. I said an oil well, silly.”


   Goss laughed.


   “I declare,” burst Lace. “I mean it! Horizon Oil—what did Duke call it—spudding in a rig? Anyway, it’s on our ranch—over by Cedar hollow. Eve and I are going ova: to watch.”


   Lace turned to Eve, “I’m going to be rich, honey. Aren’t you glad?” Eve did not answer, and Lace said petulantly  to Goss, “She wants me to take her into town, right now.”


   Goss chuckled, “Lace Ivy, the fact that some wildcatter is drilling here certainly doesn’t mean he’ll strike oil.” Then he turned to Eve, “Everything is being taken care of in town, Eve. You need not be at all disturbed.”


   “I want to see to things myself—” Eve began.


   “Aren’t you glad for me, honey?” Lace pleaded.


   “Please, Lace,” Goss urged piously, and to Eve, “All final arrangements will be made just as you like, my dear.” He seemed distracted. “The air will do you good. Let’s all ride over for a look at Lace’s oil well.”


   Lace flapped the reins eagerly, urging the horse out of the yard and into the road at a fast trot. Goss, Cash Pickett, and Ben South fell in behind the buggy. Goss seemed satisfied to let the buggy set the pace, and the trio of horsemen gradually fell fifty yards behind. Goss shifted his seat to accommodate the leg in the shortened stirrup, and rode in silence. Ben sank into his own thoughts, and made no effort to interrupt him. The girl has no business here, he thought.


   Ben watched the buggy ahead, lurching violently over a stretch of rocky shale. They skirted a river, a broad bed of salt-rimed sand bars, black edged now from crude oil sifting down from upstream drilling. It ruins the country, as well as the people, Ben thought. The trail curved away from the river, passing a ramshackle nester shanty. It occurred to Ben that a little oil money might be a boon here, as he gazed at the shack that housed the poverty stricken nesters. A gaunt dog rose hackling from under the stilted house, and ran into the trail barking angrily.


   Cash Pickett’s horse was near the bar ditch, and the dog rushed his heels, yapping. The horse snorted and buck-jumped. Pickett turned in the saddle and shouted, “Get out of there.” The anger in his shout renewed the dog’s barking and it crouched in the bar ditch in a rage of barking. Cash pulled up the horse and pulled his .45 from the holster.


   The shot cut the barking short, the gaunt hound gave a  startled yelp as the slug knocked it sprawling in die bar ditch. It started to rise, then trembled violently, and fell. Goss spurred around Cash Pickett as the buggy up ahead came to a halt  “It’s all right, ladies,” Goss called, “just Cash, trying to scare off a cur.”


   Lace Ivy’s pale hair appeared at the rear window, then disappeared and the buggy started forward. Goss came thundering back.


   “You idiot! Put that gun up. That girl’s upset enough without you doing a damn fool thing like that!”


   Cash protested, “Hellsfire, Goss! That dog had my horse scant!”


   Through a sickening disgust, Ben said to Goss, “Is this the way your rodeo champ handles a fractious horse?”


   The dog’s body lay in the ditch, flies already beginning to examine it. Pickett had not holstered his gun. He brought it now to lay loosely across the saddle pommel.


   Ben rode alongside him and read aloud from the brass plate rivetted to the ornate trophy saddle Pickett rode.


   Pickett balanced the .45. “Say it, Mister,” he invited.


   Casually and accurately, Ben spat on the brass plate. Barrett Goss drove in between them.


   “Stop it!” he swore. “The dog’s dead. Put that gun up, Cash.”


   Ben said nothing. Turning his horse, he followed the buggy. Behind him, Goss and Pickett argued in angry exchange.


   “By glory, Barrett, I’ve had all I’ll take off him.”


   “Let’s have no more of this. Put that gun up”


   Ben could see the black spars of a new oil derrick across the timber. A raw new road cut through the blackjacks with hard-dried ruts that had been cut a foot deep during recent rains. Clods crumbled from the rut edges as the buggy turned into the new road. They lost the buggy momentarily in the sharply twisting road, then sighted it again as it drew up at the derrick.


   Lace had stopped the buggy beside a rack of casing and  was climbing down as they came alongside. She was high with enthusiasm. A burly man in a grease stained hat came toward them, and Lace hailed him.


   “This is Mr. Woods,” she said.


   The burly man, wearing high laced boots, shook hands with Goss and Pickett and Ben as they dismounted. “I’m tool-pusher for Horizon Oil and Gas,” he explained.


   “How soon will you start?” Lace queried excitedly.


   “We’ve already started,” Woods grinned. “Them men up on the rig are setting the crown block. Drilling crew’ll be here at noon to spud in.”


   “How soon will you strike oil?”


   The tool-pusher laughed and winked at Ben South. “Probably not at all, ma’am. Last well on this side of town hit salt water at twelve-hundred feet.”


   “Oh,” Lace murmured in faint dismay. “What’s that huge wheel they’re spinning around?”


   “That’s the bull wheel, ma’am. Part of the draw works. It’s a sort of windlass.”


   “Oh,” Lace said vaguely.


   Woods nodded. “I’ve seen ’em burn the brakes and run wild—tear the rig up.”


   Lace said disappointedly, “There really isn’t much to see yet, is there?”


   “I guess not. It may be a couple weeks before we get any kind of a showing.”


   “You mean oil?”


   “Oil, or gas, or a dry hole—”


   Someone shouted bom high in the derrick.


   The tool-pusher said, “Excuse me.” He touched his hat to Eve and Lace, “We’ll be Bring the boiler in a few minutes now. It’ll get pretty noisy around here.”


   Barrett Goss took a limping step toward the derrick. “Lace, how long has Duke known about this?”


   Lace giggled. “Quite a while. Duke wanted it kept quiet so he could buy up some royalty around. Didn’t think I could keep a secret, did you?”


   Barrett Goss seemed irritated, “Well, there’s no use staying here. Eve wants to get back to town. I wonder if you’d mind letting Mr. South drive her in? Ben will lend you his horse, and Cash and I will ride back to the ranch with you. Ben has a business matter to discuss with Eve…that is, if you don’t mind my company, and Cash?”


   Lace Ivy looked at Cash and smiled prettily, “I’m sure it’s all right with me, if Mr. Pickett doesn’t mind. What do you think, honey?” she asked Eve.


   Barrett Goss drew Ben aside. “This is the best chance we’ll have. Use that charm of yours on her. It will be the most profitable use you’ve ever made of it.”


   “Now, look here, Barrett,” Ben began. “I don’t want—”
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   The fired boiler came in with a roar. Two roughnecks came running from it and disappeared in the pulley house. The bull wheel began to turn slowly as the derrick man climbed the rig with a light lead cable looped around his shoulder.


   Lace Ivy walked gingerly across the muddy ground and took Ben’s reins, coyly. Ben let them go and went to the buggy. Eve Tansel sat quiescently, looking at her hands folded in her lap. Ben opened his mouth to shout, asking permission, then thought better of it…He climbed in the buggy and unwrapped the reins from the whipstock.


   Ben kept his attention on the road and on the jogging horse beyond the dashboard. As the roar of the boiler faded behind them, Ben noted details about Eve Tansel. She was wearing a dark suit with cuffs of fine Irish lace. The skirt and bodice were rumpled from the riding, but neatly fitting. Her hat was dark straw, wide-brimmed. The face shaded beneath the hat was small, faintly sad, and pretty. As the roar of the oilfield boiler was lost behind them, Ben became increasingly uncomfortable. Talk was not only possible now, but seemed essential.


   He said, “I should apologize for this intrusion.”


   Eve laid her hand on the buggy’s arm rest. “I’m eager to reach town, Mr. South. It doesn’t matter who drives me.”


   Ben reached out to flick the rump of the jogging horse with the whip.


   “G’ up, there!”


   They rode in silence.


   “I thought Mr. Goss said you had some matter to discuss with me,” she said finally.


   Ben let the silence run on for a time, doubtful as to what to say or how to say it.


   Then he spoke, “Barrett wants me to apply for the position of manager of the Old Campfire.”


   She looked at him with directness. “For what reason?”


   “Miss Tansel, you strike me as a lady. Surely you realize you can’t manage a saloon and gambling house.”


   Looking straight forward, Eve said, “My mother did!”


   “That is no business for a woman,” he insisted doggedly. “I had the impression that Mr. Goss was eager to manage it himself,” she said. “It appears that he has imposed his own policies pretty thoroughly—since he married my mother.” The girl seemed close to tears, and Ben spoke rapidly, embarrassed by the show of emotion^ and anxious to divert her. “I think the Old Campfire has suffered from lack of management,” he said. “Barrett is a man of, well, let’s say a man of wide interests. He hasn’t given full attention to the business—he has other interests he wants to pursue.”


   “I see. What are your qualifications?”


   Ben put it bluntly. “I am a professional gambler, Miss Tansel,” he said frankly. Confound it, he thought, I sound like I want the job.


   She did not answer. Ben slowed the horse to turn into the river road. The silence seemed intolerable. Just to fill the grimly silent void, he went on, “That may seem a doubtful recommendation to you. But at least it should assure you that I know the saloon business.”


   She said, “What salary would you require?”


   Ben hesitated. This has gone far enough, he told himself, now I’ve got to to get myself out. “The fact is, Miss Tansel, I don’t want the job. It was Barrett’s idea.”


   Eve Tansel frowned at him, curiously, “Then why—”


   “I wanted to—talk to you. I don’t think you know what you’re getting into.”


   High spirit flared in her eyes again, “Perhaps you can tell me what I’m getting into!”


   “Not altogether.”


   Determinedly, he turned the horse out of the trail and pulled to a halt. She studied him warily as he hung the reins over the dashboard. “I’m going to ask you some questions that may seem personal,” he said. “You don’t have to answer unless you want to.”


   “Go ahead.”


   “You’ve been in the East, haven’t you?”


   “Since I was eleven,” she answered.


   “About nine years,” Ben guessed.


   She almost smiled, “I’m twenty-two, if that’s what you’re trying to find out.”


   “Things have changed here since you left.”


   “A great deal,” she agreed.


   “How did your mother ever get in the saloon business?”


   She looked out across the river. A rock cliff rose sharply there. She seemed to study the faulted stone precipice, jagged and creviced in its abrupt plunge toward the river, with rubble and wedges of rock half buried in the water’s edge. A bobwhite called in the timber behind them, sharp and utterly distinct, as though to avoid anyone’s misunderstanding its cry.


   “When I was a child, my father was sheriff of this county. Saddle Rock was the county seat then,” she said. “It was just a village, mostly cattle loading pens. I don’t suppose there were a hundred people in the whole county. The sheriff’s office didn’t even pay a living wage, and daddy ran the Old Campfire as a sort of sideline. It was really more of a club for our little handful of cowboys and ranchers than it was a saloon. Then daddy was killed, trying to arrest a—” she paused here, glancing at Ben, “—a gambler who had cheated one of the cowboys.


   “Mother wanted to sell the Old Campfire, but the ranchers, daddy’s friends, persuaded her not to. They knew we had to live. They practically ran it for her, and she had the income from it. Mother used the money to send me to New York, to go to school, to study ballet.”


   She paused, as if trying to decide how to go on. “When the oil came it ruined the cattle range, most of daddy’s old friends are gone—Aunt Lace married that terrible Duke Ivy. I don’t know, everything seems to have gone to pieces. The oilfield roughnecks and roustabouts—and card sharps  have ruined the Old Campfire. When mother saw how wild it was getting, I think, she married Barrett Goss because she thought a man could handle it. But Barrett Goss didn’t help, he made it worse. You see, Mr. South, I don’t think much of your friend Barrett Goss.”


   She has Goss figured out right well, Ben thought with pleasure. He waited, and presently she went on.


   “I came home a few weeks ago, just for a visit. Mother tried to get me to go back, almost from the day I arrived. I wanted to stay and help. She said I didn’t know how. I decided to show her.”


   “Do you have anything to go back on?” Ben asked.


   She nodded, “I’ve been offered an audition with an European ballet company, if I return to New York at once.”


   Ben took up the reins, urging the horse into motion. “That’s your answer, Miss Tansel. I think Barrett Goss will offer you a fair price for the Old Campfire.”


   Her abrupt answer was a surprise. “I don’t want Barrett Goss to have the Old Campfire.”


   Ben was startled by the stubborn obstinance in her tone. His glance found her lips set in a determined line.


   “I don’t give up easily, Mr. South,” she declared.


   A quick anger at her foolish willfulness stirred Ben. He said flatly, “Now, look here, young lady, you take what Goss offers and get out of here!”


   “Is that what he sent you to tell me?”


   “Barrett Goss didn’t send me anywhere. Being proprietress of a saloon and gambling house is no occupation for a lady.”


   “I don’t intend that it be a gambling house any longer, Mr. South,” she declared. “I’m going to change that. I have my mother’s funeral to attend to,” she said firmly, “and then I am going to see the Old Campfire cleaned up…Back as it used to be.”


   Ben was at the point of asking her how she expected to accomplish this clean-up, if she thought she could somehow turn the clock back ten years? Then he felt a dismay that puzzled him. He found himself surprisingly disturbed for a man who had long felt he could completely control his emotions. She is upset now, he thought, when she’s had time to recover from her mother’s death, she’ll change her mind.


   Saddle Rock was in sight. They met a hired rig carrying four men in greasy, oil-blackened work clothes. Ben nodded. “That will be the drilling” crew for your aunt’s new well.”


   As the buggy came to the first tents and clapboard shacks of Saddle Rock, Eve said with a bitterness that again startled him, “I’ll appreciate it, Mr. South, if you’ll tell Barrett Goss not to send any more of his hirelings to me. I intend to operate the Old Campfire myself for the present.”


   A rare thing happened…Ben lost his temper. “May I make a suggestion about a business with which you seem quite unfamiliar, Miss Tansel?” he asked coldly.


   “If you wish.”


   “I watched you dance, last evening,” he said. “That may be suitable for a New York tea room. But not for a saloon crowd. You’ll have to wiggle your hips if you want to be a popular entertainer in a boomtown saloon!”


   Either rage or embarrassment brought hot color to her face. “Mr. South, if you’ll stop the buggy, I’ll get down here”


   “In this mud?”


   “If I must have filth, I prefer the street!”


   Ben forced himself to regain his composure, and apologized. They were now very near the Old Campfire. “What shall I do with the buggy?” he asked.


   “Leave it at the wagon yard.”


   The sun was high, its drying warmth beginning to crust the street mud. As the buggy drew up a round-shouldered man with scrubby gray whiskers stepped out from among the whittle-an-spit loafers idling in front of the saloon. He touched his warped, dirty hat and said, “Momin’, Miss Tansel.”


   As he reached to assist her down, Ben saw the shield and recognized him. It was the lawman who had questioned him at the explosion.


   Eve said, “Good morning, Marshal Sloan.” She took his arm and stepped down.


   Sloan squinted up at Ben.


   “I been lookin’ fer you, mister.”


   “You’ve found me,” Ben said.


   “Inquest’ll be at one o’clock,” Sloan said. “Judge Sumner says you be there.”


   “Where?” Ben asked.


   “Judge Sumner’s office in the livery barn.” Lucius Sloan removed the crumpled hat. “You can come if you want, Miss Tansel. But they ain’ no need. I’d stay away if I was you.”


   “Thank you, Marshal.”


   The idlers fell away from the door as Eve crossed the sidewalk and entered the Old Campfire. Sloan put a foot on the buggy wheel and said, “You seem to gravitate towards the Tansel women, dead or alive.”


   Ben considered him carefully. “Make that clear. What do you mean?”


   Sloan said passively, “You just be there this afternoon.” He took his foot down, and Ben drove off.


   He took the buggy to the wagon yard and left it. He walked back through town, to the barber shop. Here he had a bath, then feeling somewhat refreshed, returned to the Saddle Rock Hotel. After a meal in the hotel dining room, he went to the clerk’s desk for his key. “What time did I check in here last night?” he asked the hotel clerk.


   The clerk adjusted his pink sleeve-holders, and turned a page back in the register. “Six-fifteen p.m., sir.”


   “Right after the westbound train came in.”


   “Yes sir. Our boy brought you up from the depot in the carry-all. Why—”


   “Just checking.”


   Ben went up to his room. He found his baggage receipt, and his punched ticket. He pocketed these, packed his suitcase, set it by the door, and left the hotel.


   He had to wait in line at the depot window. There seemed to be more boomers leaving Saddle Rock than had arrived on the incoming train. When his turn at the window came, Ben asked, “When is the next eastbound?”


   “One thirty-two.”


   “That won’t do. When’s the next?”


   “Well…There’s a freight dead-heading out around midnight, if you can stand the caboose.”


   “One way to Chicago,” Ben shoved his fare through the wicket.


   He shouldered out then, and paced slowly through the town. At the far end of the main street, he found the livery barn. Through a fly-specked window, he could see an old man with manure stained boots propped on the desk, reading a newspaper. A shingle tacked on the livery door read,


   



   E. P. SUMNER


   JUSTICE OF THE PEACE


   



   Ben walked on past. From the door bay of a photographer’s gallery next door, Ben stood and watched the livery entrance. Lucius Sloan arrived on a decrepit, skewbald mare and got down at the hitch rail. He stood on the board walk, occasionally stopping some passer-by, haggling impatiently, and directing him on into the office. Barrett Goss and Cash Pickett arrived together, and Sloan followed them into the office. A few minutes later Ben saw the gambler, Duke Ivy, and Lace cross the street, gingerly avoiding the mud puddles, and enter the office. They seemed to be bickering about something. Ben glanced at his watch; it was almost one o’clock.


   He stepped out of the door bay, and stopped abruptly. Eve Tansel, accompanied by a dignified, elderly man who carried an oak cane, was approaching the livery. The elderly man, who had the look of a profession about him, wore a brown derby hat and had a white, handlebar mustache. He saw Ben standing in the center of the sidewalk, paused at the livery office door, and came on toward Ben.


   Eve Tansel hesitated, then followed. The white-haired man stopped before Ben. “Would you be Ben South?” he asked.


   “Yes.”


   He transferee! his cane and offered Ben his hand. “I’m Doc Shaw,” he said pleasantly. “This is Miss Eve Tansel. Kate was her mother.”


   Eve said cooly, “I have met Mr. South.”


   “I’m curious to hear what you have to say about all this,* said the doctor. “Some things about it strike me as odd.”


   Ben glanced at Eve. She was looking off into the street, as if he did not exist. The elderly doctor leaned on his cane, surveying the clouds that scudded across the horizon.


   “Looks like it’s going to rain again,” he commented absently. “I never saw such a place for rain lately. We haven’t been out of the mud for more than a month.”


   Ben said, “I’ve heard crude oil in the atmosphere does it.”


   “Old wives talk.” scorned Doc Shaw. “Rains every fall, some more’n others. It’s just the season. Or maybe a benign providence trying to slow down some the deviltry that goes on here.”


   Ben said, “Some people around here seem to regard me as being in league with the devil, Doctor.”


   Doc Shaw glanced at Eve. He shook his head. “I checked on you, just to satisfy my own curiosity. I know what time you got here, and mostly what you did from then on. The marshal is barking on the wrong trail.”


   “Last night,” Ben said, “I heard Sloan call himself a constable. Today everyone calls him Marshal. Has he been promoted?”


   “No,” the doctor allowed. “That’s a long story, Mr. South. Goes back into county politics. We had a county seat struggle here some years ago, right after Eve’s daddy got killed. It was pretty bitter, and the county seat got moved over to Trimble. Trimble is a long ways off, and Saddle Rock is a kind of a county orphan. The sheriff is a Trimble man, and he don’t pay us much mind. We elected old man Sumner justice of the peace, and he appointed Lucius constable. We call Lucius marshal, you might say, a courtesy title.” That’s mighty little law for a town this size” Ben said. “Well—we never needed much. It has got bad since the oil boom.”


   “You’re going to have a bad situation here,” Ben said, “if you don’t do something about it.”


   “I agree,” Doc Shaw nodded, “but it’s hard to get people untracked, particular, when it’s a matter of voting taxes on themselves. Lucius manages to make out, one way or another. Mostly by ignoring everything he can. The bad situation will have to get worse before anyone—say, Lucius is motionin’ to us now. Come along, Eve.”


   Ben followed Eve and Doc Shaw into the livery office.


   VII


   The small room was strong with horse sweat, and in its strained atmosphere, conversation was hushed, sibilant. The five men Lucius Sloan had directed in from the sidewalk were sitting near a saddle rack against the back wall. The group had all the earmarks of an impromptu jury. They were oilfield roughnecks, grimy with the stain of their trade.


   Cash Pickett leaned to whisper something to Goss, who nodded slowly, his wide mouth pursed. He got up, solicitiously giving his chair to Eve, and pulled up a pair of empty horse shoe kegs for himself and Doc Shaw. Ben leaned against the wall.


   Lucius Sloan said, “I reckon we’re ready, Judge Sumner.”


   The unshaven old man with the manure-stained boots lowered his paper. A pair of filthy bib overalls and a blue shirt hung on him like loose burlap. He peered around the room over his spectacles and said, “We seem to be short one juror. Mr. Pickett, will you act as jury foreman? Court’s in session. Call your first witness, Lucius.”


   “Mr. Ben South.”


   “Take the chair, Mr. South,” ordered the judge.


   The “chair” was another empty horse shoe keg. With growing amazement at the kangaroo court atmosphere of the proceedings, Ben sat down on the keg.


   “Just tell what you know,” the seedy old judge said ingratiatingly.


   “I heard an explosion,” Ben shrugged. “I rode to the scene and found a—” he paused grimly, glancing at Eve. She sat pale and firm, her hands folded in her lap. “—a woman in the wreckage of a house,” Ben finished.


   The judge opened the drawer of his desk. Ben could see a litter of spilled snuff in the otherwise empty drawer. The  judge raked it into a pile, took a pinch in dirty fingers, and deposited it behind his lower lip. “Was she dead?”


   “Yes.”


   “Thank ye. Step down.”


   “Uh—jest a minute, judge,” Lucius Sloan drawled waspishly. “Can I ask a question?”


   The judge scrutinized him. “I reckon so, Lucius.”


   “Where was you before the explosion, Mr. South?”


   Ben carefully described his arrival in Saddle Rock, and exhibited his baggage receipt and punched ticket…“I was riding a horse the hotel boy rented for me from this livery stable,” he concluded.


   Barrett Goss broke in pompously, “I can verify that, Judge Sumner. Ben South is a friend of mine.”


   The judge sucked his snuff. “I see. That’s all, Mr. South.”


   “Wait, Judge,” Lucius Sloan said. “I want to ask this witness if anything seemed unusual to him.”


   “Don’t want to know how things seemed, Lucius,” the judge said reedily. “Just want to know what he saw.”


   “Judge—”


   “That’ll be all, Lucius,” then to Ben, “git up.”


   Ben got up from the keg. Lucius Sloan’s face was red with anger. Doc Shaw was called and testified in medical terms to the condition of the body and the cause of death. The doctor concluded by remarking that he would like to see Ben recalled to answer Lucius Sloan’s last question. Judge Sumner nodded absently, and called Barrett Goss.


   Ben listened to Goss’ testimony about the new gas stove. Judge Sumner nodded, clucking sympathetically. The jury was shifting restlessly, in spite of several owlish glares from the judge.


   “A terrible and tragic accident,” the judge said, nodding sorrowfully. He rapped the desk with his knuckles and declared, “Accidental death. If the jury is ready to concur, we’ll adjourn to the saloon for a drink at expense of the county.”


   Cash Pickett agreed, “We’re sure ready,” and chairs began scraping. Ben wondered what it would take to spook them up a little.


   “Barrett,” he asked loudly, “you’ve spent a good deal of time in the mining country. Do you recall how dynamite smells?”


   The room fell deathly silent. Barrett Goss’ wide mouth clamped shut like a sprung trap. Lucius Sloan called for order then as an excited clamor of voices rose sharply.


   Ben opened the office door, stepped out, and shut it behind him. He could hear the old justice of the peace banging the desk with his fist, his reedy voice squawking that the hearing was adjourned.


   Ben walked back to the wagon yard where he had left Ivy’s buggy. It was still there. He snapped Lace’s mare back in the traces, and drove across the railroad tracks, and out toward the oilfield. He wanted to think.


   Rolling banks of clouds were building on the horizon ahead of him. Against them, the skeletons of countless derricks jutted. The road was soaked with oil waste, every gulley and wash a Stygian river. It was a ruined land he drove through, noisy with steam boilers, popping exhausts, and clanking machinery; littered with slush pits, cast-off machinery and black wooden tanks. The drilling was pretty well played out here. Even the weed fields were coated with black oil waste. Ben guessed it would be half-a-century before a blade of grass would grow again on this gutted earth. Saddle Rock’s oil boom was waning, and the grassland was ruined.


   Ben found it hard to understand his deepening concern for Eve Tansel. He had no patience at all with her headstrong and foolish intention to operate the saloon, which came, he supposed, from some nostalgic feeling she had for a past long gone, for a dead father she had loved, then confused by the shock of finding her mother married to Barrett Goss, and now callously murdered. He considered the possibility that he might be in love with Eve, and cast it aside. He had spent his life in an atmosphere of attractive women, show girls, gamblers’ women, saloon dancers.


   He was convinced that he was long since immune to female charms. It was, he concluded, only his normal sympathy for the underdog, for in Eve’s case, things sure were certainly rigged against her.


   With the afternoon wearing on, Ben turned the buggy and headed back toward Saddle Rock. He had no choice but to try once more to persuade her to leave, before he caught the midnight train out.


   VIII


   There was the problem of where to look. Ben decided to try the Old Campfire. He left the buggy in the wagon yard, and walked through the dusk to the saloon. It was crowded. Ben moved out on the saloon floor and glanced- up at the balcony. Cash Pickett was standing there.


   Ben hunted through the crowd for the swamper, old Forty-Rod.


   Instead, the swamper found him, and as he ambled up, Ben asked, “Have you seen Eve Tansel?”


   Forty-Rod rhymed toothlessly,


   “Of all the girls that air so smart, there’s none like purty Sally,


   She is the darling of my heart, and lives in our alley.”


   Ben shook his head. “You need a guitar, man. Have you seen Miss Tansel?”


   Forty-Rod grinned mysteriously, “Do like I told you, you dang fool! Go out to the alley…come in the back door. I reckon she’s in her dressin’ room.”


   Exasperated, Ben tossed Forty-Rod a silver dollar. He went around to the alley. When he knocked on the dressing room door, she called, “Who is it?” and Ben told her.


   The door opened. Ben said, “Miss Tansel, I want to apologize for this morning,” Ben began. “I feel that I have to talk with you again.”


   Eve smiled ruefully and offered him a chair. It was die same chair that had been in Barrett Goss’ office a night ago.


   “I had my mother’s things moved down here from the office,” Eve said. “I’m going to live here for awhile.”


   “Live here?” Ben exclaimed. “You’ve got to understand—”


   “Perhaps I do,” she interrupted. She was wearing a blue silk dressing gown over her dancing costume.


   “The show must go on, I see,” Ben said grimly.


   “It’s not that at all,” she said sadly. “It’s just that I don’t intend to lose my hold here—and Kate would understand.”


   “I think you should know that you were meant to be included in the explosion that killed your mother.”


   Eve nodded, “I do. That’s why I will not sell out to Barrett Goss.”


   Ben said flatly, “Miss Tansel, you’re being ridiculous. Selling whiskey, running a gambling house is no job for a woman. If you won’t sell to Goss, turn the place over to Duke Ivy. Money is the only objective of a place like this. Ivy can send you that.”


   Eve laughed bitterly, “Now you’re being ridiculous. Duke would steal the ring from a gypsy’s nose. He let his own brother go to prison.”


   Ben could have commented that he was hardly surprised, but he kept quiet.


   Eve went on bleakly, “Duke has a younger brother they call Son. Duke stole a pair of horses and sent Son to deliver them to another gang. He got caught, and Duke let him go to jail for it.”


   Ben got up, “Well, that has nothing to do with the fact that you can’t stay here!”


   “If it had been your mother that was murdered, Ben South, would you leave?”


   “I never knew my mother,” Ben evaded. “She died of river fever less than a year after I was bom.”


   “I’m ashamed of how little I knew mine,” Eve murmured. “Mr. South, would you be willing to take die job we were discussing this morning?”


   Ben hesitated for a reason he could not fathom, but he knew it was the same peculiar sensation that had plagued him all through the afternoon. He fingered the railroad ticket in his waistcoat pocket. “For how long?”


   “Until I can convict Barrett Goss and Cash Pickett.”


   There was an abrupt knock on the dressing room door. Eve looked at the door in sudden alarm. “Who’s there?” she called. “It’s Alvin, Miss Eve. The orchestra’s playing your cue…”


   Eve hurriedly removed the dressing gown and stepped out. Ben waited until the sound of their footsteps were gone. He let himself out then, into the rising blare of the music, and stepped through the alley door.


   He paused in the alley, in the early evening darkness, feeling for and lighting a cigar. Here, he thought, is a girl out of her mind. Determined to clean up a boom town saloon just for auld lang syne, and off-handedly, in her spare time, to catch and convict a cagey old timber wolf like Barrett Goss, and a hired killer.


   IX


   Barrett   Goss sat alone in his office, now nearly barren of furnishings. He was glad to be rid of them, idly planning their replacement with equipment befitting an oil promoter, speculating with a proposition that had occurred to him since the news of the first Ivy test well. Cash Pickett was a clumsy fool, Goss reflected, but for once his stupidity may have been a blessing. Barrett turned the thought, savoring it; it was nebulous, but the possibility seemed enormous. A tentative rapping on the office door broke into his thoughts.


   The door crept open, and Justice of the Peace E. P. Sumner peered in furtively, asking, “You busy, Goss?”


   Barrett scowled, “Well, at least you knocked.”


   Sumner came into the office. “I’ve run a little short of money, Barrett.”


   Goss lifted suffering eyes to the ceiling, “I’ll have you on my neck for the rest of time, I suppose.”


   “I got good news for you,” Sumner offered. “That feller Ben South, that tried to upset things this afternoon, he’s leavin’ town. Depot agent told me he bought a ticket fer Chicago on the midnight local.”


   There was some satisfaction in this, Barrett Goss thought. But he could not understand why Ben, normally so determined to attend to his own business, had thrown that hearing into an uproar. “So Ben is leaving,” he murmured. “That’s just as well. Cash Pickett is ready to hang his hide up to dry.” Goss poured a drink, lit a cigar, and shoved the bottle and cigar box toward Judge Sumner.


   “Judge, are you familiar with the laws of inheritance?”


   “Tolerably.”


   “This thing has taken on a new light. I would have gotten Kate’s property, if Eve had died with her…but  as a stepfather, do I stand to inherit Eve Tansel’s holdings if she should die?”


   Sumner said doubtfully, “It’d be tricky in court. If there was any other claimant…


   “It would be better if there was a will.”


   “Yep,” Sumner confirmed definitely.


   Goss swung his swivel chair around to look out into the night. “Judge, I want you to draw up such a will.”


   “Now, wait a minute, Barrett! That’d be forgery. I ain’t takin’ no such risk—”


   “There’ll be no risk. I’ll obtain Eve’s signature. You just draw up the will.” He leaned to light the Judge’s cigar.


   



   



   With the key Eve had given him, Ben unlocked the Old Campfire the next morning, Saturday. The saloon was empty. It stank of stale beer, and tobacco smoke. Ben walked through the previous night’s litter of trash, cigar butts, tom playing cards, chewed tobacco cuds, and paused to right an overturned chair. A leg was broken off. He heard a gutteral, slobbering noise then, and paused, locating it under a pool table. An oil field roustabout was snoring there. A shudder passed through Ben. Eve Tansel was sleeping back there in her backstage dressing room.


   Ben shoved the roughneck with his boot, then hauled him slackly erect. The man opened red-inflamed eyes and muttered as Ben propelled him to the door. As the bright sun struck the man’s eyes he began cursing, and Ben left him reeling on the sidewalk. Ben went in, closed and locked the door.


   A key scraped rustily in the door lock.


   Barrett Goss limped in. That short leg was a relic of a Chicago knife fight. Ben recalled pulling off the angry man, a victim of Goss’ dice cogging, but not before the knife had done its work on the tendons of Goss’ leg.


   “I thought you were gone,” Goss frowned.


   “You’d prefer it that way, Barrett?”


   “What were you trying to do yesterday?” Goss queried thinly.


   Ben decided to play it close to his chest. He shrugged. “I suspected foul play, Barrett.”



   “By whom?” Goss asked innocently.


   “It could mighty well be you.”


   Goss shook his head. “I had things going my way with Kate Tansel, Ben. Why should I kill her?”


   “What about Gash Pickett?”


   “Cash is curious about you, tool”


   “What would Pickett have to gain by your wife’s death?”


   “I don’t know,” Goss lied. He limped to the bar and poured himself a drink. “What do you intend to do, Ben?” “Run this place. Clean it up.”


   “So she gave you the job?” Barrett tossed off the drink and returned the bottle to the back bar. “That means you’re working for me too, you know. I have money invested in this saloon.”


   Ben said, “Would you like to invest some more?”


   Goss looked at him sharply. “Perhaps. Why?”


   “She refuses to consider selling to you. You might commission some agent to make her an offer. Maybe Duke Ivy.”


   “I’ll think about it.”


   “I’d like to see her leave Saddle Rock,” Ben said. “And as soon as she leaves, I’ll go too.”


   Goss studied him intently for a moment. He retrieved the bottle from the back bar, poured another drink, and offered the bottle to Ben.


   Ben shook his head.


   “I’ve known you to take a drink,” Goss said thoughtfully, “but I’ve never seen you interested in a woman—until now.” Goss drank his whiskey. “I’ll think about your suggestion, Ben. Meanwhile, I’d advise you to stay clear of Gash Pickett.” Barrett Goss limped up the stairs.


   Ben South had only left him with a new worry. In .his office, with the door closed behind him, Goss anxiously rumpled his sparse hair. So Ben was urging Eve Tansel to leave town.


   



   



   Ben opened the Old Campfire for business as soon as old  Forty-Rod had swamped it out. He then gave the boss bartender a key, and instructions to open up at noon each day. Ben had him place a sign on the back bar mirror:


   



   OPEN UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT


   WE CLOSE AT MIDNIGHT


   



   He let the speculation flow concerning the new management. At midnight, he had Forty-Rod lock the doors. Ben then began the task of closing off the games and throwing out the drunks. When he finished, his left eye was swelled shut from a roustabout’s fist, and he was dead tired. He carefully checked to make certain no one was left. He went back to warn Eve Tansel to be careful, to keep her door tightly locked—and went to the hotel.


   Ben slept late on Sunday morning. He arose at noon, shaved painfully, and ruefully dusted the sawdust from his dark suit. He went down then and stopped at the desk to leave his key. As the sleeve-holdered clerk put it in his mailbox, Ben asked, “Have you heard anything about arrangements for Kate Tansel’s—Mrs. Goss’—funeral?”


   “It was held early this morning,” the clerk replied.


   Ben felt a deep regret, though he knew of nothing he could have done had he been present. It would certainly have been out-of-place for him to have presumed to try to take care of Eve on the basis of their short acquaintance.


   “Mostly family, I understand—a few friends,” the clerk went on. “Are you going to the rodeo this afternoon, Mister South?”


   “What rodeo?” Ben asked.


   “Well, it’s not exactly a rodeo,” the clerk explained. “Just some of the boys have put a hundred dollars apiece into a prize pot. They have some bucking horses…


   Cash Pickett, Ben thought Just as well get that over with, too. Adjusting a tom lapel of his coat, Ben walked to the livery barn. He rented the balky sorrel gelding again, from the same stable boy, then rode toward the loading pens at the railroad yard, which was the only place he could see a crowd gathering.


   There were six bronc-busting rider contestants. They had the broncs in an empty loading pen on the siding. A hammer-headed bay was being led into the loading chute. It was saddled there, mounted, and the gate thrown open. The rider was off-balance from the start. The bronc flung out across the tracks with twisting violence. Promptly, its rider unloaded in the dust.


   Ben saw few people in the crowd that he knew. Cash Pickett was sitting on the fence thirty yards away, with his back to Ben. Let him find me, Ben thought. He eased sidewise in the saddle, leaning comfortably over the saddle horn. A buggy pulled in beside him and a trilling feminine voice called out, “Well, hello there, Ben South! Don’t you speak to your friends?”


   Ben glanced under the canopy. It was Lace. He nodded solemnly to Duke Ivy who held the reins, and tipped his black hat to Lace. She wore a fancy dress of pink, and a snow-white scarf with extremely long fringes lay across her shoulders.


   Lace smiled coquetishly, “Land alive, Ben South! What has happened to your face?”


   “Just a little trouble,” Ben said.


   Duke Ivy’s mouth twisted beneath the beak-like nose.


   Lace made sympathetic noises with her brightly painted lips, “My, your coat’s tom too. I’ll mend it for you if you’ll give it to me when you leave.”


   Ben thanked her courteously. “How is your oil well coming?” he asked.


   “Just wonderfully,” Lace crowed elatedly. “The driller told Duke the sandrock shale is soft enough to drill fast, but the hole stands up—whatever that means. It sounds silly, doesn’t it? Imagine a hole standing up—”


   “Lace, be quiet!”


   The vehement order startled Lace, and she glared angrily at her husband. Duke, sallow and cold-eyed, had turned to watch the riders. Lace squealed, “Oh, look Duke! It’s Cash coming out!”


   Ben admitted that the blond, stocky Pickett could ride. If Pickett’s bronc was not pitching as hard as the first horse,


   Cash was making it look twice as hard. He was a real bill-show rider, raking spurs viciously, fanning the bronc from ears to flanks with his big hat.


   Lace Ivy was in an ecstasy of squealing. Cash had ridden the bronc almost to a standstill when Lace’s squeal turned to alarm. Under Pickett’s wicked spurring the bronc broke afresh. It lurched back against the chute. Pickett’s head drove, cracking like a gun shot, against the chute crossmember. Cash was knocked out of the saddle.


   Lace threw off her scarf and jumped out of the buggy. “Oh, he’s hurt,” she shrieked.


   She ran through the crowd to Pickett and lifted Pickett’s head into her lap. Blood was dribbling from a cut in his scalp.


   He pushed away from her and sat up groggily. He stood up then, shaking his head and wiping the blood that ran down across his forehead, then leaned dizzily on Lace. She guided him through the murmuring crowd toward the buggy. As they reached the buggy, Cash looked up and saw Ben South. He paused, bracing himself against the dashboard. His eyes swimming, glassy, half-focused, Cash Pickett glared at Ben with baleful hate. Duke Ivy slid across the seat. Pickett took the hand Ivy offered and grudgingly climbed into the buggy. Lace shook the reins and swung the vehicle toward town at a careening run.


   X


   When the Old Campfire opened on Monday morning, Ben had a new sign posted on the doors:


   



   WE PURVEY FINE LIQUOR


   FRIENDLY GAMES 


   Card Sharks Go Elsewhere  


   



   He hired a pair of unemployed roughnecks as bouncers, and took a place near the balcony rail. When an undesirable character entered the saloon, Ben pointed him out—and he was invited to leave. When Duke Ivy came in shortly after noon, Ben resisted a strong inclination to point him out to the bouncers.


   As the afternoon wore on the rough crowd began to understand that Ben meant what he said. Business fell off. Late in the afternoon, Barrett Goss came in. His mouth spread in amazement at the nearly empty saloon.


   “Is this your new policy?” he demanded. “You’re ruining the place! Eve Tansel will have to go back East, or starve to death.” He stalked up to his office.


   Ben remained unprovoked. She wants a quiet place…she’ll have one, even if we have to lock the doors, he thought. A group of four men entered the saloon. They went to the bar, ordered drinks, and conversed quietly. As they talked, another man, alone, entered and stepped to the bar. He ordered, and sipped his drink thoughtfully. The four men continued their earnest discussion. Ben saw one of them remove a folded, legal-appearing paper from his pocket. One of the men called the bartender and requested pen and ink. He signed the paper.


   There was hand shaking all around. Another of the group called for a deck of cards, and the four retired to a table near the back of the saloon. Barrett Goss came out of his office. He scowled down into the saloon, then a curious  surprise swept his dour features. He hurried downstairs to whisper to Ben,


   “Do you know who that man at the bar is? That’s P. R. Ecroat, of Southwestern Exploration. And back there at the table…that’s Jesse Vener and his partner. Two of the biggest lease buyers in the country.” Goss was almost jigging on his short leg, “This gives me a chance to meet the men a speculator needs to meet.”


   Goss limped up to the bar, near Ecroat.


   



   



   Eve performed that evening in front of a different crowd. It was a small group of almost dignified men, quiet and orderly. The Old Campfire had replaced the lobby of the Saddle Rock Hotel as headquarters for traders, brokers, lease and land buyers. It had become a quiet place where they could talk and discuss their business. There were no tinhorn sharpshooters trying to edge into every card game. The saloon was drawing the highest class trade in Saddle Rock, and Ben South was disgusted.


   The next morning Eve was almost reckless in her enthusiasm. “Not a single bawdy whistle while I danced,” she exulted.


   “They have the same instincts as the rowdies,” Ben moralized sourly. “Only their approach is more suave.”


   “I’ve told Alvin to take all the off-color jokes out of his act. I’m going to hire a chorus line, and coach them. I won’t be satisfied until we have a show as sophisticated as our trade.”


   Ben grumbled at the suggestion of the chorus line. “The worst job of all is keeping the street girls out of here,” he argued. “They’ve found out this is where the money is coming. I have to keep a man on the door all the time to keep them out. The men hate that job—those flossies have long fingernails!”


   “My chorus line won’t be street girls!” she told him hotly, then, with returning enthusiasm, suggested, “Why don’t you have a pair of those booths on the balcony torn out, and make yourself an office? Then until Barrett Goss moves out—”


   Ben interrupted her. “Barrett Goss isn’t moving out.”


   “What is he going to do?”


   “I’d like to know,” mused Ben. “I haven’t seen Cash Pickett for two days. Has Duke Ivy been around to make you an offer?”


   “Why, no. Ben, do you think if we told Marshal Sloan exactly what we suspect—”


   “Lucius Sloan is already suspicious. Of who I’m not sure.”


   “Ben, I’m afraid.”


   “You should be. I’ll try to watch Goss, but you’re going to have to be careful. You should leave this town.” He could sense the obstinance building in her again, but he went on, “Eve, I know how you feel about your mother’s murder, but revenge is the poorest of all motives.”


   Eve’s dressing room door burst open. It was Lace Ivy. She retreated as rapidly as she had entered, “Oh, I’m sorry, Eve honey. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


   Eve called hurriedly, “Come in, Lace. Don’t be foolish.”


   “I almost didn’t get in at all»” Lace pouted. “That awful man at the door wouldn’t let me in. I had to sneak in through the alley.” She was breathing rapidly as she pulled off long white gloves.


   Eve laughed, “That’s our new policy, Lace. No girls in the Old Campfire.”


   “Well, it’s nice for you—all those men around,” Lace said brusquely.


   Eve laughed cheerfully.


   “I mean it,” Lace stormed. “Duke hasn’t said a pleasant word to me all day. That awful oil well has hit some kind of limestone. It’s going awfully slow. Duke is in a terrible humor. He’s afraid it’s going to be a dry hole, like everyone seems to think. He just lives at that oil derrick.”


   “I expect I’d better get back to work,” Ben interrupted. “If you’ll excuse me—”


   “Oh, don’t let me run you off.”


   He closed the door on Lace’s protest.


   During the afternoon, Ben idled about the bar and the busy tables. Toward the middle of the afternoon, Duke Ivy came in. He wandered from group to group until he managed an invitation to buy into one of the poker games. Ben let him, thinking perhaps he was just in for a little relaxation, tired of spending his time at the drilling well. But as he watched Duke’s play briefly, he knew better. Dropping the attitude of casualness, Ben went straight to the table. He tapped Duke Ivy’s shoulder.


   “I’d like to see you a minute.”


   Ivy glanced at him coldly. “Get away.”


   One of the bouncers saw the trouble, started over and Ben waved him away. “Let’s go, Duke.”


   “You can see me here, can’t you?” Ivy snarled.


   “Privately.”


   “The hell with you!”


   Ben grabbed a handful of Duke Ivy’s wavy hair. As he heaved Ivy out of the chair he brought himself inside Duke’s thrashing arms and lifted the .32 shoulder gun he’d taken from Ivy once before. He stamped .down heavily on Duke’s patent-leather instep and, as the spade-nosed gambler howled, Ben shoved him up the stage steps and through the back door into the alley.


   “Peel off that coat,” Ben directed.


   Duke protested weakly, “What if I won’t?”


   Ben raised the thirty-two, “I’ll see if this nickel-plated toy is accurate enough to clip an ear.”


   Duke peeled the coat. Ben stepped up and tore off the network of straps and springs that make up a gambler’s harness. It still held the playing card Ben had seen it snatch up Duke’s sleeve.


   “All right, Duke,” he said. “You can drink in my place. But don’t sit in another card game here.”


   “Your place now, is it?” Ivy turned and stalked defiantly back into the Old Campfire.


   Ben followed him, and paused to knock on Eve’s door. Lace had gone. Ben sat wearily on the couch and told her about the fracas with Duke. “He was playing to win,” Ben finished.


   Eve agreed, “And playing to cheat. Duke can’t enjoy anything unless it’s dishonest.” She paused, then added, “Lace told me where Cash Pickett is. He’s staying with Duke and Lace while his head heals. Cash and Duke have been bickering. Duke is jealous.”


   Ben went back to work. Shortly after dark, Duke Ivy passed out at the bar. Ben had one of the bouncers move the drunken gambler to a room at the hotel.


   Three routine days passed. Goss seemed absorbed in oil speculation. He did not frequent the Old Campfire, he seemed to take no interest in the saloon. Ben’s patience wore tenuously thin; he knew that doing nothing had no part in Barrett Goss’ character. Ben reached the point where he disliked to have Eve Tansel out of his sight, even during the full light of the shortening autumn days.


   



   



   She was coming down the steps of Moore’s Hardware a few days later when she encountered Duke Ivy.


   “I’ve been looking for you,” Duke was sober, and cavalierly polite.


   He had also partially blocked the sidewalk. Eve paused in the shadow of Moore’s awning.


   “You’ve been shopping?” he asked.


   Eve smiled. “I just bought a cookstove. I’m tired of cafe meals.”


   “Not a gas stove?” Duke asked guardedly.


   “No. A small wood range. I’m going to have Mr. Moore set it up in my dressing room. I can prepare meals there when I like.”


   “I see.”


   Eve waited. Duke shifted uncertainly.


   “You said you were looking for me,” Eve reminded him.


   “Well—yes, I was,” Duke said. “Would you be interested in selling the Old Campfire?”


   Eve frowned. “Does this offer come from Barrett Goss?”


   “No, it comes from Lace and me.” He seemed as awkward as if he were asking a favor. “The fact is, this is in confidence.”


   Eve waited silently.


   Duke lowered his voice, “I*m afraid that test well isn’t going to be as big as we’d hoped. They’ve had some showing of oil in the bailer. Woods, the tool-pusher, says they’re going down a little farther, and if they don’t get a bigger play they’ll plug back. So you see we couldn’t even pay you the entire purchase price at once.”


   “You really want the Old Campfire for yourselves, Duke?”


   “For Lace, mainly. She’s restless. Cash Pickett has been hanging around out there for two weeks. Lace likes a lot of excitement you know. I thought perhaps…”


   Eve Tansel was impressed. “Duke, you sound sincere.”


   The spade-nosed gambler hesitated. “I don’t want to lose her,” he said.


   “Let me talk to Lace,” Eve suggested.


   “I’d like to complete the deal pretty soon,” he urged.


   “What would you do about Ben?” Eve asked.


   Duke’s face hardened. “I’d fire Ben South!”


   “I don’t think he’d mind,” Eve laughed. “Tell Lace I want to see her.”


   “All right.” Duke said and touched his hat as Eve moved away.


   XI


   It was not yet noon, so Eve went straight to the Saddle Rock Hotel. She felt eager and a little breathless as she told the clerk, “Good morning. Would you send word up to Mr. South that I would like to see him?”


   She walked slowly across the lobby, wondering what he would think of her coming to him, a little surprised at herself in doing it. But there seemed no one else in town she could really talk to.


   Ben came hurrying downstairs. He was in his shirt sleeves, and his collar was undone. “Is anything wrong?” he jerked out.


   Eve’s lips formed an “oh!” of real surprise at his haste. Then she smiled, suspecting Ben would rather she made no comment about his obvious concern for her. “I’ll bet you can’t guess who was just very polite to me?” she said. “Duke Ivy. He wants to buy the Old Campfire.”


   Ben guided her to a leather upholstered horsehair sofa in a remote corner of the lobby, and they sat down.


   “So Goss has finally gotten around to it,” Ben mused.


   “Duke insists he is doing this on his own,” Eve told him. When she had finished relating the encounter, Ben studied the flowered wallpaper for a moment, and said, “Well, I wish you’d sell it to him.”


   Eve left the hotel, leaving Ben as though she had expected something more of him, and he had disappointed her. Ben went -back upstairs to finish dressing.


   He was not sure what to think of Duke’s offer. This was exactly what Ben had suggested to Goss, but Eve seemed convinced that Duke was alone in this, and sincere. It was a difficult thought for Ben to accept.


   Shortly after the midnight tower got off work that night  and reached Saddle Rock, gossip began to circulate that the Ivy wildcat was in trouble; fishing for lost tools.


   At the Old Campfire that morning, preparing for the day’s business, Ben heard the gossip from Forty-Rod. Ben wondered. The ’tool-fishing’ story had the sound of a pat, oilfield stall. It made Ben even more doubtful of Duke Ivy’s attempt to buy the saloon. But the air was rife with speculation. As Barrett Goss made the rounds of his sources of information that morning, he heard that the Ivy test well was in bad trouble and might have to shut down. He also heard that the Ivy well was about to drill through caprock into the biggest gusher in the southwest. Toward midmorning Goss dropped in at the livery stable office- of Justice of the Peace E. P. Sumner.


   “Judge,” Goss broached the subject, “Duke Ivy has a younger brother, doesn’t he?”


   Sumner’s cheek was pouched with snuff. He hung his fists in the bib of his overalls and nodded, “Son Ivy.”


   “Did you preside at his trial?” Goss asked.


   “Did the first one,” Sumner spit on the floor.


   “How did you find him?”


   “Found him guilty. Sentenced him to five years. He appealed, but it didn’t do him no good. The criminal court found him guilty again, an’ sent him over.”


   “He ought to be eligible for parole, hadn’t he?”


   “I reckon so.”


   Barrett Goss nodded thoughtfully. “You were the judge that sentenced him,” he murmured. “Now, if you were to go to the capital, and support the boy’s application for parole—let’s say that you even requested that he be paroled in your custody…”


   “What in tunket would you want with Son Ivy? That young rapscallion is worthless.”


   “How much, judge?”


   E. P. Sumner scratched his whiskers noisily. He dipped into the desk drawer and freshened his cud of snuff. “Would it be worth five-hundred dollars?” he hazarded.


   “Good lord, man.”


   “Well, all right. Two-fifty.”


   “Get your ticket,” Goss agreed, “and leave on tonight’s train. File the application as soon as you reach the capital.”


   Goss left the livery office, satisfied, and limped along the sidewalk. He saw Ben South, standing alone on the veranda of the Saddle Rock Hotel. A cynical amusement touched Goss. He knew that his inactivity had Ben puzzled almost beyond forbearance. What better way to add to South’s confusion than to ask him to ride out to the Ivy well with him? Goss crossed the street, dodging a delivery cart, and issued his invitation.


   He was a little disappointed when Ben seemed unruffled. If South was disturbed he covered it well, lighting a fresh cigar.


   Ben asked, “How’s Cash Pickett?”


   Goss said, “Still out at Duke’s, I guess. Duke spends a good deal of time at the well now. Someone has to keep Lace company.” Goss winked at Ben.


   There was little talk between the two men on the way out to the lease. When the derrick of the Ivy well came in sight, Ben knew no more than he had when they started. He guessed that Goss had invited his company only to taunt him, for Goss had offered no information as to whether he planned to stay in Saddle Rock. He had not indicated whether he still wanted the Old Campfire, only offering the phony pretense of cordiality. A guard stopped them at the fence, a hundred yards from the oil derrick.


   Up and down the barbed wire enclosure saddle horses and vehicles were tied, along with surrey, buggies, buck-boards, most of them rented rigs from the wagon yard. Men stood idly along the fence, in small groups, talking quietly, a few wandering from group to group—lease hounds, speculators like Barrett Goss, royalty buyers. An air of suspended quiet hovered about the shut down derrick.


   The walking beam stood motionless, the boiler subdued to a restive hiss. A vague anticipation charged the atmosphere. Ben sensed it, and tension arose in him. All this crowd had not gathered here haphazardly, on a random morning outing. The derrick man sat on the lazy bench, the floorman and tool-dresser wandered idly about the derrick floor, occasionally calling up to the driller on his high bench, words that lost their shape in the distance. The bailer was propped in a comer of the grease-blackened derrick. A center rope spear hung high near the crown block, rigged to the calf wheel.


   “They could be fishing for tools,” Goss conjectured. “But my guess is that is a prop,” he said, eyeing the spear. “The drilling line is still in the hole.”


   There was a group of well-dressed men up near the derrick. Ben recognized Woods, the tool-pusher he’d met when the well was spudded in. Goss pointed out others he knew, Horizon Oil Company geologists and scouts.


   A fancy surrey came clattering up the trail and the gate was opened by die guard. The surrey entered the enclosure. Goss nudged Ben, his voice fidgeting with excitement. “That’s the company superintendent. Let’s get back to town. I’ve got some business to attend to.”


   Ben heard a shout from the tool-pusher as the surrey wheeled up. The driller waved his arm and the walking beam began its slow, creaking, up and down motion. As Ben and Goss remounted, the air was redolent with the odor of gas.


   “They’ll drill her in before dark,” Goss predicted excitedly as they rode at a sharp canter into the river road.


   Reaching the Old Campfire, Goss tied up and hurried in. Ben lagged behind. Goss was already hitching hurriedly up the stairs to his office when Ben stepped through the front doors. Contemplatively watching Goss’ haste, Ben was suddenly shocked from his musing by the roar of gunfire, reverberating through the near empty saloon.


   Ben saw Goss dive flat against the stairs. But the shooting was over, and Goss apparently realized that he was not the target. “What was that?” he shouted.


   His shout faded into the repeated, terror-fraught screams of a hysterical woman.


   XII


   Between the screams he could hear a man groaning in pain. The screams echoed through the saloon making it difficult to establish their direction. Ben ran for the balcony, passing Goss.


   The woman was sobbing now, the sound coming from one of the booths on the balcony. Ben saw a man’s head protruding into the passage, beneath the beaded portiere. It was Duke Ivy.


   Ben knelt beside him.


   “—thought I wouldn’t catch her,” Duke groaned. “They thought I was out at the well…


   Ben swept aside the portiere and looked into the booth. Lace Ivy was cowering there. Cash Pickett, with the scar of the still healing cut bisecting his forehead, stood with his gun in his hand.


   “He threw down on me,” Cash complained loudly.


   Goss, sickly pale, came up and leaned over Duke Ivy. Blood flecked Duke’s lips now as he tried to speak.


   Barrett Goss’ hands were shaking.


   Duke’s .32 lay on the floor. Goss picked it up. Ben stepped over and seized Lace Ivy’s arms. “How did you get in here?” he demanded.


   “Cash and I were just having a drink together,” Lace shrieked. “Duke jerked the curtain open—”


   Ben heard steps ascending the stairs and glanced over his shoulder to see Lucius Sloan coming along the balcony. Sloan stopped beside Ivy, then looked at Goss. “Dead?”


   Goss nodded.


   “Who killed him?” Sloan asked.


   Goss took Sloan’s arm and temporized, “Now, marshal. It was self-defense. Here’s Duke’s gun. It was on the floor.”


   “I don’t know what Duke was mad about,” Lace sobbed. “Cash and I were just having a drink…”


   “You knew you had no business here,” Ben said thinly. “Eve sent word she wanted to see me,” Lace whined. “Cash brought me in. Duke’s been acting awful for days. Cash just said, ‘Let’s have a drink,’ and—”


   Sloan stared at Ivy’s body. “Never seen such a epidemic of accidents and self-defense,” he muttered. He took Duke’s gun and smelled the barrel. “It’s been shot,” he admitted, and handed the gun over to Goss.


   Ben went to the balcony rail and called out, “Forty-Rod, come up here.”


   When the swamper reached the balcony, Ben said. “I want you to pull down the curtains in front of all these booths. Take them out in the alley and burn them!”


   Eve Tansel came running up the stairs. Ben met her at the stair head. “You have no business up here,” he said.


   “I’ve been out in town, shopping,” she held the stair rail, breathing rapidly. “What happened?”


   “Cash Pickett killed Duke Ivy.”


   “Why?”


   “Duke caught him with Lace.”


   “Is Lace up there?”


   “Yes.”


   She started around him but he blocked her. “You have no business there,” he insisted again.


   Eve’s eyes flashed, “Look here, Lace is my mother’s  sister/’


   Ben said, “I’ll get her.”


   He went back. “Do you mind if I take Mrs. Ivy downstairs?” he asked the constable.


   Sloan hesitated then shook his head. “I’ll want to talk to you after while,” he told Lace. “I’ve got to send somebody after Judge Sumner.”


   “Send Forty-Rod,” Ben said. Lace clung helplessly to his arm, then to Eve as they went downstairs. Ben walked with them to Eve’s dressing room. Lace lay down on the couch.


   A man appeared in the open doorway then, and Ben turned to face Woods, the Horizon Oil tool-pusher. He was soaked and covered with crude oil almost beyond recognition.


   “Is that Mrs. Ivy in there?” he asked…


   “Yes,” Ben said. “She won’t want to see you right now.” He took Wood’s arm to lead him back to the alley door. “She’ll want to see me,” Woods declared.


   Ben still stood in front of him, barring the door.


   “Man, we just brought her oil well in! It’s spewing wild out there…It’ll produce better than a thousand barrels a day!” The Horizon man crowded past Ben and went out into the saloon. Ben could hear him shouting.


   Ben followed him, on toward the street doors, which swung open now to admit Forty-Rod and Judge Sumner. The street outside was alive with activity. News of the oil discovery was emptying the town. Ben went back up to the balcony.


   Judge Sumner had seen the body. Lucius Sloan was asking, “What had I better do now, Judge?”


   Sumner cleared his throat doubtfully. “Take Cash down and have him make a statement, marshal,” he directed. “That’ll save me from having a hearing, I reckon.”


   As Sloan and Pickett went back down the stairs, Sumner asked Ben, “Mr. South would you go over to the funeral parlor and tell Otto Choate to send up here for this body.” Forty-Rod had already begun removing the portieres, watching everything, listening intently.


   Barrett Goss watched Ben go, then said, “Let’s step in my office, Judge.”


   Goss shut the door and sat in his chair. His fingers drummed a moment’s tattoo on the desk top, “Have you completed the will .1 asked for?”


   Defensively, the old J.P. said, “No, I ain’t, Barrett,” then with a rising strength, “and I don’t think I’m—”


   Goss was scarcely listening. “Let’s see,” he interrupted. “You’re leaving for the state capital tonight.”


   “I reckon I changed my mind,” Sumner’s strength weakened and he mumbled evasively. “I jest ain’t going to write that will.”


   This brought Goss sharply Out of his contemplation.


   “How’s that?” he demanded.


   “I know what you’re a aimin’ at,” Sumner accused. “Duke’s dead now. If Son and Lace was to die, all this oil money would go to Eve Tansel. Then what happens to Eve?”


   Goss pulled his attention to focus, studying the Justice of the Peace. He said pointedly, “I had no idea Duke was going to be killed.” Goss fetched the liquor from the desk and poured the judge a drink. “Let’s not be so hasty in our judgement.”


   “You had no idea Kate was going to be killed either. Barrett, I won’t have nothing to do with such a idea,” Sumner declared. “You’re a crazy fool. A epedimic of killin’ like that would raise this town up with the horrors.”


   Goss thrust the glass into Sumner’s grasp. “Lower your voice, sir,” he ordered. “Now, if you’ll be quiet, I’ll point out some flaws in your thinking. One, by the records of your own court, Kate Tansel’s death was accidental. Two, I had nothing whatever to do with Duke Ivy’s death. He caught his wife philandering. Everyone in town will know it. Lace Ivy’s temperament is well known…You know that yourself.”


   The judge lifted the glass and drank, dribbling a little from the comer of his mouth. He wiped his chin with his hand.


   Goss leaned back in his chair, “You haven’t seen a boom like this town will undergo now, Judge. It will not even compare with Saddle Rock’s past prosperity. The Ivy gusher will pull boomers and riff-raff in here from everywhere. You’ll see more hell raising than you ever dreamed possible.


   “But Lucius Sloan—”


   “Lucius Sloan,” Goss said, “is a vacillating and uncertain man. A frustrated, confused town constable. He holds his job through your grace, and seems anxious to keep it. He will hide under his desk permanently once this thing gets going.”


   “He’ll holler fer help.”


   “From whom?”


   “Well, from me, I reckon.”


   Goss nodded, “You administer justice in Saddle Rock, Judge. Understand me now. I’m admitting nothing. But if I should engage in a little finagling, you will profit too.” Goss lifted the bottle and filled the judge’s glass. “In any case, you will be involved in nothing illegal. I have asked you to prepare a will that will stand up in court. You need have nothing to do with the will beyond that. I’ve asked you to aid a man in obtaining a parole he is legally entitled to.”


   “Well—”


   Goss took out his wallet. “Here’s the five-hundred you mentioned this morning. I would say that a final fee of another thousand dollars when the will is prepared would be entirely reasonable.”


   Sumner frowned, wavering. He got up half-heartedly and shuffled to the door. “Reckon maybe I’ll ketch that train to the capital tonight, after all,” he said, and left the office.


   Barrett Goss walked a circuit of the room. The first flush of frightened pleasure at being rid of Duke Ivy was gone. In its place grew’ a new, two-headed worry. Damn, why couldn’t a man get a break occasionally without trouble festering up behind it? Someone was coming rapidly along the balcony outside. Pickett, he guessed.


   Goss sat down and nervously bit a fingernail. He needed more time to think before he faced Cash Pickett.


   XIII


   Ben returned with the undertaker’s men and waited for Duke Ivy to make his last exit from the Old Campfire, a still, blanket-covered form on the stretcher. Ben accompanied them into the street, then came back into the saloon. It was deserted. Most of the town had fled to see the Ivy gusher. He locked the door. Forty-Rod came downstairs, his arms loaded with the dismantled portieres. Judge E. P. Sumner came down behind him.


   Forty-Rod said, “Don’t you reckon we could sell these?* “Go ahead,” Ben agreed. “And keep the money.”


   Forty-Rod headed for the alley, and Ben unlocked the doors to let the judge out. Sumner departed, head down, without a word. Ben bowed at the doddering J.P.’s back with exaggerated servile courtesy, and locked the door again. I have had enough of the flunkey’s end of this, he thought. I’ve been walking back and forth in the same tracks for three weeks.


   He went to the bar and prowled behind it. He found it then, a sawed-off shotgun, partially rusted and covered with dust. He wiped it off and laid it on the cash register. He wrote a note: “Keep Cash Pickett out of here from now on—if you have to use this to do it.”


   No, he thought, I’ll tell him myself. Ben tore up the note, put the shotgun back under the bar, and climbed the balcony stairs. Barrett Goss seemed somewhat startled as Ben came into the office, then he settled back in his chair.


   “I was expecting Cash,” he said. “How’s Lace?”


   “She had a remarkable recovery when she heard about the well,” Ben said.


   “Tsk, tsk. Amazing,” said Goss. “Where is the bereaved widow now?”


   “She persuaded Eve to drive out to the well with her.


   Driving seemed to be the only thing that would relieve her mind of the tragedy.”


   Goss laughed, “The sight of crude oil gushing up out there will revive her nicely, I expect.”


   “This seems to be quite a joke, Barrett,” Ben said pointedly.


   Goss glanced at him oddly, “Well, isn’t it?”


   “Not any.” said Ben. He walked to the window.


   Goss said, “Quietest this town’s been in weeks. Everyone’s gone out there I guess.”


   Ben stared at Goss’ bald scalp. “Barrett, I’m going to tell your man Pickett to stay out of here, altogether.”


   Goss came around in the swivel chair, slowly, “I don’t think you can back that up.”


   “I’m not running a slaughterhouse here.”


   “Why jump me?” Goss shrugged, lifting his hands. “You’ve been here long enough to know Lace’s reputation. Duke was no better. There’s been no loss!”


   “All right, here’s my cards. I’m through resting my behind. I was the first one at Kate Tansel’s house that night. Cash Pickett was already there. Pickett did that job, and you sent him to do it. You meant to get Eve Tansel too. I’ve told her she’s just waiting around her for you to make a second try. Let’s have it! Have you lost your nerve? When do you intend to kill her?”


   Goss was turning slowly livid.


   “I want this settled, now.” Ben said. He heard the heavy tread on the stairs, and along the balcony, but intent on Barrett Goss’ reaction, its full import did not strike him until Cash Pickett stood in the open doorway.


   “Let’s settle it, Goss,” Cash rumbled. “I’m damn tired of having to use the back door!”


   Goss arose, easing toward the wall. His face was gray paste, his mouth twitching, “Go ahead, Cash! The town’s quiet—as good a time as any!”


   Ben took a long step around the desk and leaped for the doorway—driving his fist into Pickett’s belly with ram like force. Pickett was not quite ready. He lost his balance, lurching across the balcony to bring up with a wood-splitting crash against the railing.


   The splintering crash reverberated hollowly through the barn-like saloon. Ben followed, clawing at Pickett’s holster, trying to seize his .45, when Pickett brought his knee smashing against Ben’s face. Lights burst in his eyes, his head seemed to explode. He got the gun but lost it in the darkness, hearing it fall somewhere, and knew then he was flat on his back.


   Ben wondered dully how he had gotten over here by Goss. He saw Goss take a limping step and raise a boot to smash his face. Ben reached and got the boot, twisting and heaving as he rolled. Goss seemed small and light after the doughlike weight of Pickett. Goss went down and Ben got up on his knees and battered Goss’ head against the corner of the desk. Goss went limp. Ben squatted by him, trying to clear his head.


   Pickett came slogging in from the balcony rail and Ben flung up his arms to shield his face from the coming kick. It was futile. Pickett’s boot drove through Ben’s guard, hard, into his face. Ben felt flesh and bone crush and turn pulpy as he slammed back against his own heels. Knee ligaments wrenched and tore with pain. Inert, Ben struggled to get his legs from beneath him, dreading the next onslaught.


   Through bloody mist Ben could see Pickett leaning over the desk, still heaving to regain the breath knocked from him by Ben’s first headlong dive. Using the moment’s respite, Ben rolled away, crawling on hands and knees to hunt vaguely for the gun he felt must be somewhere here on the floor.


   He was angered at his helplessness. He could not see the gun, then he sensed Pickett coming for him again. With the desk between them, Ben circled, shaking at his clouded senses, wiping the warm blood that ran down into his eyes and was salty in his mouth.


   The blood had stopped up his nose. He had-to open his mouth to breathe. Pickett gave up trying to reach him by circling the desk. Instead, he shoved the desk against the wall. There was grim triumph in the bronc busters face then as he bore down on Ben South. Ben punched out with a left, leaning into it, feeling Pickett’s teeth cut his knuckles as it went home. Ben hit him sharply with his right. It seemed to have no effect on Pickett and Ben’s wrist felt as if he had hit the wall. Cash came in slugging with a meaty fist that spun Ben half around. A wild thought of escape flashed through Ben, knowing that another blow like that would finish him.


   The punch came then, and Ben slid down against the desk, his hand falling against a drawer that had come open when the desk hit the wall. His hand touched Barrett Goss’s whiskey bottle. He grabbed the neck of the half-filled bottle, scrambling aside to avoid Pickett’s kick. Before Cash could fully face him, Ben swung the bottle. It clubbed solidly behind Pickett’s ear, and Cash fell over the desk.


   Ben raised the bottle again, the room was caving in on him, but Pickett was limp on the floor. The cork had come out of the bottle and the whiskey gurgling out splashed on the unconscious Pickett, drenching his shirt. Ben dropped the bottle. He was quivering with weakness. He wondered if he had killed Pickett, and did not care, and tinned and reeled out of the office.


   



   



   To Eve, the sight at the Ivy lease was fantastic. Lace had driven the buggy like a thing possessed, cursing like a teamster when the crowd rushing from town impeded her progress. She had lost all reason when she heard the tool pusher’s message in the dressing room. The tears were gone at once. Carried on the tide of Lace’s frenzy, Eve had hurried with her to the livery. They had not been a moment too soon.


   The town had already taken every horse and rig that was for hire. Those left behind were forcing the hostler to harness the private rigs stored there. He was between the shafts of Lace’s buggy, backing it from the stall, when Lace and Eve ran in. In shrill anger, Lace gave him a tongue  lashing, tangling her own harness as she frantically tried to hasten his efforts.


   They pulled out of the stable with Lace using her buggy whip to drive off those who tried to hitch a ride. The horse took the bit and was a near runaway as they plunged down the road that was now a rising column of dust.


   Bouncing in chug-holes, narrowly missing the bar ditch, they had careened wildly as the trail grew rocky and narrow along the river road. Silent and pale with alarm, Eve hung on, certain the buggy would overturn at every lurch. The lathered horse barely avoided other rigs moving almost as fast and in the same direction, and was exhausted and heaving when the gushing well came in sight.


   Lace threw the reins aside as her horse brought up snorting at the barbed wire fence. Her skirt caught over the whip socket as she leaped from the buggy. The skirt tore noisily and Lace turned, jerking at it, ripping it, as Eve jumped down beside her.


   Eve seized Lace’s arm and slapped her hard across the cheek. Lace looked startled with the shock of the slap, but she stopped pulling at her skirt and let Eve unhook it from the whip socket.


   “Do you want to tear your clothes off?” Eve demanded.


   Lace could not have cared, and Eve was near understanding as she looked at the awe-inspiring sight of the gusher. With demoniac roar, black crude oil was spouting far above the crown block of the derrick. There the wind caught it, turning it into a feather-like plume that sprayed back over them, blackening trees and earth, drenching the crowd, warm and fetid in their mouths and nostrils.


   Lace was suddenly quiet in bewildered awe. “Oh, there’s so much of it,” she shouted, “and they’re wasting it all!”


   She started then toward the derrick, holding up her torn skirt. Eve caught up with her as she was trying to crawl through the barbed wire fence.


   “Lace!” Eve pleaded. “You can’t do anything up there! You’ll get hurt!”


   “But it’s all running away!”


   “They’ll stop it—as soon as they can,” Eve shouted.


   Men were already busy trenching the earth to catch the torrent of oil. The crowd was swelling, seeming to come from everywhere, from the timber, from the countryside, from the road. A man ran from a group near the derrick, and mounted a horse, riding back to circle inside the fence, shouting warnings that no one strike a flame.


   Eve shuddered.


   The thought of what a match could do here was horror! Eve doubted that such a holocaust could ever be extinguished. A dozen men were busy around the derrick. Eve saw great lengths of casing, blown from the erupting well, now broken and littered like black sticks about the ground. Pieces of the wooden derrick had been torn away, leaving jagged and splintered upthrusts of the heavy timber.


   The men around the well were trying to, hoist a heavy tangle of pipes and valves, Eve assumed to staunch the gush of oil. She could not see how such a tremendous force could ever be stopped. Invisible in the hurtling plume of oil were pieces of shale rock. A jagged chunk fell, thudding on the oil soaked earth near the buggy.


   Eve shouted, “It’s dangerous here, Lace! Let’s get away. The men know what they’re doing!”


   Lace was fascinated. She did not seem to hear what Eve had said. Then she shook her head violently. “Go on if you want to, honey!” she cried. “I’m going to stay here!”


   Oil was filling and overflowing the trenches faster than they could be dug. The crowd around the fence was quickly driven back by falling rocks. Some began to retreat toward town, leaving the terrifying sight and roaring sound.


   Lace waved vaguely, “Take the buggy, hon. I’ll find someone to take me home when I’m ready.”


   Eve stood, indecisive.


   Lace turned, her face streaked with oil spray. “Don’t worry about me, honey. I’ll find someone. I’m rich! now, and there’ll be plenty of folks to look out for mel”


   Eve hurried back to the buggy.


   XIV


   As Eve climbed into the buggy a jagged piece of falling rock struck the dashboard, tearing through the thin leather. She turned the horse to start back toward town. Lace was crawling under the barbed wire fence on the oil-soaked ground. Lace’s torn skirt caught on the barbs and she jerked it loose negligently and then walked on toward the well. Her clothes were soaked with oil, black rags clinging to her. By the time she reached the derrick, she was beyond human recognition.


   Eve brought the buggy into the trail, and surveyed her own clothing. Her dress was not quite as oil-soaked as Lace’s, but it was ruined. The oil mins everything, she thought. It mined Saddle Rock and the Old Campfire. It caused mother’s death. Eve wondered what would happen to Lace now. If the oil had never come, Lace might have gone on as Duke’s wife, a flibberty-gibbet, over-aged belle, self-centered on the harmless illusion of her own fading beauty and charm. The oil had brought Barrett Goss and Cash Pickett. Now Duke Ivy was dead. Lace was almost as guilty of Duke’s killing as if she had fired the shot herself, but it seemed not to bother her. All she wants is to forget it, Eve thought.


   The buggy met latecomers, still struggling out from town. Eve passed others, slowly returning, peering back over their shoulders, like Lot’s wife, at the black pillar of oil. It was mid-afternoon now, and Eve began to dread the wild celebration this night would bring at the Old Campfire.


   She knew now exactly how Ben South had felt, what he had tried to tell her about her own illusions. These people were rough, gross and shameful. Abruptly she wanted to be out of all of it. The eagerness just to get away swept over her now more strongly even than the desire for revenge on  Barrett Goss. She felt deeply and suddenly grateful to Ben South, knowing that he had stayed here against his own wishes and better judgement—not to aid her in her quest for revenge, but only to protect her from danger.


   She wondered why he had done it? Certainly he owed her nothing. The thought came that he might have a personal interest in her, might even be in love with her, but she put that aside as silly vanity. Ben South was an emotionless man.


   His calm and distant features appeared in her thoughts. For a single instant, Eve pondered the depth of her own feeling toward this quiet man who calmly accused himself of being a worthless professional gambler. Almost alarmed, she stopped this direction of thought at once. It shocked her. They were strangers. How silly, she thought, I’m almost as bad as Lace with her crushes.


   But at least she could do this, she decided. She could release Ben from his promise to stay here while she foolishly tried to outwit Barrett Goss and Cash Pickett.


   The hopelessness of her foolish desire for revenge was apparent to her now. She would let Ben go, then leave Saddle Rock herself. She thought of the Old Campfire. It was ridiculous. Who with any decency could want such a place? The days of her father, when Saddle Rock was an easygoing, cattleman’s town and the Old Campfire considered a half-dozen happy cowhands a crowd, when its only gambling was the Saturday night poker game—these were forever gone.


   Suddenly, she knew she did not even want the money. She would not even try to sell the Old Campfire, just let it go, and leave. Perhaps she could still get back to New York in time for the audition with the European ballet. The prospect lightened her dark spirits. She began once more to plan ahead. It would be fun to be back among friends again. She considered the time this would take—packing-traveling—a thrill of anticipation touched her and Eve urged the horse and buggy through Saddle Rock’s empty streets with a new enthusiasm.


   She paused at the Old Campfire comer, then turned into the side street, deciding to return the buggy to the livery. She could walk the short distance down the alley to the Old Campfire.


   The livery barn was empty. Eve left the oil soaked buggy in the stable runway, but managed to unhook the traces and lead Lace’s horse to a dry, feed-filled stall. She walked rapidly then through the quiet streets. Nearly every business house in town was locked up. A few stood open, unattended. She passed a barber shop where the door swung wide in the wind, both barber and patrons forgetting everything in their haste to rush out to the Ivy gusher. Saddle Rock was like a ghost town.


   Eve turned into the alley, skirting heaps of rubble and discarded trash. At the Old Campfire’s alley door she turned the knob and pushed lightly. The door wouldn’t open. It didn’t seem locked for it gave a little, as though something had been pushed against it.


   Eve braced herself against the door and pushed hard. The door opened a little. She wedged her small foot in the crack and pushed again, gaining another few inches. Now she could look through the crack to see what was blocking it.


   Ben South stared up at her from the floor, bloody and sightless.


   Eve suppressed the scream that rose in her and found new strength to shove the door back. It gave sluggishly until at last she managed to edge in through the crack.


   He is dead, she thought, then she saw the faint lift of his chest as he breathed. Eve looked around swiftly, and ran out on the stage. The saloon was empty. The impulse to cry for help left her at once. There was no help available. Then, as she forced herself to be calm, she suddenly realized the kind of help such a cry might bring.


   Eve ran back, opening the door of her-dressing room. She lifted Ben’s inert body by his shoulders and began tugging him along the rough floor. Duke is dead because of Lace, she thought, and this is my fault. Half sobbing, she succeeded in dragging him into the room and managed to lift his shoulders to the couch where she slept. She lifted his feet then and with difficulty straightened him out on the couch. He was still breathing, faintly. Dried blood had clotted and congealed on his face, his shirt, his arms, his trousers.


   She thought of the doctor, then recalled the emptiness of the town, and set to work. All the things she had moved into the little dressing room so that she could live here became useful to her now. She heated water on the small wood range and washed his face and arms through the tom shirt. Swelling had begun, his face was mottled and blue. She found bruise marks on his chest when she unbuttoned his shirt, and knew there were broken ribs. The beating had been purposeful, brutal.


   Eve knew she must get the doctor, but that would have to wait until she could find him. Perhaps she could find Doc Shaw. Certainly now was the time to try—perhaps she could get him here before the crowd returned to town.


   Rapidly she bathed her own face, untied the oil-stained kerchief she had worn and took down a clean dress. As she started to slip off her dress then, she looked quickly at Ben. He had not moved. She flushed impatiently at her restraint and undressed hurriedly. When she was ready, she went out and locked the door. She stood doubtfully for a moment, then hastened into the alley and around to the street. A few people had begun to drift back into town. She fervently hoped Doc Shaw would be one of them.


   She climbed the outside stairs to his office, a dusty, cobwebby moldering place that had changed little since her childhood. Eve breathed with relief when she found the bearded old medic, puttering in his office.


   “Why, hello, young lady,” he said. “I’ve hardly seen you since your mother’s inquest…” he stopped, then said, “Well, anyway it’s high time you came up for a social call.” “Its not a social call Doc,” she said breathing rapidly. “Can you come with me?”


   He paused. “Of course. Let me get my bag.”


   She guided him through the street, and into the alley.


   “Tin so glad I found you,” she said. “I was afraid you’d be out at the oil well.”


   “Didn’t go,” Doc Shaw explained. “I’ve had enough of that kind of excitement to last me a lifetime.”


   She led him into the alley door of the Old Campfire, and paused at her door.


   “Doc,” she said hesitantly. “Will you promise to keep this a secret?”


   “Young lady, I was keeping this town’s secrets before you were born. I reckon I can a while longer.”


   They went in. His gray-salted eyebrows raised, but Doc Shaw made his examination with professional incuriosity.


   “Nose not broken, by a wonder,” he said. “Whatever hit him glanced off a little.” He cautiously explored his chest. “Broken ribs here. This boy’s taken an awful beating somewhere. I’ll tape him up. You’ll have to see he doesn’t move from here for a few days.”


   Eve’s heart went down in despair. How can I, she thought. But somehow, she knew, she must.


   Doc snapped his bag shut. “Let him sleep tonight,” he ordered. “Try to spoon him a little whiskey and water in the morning. Let him eat when he’s hungry. I’ll stop by—”


   Eve shook her head quickly. “Please don’t, unless I come for you,” she said.


   Doc Shaw frowned at her curiously, “My, my, what changes time does make.”


   Eve thankfully let him out. She was surprised to see it was dusk outside, almost dark. The crowd was back in town now, for she could hear the rising bedlam of a wild night. With a sense of impending dread, Eve went back in and locked her door.


   As the hours went by, however, she became glad for the hysteria that gripped the town. At ten o’clock, when she went on stage with Alvin for her part in the show, a drunken mob filled the saloon. She could hardly hear the orchestra. The crowd ignored her. Even Alvin was so swept along by the fury and uproar that he failed to notice her nervous distraction and did not comment when she hurried back to her room, and again locked herself in.


   Ben South had not moved from the position in which the doctor had left him. He breathed with harsh irregularity, and seemed to sleep. Eve looked down at him gently, with tired eyes—thinking, he did this for me. She felt his forehead then. It was hot, and she knew he had fever. She bathed his face again with a cool, damp cloth.


   The noise of the saloon, deadened by the closed stage curtains, and her door, seemed distant and unreal. Eve felt that she was isolated here, drifting in an eddy of a roaring, tumultous current into which she might be swept at any moment. She felt that she was slightly delirious herself, and knew it would take only a little to push her into hysteria.


   She slipped quickly out of her dancing costume and into a long, candlewick dressing robe. She dragged an upholstered chair near the couch and laid a blanket over it. She wedged a second chair tightly beneath the knob of the locked door, then placed a hand behind the lamp chimney and blew out the light. Against the dressing room window fell a pale glow from the full November moon outside, and the flickering reflection of street gas flares.


   Once more, Eve arranged the blanket over Ben South’s tightly bandaged chest, and then she did a strange and impulsive thing. She leaned over quickly and kissed his bruised and swollen mouth.


   Arranging herself then in the leather upholstered chair, she worked a sofa pillow under her head, and tried to close her eyes.


   XV


   The raw sensation swelled with each throbbing pulse of pain. Barrett Goss lay quietly, staring at the wallowing, undulating ceiling of his office. He felt the clotted blood that matted his sparse hair, closing his eyes repeatedly until the ceiling settled to a gentle oscillation. Then he got shakily to his knees, clinging to the desk, and wavered there groggily. After a long, dizzy moment, he thought’ of the whiskey bottle in his desk drawer, and searched for it.


   It was gone.


   He then saw the empty bottle, where Ben had dropped it, and crawled over to shake Cash Pickett’s shoulder. Pickett was dead to the world. A bloody goon, Goss thought. He remembered it all now, and looked for Ben South. He was gone too.


   It seemed incredible to Goss that Ben could have escaped alive. Through the office window he could see that it was dark outside. The street noise barked at him irritatingly. He stood up and managed to stagger out on the balcony. The balcony rail was split where Ben had driven Pickett against it. It bulged precariously over the saloon.


   The place was full of men. The enigma of what had happened to South tortured Goss’ throbbing head again. Likely he had crawled off somewhere to die.


   “You, friend,” Goss called to a drunken roughneck below the balcony. “What time is it?”


   The oilfield hand pulled a watch from his overalls. “Seven o’clock,” he yelled. “Time for another drink!”


   Goss saw old Forty-Rod in his usual chair at the end of the bar. He waited interminably until the swamper looked up at him, then motioned at him imperiously.


   As Forty-Rod reached the stairhead, Goss instructed him, “Bring me a bottle of whiskey. Then go get a doctor.”


   The sound of the saloon din and his own voice almost burst his aching head. He followed Forty-Rod halfway down the stairs, “Get a buckboard and bring it around.” He had to find a place of quiet.


   An infinitely long half hour passed before Doc Shaw came.


   “What kept you?” Goss demanded. “I sent Forty-Rod for you an age ago!”


   “Found him waiting in my office when I got back,” Doc Shaw explained equably.


   Goss glared at him, “Got back from where?”


   “From a professional call.”


   Goss grunted and went in, closing the office door behind him. He let the doctor examine the cut in his head, wincing and cursing with each stab of pain.


   “How many stitches will you have to take?”


   “None,” said Doc Shaw. “It’s a small cut, mostly bruise.” He examined Gash Pickett then. Goss pointed to the empty whiskey bottle.


   “Ben South clubbed him with that, I think.”


   Cash Pickett squirmed as Shaw fingered his head, and raised on his elbow. Doc Shaw took the whiskey Forty-Rod had brought and gave Pickett an ample swig.


   “No concussion,” commented Shaw. “You must have a head like a billiard ball! No, don’t get up. You’ve lost a lot of blood here. I expect a transfusion—”


   “Transfusion hell!” growled Pickett. He wrenched the bottle from Shaw. ’This is all the transfusion I’ll need.”


   “Maybe so, but you’re going to have to go to bed. You’re due for a whale of a headache.”


   “So am I,” moaned Goss.


   Doc Shaw took a glass vial from his bag and poured pills into his hand. “Take one of these every three or four hours if the pain gets too bad. You’d better both turn in.”


   Goss pocketed the pills. “I sent for a buckboard. Well go to my room at the hotel.”


   “Fine,” Shaw nodded. He snapped the bag shut and turned to leave.


   “Wait a minute!” Goss ordered. “I’m not through with you. Have you seen Ben South this afternoon?”


   “Am I supposed to know a Ben South? I don’t—”


   “Like hell you don’t!” Goss swore. He stood up, bracing himself against the desk, and grabbed Doc Shaw’s lapel.


   The old medic said firmly, “Ben South has not been in my office all afternoon.”


   “Give me a straighter answer than that!” Barrett Goss stormed. “I’ll kill you!”


   “I think you’re a fool, Barrett Goss,” Shaw said levelly, “but I don’t think you’re that big a fool.” He lifted his satchel from the desk, pulled loose, and went out the door.


   Barrett Goss held his roaring head in his hands. “I’m not through with you, Doc,” he blustered. “I’ll see you tomorrow!”


   



   



   Eve Tansel slept fitfully, finding the blanketed chair more awkward and uncomfortable as the dark hours crept past. Toward morning, she fell into a light, restless sleep. When she awoke, the sun was bright against the drawn shade. She glanced at Ben.


   He was gazing at her, his eyes calm, bright with the last dregs of passing fever. Eve turned down her blanket. She smiled uncertainly. The feeling between them was constrained, both were ill-at-ease.


   She asked, “How do you feel?”


   Ben pushed up on his elbows, attempting to rise, then clenched his teeth against the groan that arose in him. Eve leaped up and put her hands on his shoulders.


   “Here, you can’t do that!”


   Ben eased back.


   “The doctor says you must lie still for a few days.”


   “Here?” his voice sounded unused, rusty.


   “He also said to give you some whiskey and water.”


   Ben shook his head. With difficulty he suggested, “Some coffee might be good.”


   Eve recalled that she had never seen him drink whiskey.


   She went to prepare the coffee. “Would you like to tell me what happened?”


   Ben said sheepishly, “Our mutual friend, Barrett Goss, set his bulldog on me.”


   “Cash Pickett! They tried to kill you.”


   “I got that idea.”


   “Well, I think that should answer your question—about your having to stay here, I mean. They’ll never think of looking for you here—in my room.”


   “Where are you going to stay?” Ben asked.


   She was at the stove, her back turned to him. “Why, here, of course.”


   She faced him then, faintly reddened, “I’ve thought all this out. You remained here to protect me. As soon as you can travel I want you to leave, as you wanted to from the first. I am going to leave too.”


   The coffee pot was beginning to perk on the stove. Ben raised on his elbows once more, working himself slowly up on the raised portion of the couch. Small beads of sweat broke through on his forehead. Eve took the moist cloth and washed them away. She kept her hand on his forehead. Ben South stiffened perceptibly under her touch, seeming almost to hold his breath. She took her hand away quickly.


   “Your fever has broken.”


   Ben released the pent-up breath.


   “So I’m to stay here,” Ben said, “and hide behind you.”


   She went to the stove and poured his coffee. “We may as well be realistic,” she said. “You have no other choice. And the sooner you are well, the sooner we can both leave here.”


   She came, stirring the coffee, then filled the spoon and held it toward him. Ben flushed, his eyes falling away as he reached out and took a coffee cup from her.


   “It’s not necessary for you to try to protect me,” Ben said softly. “You must realize that a man in my profession has lost fights before.”


   “I don’t think you lost this one,” she said spiritedly.


   Ben drank his coffee. “I expect I’m going to have to play this hand out myself now.”


   “What do you mean?”


   “I don’t believe your skirts will quite hide me.”


   She studied him closely, her cheeks bright, then she stamped her foot sharply, “Pride,” she said angrily.


   “And,” Ben pointed out. “I owe those boys something.”


   “Now you want revenge!”


   Ben smiled meekly. “A feeling you should know well.”


   “But I know I was wrong,” she exclaimed. “Don’t you see? I was the one that wanted revenge, but I’m not hurt. You are! It’s always like that—you just hurt someone else.”


   She turned abruptly to the stove and poured her own coffee. She drank the hot coffee quickly, feeling the uncomfortable silence.


   She tugged a screen across the room. “I’m going to dress and go out for food,” she said. “I’ll lock the door behind me. I think a lot of sleep is about all you’d better plan on for awhile.”


   When she had gone, Ben reached painfully to put the coffee cup on the floor, then sat for a long while, thoughtfully. Why can’t I show her at least a little of how I feel, he thought. I act like a cigar store Indian. Turmoil churned up in him as he thought, I haven’t even thanked her!


   He wrenched himself around to stare at the shaded window, bitterly ignoring the pain that shot through his chest like hot iron. Lucky at cards, unlucky in—Ben South snorted, wincing at pain in even his injured nose. He found himself shying from any movement, but quivering like a spooked-up horse.


   She’d laugh at me! A poker-faced, tinhorn, card-sharking, gambler, he thought.


   Ben South lay there then, trying to calm himself, and trying to think a way out of this.


   XVI


   Barrett Goss succeeded in getting out of bed at eleven o’clock the following morning. He inspected his scalp in the hotel washstand mirror. Doc Shaw was .right. It was a small cut, but the bald scalp around it was blue and puffy. His head ached dully. Goss cursed Ben South in morose rancor, and took two of Doc Shaw’s painkiller pills.


   Cash lay on the bed, snoring and blubbering. His hand hung slack over the edge of the bed, laying loosely open beside the empty whiskey bottle. He looks like a damned pig, Goss thought, scowling. He dressed, descended to the hotel cafe and drank two cups of scalding coffee.


   With the coffee warm in his belly he went out on the hotel veranda. The noon sun was painfully hot on his wounded head. He tried his hat, but that hurt worse so he carried it in his hand, keeping to the shelter of the wooden awnings as he walked. When he reached the outside stairway to Doc Shaw’s office, he paused to let a spell of dizziness pass, then went up.


   He entered the musty office and found himself face to face with Constable Lucius Sloan, sitting in a chair that leaned back against the wall, reading a yellowed copy of the Cattleman’s Gazette. Sloan lowered the edge of the paper, and nodded, “Momin’, Goss.”


   Goss stood, staring moodily at the constable.


   “You want to see the doc?” queried Sloan.


   Goss grumbled, “Yes!”


   “He said you might come by,” Sloan drawled. “Goss, ol' doc an’ I have had a runnin’ game of coon-can, fer years. I wouldn’t want to lose him. I might start winnin’.”


   “I don’t know what you’re driving at. I came up here bo-cause I have a head injury that needs to be examined.”


   Sloan nodded, “You sound like you got a sore head. I don’t doubt it needs to be examined, neither.”


   “Don’t try to insult me!”


   “I wouldn’t, Mister Goss. I just wanted you to know I got a shotgun loaded with buckshot over in my diggin’s. If anything was to happen to Doc Shaw, I wouldn’t hold back from plantin’ the whole load right in your belly. Is that plain enough?”


   Barrett Goss stood petrified with rage.


   “Now you get right on in an’ get your head examined. I probably won’t be here when you come out. But I ain’t leavin’ town neither.”


   Goss stormed across the waiting room, into the inner office.


   He grimaced as Doc Shaw cleaned the cut with iodine, the sharp sting burning some of the rage out of him. When it was done, Goss took out his wallet.


   “Doctor,” he said, “for reasons of my own, I’ve got to locate Ben South. It would be worth a considerable amount to me if you could direct me to him.”


   Doc Shaw poured water in the basin and washed his hand. “I’m afraid I can’t help you,” he said.


   Goss felt the returning anger. “How much is your fee?” he asked tightly.


   “Five dollars, including yesterday.”


   Goss paid it.


   He went back to the hotel. Cash was up, shaving before the washstand mirror, the blade of the straight razor scraping noisily through his spiked blond beard. Goss sat on the edge of the bed.


   “Cash,” he said, “I want you to find Ben South. Search every nook and cranny of this town.”


   Pickett swished water over his face. “Not today,” he said.


   Caustically, Goss asked, “Are you afraid?”


   Cash, his face in the towel, did not answer.


   “He’s probably already dead somewhere, if you’re afraid he might kill you,” Goss said.


   Cash turned, shaking his head. “I just don’t feel so good, Barrett.”


   He didn’t look good. The old cut in his forehead had opened up again. It looked raw. The rest of Cash’s face was bruised and swollen. A lopsided lump welled out over his left ear where the bottle had hit him, and Cash’s eyes were red-rimmed and inflamed from the whiskey he had consumed.


   Goss said, “You’re apt to feel a damned sight worse if Ben South gets out of this town and tells what he knows.”


   “South ain’t the only one that knows too much,” Pickett muttered.


   “He’s the only one who’s got guts enough to do anything about it. Cash, I’ve paid you well. This business of postponing what’s got to be done can be fatal.”


   Cash buttoned his shirt, stuffed the tail in his pants, and started out of the room.


   “Where are you going?” Goss demanded.


   “Out to Lace’s place. I got to get some sleep, Barrett. I’m weaker than a gutted cat.”


   “All right,” Goss called at the closing door. “But don’t lay. around out there too long.” His head was spinning dizzily again. He took two more of the pills and left the room, locking the door behind him. As he started down the threadbare carpeted hall, he met the chamber maid coming up the stairs, lugging her mops and pails. He stopped her. “Uh—do you know where Ben South’s room is?”


   “Sure I do,” she said.


   “He was to meet me, and I’m afraid he’s oversleeping. Could you let me in?”


   She shook her head emphatically. “I ain’t supposed to. You’ll have to see the clerk.”


   Goss fetched a banknote from his wallet, and said, “I’m sure it will be all right. I’m pressed for time.”


   She took the money. “Well—just this once.”


   When she opened the door, Goss looked in with cautious eagerness. The bed had not been slept in.


   Goss went downstairs for more coffee, then to the Old Campfire.


   His office was a shambles. He put Forty-Rod to swamping it out, and went down on the street. New boomers were already beginning to pour into Saddle Rock. He did not have to move fifty feet to hear talk of new locations staked, new wells ready to spud in. Goss stood on the sidewalk at the curb, slapping his short leg with his hat impatiently.


   He moved off through the throng of humanity that swarmed the street, making the rounds, asking questions. When he returned to his office in the Old Campfire at four o’clock that afternoon he still had no information concerning Ben South, but it had been a profitable day.


   Judge Sumner came to the office a half hour later. The justice was in a gleeful humor which grated on Goss’ sour mood.


   The judge was wearing a rusty blue serge suit with a spittle-stained vest, wrinkled from travel. He rubbed his palms genially. “Just got in,” he announced. “The railroad’s put on two more trains a day, Barrett. Some of these boomers can’t find no place to sleep in town, so they’re buyin’ tickets on the night sleeper. They ride out to Salt Springs, then change to the incomin’ sleeper. That way they get a little sleep, an’ back here in time for business next momin’.”


   Goss interrupted testily, “What did you accomplish?”


   “Didn’t have no trouble at all,” Sumner crowed. “I told the Governor the boy’s brother had been killed, an’ the widow needed someone to look after the business. He’ll be out as soon as the parole papers can get to the warden at the state pen. A day or so, I reckon.”


   “You watch for him,” Goss bit off the end of a cigar. “Now we’ve got something else to talk about,” he fired the cigar, eyeing the old man. “I’ve acquired a lease. It’s small, but it will do. I’m going to form a corporation. You handle the legal end. I’ll organize exclusions out to the Ivy lease. We’ll sell stock on the way back to town. I’ve ordered shares  printed at all prices from twenty-five cents up—a bale of  them.”


   “What if they ain’t no oil on your lease?”


   “Our money comes from trading, not drilling. And it will provide us with capital for the kicker.”


   “The what?”


   “I’m going to make the town council an offer to lease the streets and alleys of Saddle Rock. I want you to be sure that goes through.”


   “Right between the two oil fields,” the„ judge nodded slowly. “Goss, you’re a smart man.”


   “This will make millionaires of us both, Judge.”


   Justice of the Peace E. P. Sumner had a little trouble in controlling himself. His hands began to twitch on the chair arms.


   “Don’t let the grass grow under your feet,” Goss cautioned, “Get busy. And don’t forget to let me know when Son Ivy is on his way.”


   After Judge Sumner had left, Barrett Goss sucked on the cigar, and returned his mind to the problem of Ben South. The cigar grew cold. He thought of the possible routes of escape Ben might have taken. No one at the depot had seen him board a train, Goss had checked carefully during the day. The stable boy was sure Ben had not rented a horse or vehicle.


   Goss reasoned back. If Ben had left the saloon .. f. if he had left the saloon! Goss’ hand slapped the desk top. This, he thought, is what comes of having too much on your mind—it is the little, missed details that betray you.


   He left his office and made a thorough search of the balcony cubbyholes. Nothing there. He surveyed the saloon from the balcony for a moment, then went downstairs. He worked his way through the crowd, ascended the stage steps and shoved open the door of Alvin York’s two-by-four dressing room.


   The skinny comedian, among a litter of travel-labeled trunks, draped with clothes, was pulling on his big-toed shoes. Goss stepped in and prowled among the trunks and baggage.


   “Looking for something, Mister Goss?” Alvin asked.


   Goss chewed the cold cigar. “I guess not, Alvin. Anyone been in here today?”


   “Why, yeah, a few fellows.”


   Goss observed him closely, “How long since you’ve seen Ben South?”


   “Why, two-three days, I guess.”


   “Have you been in Miss Tansel’s dressing room today?”


   “No, sir! I never go in Miss Tansel’s room without she asks me.”


   “And she hasn’t asked you.” Goss smiled, wide-lipped. “Have you heard any talking in there?”


   “Why, I hadn’t noticed. Sometimes Miss Lace—”


   “Forget it, Alvin.”


   Goss went out. He stopped before Eve’s door, excitement mounting, then turned and left abruptly, limping back through the saloon to his office. Here he rumaged the long drawer of his desk, and took out Duke Ivy’s nickel-plated .32 left there since the killing. He thrust the gun under his belt, and returned to the dressing room. His blood was pumping rapidly as he knocked on the dressing room door.


   It was a long moment before it opened. Eve stepped out into the hall. She was dressed in her dancing costume, ready for the evening’s performance.


   Goss asked, “May I come in?”


   “Certainly not,” Eve said. “I’m dressing.”


   She seemed calm, but Goss was not certain he could judge accurately in his own agitation. Well, there’s no use beating around the bush, he thought. “I’m looking for Ben South. Marshal Sloan wants to see him.”


   “Why tell me?” she countered. “For that matter, why doesn’t Marshal Sloan do the asking?”


   Goss ignored the question. “South gave Cash Pickett a bad beating,” he said. “Reopened that old wound in his forehead. Cash is in bad shape.”


   “I would have thought Cash Pickett would be able to take care of himself.”


   Goss stood indecisive. The temptation to thrust her aside and burst in was strong. But the thought of Ben South in there, possibly armed and waiting…Goss said brusquely. “Sorry I disturbed you.”


   Eve waited until he was well out into the saloon, then stepped quietly inside and turned the lock. She leaned against the door, pallid and shaken.


   Moving laboriously on the couch, Ben smiled, “This is the one place he wouldn’t look for me.”


   “I didn’t think he would. What shall I do now?”


   “Not a thing.”


   “Why didn’t he come in?” Eve demanded incredulously.


   “I don’t know,” Ben frowned. “Maybe he believed you.”


   “Don’t be ridiculous.”


   “He’s had a month now, and he’s ignored you completely.” Ben puzzled over this for a moment, then grinned and said, “Of course, Barrett is a gentleman of the old school. He might be unwilling to shoot a lady’s friend right in front of her.”


   Eve wrinkled her nose. “My, aren’t we witty,” she said. “Do you have a gun?”


   “In my suitcase at the hotel.” He moved a painful inch. “I’ll run up and get it.”


   “Stop. I’ll die laughing,” she scowled. She went to her dressing table and took out a tiny, seven-shot pistol. Ben could almost conceal it in his hand.


   “It will kill!” she said defiantly.


   “You sound so bloodthirsty!” Ben said. He listened alertly then. “Isn’t that your cue—”


   “The Saddle Rock symphonette,” she said ironically, hearing the blare of the saloon orchestra. “I’ll have to get out there before Alvin comes barging in.” She paused by the door, in troubled anxiety.


   “By the way,” Ben said. “I want to thank you.”


   Eve smiled weakly, “I wondered if you were going to get around to it. Since you’ve waited this long you can wait a few minutes more. I’ll be right back,” she went out quickly.


   Alvin York was waiting in the wings.


   “Miss Tansel,” he whispered urgently. “Barrett Goss came into my room a while ago—”


   “Let’s hurry, Alvin,” she interrupted.


   The orchestra was tinnily repeating their cue. She danced out on the stage. The crowd was in a mood for entertainment tonight. They applauded Eve generously, her nervous anxiety not seeming to penetrate beyond the footlights.


   Alvin came on then and had them roaring with laughter. It was slapstick, burlesque comedy, and the crowd loved it. Eve had long since learned that, for her part, it was not the art, but legs, that brought down the house in Saddle Rock.


   A wave of applause swept the stage, punctuated by shouting and whistling. Eve thought of her ballet master’s horror if he could have seen her here. A last pirouette, then the finish with Alvin as she stood prettily on tiptoe, in exaggerated amazement, to observe Alvin’s final pratfall as he attempted to imitate her.


   She was gone from the stage then, took two curtain calls, and hurried back to her dressing room. Breathing rapidly, she fetched the key from her bodice, quickly unlocked the door, whirled in and shut it behind her.


   Ben South was gone.


   XVII


   The window was broken. Eve stared at the shattered glass. Something seemed to collapse inside her. She saw the .22 revolver she had given him. It lay on the floor beside the couch. He “didn’t even have a chance to use it; her thoughts groped in a bottomless darkness where shattered windows and Cash Pickett and Goss fused in a nightmare of violence and horror, and utter despair fell over her.


   There was a sound among the broken glass outside the window.


   “Eve Tansel!”


   It was less than a whisper. After the moment it took her to return to reality, she put her hand behind the lamp and blew it out.


   Doc Shaw raised to look cautiously in through the broken glass. “Ben said to apologize for the broken window,” he hissed. “It wouldn’t open…He kind of busted it by accident trying to pry it open.”


   Through the rush of relief that flooded her, she could only ask dully, “Ben?”


   Doc nodded, “He wasn’t as tough as he thought he was. Tried to make it to his room at the hotel. I found him crawling along the sidewalk about half a block from my office.”


   Eve remained silent, unable to ask even where he was. Doc’s tone told her he was safe, and nothing else seemed important.


   Doc Shaw whispered urgently, “Throw something around yourself. We can send back for what you need tomorrow.”


   Still bewildered, Eve pulled off the dancing slippers and put on street shoes. She slipped on her coat, picked up the .22 pistol and slipped it in her pocket and stepped out the door. They passed through the shadowy darkness of the alley.


   Masses of wind driven clouds moved across the sky, obscuring the stars. The smell of storm and winter was in the air.


   “How did you happen to be in your office so late?” she asked.


   “Oilfield accident. I’ve sewed up more layed-open flesh and set more bones than I used to in ten years. Range riding never was the safest job in the world, but half the roughnecks that climb these derricks fall off or get their hands caught in the machinery.”


   He paused at the street, peering into the crowd, then steered her out into it and they hurried on. “He didn’t want me to bother you. I told him you just might be a tiny bit worried. I don’t reckon the boy knows how you feel about him.”


   Eve asked, as though seeking information, “How do I feel about him?”


   “Huh! I been practicin’ long enough to recognize biological symptoms when I see ’em.”


   “Doc Shawl” Eve stopped short.


   He took her arm firmly, “Let’s get off this street and up there. That boy’s got to be put to bed and stay there.”


   “Where can he go?”


   “Don’t know why I didn’t do it before,” Doc said. “Too much goin’ on these days…gettin’ stupid in my old age. Both of you can go to my house. Mrs. Shaw’ll be glad to put you up.”


   They turned up the stairway, and climbed up through the thickening night mist.


   



   



   Rain began falling during the night. By morning Saddle Rock was a lob-lolly of sticky, cold, clay mud. Barrett Goss watched the pageant of struggling, bogged transportation from his office window, knowing there were urgent things to be done. The waiting was the worst part. He had found the broken window. Ben South gone again, and Eve Tansel with him this time. Where? The Ivy Ranch? Not with Pickett there.


   The possibility that they had left town together was a chilling thought, with all else that was hanging fire. Ben gone would be good riddance. He could be easily forgotten for awhile. But the time was near at hand when Eve must be quickly and readily available. Goss wandered around the office and returned to the window. If he just had some decent, dependable help. Confound Pickett!


   Goss eyed the drizzling rain and the oilfield supply wagons bogged hub deep, as teamsters flogged thrashing teams trying to move them. The rail freight yard was worse. Every siding was clogged with flat cars of casing and tools. New sidings filled up as fast as the mud-caked section gangs could construct them. Every arriving train brought more human cargo to add to the swarm of boomers that already swamped the town.


   Men crowded the bank and hotel lobbies, the saloons, barber shops, anywhere to escape the dismal rain. The floor of every public building was almost as deep in mud as the street outside. With a hard sigh of frustration, Goss went to his desk, sat down and fumbled in the drawer for his whiskey bottle.


   The swirling rain was still cascading when Judge E. P. Sumner left the livery office shortly after noon. He wore a cracked yellow slicker, carried an ancient umbrella, and went stumping rapidly along the muddy boardwalk toward the Old Campfire.


   When he entered Barrett Goss’ office, he was waving a soggy Western Union telegram. “Son Ivy’s cornin’!” sputtered the judge. “I just got this. They turned him loose on parole this morning. He’ll be in here on the four o’clock train.”


   Barrett Goss read the telegram and studied the desk top for a choleric moment. “You’re his parole officer. Bring him here when he gets off the train. Tell him—tell him a drink is in order to celebrate. Keep him at the bar as long as he’ll drink, then bring him up here.”


   The cloudy dismal day wore on. The train was an hour late, waiting for a line of freight cars to be shifted to clear the track into the depot. Dusk had shrouded the streets, the windblown rain was still falling, when Goss watched Judge Sumner bring a short, close-knit young man across the muck trough of main street, through the sodden bog of traffic, and into the Old Campfire.


   Goss immediately went to the balcony. Son Ivy wore a cheap, prison issue suit and carried a cheap, cardboard suitcase. He was not, at first appearance, at all like Duke had been. Son was stocky, hard-muscled, tough looking. He had the look of a cowhand. The suit was wet from the rain, clinging to young Ivy’s thick back. When he took off his hat to shake the rain out of it, Goss saw that he was as cotton headed as Duke had been.


   Sumner shoved the suitcase across the bar and the bartender set it down behind. Young Ivy was bound to hold some bitterness toward the old codger. Sumner was working at it. Goss saw him order drinks and then pour a refill in Son Ivy’s shot glass. The judge was smiling, grimacing. Give the old man credit, Goss thought. All this attention, added to getting him out on parole, will have the kid eating out of the old crackpot’s hand. Sumner filled young Ivy’s glass again. Goss went into his office to wait.


   Rocking in his swivel chair, Goss pulled out his watch—6:30. He wished he’d gone out for something to eat earlier. Too late now; this had to be handled now. Another thirty minutes went by, slowly.


   It was now fully dark outside the window, Goss observed with gratification. Still raining. The street flares were sputtering and burning with difficulty. Goss went to the office door. This restless eagerness almost gave him away, for the door came open before him as he reached for it.


   Judge Sumner came on in. Son Ivy remained in the doorway, looking defiant and belligerent. Goss knew at once that he had been wrong about the liquor and the judge’s obsequiousness softening him. Son Ivy’s eyes were clear, a chilling paleness, as colorless as his hair.


   Goss acknowledged Sumner’s introduction, reaching for Son Ivy’s rock-hard calloused hand, and drew him inside the door. Ivy’s coldly direct gaze was disconcerting. It harassed Goss’ nerves badly, and his eyes fell away from it. This was going to be tougher than he thought, almighty tough. Maybe this wasn’t the time after all.


   Goss tried to speak resonantly, “Judge Sumner tells me you are a young man who deserves a second chance.”


   Son Ivy stood slackly, his arms drooping. “What do you scissor-bills want with me? I want to get out of here an’ get something to eat.”


   Sumner said, “Now, Son, that’s no way to talk. Mr. Goss is a big man in Saddle Rock…A distinguished business man. He can be a big help to you, Son.”


   “Yes,” Goss agreed pompously. “If we can reach an understanding.” He was talking too loud. “Here, - have a chair there by my desk. I’ll speak to the Judge in the hallway a moment and be right with you.”


   “Make it fast,” Son said flatly. “I ain’t had nothing to- eat since that pen slum-gullion this morning.”


   Goss drew the judge out on the balcony and shut the door behind them.


   “Get over to the livery. Harness a rig for me. Saddle a horse and tie it on behind. Son may want to ride back into town from the ranch in the morning.”


   “Why—Lace’s got horses,” mumbled the judge.


   “Just do it! And do it yourself. I don’t want that hostler there to know anything about it.”


   “Now—looky here, Barrett. This sounds purty strange to me.”


   “Judge, you’re getting spooky again without cause. All I want you to do is rent me a rig and a horse. Is anything wrong with that?”


   “Well,” the judge put a hand against the wall and leaned on it, no—


   “Fine. Have you drawn up the corporation papers yet?”


   “They’ll be ready for you in the morning.”


   “Splendid, splendid. I’ll have an excursion organized to go out to the Ivy lease as soon as this rain lets up. We’re off to the races, Judge, off to the races!”


   He slapped the old man heartily on the back and turned him and started him off. “Why don’t you just let your hostler go home for the night.”


   He went back inside. Son Ivy was sitting on the edge of the chair, turning his hat in his hands.


   Goss sat down and began talking with what he hoped was an easy calm.


   “Judge Sumner speaks rather well of you, young man.”


   “Like hell he does! That double-tongued old—”


   “Now, now! That’s no way to talk about a man who’s just gotten you out of prison.”


   “He sure as hell put me there too.”


   Goss leaned back. “I understand it was your brother Duke that put you there,” he said pointedly.


   “Duke is a double-crossing, yellow tinhorn!”


   “Duke is dead, my boy.”


   “A good thing, too. I’ve thought many a time of killing him as soon as I got out.”


   “Well, that’s all in the past now. Let’s think about your future.”


   “All right, what about it? I’d like to get something to eat sometime in it. My gut is as empty as a bass drum.”


   Goss shifted at the desk and took out his bottle. “Your sister-in-law Lace sent word she is preparing a real homecoming feast for you, my boy. We’ll drive out in a few minutes and enjoy it. Meanwhile, a little of this will warm the emptiness.”


   He poured two generous drinks, sipping his slowly.


   “What does Lace want with me?” Son demanded.


   “Why, I don’t know. She was badly shaken by Duke’s death.”


   “She never had no house for me before.” Son tasted the liquor, and raised his eyebrows with approval.


   Goss noted this. “Lace is a rich woman now,” he commented. “It would pay you to be nice to her.”


   “It ain’t likely to help me none.”


   “Perhaps not. That’s why I wanted to see you. Things are opening up here in Saddle Rock. I believe I can make a place for you.”


   Son’s glass was empty, “Awright, speak your piece.”


   Goss heard the slurred word, and filled the glass. Son’s eyes were dulling. The liquor was at last taking hold in his empty belly, but he was a tough young article.


   Goss said, “Perhaps we should let the business wait until tomorrow. I’m sure you’re tired from your journey. Let’s have another drink, then drive on out to Lace’s.”


   He poured again, and breathed deeply as he watched Son down the shot.


   Son Ivy stood up quite steadily.


   My god, thought Goss. He got his raincoat from the hat-rack behind the desk and slipped the quart bottle in the coat pocket.


   “We’ll just take this along for company,” he said. “It’s a bad evening out.”


   “And I’m wetter’n hell!” Son said.


   As Son turned toward the door, Goss opened the long drawer of the desk and again removed Duke’s .32. Son Ivy, now out on the balcony, did not seem to notice. Goss slipped the .32 in the same pocket as the whiskey bottle and followed pulling on his raincoat.


   They made quick passage through the saloon to the street. “Let’s shortcut through the alley here,” Goss suggested. “It can’t be any muddier than this street, and it’s shorter.”


   When they reached the livery, Goss heaved the door open against blowing rain and stepped in and looked around. The barn was dimly lit by a single smoky lantern. The harnessed carriage stood in the center of the runway near the back doors, a saddled horse tied behind. Judge Sumner came out of the office.


   “Mighty wet out, Judge,” Goss called pleasantly. “Have a drink with us?”


   He passed the bottle to Son. Ivy took a long pull; he was soaked to the skin now, and shivering. Ivy coughed and gave the bottle to Sumner.


   “Where’s the hostler?” Goss asked tensely.


   “Sich a bad night out, I let him go home.” Sumner said and tipped the bottle.


   Goss waited with impatience while the judge guzzled, then motioned him back to his office. “Were riding out to the Ivy ranch,” he said, and made another urgent gesture toward the office.


   The judge reached again for the bottle. Goss stepped close, “Get out of here unless you want in on this!”


   Sumner stood stupidly, peering at Goss’ eyes until, slowly, he understood what he read there. As though the thought of more whiskey had suddenly sickened him, Judge Sumner retreated into the livery office and shut the door.


   “What did you say?” Son Ivy asked.


   I can’t shoot him here, Goss thought, it will set up a disturbance among the horses. “Nothing. Nothing at all,” he said.


   Ivy staggered slightly, and steadied himself on a stall stanchion. “What’s the horse for?”


   “One of Lace’s. She asked me to bring it out.”


   “But hell…it’s saddled!”


   “The saddle is hers too,” Goss tried to think of a reason why they weren’t carrying the saddle in the buggy.


   Son Ivy walked back to the carriage and grasped the top brace. He lifted a foot—and missed the step. As he caught himself on the floorboards, Goss thought, this is as good a time as any!


   He pulled out the .32 and drove it with all his power against Son Ivy’s head. Young Ivy fell against the wheel, his eyes glazing, then clearing, and he began to curse as he struggled up.


   The gun is too light to knock him out, Goss thought panic-stricken. He grabbed the carriage and kicked for Son’s belly. It was his bad leg and the kick was short, striking Son’s knee, but it cost Ivy his balance for an instant. Goss clubbed him again, this time with the butt of the pistol. Whether from shock or too much whiskey, Son Ivy’s jaw went slack. He collapsed against the wheel spokes.


   Barrett Goss relaxed against the carriage, breathing shallow and rapid. Inside the raincoat he was wet with sweat. Son Ivy’s pale eyes seemed to stare directly up at him.


   He was not dead. Goss could see him breathing. He would have to hurry—couldn’t risk a shot here. Goss heaved him up, heaving and hauling until he had dumped the youth on the floorboards. Son Ivy’s shoulders moved slightly. He’s coming to, after that beating and with almost a quart of whiskey in his belly, Barrett Goss thought in desperation.


   He pulled the tarpaulin over Ivy and ran limping to open the back doors. He hurried back to climb into the carriage and pulled out into the night, leaving the barn doors flapping in the wind-driven rain.


   XVIII


   The rain slackened, and then stopped after midnight. When Ben South awoke, a pale sun had oriented its wintry rays across the quilted coverlet of the bed in which he had slept. Ben lay quietly, savoring the comfort of this bedroom.


   It was a large, high-ceilinged room with blue floral wallpaper. The furniture, varnished walnut, added to the solid respectability of the room. Ben compared its bright cleanness to the barren drabness of his hotel room.


   He sat up painfully. An iron soreness gripped him. He thought of Eve; as long as he lay helpless her danger was greater. Recalling the explosion of the Tansel house, Ben knew that Doc Shaw and his wife were not safe while he was here.


   Ben moved to the side of the bed, and sat on the edge. Even with his normal taciturnity, he found it hard to conceal the pain that tightened his chest with every full breath. What would buy security for Eve now: silence…distance? He would have to find out what Goss wanted, and be sure he was satisfied…one way or another.


   What about his own hide? Not worth much, Ben thought, but I’d be a sight more comfortable wearing it if I could make sure Goss or Pickett wouldn’t be trying to take it from now on. He got up and crossed the room stiffly, peering in the washstand mirror.


   His face was still swollen, darkened by patches of bruised flesh, and rough with two day’s growth of beard. He poured water and washed, then opened the mirrored doors of the wardrobe. His clothes were there, the linen clean and starched. Ben wondered who was responsible for that…Eve, or Mrs. Shaw? Seeing the starched linen, he realized that he must have slept through the previous day.


   When he had dressed, Ben let himself into the hall and  descended the carpeted stairs. He could hear voices in the parlor, Eve’s laughter- and the deeper voice of Mrs. Shaw. A strong urge just to see Eve assailed him, but he put it down.


   Ben paused in the vestibule to reconnoiter. Mrs. Shaw, stout and matronly, was sweeping the parlor rug, her hair pinned up in a towel. Eve was not in sight.


   Hettie Shaw called, “You come back in here and sit down. I’ll shell those peas when I get back there, no use scratching your hands all up.”


   Ben could hear Eve laugh then, horn the kitchen, “I’ve already started,” she called. “You’re stirring up too much dust in there.”


   Mrs. Shaw started for the kitchen, “Now you mind me, young lady. If you have to be doing something, put the roast on. Get down that iron pot over—”


   Ben let himself noiselessly out the front door.


   There was a sharp, wintery chill in the air. The thin rays of November sun had begun to melt the crust of the oozing mud in Saddle Rock’s streets. Ben walked toward town. Supply wagons were at least finding bottom now. Traffic was moving. Nearing the barber shop, Ben fingered the mat of whiskers on his face, but the line of men waiting stretched from the barber shop halfway down the block. Ben went on to the hotel.


   The stale stench of whiskey struck him as he opened the door of his room and he stepped back quickly. A rough, fully dressed man was asleep on his bed, another on a rumpled blanket thrown on the floor. Ben grinned painfully, realizing that the day of a private hotel room in Saddle Rock was past.


   The luggage around the room indicated that at least three or four were now sharing it with him. Ben went in and prowled through the luggage until he found his own. He opened the bag, took out his razor and shaving mug, and shaved in cold water and a dirty basin.


   He replaced the shaving equipment, and took a leather holstered .45 caliber Colt from among the underwear in  the bottom of the bag. He strapped the gun high about his waist, leaving only the tip of the holster protruding below the edge of his dark, round-cut coat, and left the room. Both of the men were still sleeping.


   At the desk, he told the clerk he would be leaving town, and paid his bill. The clerk apologized unctuously, hoping none of his things had been stolen—the hotel might as well let them in, if they didn’t the boomers would break in and sleep in the rooms anyway.


   “Will you have my suitcase brought down?”


   “Of course! Certainly!”


   “Just hold it here at the desk for me.” Ben went out through the crowded lobby. Iron shards of pain still pierced his chest as he breathed and he stopped on the hotel veranda to rest. The pallid sun warmed his shoulders and frost-tinged air helped dissipate the weakness. Ben moved toward the steps, and topped again.


   Through the clot of wagons and carriages, he watched an approaching pair for which even the freighters made way. Lucius Sloan rode the first of the two horses. The rider of the second horse was tied belly down across the saddle, his stiffened arms jouncing awkwardly with the movement of the horse.


   Ben went down the hotel steps, to the curb, and hailed Sloan.


   Sloan pulled up, and stared. “Man alive,” he grunted. “You ain’t in much better shape than the one I’m toting.”


   A crowd began gathering on the edge of the sidewalk. A bystander stepped out to morbidly examine the clotted bullet hole in the dead man’s temple. “Who is it, marshal?” the man asked.


   “Son Ivy.”


   Sloan’s answer brought a shock to Ben. It was a weird feeling, as if he had encountered this somewhere before—in some time or place he could not quite recall.


   “He was a wild young hellion around town here a few years ago,” Sloan was saying. “We sent him up for horse stealin’. Got out on parole, an’ come right back here.”


   “Who killed him?” asked the bystander.


   “Coincidence,” suggested Ben.


   “No tellin’,” Sloan said. “Lots of people hate a horse thief. Maybe some of that tough crowd he used to run with. What happened to you?” he asked Ben.


   Ben said quietly, “Just another coincidence.”


   The crowd was swelling out into the street, retarding traffic. Sloan looked at it, and said hurriedly, “Here, you folks. Move along there. Don’t jam things up like this!” He jerked the reins and moved off again, leading the reluctant horse with its burden.


   The crowd fell away, slowly, but Ben stayed. Something persistant…deep…gnawed at him—some fantastic and incredible thing, far back in his subconscious mind… Ben closed his eyes, frowning with concentration, trying to bring it up.


   It was a remarkable sensation; often, when he had sat at the gambling table he had had a similar experience, becoming somehow certain that his opponent held stronger cards than he, though he had no real knowledge of what had fallen. The feeling persisted, but with no substance to reason from. He knew it was beyond him. It would have to come another way. He turned down the sidewalk toward the Old Campfire.


   He went in the alley entrance and knocked on Alvin York’s dressing room door. Hearing no sound, he tried the door. It was unlocked, the room was empty. Ben heard a tuneless whistling, and stepped into the stage wings. He saw the swamper, old Forty-Rod, gathering up spittoons out in the empty saloon. Ben went down the stage steps.


   Forty-Rod saw him and the tuneless whistle died off in silence. “Godlemighty!” He set the goboons on a pool table and shuffled toward Ben hissing wamingly, “Barrett Goss has been burnin’ hell up endways a-huntin’ you!”


   Ben nodded, “Is he here now?”


   Forty-Rod wagged his head emphatically, “Up in his office.”


   “Is Cash Pickett there?” Ben asked.


   Forty-Rod sniggered secretively, “Heck, nol He’s been out at Lace Ivy’s ever since your fracas. Godlemighty! I cleared up Goss’ office. You fellers must’ve had a real round. Never seen so much stuff busted up.”


   Ben moved off toward the balcony stairway.


   Forty-Rod said, “Eve Tansel just flew through here like a scared sparrow huntin’ you. I reckon Goss would like to see her too. Where in tunket you all been?”


   A chilling tension shut down on Ben.


   Forty-Rod surveyed him laconically, “Looks to me like you ought to have stayed away awhile longer.”


   “How long since Eve was here?”


   “Just a minute ’er so ago.”


   “Did she say where she was going?”


   “Up to the hotel,” said Forty-Rod. “She said if you come in here fer me to hang onto you. She’ll be back purty soon.”


   Ben’s tension eased. I had better wait, he thought; with Goss in his office I can keep track of him and when she comes, I’ll take her back to Mrs. Shaw.


   “Goss had me move his stuff over from the hotel this morning,” Forty-Rod said. “Says they plumb crowded him out of his room over there.”


   Ben walked around the saloon. He passed a bale of ornately engraved green and yellow papers near the foot of the balcony stairway.


   “What’s this stuff?” he toed the certificates with his boot.


   “Why, that’s stock in the corporation,” Forty-Rod replied. “Goss is goin’ like a house afire! Runnin* excursions out to the Ivy lease, sellin’ stock on the way back to town. Even got two-bit shares so’s kids can buy. Reckon he’s already sold enough stock to paper the walls of this saloon. Some of the oilfield boys have got a new name fer Goss. They call him the bull wheel…say he’s a better drawworks than there is on any derrick in the field,” Forty-Rod cackled. “He’s pullin’ more money outa folks than he ever will oil outa any hole.”


   Ben paused by the door. She should be back here by now. As he turned his coat fell open and Forty-Rod saw the holstered gun.


   “Hey!” he exclaimed. “Ain’t never seen you wear a gun before. Looks plumb natural, too…like it belonged there. Aimin’ to use it?”


   “Are you sure Goss is upstairs?” Ben asked.


   “You bet! If you listen every once in awhile you kin hear him shovin’ furniture around. He even had ’em move a bed in up there.”


   Ben listened. He could hear nothing on the balcony above. Once more he began his ceaseless pacing.


   “Hellsfire, everybody’s makin’ money,” Forty-Rod jabbered. “Got a little piece of royalty myself awhile back fer fifty dollars. Sold it yestidy noon fer five hundred. Hear it’s changed hands twice since then, an’ goin’ up ever time.” Forty-Rod puttered at his cleaning chores for a while, then began talking again, “Yup, they’re makin’ a plenty! You know, the crowd sure has been missin’ Miss Eve’s dancin’. Everbuddy was yellin’ fer her last night. She gonna be back?” “She has danced here for the last time,” Ben declared, and sat down at a poker table from which he could watch both the front and back doors.


   “She ever sign her will?” Forty-Rod asked.


   Ben South turned slowly. “What did you say?”


   “That day you had me pullin’ down them curtains off the balcony. The day Duke got shot. I heard Goss an’ the judge talkin’ about it. Goss told the judge he wanted a will made out fer Miss Eve. An’ he’d give it to her to sign, or somethin’ like that…”


   It lay there, filthy and rotten. It seemed so real he could almost have touched it, but it sickened him. This was the answer to the sensation that had plagued him on the street. This was the strength of the cards Goss held. Ben reached the swamper and shook his arm, silencing him.


   “Look here, you like Eve Tansel, don’t you?”


   “I shore do! She’s been awful nice to me.”


   “All right you wait right here. If she comes back here before  I find her, tell her to get back to Doc Shaw’s as fast as she can.


   If she gives you any argument, tell her that I’ve gone there to meet her.”


   Ben ran out the front door.


   XIX


   When Eve left the Old Campfire she went directly to the Saddle Rock Hotel. Crowding through the lobby, she asked the clerk if he had seen Ben. He told her Ben had come in, gone to his room, then paid his bill and checked out.


   He’s gone, Eve thought. Dismay clutched her. She asked if Ben had left any message for her. The clerk laid a hand in the mailbox, and said, “No. Nothing here.”


   Eve turned away, trying to assauge her disappointment with the thought that this was what she had wanted for him. To be out of it, and gone.


   Seeing the sadness in her face, the clerk said, “It’s terrible, isn’t it, this new tragedy that has befallen Mrs. Ivy?” Eve turned, “I beg your pardon?”


   “Her brother-in-law, I mean. Son Ivy.”


   “Duke’s brother?” said Eve. “What about him?”


   “Oh, yes,” the clerk repeated with gusto the details of Lucius Sloan’s finding the body. “Mr. Pickett just brought Mrs. Ivy into town to view the remains. It was most difficult, as crowded as we are, but I managed to give Mrs. Ivy a room by herself in her sorrow,” the clerk adjusted his sleeve holders in satisfaction. “Mr. Pickett is there with her now.”


   “Where is the room?” Eve asked.


   “Just off the lobby,” said the clerk. “Number six.” As she left the desk his gaze fell on the suitcase Ben had asked to have brought down. Perhaps he should tell South she was looking for him when he came to pick up the suitcase. The hotel clerk turned to other duties.


   Eve walked down the hall and knocked on the door. Cash Pickett opened it. Lace was sitting in a chair, her eyes glazed. Eve went in.


   “Lace, I’m sorry—” she began.


   “Get away from me!” Lace jerked her shoulders. Her breath was strong with whiskey.


   Eve sat on the edge of the bed and reached for her hand, “Have you been to see—”


   “No!” Lace pulled away. “I’m sick of wax candles and that funeral parlor. He wasn’t any better than Duke. No good and lazy! Neither one of ‘em ever did anything for me.”


   She reached for the bottle on the washstand, sloppily poured a drink, and reached to pat Eve on the knee.


   “You go on, honey. Lace’ll be all right. Cash’ll take care of me.”


   “Good heavens, Lace,” Eve appealed. “This is terrible. You stop drinking now, and come with me.”


   Pickett moved bulkily, his voice thick and hoarse. “Let ‘er alone,” he said. “You heard ‘er. Go on an’ let ’er alone!”


   He took Eve’s arm and she shook loose, “Lace—”


   “You mind Cash now.” Lace said, avoiding Eve’s eyes.


   Eve felt completely helpless. She turned and left die room. Holding her skirts she edged through the swarming lobby, almost colliding with Ben South. Her reserve crumbled then. She felt her lips tremble, and tears began before she could stop them.


   He seemed vastly relieved but was busily observing the crowd as he took her arm and led her out to the sidewalk. She became angry with herself then, struggling to control the involuntary crying. He had not said a single word to her, until presently he asked, “What’s the matter?”


   The stupidity of his question almost stunned her and she dabbed indignantly at the tears with her handkerchief.


   “For one thing,” she said angrily, “this is the second time you’ve left without telling me, and I’m tired of it,” she stopped abruptly, realizing how this must sound. Determinedly, she compressed her lips and stood in silent fury, waiting for composure to come.


   “I’ve got to talk to you,” Ben said. “We’ll go back to Mrs. Shaw’s.”


   “I should think so!” she bridled, scolding. “You should still be in bed. You know Doc Shaw didn’t say you could get upl”


   He tried to guide her down the sidewalk, and she pulled away from him, “I can walk without help!”


   She stopped then, tense and silent. Lace and Cash Pickett were coming out of the hotel. Both were so drunk they could barely walk. Every eye in the crowd followed the staggering pair, laughing and talking covertly.


   Her anger was gone. Eve said sadly, “She’s been drinking, for days I guess.”


   Ben had begun to understand. “Does she know about Son Ivy?” he asked.


   “Yes. Cash brought her into town.”


   “How did she—” Ben hesitated tentatively.


   “She hated him. It was awful…I tried to help her.”


   Ben took her arm, more firmly this time, “Well, we can’t stay here.”


   Her eyes flashed, “I can stay wherever—”


   “You hush. We’ve got to get off this street.”


   She had begun to pull away again, but his tone transfixed her. She glanced up in surprise, still not moving. Ben stepped off, pulling her with him. She tripped over her long skirt, but his hard grip on her arm would not permit her to fall. Swept along by the pace of his long steps, they seemed to be going in the wrong direction.


   Hastening, catching up her skirt, she objected, “I thought you said we were going to Mrs. Shaw’s?”


   “We are. But we’ve got an errand to run first.”


   



   



   Barrett Goss was still arranging furniture when the judge arrived.


   Goss had moved an iron bedstead into the office, and was carelessly covering it with a litter of bedding when Judge Sumner burst in jubilantly, “Barrett, it’s workin’ out just like you said it would!”


   Goss paused with a rumpled quilt in his hands. “What’s working out?”


   “My constable had two murders to investigate this morning! Son Ivy’s, an’ some oilfield roughneck that got himself rolled in the alley behind the op’ry house. Somebody killed him for his loose change! By gorry’s, this town is in a uproar!”    ‘


   Goss smiled with complacent assurance. He threw the quilt on the bed and went to his desk. “Pull up a chair, Judge,” he invited. “I knew you’d see it. Anything goes in a boomtown.”


   “It sure does. Sloan just left my office. He’s cryin’ for help. Says I ought to appoint two more constables to help him…town’s plumb out of hand.”


   “What did you tell him?”


   “I told him to be calm. It was just growin’ pains…meanwhile, there wasn’t no use splitin’ his share of the fines two more ways. Poor old Lucius is confused. He’ll crawl in his shell an’ won’t do much of nothin’ now, I figure.”


   Goss nodded absently, rummaging his pocket for a cigar.


   Sumner inquired tentatively, “You reckon we can begin to put the lid on pretty soon. It won’t do to let things go too far, you know.”


   Goss nodded thoughtfully. “A couple more stray killings won’t hurt anything…just for variety. Do you have that will prepared?”


   “Yes, I have,” Sumner said eagerly. “Got it here with me.” He pulled a folded legal form from his pocket and slid it across the desk. “Want to look it over?”


   Goss took the paper, and opened the long desk drawer. He took pen and ink from it, and smoothed out an old letter to Kate, bearing Eve Tansel’s signature. Barrett Goss studied the signature carefully, practiced twice on his desk pad, then painstakingly and skillfully forged Eve Tansel’s signature. He tore up the page from his desk pad, threw it in the wastebasket and pushed the will back to the judge, pointing with the pen, “You witness it right here.”


   Chagrin and surprise crawled over the judge’s wrinkled face. “But you said—”


   “I know,” Goss assured him. “But you can see how fast things are working out. We’ve got to move along. Is the sale of stock going to suit you?”


   “Well, I reckon it couldn’t be better. But, Barrett, I’m scared to—”


   “Damn it, man! If you want money, you’ve got to be willing to take a risk.”


   Sumner brooded, blinking scrofulous lids over eyes that suddenly became dull and sick.


   Goss slapped the. desk, “Sumner, if you don’t come along with me now I’ll cut you out of this operation without a cent. Beyond that, I’ll see you run out of office for malfeasance. You’re prison bait right now!”


   E. P. Sumner took the pen. A fine sheen of perspiration lay in the wrinkles of. his forehead as his hand hovered over the paper. Barrett Goss stood up and turned his back imperiously, staring out the window. Sumner lowered the pen and scrawled a shaky signature on the witness line.


   Barrett Goss stepped closer to the window, his attention quickening, his whole body suddenly taut and alert. Through the window he could see the veranda of the Saddle Rock Hotel. He saw Eve Tansel and Ben South on the sidewalk in front of the hotel. It was the first time he had seen this pair in two days. Goss raised the window, as though lifting the glass would somehow enable him to reach out and grasp them. As he did, he saw Lace Ivy and Gash Pickett stagger from the hotel, climb in the buggy at the crub and drive off.


   Goss turned and stalked limping to the hatrack. He jerked down his hat. “File that paper at the bank, Judge,” he ordered. “Be very careful you don’t lose it!”


   Goss tramped down the stairs then turned aside to go behind the bar, searching through the shelves there. Son Ivy’s cheap suitcase was still stowed here, shoved far back and forgotten. He must get rid of that at once. He found the bar shotgun and broke it mechanically to .make certain it was loaded. He fumbled beneath the bar and thrust an extra pair of shells in his pocket. Concealing the shotgun beneath his coat then, he went out the front doors.


   Eve and Ben ascended the stairway to Doc Shaw’s office. They went in the waiting room. Doc Shaw’s voice droned beyond the partition, talking with some patient A townswoman, straight and determined, sat in the waiting room beside a sullen-faced boy. Across the room, an elderly man thumbed through a magazine with the sound of slowly turning pages.


   The townswoman glanced at them, in prim curiosity, and looked away. The urgency of Ben’s mood was less now that he had found Eve. It’s odd, he thought, how things seem to right themselves when I’m with her. He felt almost relaxed and at ease here in the quiet of Doc Shaw’s waiting room. Barrett Goss’ maneuverings seemed less important. The crisis lost its edge. The brass pendulum of a wadi clock ticked drowsily.


   The townswoman shifted her gaze to them and stared, openly inquisitive. Ben recalled the bruised and swollen condition of his face. He leaned forward in his chair, indicating Eve with a glance, and pointing at his own face. “Madam,” he confided, “she is not responsible for this.”


   Eve looked startled, then she replied angrily, “Well, I most certainly am.”


   The good woman bridled and turned her head away sharply. The sullen boy was staring with open-mouthed and wide-eyed interest. Doc Shaw’s office door opened. An oilfield worker’ with a bandaged hand came out, with Doc Shaw following.    x


   “You come back in a day or so. I want to look at that again. You be careful, if you don’t want to lose that hand.” He saw Ben and Eve, “Well…”


   Doc Shaw looked at the prim woman, then the elderly man, and motioned to Ben and Eve, “You folks come in.”


   The thin-faced woman exclaimed, “Well, I never!”


   “Won’t be but a minute, Mrs. Purdy,” Doc assured her. “This isn’t a professional call, these folks are just friends.”


   He admitted Ben and Eve and closed the door. “You folks are going to ruin my business, cornin’ up here, cuttin* in on my patients. Young fellow, what are you doing up?


   I told Hettie to keep you in bed if she had to lock your room.”


   Ben smiled, “I was afraid I’d wear my welcome out.”


   “Huh! What’s this about, Eve? What’d you let him out for?”


   “He has sneaky habits, doctor,” Eve explained. “I found him in the lobby of the hotel. He brought me up here. He says he found out something about me that he wants you to know.”


   Doc Shaw made a wry mouth. “Scandalous, I hope,” he winked.


   “Doc,” Ben said, “I have just learned that Barrett Goss is having Judge Sumner draw up a will for Eve. I haven’t any doubt that it will leave all her property to Barrett Goss.”


   “Fantastic! What does she have he’d want?”


   “It isn’t what she has, so much as what she’s going to have.”


   “Where’d you hear such a thing as this?”


   “From Forty-Rod Gates.”


   “Eve, do you know anything about this will?”


   “Why, no,” Eve said in surprise.


   “And you haven’t seen it?” Doc Shaw asked Ben.


   “Of course not.”


   “Then all you have is the gossip of an alcoholic old swamper.”


   “Not quite. I know Barrett Goss.”


   “But you don’t know Judge Sumner,” declared Doc Shaw. “I have for years. He’s no better than most politicians, I suppose, but a thing like that, a phony will, is clear out of his reach.”


   Ben frowned, “He’s an old scoundrel.”


   “My boy,” Doc Shaw admonished, “Forty-Rod Gates is a barroom poet, full of rum philosophy and whiskey-inspired wit. I’ve been doctoring him for delirium tremens off and on for years. He’s never less than three sheets in the wind, and subject to flights of the imagination when he’s on a real spree. How do you think he got that nickname?”


   “Doc,” Ben mused, “I guess you have just been here too long.”


   Doc Shaw laughed, “You mean I’m going to seed? Maybe so. But it’s asking a good deal to expect me to swallow a thing like that about a town official I’ve been friendly with for years. Sumner may not be much of a judge, but he’s more reliable than Forty-Rod Gates. Why, that old booze-fighter would be apt to tell you anything.”


   “You said youself you were suspicious even before that inquest,” Ben urged. “Have you forgotten that?”


   Doc shrugged, “I thought that dust was pretty well settled. This is a rough town. And running a saloon is a rough business. You’d both be well off out of it.”


   Ben felt the sharp thrust of rising anger. “Look here,” he said thinly, “Eve won’t be well off anywhere until this is settled. Goss isn’t satisfied—”


   “Neither am I,” Shaw interrupted. “All this violence…but what can I do? I’m just a country doctor, boy. I’m no lawman.”


   “All right. What about Lucius Sloan? Is he honest?”


   “I’d vouch for him.”


   Ben was now uncertain how reliable this might be, but he said, “Would you agree to go with me to talk to him?”


   “If you won’t be happy any other way. But remember this, Lucius is Judge Sumner’s, appointed constable. He’s not likely to credit an accusation like you intend to make against the judge.”


   “Sloan knows Kate Tansel’s inquest was rigged,” Ben pointed out.


   Shaw disagreed, “He was upset because Sumner wouldn’t let him run the investigation the way he wanted to, but Lucius has never questioned the judge’s verdict.”


   “You have though, and you know it.”


   “Have it your way,” Doc Shaw capitulated. “My carriage is downstairs. We’ll take it.”


   “Let’s drop Eve off with your wife,” Ben said.


   Doc Shaw grinned. “You think she’s in some immediate danger?”


   “Not as long as Lace Ivy is alive.”


   Doc Shaw frowned confusedly at that, then laughed, heartily skeptical. “All right. I’m a busy man. Got patients waiting. Let’s go.”


   As they walked through the waiting room, Doc Shaw said, “I got to be gone for a few minutes, folks—if you don’t mind waitin’. If you’re in a hurry, come in right after dinner. I’ll take you first then.”


   The strait-laced townswoman stood up abruptly. “This town needs another doctor,” she exploded. “Come along, Elmer!”


   They drove to Doc Shaw’s house, and got down to leave Eve. Mrs. Shaw met them at the door.


   “Hettie,” said Doc, “better keep a close eye on Eve. Ben here is real worried about her.” His eyes were twinkling, “Ben an’ Forty-Rod Gates have been readin’ the tea leaves. They’ve unraveled the whole pattern of all our local bloodletting!”


   Hettie Shaw swung open the door, shooing flies. “I was real worried about both of you,” she said. “I don’t know about any patterns, but this town is in a fright of a shape.”


   “No worse’n it’s been ever since the oil boom,” Doc said laconically.


   “You’ll see,” Mrs. Shaw said. “The ladies from my church circle left here just now. Mrs. Petty says her husband is going to do something. The town’s just not safe for women and children anymore.”


   “What’s Petty going to do?” asked Doc. “The old penny-pincher! Sell the mercantile and move somewhere else?”


   “I don’t think so,” said Mrs. Shaw. “Fanny said some of the men mean to have a meeting tonight. Their wives were afraid to stay by themselves at night, so their husbands have moved the meeting up to this afternoon.”


   Doc Shaw sobered. “Now I didn’t know anything about that,” he speculated.


   “You never know anything about this town except when we’re having a measles epidemic,” Hettie scolded.


   Doc Shaw looked at Ben doubtfully. He stepped off the porch, motioning to Ben. “I guess maybe we’d better go talk to Lucius,” he said, “and see what’s going on.”


   As they drove back through town, Ben saw Judge Sumner scuttling along the sidewalk. He was scowling, moving rapidly through the crowd. Doc Shaw saw him as the carriage passed and slowed the trotting mare to wave a casual greeting. Ben saw mixed doubt and fear in Sumner’s hesitant answering gesture. The judge shifted his eyes abruptly, and hastened on.


   “He looks worried,” Ben commented.


   “Anybody frowns with the sun in their eyes,” Shaw replied.


   “He’s going in the direction of the Old Campfire,” Ben pointed out.


   “There’s several other places in that same direction,” Shaw said. “Looks to me like everybody’s imagination is runnin’ away with ’em.”


   He flicked the whip, lifting the mare into a trot again.


   Ben said, “Doc, do you remember that you told me a bad situation would have to come before this town would do anything?”


   “I guess I said something like that.”


   “Well…the bad situation is here.”


   XX


   As Lace Ivy’s buggy left Saddle Rock, Goss followed it. The travel of the buggy was slow and erratic. Cash and Lace were too drunk to drive the horse and it chose its own pace.


   The horse slacked to a stop to munch some roadside grass. Goss dismounted and shortened a stirrup to accommodate his bad leg. It had been giving him trouble since his chilling exposure in the rain storm.


   He knew he could no longer depend on any help at all from Cash. Goss stood by his saddle, reflecting on Pickett’s desertion. Perhaps he had been foolish for not getting rid of Pickett after his first stupid blunder. Except for the Duke Ivy shooting, he had been of no further use. Duke’s death had simply been an unplanned stroke of good fortune.


   Goss rested an arm across the horse’s withers, and contemplated with pleasure that circumstances had certainly combined in his favor. Actually, Pickett’s blundering had turned out to be a constant and dependable source of real help.


   If Pickett had succeeded in killing both Eve and her mother in the explosion, Goss knew he would now own the Old Campfire—and nothing else. He would have entirely missed this opportunity to get possession of the Ivy’s oil rich property. Who could have anticipated they would strike oil on that worthless pile of rocks, gully washes and scrub timber that Duke had called a ranch?


   The horse drifted back into the road and began traveling again. Goss climbed into the saddle. The shotgun hampered him in mounting and he thrust it into the saddle boot. He felt considerable rancor toward Cash for failing to get rid of Ben, and for deserting him when Son Ivy had to be taken care of.


   Goss felt a slight flush of pride at the clever way he had  handled Son. He could take care of this too. The buggy was faltering again, then the horse decided to travel and plodded purposefully onward through a stretch of country where oil waste had destroyed the roadside graze. It was a poking, time consuming pace. Goss wished he could see through the back curtain of the buggy and see what was going on up there. Pickett was infatuated with that woman.


   Presently they came into open country once more. The sun climbed on toward the zenith while the buggy idled, and the horse filled its belly. The road sloped away, downhill, to a creek where the buggy came to a full stop while the horse drank.


   Now uphill again, past the Ivy drift Fence, and Goss could hear the distant but familiar and comforting cacophony of the new wells being drilled near the Ivy gusher. The smell of crude oil came drifting down on the wind and his own horse snorted. The producing well and the new drilling was far back in the timber, but the gunshot-like popping of cable tool boilers was clearly audible. Goss’ horse nervously broke into a hard canter. Goss pulled the horse up viciously and turned into the timber.


   The buggy drew on. Apparently the disturbing clatter of his horse’ hoofs, ominously loud to Goss, had not drawn their attention. He breathed easier. He had been incredibly fortunate throughout this whole affair. If that luck would just hold out a while longer.


   Barrett Goss’ confidence rose as he watched the buggy pull into the Ivy ranch, and wander slowly up the yard road toward the house. Goss turned his horse deeper into the timber, observing through the screen of trees that Cash and Lace got down from the buggy and went to the house. Lace stumbled and almost fell on the porch steps. Cash lifted her and carried her into the house.


   Goss rode out of the timber and into the yard. He pulled up by the pump and hailed the house. “Cash! Cash Pickett! Can you come out here?”


   It seemed an eternity before the glowering Pickett pulled open the door. He stared pig-eyed at Goss, then came out on the low porch. He was blind-drunk.


   “You been followin’ us?” Pickett slurred. “What d’you want?”


   “I’m an old friend, Cash,” Goss said casually.


   “The hell with you! Get outa here an’ let us alone.” He took a threatening step toward Goss, and Goss pulled the shotgun from the boot. “That’s far enough, Cash! You’re acting mighty unfriendly.”


   “Listen t’me, Goss. Lace an’ me are gonna get married. We don’t want no more of you!”


   “When is the happy occasion,” Goss taunted him. “Aren’t you going to invite your friends to the wedding?”


   “Hell!” Cash grunted and turned his back. “You can stay out here if you want to. I’m goin’ back in the house.”


   Barrett Goss slid out of the saddle, still carrying the shotgun. “I’ll come in with you and kiss the bride.”


   “No, you ain’t cornin’ in!” Cash blocked the door.


   Goss pointed the shotgun. “Don’t forget this, Cash,” he reminded him. “Get out of the way.”


   “I ain’t afraid of you or your popgun,” Pickett blustered. He took a step back into the kitchen and jerked clumsily at the .45 in his holster.


   Goss pulled the trigger on the shotgun. The range was point-blank and the full load caught Pickett in the belly, hurling him back into the room. He collapsed against the oilcloth covered table with a massive, convulsive shudder, and lay quiet.


   Goss saw Lace on the rumpled bed in the bedroom. As the shot reached her befuddled senses she squealed eerily, then pushed off the bed and came reeling toward the door between the rooms. She gripped the door lintel and fell into the kitchen. The room was suddenly silent. She had fainted. Goss shot her where she lay.


   He was trembling now, so violently that he could barely hold the gun. He threw it away from him and limped out on the porch. Here he leaned on a porch post trying to control his own panic. Gradually the thought of what he had to do took charge and he limped across the yard, took his horse’s reins and tied them to the pump handle. He had been lucky the horse had not bolted in the shooting. Goss took this as a good omen and it calmed him as he went back into the house. His good luck was holding; if he had not, by the sheerest accident, seen Cash and Lace leaving the hotel—if Cash had married her—and they had gotten away— he would have lost it all.


   Goss thrust this disagreeable thought aside, and paused to look down at Lace’s body. He felt entirely justified. He had been right. Cash’s infatuation would have lasted only as long as Lace’s money. “You were the unlucky one,” he murmured. “No one wanted anything from you but your money!”


   A sense of shock held him and he thought, I must finish this, and go. There are people in this timber, lease hounds, drillers, oil scouts. With all them prowling around it will be a miracle if someone didn’t hear that gunfire, and Lace’s ear-splitting screams.


   He took a firm hold of himself—must not botch it now. He rummaged a dilapidated chest of drawers in the bedroom, finding paper and a stub of a pencil. In the kitchen, he glanced about nervously until he saw a wall calendar that bore scribblings. A fragmentary list of groceries to be purchased in town, in Lace’s handwriting. Goss took it down.


   At the kitchen table he thought of what he should say and made hurried notes on the bottom of the page: tired of living—loved ones all gone—Pickett tormenting me—wants me for my money—I shot him, now I’m going to shoot myself.


   Goss began to copy, scrutinizing the writing on the calendar. His hand shook. He tried again…no use…decent forgery takes a steady hand. The strong feeling that someone was going to walk in here any minute again took possession and unnerved him.


   Barrett Goss leaned back in dismay, his hands hanging at his sides, quivering. The smell of whiskey was still strong in the room. His eyes suddenly brightened…they were  both drunk…everyone knew it…Lace wouldn’t have been able to write it decently herself. He scrawled the note out hurriedly, ripped it off and weighed it down on the table with a salt cellar.


   He hung the calendar back in place, closed the door behind him, and mounted his horse. Relief seemed to flood him as he left the yard and left the ranch house behind him. The horse was nervously impatient, and Goss let it run.


   Now…now…as the horse beat rapidly over the road, he combed his thoughts for the way to go about the rest of this. It must all be accomplished before the word of Lace Ivy’s suicide reaches town, he decided.


   His thinking seemed stimulated, cleanly and piercingly alert, every image sharp-etched, and vivid. Let it happen somewhere near the Old Campfire, he thought, in the alley there…she uses that entrance far more regularly than the front. The town is full of thugs who are capable of any nameless violence…I am a respected business man-suspicion must not touch mel Suspicion must touch… Alvin…Alvin York; he is, a strange and lonely man— he has danced with her—touched her—he is certain to have been strongly attracted to her; everyone knows a quiet, withdrawn man like York is often neurotic and capable of revolting crime…It must not happen in the alley, but let her be found in the alley…The horse broke its rhythmic, pounding gait sharply.


   Goss looked up, startled, pulling the reins. The horse was lathered; it snorted and blew, champing the bit. They were breasting the busy traffic of Saddle Rock’s main street. He had not realized he had come so far. Goss frowned, bringing his mind to focus, and letting the horse out to an easy canter. He rode into the hitchrail of the Old Campfire, dismounted, and tied the horse.


   The saloon doors were open. The boss bartender had opened at noon. Smoke curled around the pool tables, the bar was moderately crowded.


   Goss went to the bar, “Where’s Forty-Rod?”


   The bartender shoved a pouring spout into a newly opened bottle of rye, “Over at Petty’s. I sent him for eggs.”


   “Pour me a drink of that.” Goss tossed it off. “Send him up to me when he comes in,” he ordered.


   He went upstairs. As he opened the office door Judge Sumner leaped out of the chair beside the desk. He stood, working gnarled fingers together erratically.


   “Barrett, I want you to give me whatever I’ve got cornin’.”


   “Coming from what? What’s the matter with you?”


   “I’m leavin’ town!”


   Goss shut the door.


   “I come up here to hide,” Sumner said frankly. His face was yellow and bilious. “It ain’t going like you said at all. There’s commotion all over town. A committee come to see me since you left this mornin’—some of ’em mad—some of ’em scared to death.”


   “Let them be scared!”


   “It’s the scared ones that worries me most. Ed Petty says he’s goin’ to get enough law in here to settle this town. He’s formin’ a citizens’ committee, talkin’ about petitioning the governor. You said you knew about boomtowns, Goss. You ought to have thought about vigilantes. That means hangin’!”


   “Hanging? Who? Get hold of yourself, man.”


   “I tell you they’re suspicious, Barrett. I’m gettin’ out. You give me whatever I got cornin’.”


   “Damn it, man. You don’t have anything coming yet. We’ve got to play this out.”


   “Goss, you got to help me. They’re closer’n you think. They’re giving me hell for not doin’ something before now. I reckon you ought to know this—I’ll tell all I know before I’ll let ’em hang mel”


   Goss went to stand behind the desk and tap it with his finger tips. The judge’s panic was pulling tautly at his own worn thin nerves. He glanced at Sumner, “Well—do you want a gun?”


   “I reckon it wouldn’t hurt for me to have one. But I want some money I”


   Goss pulled out the drawer, and took out the pistol there. Holding it loosely by the barrel, he came around the desk. It would be so damned easy to shoot the old fool, he thought, but I must have him to validate that will.


   “Judge, you leave me no choice,” he said. “When you’re a wealthy man you’ll thank me for this.”


   He raised the gun high, and: brought the pistol butt down on the old J.P.’s head as Sumner raised his arms to try to protect himself. The old man fell to the floor, conscious, but gasping. His lips opened and closed convulsively. Goss dragged him to the iron bedpost, ripped a sheet, and tied his hands to the post. A thin trickle of blood oozed down Sumner’s cheek. Goss wiped it off, and told the dazed man, “Don’t start yelling. If anybody finds you like this, they’ll put a hangrope on you for sure.”


   He thrust the .32 in his belt, covering it with his coat, and went out on the balcony. Forty-Rod was fooling along behind the bar, filling small glass bowls with hard-boiled eggs. Goss yelled angrily at him, and limped to meet him on the stairs.


   “I want you to go to Eve Tansel,” Goss ordered. “You said she was staying at Doc Shaw’s?”


   Forty-Rod nodded.


   “Tell her Lace Ivy is here and must see her. She’ll be waiting in Miss Tansel’s dressing room.”


   He followed Forty-Rod downstairs. I can still bring it off, he thought. He felt as though he stood at the edge of a gorge—a canyon he had seen and considered many times. Yet now that he stood on the brink and the leap must be made, it seemed wider and deeper than before. He went up the stage steps, dreading the thought of having to wait in his present state of mind. I can still bring it off, he told himself determinedly, in spite of the weak-gutted lot of them.


   XXI


   Ben and Doc Shaw drove the length of the street searching for Lucius Sloan.


   Nearing the depot, Doc said, “Train due in about twenty minutes. Lucius might aim to meet it…”


   He was there, leaning on a baggage truck at the far end of the depot near the freight office. As Ben saw him, Doc turned the carriage, crossing the ruts into the graveled freight yard. Sloan heard the iron wheels crossing the gravel and glanced around. A crew of freight handlers unloading casing let a pipe length roll clanging down the flat car ramp. Doc Shaw called, “Get in, Lucius.”


   “What for?” asked Sloan.


   “Want to talk to you. Too noisy here.”


   Sloan crawled into the carriage over a wheel spoke. Doc Shaw drove around the first comer and pulled up among the fallen yellow leaves of a huge cottonwood tree. Doc wrapped the reins around the whipstock as the horse lowered its head to crop the short, dry grass along the picket fence that edged the street.


   Ben waited for Doc Shaw to speak. Doc said nothing. It was crowded with three in the seat. Ben climbed out of the carriage and leaned against the white fence, gazing up toward the pair in the carriage.


   “Sloan,” Ben said, “how many coincidences is it going to take to get you started?”


   “Started doing what?” Sloan said, half-belligerent.


   Doc Shaw said, “Get to the point, Ben.”


   “Can’t you see that there might be some connection when three killings happen in the same family?” Ben said flatly.


   Sloan considered this, then declared in resolute negative, “Don’t see how there could, in this case. Kate got killed in a accidental explosion. Duke in a shootin’ scrape over his woman. Son Ivy was a no-good who had it cornin’ a long  time ago. Bad luck in the first case. Good riddance in the last two!”


   “Hettie says the whole town is stirred up, Lucius,” Doc Shaw said quietly.


   “I know that,” Sloan admitted. “I been pestered all mornin’. Ed Petty an’ three other fellers just left me. They’re madder’n hornets. Said they was goin’ to see Judge Sumner.” “Saw him coming down the street,” Ben commented. “He looked like someone had built a fire under him.”


   Lucius Sloan glared, “They don’t give a dang how much risk I’m takin’. They got the idea their own hides are in danger, look how they run. Tickled to death with this oil boom, now the town’s gettin’ a little rough they’re scared to stick their nose out after dark.”


   “What are you going to do, Lucius?” asked Doc Shaw. “Ain’t much I can do,” Sloan evaded. “Judge Sumner says thing’ll quiet down after a while. Far as that goes,” he scowled at Ben, “I been watchin’ you ever since you come to town. Seems like wherever you are trouble pops up. What was that fight betwixt you an’ Goss an’ Cash about?” Ben said, “I accused Goss of hiring Pickett to kill his wife.” “Which you had no business doin’. Judge Sumner ruled that was a accident.”


   “Lucius,” Doc Shaw speculated, “It is passing odd how this seems to center on one family.”


   “It don’t, altogether. Wouldn’t mean nothin’ anyway. It’s a bad breed of cats. I ain’t grievin’ their loss. I just told the judge this momin’, I’m takin’ it slow an’ cautious til things quiet down a little.”


   Ben stood away from the fence in disgust. “Doc, we’re wasting time! This man has his head so deep in the sand—“ “Now, now, Ben,” Doc Shaw cautioned. “Let’s all drive over to see the judge.”


   “Why?” Sloan asked.


   Doc Shaw hesitated. “Well, Ben’s got a notion.”


   “What kind of notion?”


   Doc Shaw was still reluctant, “We’ll tell you about ii when we talk to the judge, Lucius.”


   “He’s been bothered enough already,” Sloan declared, but he slid over in the seat to make room for Ben. “I’ll ride over to the courtroom with you. But I don’t want the judge thinkin’ this was my idea.”


   



   



   Eve had been upstairs. She was descending the broad staircase, to return to the kitchen, when the brass knocker clattered on the front door. Hettie Shaw was in the back of the house, already in the kitchen, preparing supper. Hearing the clatter of pots and pans back there, Eve guessed that Mrs. Shaw had not heard the knocker. She answered the door. Forty-Rod Gates stood on the porch, carelessly punching his battered felt hat into shape.


   “Howdy,” he grinned. “Got some news fer you. Miz Lace is a-wantin’ to see you. Says she’ll be in yer dressin’ room at the Old Campfire.”


   He nodded jerkily and turned to leave the porch.


   Eve was tempted not to go. She stood, indecisive, recalling Lace’s treatment that morning, and was strongly prompted to send a refusal back with Forty-Rod.


   She thought of Lace, maudlin, clinging to Cash Pickett, but she knew Lace’s’ capricious temperament. If she and Cash had quarreled, Lace would now be torn with self-pity—and wanting sympathy. Forty-Rod was going out through the front gate.


   Eve called to him, “Why didn’t she come here to see me?”


   Forty-Rod closed the gate and paused, turning back. He speculated, “Well, might be she figgered she wouldn’t be welcome.” He winked broadly, “Reckon she’s ashamed of herself? Her reputation ain’t got no better since—”


   “All right,” Eve cut short the talkative old swamper. “Thank you, Forty-Rod.”


   His suggestion seemed sensible. If Lace wanted help, this was no time to abandon her. Eve removed her apron at the vestibule closet. She took down her jacket and put the apron on the hook. Slipping into her jacket, she tied a kerchief over her head, and went out the front door.


   XXII


   Ben stepped down when the carriage reached the livery stable, and waited on the sidewalk for the others to join him. They went into the livery office together. It was empty.


   Lucius Sloan went to the back door of the office and called out, “Judge Sumner?”


   There was no answer.


   Ben said, “Let’s try the Old Campfire.*


   Sloan closed the door, and balked, “Now, looky here. If you got trouble with Goss, you settle it with him. There ain’t no reason why me an’ the judge ought to be drug in*


   “Sloan, one more killing and this town will hang your hide up to dry,” Ben said.


   “He could be right, Lucius,” Doc Shaw agreed.


   “Well,” Sloan muttered doubtfully, “the judge ain’t goin* to like this. Huntin’ for him like he was guilty of somethin’—”


   They went out, climbed into the carriage and drove down the street to the Old Campfire. A din of whanging piano assaulted them as they entered, Ben first, then Lucius Sloan, then Doc Shaw, shouldering single file through the roistering mob. The bar was lined two deep. As they climbed the balcony stairs Ben saw Forty-Rod come in through the swinging doors, pull off his battered hat and edge along the bar toward his favorite place near the pool cue rack.


   The three went abreast along the balcony, and Doc Shaw knocked on Goss’ door. There was no answer. Doc knocked again, patiently.


   Lucius Sloan said loudly, “Awful danged noisy down there. Can’t hear nothing.”


   Ben stepped past him and opened the door. Sumner lay on the floor, his whiskery mouth gaping open, his eyes  dilating in panic. Sloan bounded past and knelt to jerk at the knotted sheet. Sumner’s mouth gaped open and shut as if he were struggling to breathe.


   As Sloan pulled the knots loose, Ben hoisted the judge to a sitting position. “Where’s Barrett Goss?” he bit out.


   Sumner tried to speak but no sound came. Sloan jerked off the leg bindings. Ben picked the judge up and carried him to Goss’ desk chair.


   Lucius Sloan blurted, “Let him alone, South! Can’t you see he’s been hurt?”


   The dried blood was clotted in Sumner’s hair and whiskers.


   Ben said grimly, “He’s got to tell me where Barrett Goss is!”


   “Just a minute, Ben,” Doc Shaw cut in calmly. He went to the desk, rolled back Sumner’s eyelid, took his pulse and examined the cut on his temple. “I don’t think he’s badly injured, Lucius. He’s just had a shock.” Shaw fingered the bones in the judge’s arms and legs, “Goss keep any whiskey here?”


   Ben began pulling drawers. He found Goss’ bottle, jerked the cork and thrust it at Doc.


   After the first gasping sip, Sumner’s stumbling words came, “It wern’t my fault, men. Goss made me—”


   “Where is Goss?” Ben demanded.


   “I didn’t know he aimed to kill Son Ivy. I just wanted to help the boy—”


   Lucius Sloan moved up beside Sumner, starting to speak. Sumner went on, “I’ll reopen the Kate Tansel case. Like you said, Lucius, maybe we didn’t get the whole truth of it.”


   “Where is Goss?”


   “I just don’t know,” Sumner declared.


   Ben took a shot in the dark, “Where is Eve Tansel’s will?”


   Sumner’s mouth gaped open, searching for words. His gaze shifted along the desk, “I want to tell you about that,” he said.


   Ben said, “All right. What about it?”


   “It’s in the safe at the bank. Goss made me—”


   Ben seized the judge’s rumpled shirt. Lucius Sloan struck away Ben’s arm and pulled his horse pistol.


   “You’re under arrest, South! I’ll not have you threatenin’ the judge.


   Ben jerked the pistol out of Sloan’s surprised grasp and threw it aside. He ran out of the office, down the balcony staircase, and bucked his way through the saloon crowd.


   Forty-Rod was moving toward a pool table when Ben stopped him. “Have you seen Barrett Goss?”


   Forty-Rod grinned toothlessly, “Not fer quite a while.”


   “When did you see him?”


   Forty-Rod scowled impatiently, “He sent me over to see Miss Tansel a while back. To tell her Lace wanted to see her.”


   “Have you seen Lace?”


   “Heck-a-bella, no!” Forty-Rod whined. “Goss did! Said she was waitin’ in Miss Eve’s dressing room.”


   Ben let him go, and shouldered toward the stage. As he leaped up the stage steps he collided with Alvin York.


   “Mr. South, I think you ought to know. Goss is hiding—”


   Ben thrust the astonished York aside. He slammed into Eve’s dressing room, then tried to dodge back out as a thrown chair caught his shoulder painfully and bounced across the dressing room floor.


   Ben followed the bounding chair. Barrett Goss was standing inside the door. He stepped back, “Ben,” he apologized. “I’m sorry. You startled me, bursting in like that!”


   Ben backed him slowly across the room.


   “Why, what’s the matter, Ben?” Goss asked.


   “Barrett, you’re coming with me,” Ben said thinly.


   “So?” Goss said wryly, “I don’t think so. I’m afraid you’ve acquired an exaggerated idea of your authority.” He opened his coat to finger the watch chain on his vest.


   Ben heard the back door creak. He moved around Goss. His sidelong glance saw Eve Tansel coming along the narrow corridor. Ben waved her away, but she did not understand and came on. Ben turned to warn her, and from the tail of his eye saw Goss’ pistol come out. Ben shoved Eve away and felt the concussion of Goss’ shot.


   He swept back his own coat then, drawing, flattening himself against the door and aiming, as Goss shot again. The bullet jerked at Ben’s coat. Ben took his time, aiming coolly, and squeezed the trigger. Goss jerked aside with the shock of the bullet, his short leg turning beneath him.


   Goss fired again as he went down, knocking plaster from the wall by Ben’s head, then bent sharply, losing his gun, and easing himself with sharp intakes of breath to the floor.


   The stage door slammed open, the crowd pouring in. Ben’s .45 still held a bead on Goss’ body. Goss said quietly, “Don’t shoot again, Ben. I’m a dead man…“Ben stepped over to kick Goss’ gun away.


   Eve was inside the door, pale and waxen. Sloan and Doc Shaw and Forty-Rod edged through, and Ben leaned against the wall. He felt pain, and placed his hand at his side to cover the warmth there, knowing one of the shots had hit him. Light-headed, wavering vision came then and he let his head back against the wall. Eve’s words seemed distant, rising and falling…Ben …are you shot . » . are you hurt…


   Doc Shaw stooped down.


   “Dead,” he said.


   Forty-Rod cackled, “The bull-wheel outrun his brake!”


   The room was swimming brightly. Ben said, “Where is Sumner?” He saw the judge then, standing beside Lucius Sloan. Sumner’s wrist was shackled to Sloan’s with a pair of ancient, rusty handcuffs. “You finally got your head out of the sand?” Ben said faintly.


   “A driller from one of the Ivy wells just brought word that Cash and Lace are dead,” Doc answered. He glanced at Eve, “Suicide, he said.”


   “She sure didn’t kill herself with the saloon bar shotgun!” Lucius Sloan muttered.


   “I seen Goss take it, too,” Forty-Rod declared. “I didn’t have no idea what he aimed to do.”


   “Get him out of here,” Doc Shaw ordered.


   “There’s a cardboard suitcase under that bar, too, marshal,” Forty-Rod was telling Lucius Sloan as they left the dressing room. “Maybe it ought to be looked into—”


   Eve was crying, working to pull away the fingers Ben held against his side. Doc Shaw got up quickly.


   “I didn’t know,” he said.


   “He would never tell you,” Eve cried, pulling the fingers away. Doc Shaw cut the shirt.


   “Not too bad,” he said.


   “Please leave, all of you,” Eve pleaded. She looked at the wound, shuddering, and with Doc Shaw helped Ben to the couch. The crowd began to file out.


   Doc Shaw stopped a pair of departing men. “Take him with you,” he said, pointing at Goss’ body.


   The sensation of pain as Doc Shaw cleaned and dressed the wound, drove away the sensation of shock. Ben lay on the couch, breathing (deeply. The undulating room began to steady. Ben looked around at familiar surroundings, and said, “I’m going to try to break this habit, Doc.”


   Shaw said grimly, “Some others around here have been broken of worse habits.”


   Doc Shaw stood up. Some of his old good-humor came back, touching the wrinkles in the comers of his eyes. He winked, glancing at Eve. “You may find you’ve acquired some new habits, too.”


   Doc went to the washstand, washed his hands, and left the room as though pressing matters demanded his attention elsewhere.


   Eve unknotted the kerchief, taking it from her hair, and carefully smoothed the clamminess from his face. She crossed the room then, and closed the door.


   Something of the feeling Ben had known when she first cared for him in this room seemed to return. He said, “Perhaps I ought to buy this couch. It seems to fit me mighty well.”


   Eve, leaning against the closed door, laughed, “Perhaps I’ll just rent if to you.”


   Ben cleared his throat. He could not think of anything  to say. “Well,” he hesitated, awkwardly. “It seems that you are now in the oil business, as well as the saloon business.”


   “What do you advise?” she asked, and suddenly leaned and kissed him. Ben went rigid. He gasped, with a sharp intake of breath.


   “Ben South!” she said impatiently. “You are as bashful as a country boy.”


   Ben cleared his throat, and could not suppress a foolish grim  “I’m not a well man,” he said in mock seriousness, wondering if he looked as silly as he felt.


   Eve searched his face intently. “Do you think your boldness might increase as you regain your health?”


   Ben looked at her carefully, then said with great earnestness, “I believe I can promise that it will!”


   Eve said primly, “Then I will wait.”
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