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ONE

	Rod Cameron was feeling pretty pleased with himself. In two short hours, instead of the normal week he had expected it would take—and which anticipation he had passed on to his friends—he had completed one of the biggest cattle deals in some time. Five thousand head to be sold for the Little Pinnacle Trading Company, for which he was the representative. That would bring a grin of satisfaction to Bill Hawkins, his boss—and, come to think of it, the girlfriend would be pretty proud of him too.

	‘Yeah—nice going,’ he complimented himself, as he jogged his horse along the trail in the evening sunlight. ‘When Bill Hawkins engaged you, feller, he did himself a good turn, and you set yourself in line for sizeable commissions, too . . .’

	Out of sheer good spirits he started singing, his heavy and rather unmusical baritone losing itself on the desert wastes. Here, on the fifty-mile trail between Little Pinnacle and the city of Bartonville, where he had just completed his business, he was alone. But it was an aloneness which he appreciated. A sense of loneliness was never with him when he had the mesa, the distant mountains, the smell of the fresh, warm wind, and his faithful sorrel for company.

	Just the same, Rod Cameron was a little tired. Fifty miles in the burning Arizona sun, with only occasional halts at a water hole, was no picnic. He carried his fatigue well, however, riding straight and taut in the saddle, brown hands slackly holding the reins, his deep blue eyes glancing about him as he rode. Always, no matter where, he was ever alert for a sign of trouble. Outlaws were abroad, as they nearly always were in these lawless regions—and at any moment his life might depend upon his quickness of sight and the speed with which he could draw his .45s. There was Tim Fancourt, for instance. He had been wandering up and down the territory for some time now. His unlovely features covered three-quarters of every reward-dodger on posts and building walls within a hundred mile radius. $10,000 the authorities were offering for his capture, dead or alive.

	But there was no sign of Tim Fancourt—or anybody else. The landscape remained undisturbed as Rod rode along, the sun westering slowly, stabbing monstrous javelins of salmon-coloured light into the gathering twilight mist.

	The sun had altogether set when Rod at last rode into the little and somewhat ramshackle township of Little Pinnacle. He came in from the southern trail, as usual, the track from the desert—and also as usual he expected to see the kerosene lamps gleaming in the main street, or the windows glowing as the folks spent their evening in recreation. He also expected to see Bill Cranshaw’s Dancing Lady saloon ablaze with brilliance, and hear the raucous din from within it . . .

	But there was nothing. Not a sound. Not a soul in sight.

	Frowning to himself, Rod rode his sorrel half-way down the main street before he drew to a halt and sat looking about him in wonder. The silence in the midst of the western afterglow was almost frightening. It was as though everybody had vanished from the face of the earth.

	‘What goes on, Frisky?’ he questioned the horse. ‘Queerest set-up I’ve struck in some time. Where the heck’s everybody vamoosed to, anyways?’

	Everywhere he looked there was silence. Not a human being appeared to be in the entire town. It was ghostly, unreal, as though it had never contained a living being. Except for the fact that it was in good shape—with its general stores, livery stable, hotel, saloon, and church, and the usual scattering of offices—it reminded him of a ghost town he had once seen left in the wake of a gold rush. The desolation was exactly identical, only it was an orderly desolation . . . but still inexplicable just the same.

	‘Hey, there!’ he yelled suddenly, cupping his mouth with his big hands. ‘Hey! Everybody dead?’

	There was no response. Rod frowned the harder and pushed his dusty black Stetson up on his forehead.

	‘If this don’t beat everything!’ he ejaculated. ‘A town of a thousand inhabitants becomin’ deserted overnight! Why, when I left it yesterday mornin’ it couldn’t have been busier.’

	Completely baffled he descended from his sorrel and led him across the street to the deserted Dancing Lady. Tying the reins to the hitch rail, he strode up the three steps and through the batwings. Just beyond them he stood staring into deep gloom, but what light there was filtering through the windows revealed an even more surprising sight than the deserted street outside. In here everything was untidy and uncleared. There were half-filled beer and spirit glasses still on the tables. There were playing cards put down in the middle of a hand. On the edge of several of the tables cigarettes had burned down to the stubs and merged into the paint.

	To Rod Cameron it was beyond everything. He went over to the three oil lamps depending from the central ceiling beam and lighted one of them. The glow from it only served to pick out the mystery in greater detail than before.

	‘Queerest thing I ever struck,’ Rod muttered, dropping the flaming match from his fingers and crushing his heel on to it. ‘Looks like the lamps haven’t been lit tonight at all. Everybody just went—but for Pete’s sake, why?’

	In the dim light he walked across to the bar, reached over to the bottles immediately behind it and dragged forth one filled with whiskey. Pouring himself a drink, he drained the glass and then grinned to himself. The notion of walking into an empty but well loaded saloon and taking from it what he wanted rather appealed to him. It was enjoyable in one sense—but profoundly disturbing in another. A thousand people, happily domiciled in Little Pinnacle, or at one or another of the ranches just outside it, could not just vanish as though at the touch of a magician’s wand. The business did not make sense—even less so to a man of Rod’s hard, matter-of-fact commonsense. The more he considered the more it looked as though folks had just left whatever they had been doing and run out of town—and for that there had to be a mighty good reason. So, as he stood and poured himself another drink in the deepening dark. Rod tried to imagine what that reason could possibly have been.

	‘News of a gold strike?’ he asked himself, and shook his head dubiously. ‘Not very possible. I guess all the strikes in this region have been played out long ago . . . Mebbe a band of outlaws—? Nope—that’s worse still, feller. The toughest outlaws on earth couldn’t capture or scare away nigh on a thousand people so’s they never came back.’

	How baffling the problem was he was only just commencing to understand, and with it there was a certain heartache. Valerie Shane, the girl whom he was planning to marry (her father ran the prosperous Silver-9 ranch half-a-mile distant on the southward trail) might have disappeared as well. If so, that would be tough to bear.

	‘Damned silly!’ Rod declared at last, and slammed the hard-bottomed glass down on the counter. ‘There’s got to be a reason for this, and the sooner I find out what it is the better . . . I’d best water Frisky and then start lookin’ around. I’m liable to go loco wanderin’ round an empty town with nothing but a horde of memories.’

	He strode outside again into the starlit street, led his sorrel to the drinking-trough a little farther down the vista, and there tied him. Then, drawing one gun in case of any sudden emergency, he began a thorough examination, starting with the general stores. Here, by striking matches, he discovered that a parcel lay half wrapped on the counter, and somebody had left her handbag behind; whilst in the living quarters of the place a meal was uncleared with the plates still half full of food and the cups three-quarters filled with cold coffee.

	So it was everywhere Rod went—the same signs of the people concerned having left in a violent hurry. But the reason? The reason?

	He came out into the night air again, completely beaten, but with the decision to take another line of enquiry. He would ride out to the Silver-9 ranch and see if Val or her father were there. They might have some information. So he crossed the street to his sorrel and prepared to mount—then he paused, listening.

	Distinctly on the still night air there was the sound of fast-approaching horses’ hoofs, apparently coming from the southward trail which he himself had followed earlier. His eyes lighted at the thought of meeting somebody at last who could perhaps clear up the mystery . . . then another thought took possession of him. What guarantee was there that the oncoming riders would be friends? As he had reminded himself earlier, there were outlaws abroad, and Tim Fancourt, the stage robber, in particular.

	The thought had hardly crossed Rod’s mind before he had backed his sorrel into the deep shadow of the saloon, in the little alley-way which ran up the side of it. Here he remained motionless, his eyes and ears intent. It was not long before the horsemen became faintly visible to him, approaching up the main street and slowing their advance as they moved. In all there were about six of them.

	Rod’s eyes narrowed as he peered at them, and he congratulated himself on his precaution. These men were not friends: in fact the very opposite. Each one, he could vaguely see, was wearing a kerchief mask up to his eyes, and in each free hand a revolver was glinting.

	‘Okay, boys,’ one of them said finally, after a look around him, ‘it looks like these suckers vamoosed all right, just as we figgered. Better get movin’ while we can. No tellin’ how soon they might have a mind to come back.’

	The horsemen advanced again, and Rod crept to the corner of the alley-way to keep them in sight. Knowing the town as intimately as he did, he could tell at which building the men had stopped. It was the Little Pinnacle General Bank.

	‘Couldn’t expect a bunch of owl-hooters to stop any place else, I reckon,’ Rod breathed to himself. ‘An’ unless my memory’s goin’ back on me there’s something like fifty thousand in gold dust lodged in that place, waiting for the men from Bartonville to come and collect it . . . unless these polecats get it first.’

	For a few seconds he stood thinking, and then arrived at a decision. He tied his sorrel securely to one of the saloon’s side props, withdrew his other gun from its holster, and then crept silently into the main street. Keeping to the boardwalk, and well in the shadow of the veranda overhead, he moved along until he was dead opposite the bank. Here three of the men were on their horses, mounting guard: the other three had presumably gone into the building to get busy.

	Three to one, even if he had the initial advantage, was a bit too much to Rod’s way of thinking—so he moved on again up the street for a considerable distance, crossed it silently, and so came to the same side as the bank. Advancing, again, he detoured down a side alley and came out again at the rear of the bank. There should be an office window somewhere here—

	There was. He snapped open the sash catch with his penknife blade, raised the lower frame, silently, and dropped into the dark office beyond. Creeping across it—knowing from past visits here exactly where the entrance was—he felt for the door knob, turned it, and peered out into the main area of the bank. There was a light at the far end of it, plainly from an oil lamp. Somehow, perhaps by duplicate keys or else by deliberate forcing with tools, the three gunmen had opened the rather antiquated strong-room grille, and were now busy sorting out their booty.

	Rod settled his .45s more firmly in his hands and crept across the area, past the pay-counters, until he was within five yards of the busily working men. Then he levelled his guns.

	‘Reach!’ he commanded. ‘And no sounds, any of you!’

	Utterly startled, the masked men swung round and glared at him; but they did not obey. Their hands flashed to their holsters, but not so quickly that Rod did not fire first. Having no time to take aim, however, his shots went wide—then something sailed through the air and caught him a heavy blow in the face. He reeled and crashed over on his back, but he did not release the hold on his guns. From his fallen position he fired them furiously at stumbling figures as they blundered to the main doorway—and were gone.

	By the time he had got on his feet there was the thunder of hoofs rapidly dying away. He looked about him, rubbing his face, then he hurried over to where one of the men had dropped his still lighted lamp. Picking it up he swung it around him, and smiled to himself.

	It had been a fairly large-sized bag of heavy gold dust which had struck him. Six others lay scattered around the open safe, and probably comprised the entire amount. In their desperate efforts to escape, and not knowing how many men were perhaps behind Rod, the gunmen had gone without their prize.

	‘Which makes it a good thing everybody didn’t scram out of town,’ Rod murmured. ‘Though I still can’t figger out why . . . Anyways, mebbe they’ll pin a medal on me for saving the gold dust.’

	Keeping one of his guns handy on the floor beside him for sudden emergencies, he began the task of loading the bags and other valuables back into the big safe. He had half completed the job and had four more bags of gold dust to return to safety when a slight sound behind him made him reach for his gun—but his fingers never touched it.

	‘Leave it alone, Cameron,’ a man’s cold voice ordered, ‘ ’less you want a bullet through you . . . Keep your hands up and git on your feet.’

	Rod rose slowly and stood gazing blankly at not one man but many—and women, too. They had gathered in a half circle, dimly silhouetted against the bank’s glass doors and windows. The reflecting light from the lamp on the floor cast on to their grim faces.

	‘Sheriff Turner, eh?’ Rod asked, with a smile. ‘Well, I’m glad to see you again—an’ the rest of you folks. I thought the earth had swallowed you up or somethin’. What gives around here, anyroad?’

	‘Reckon we might ask you the same question, Cameron,’ the sheriff responded grimly.

	‘Huh? You—you mean what am I doing? Matter of fact I’m doin’ your job for you. Six gunmen just did their best to clean out this bank’s gold dust deposit. I upset their plans and started to put the dust back—then you came in.’

	‘Yeah?’ The sheriff uttered the one word. It was full of menacing disbelief. Rod’s expression changed and he looked from one face to the other sharply.

	‘Now, look here, folks, just a minute! You’re surely not thinkin’ that I’m trying to rob the bank, are you? You know me better’n that.’

	‘We always thought we did,’ Sheriff Turner commented. ‘But when we sneaked in by the broken office window we saw you takin’ the gold bags out of the safe, not puttin’ ’em in.’

	‘That was only so’s I could find the best way to fit ’em,’ Rod protested.

	‘We saw the light of your lamp from the street,’ Turner added. ‘Wasn’t very careful of you. Ted Manners back there found your horse all set for a trip—provisions an’ everythin’—tied to the wall of the saloon. Seems to add up, feller.’

	‘Like hell it adds up!’ Rod exploded. ‘I’ve just come in to town. I’ve been over to Bartonville to fix a cattle deal—most of you knew I was going!’

	‘Yeah, sure—but you told us you didn’t expect to be back before the day after tomorrow—or even a week mebbe. How come yore back this quick?’

	‘I got finished quickly. Ask Mr Hawkins. He knows what I went for.’

	The sheriff glanced at the men and women around him. They looked back at him and said nothing—but there was something in their expressions which Rod found it hard to understand.

	‘Hawkins isn’t here right now,’ Turner said. ‘We’re the advance guard.’

	‘Advance guard of what?’ Rod demanded. ‘For Pete’s sake, man, why don’t you tell me what’s goin’ on?’ I found the town empty——’

	‘You found it empty ’cos you planned it that way, Cameron. No gettin’ behind the evidence of one’s eyes, I reckon. There ain’t no outlaws around here that we’ve seen anyways. But there is you—an’ a cracked safe an’ a busted window and door. What kind of mugs do you take us for?’

	Silence, and within Rod a realization of the way things were building up against him. He spoke steadily enough even though he longed to make a furious outburst.

	‘Naturally you didn’t see the gangsters: they headed towards the south. If you think I’ve been tryin’ to steal this gold dust you——’

	‘Listen, Cameron,’ the sheriff interrupted, ‘there have been plenty of thefts in this town during the brief time we’ve been away—little thefts, sure; valuables that wouldn’t mean anythin’ in the ordinary way, but for sentiment’s sake, the folks is mighty sour about ’em. Next we come back into town an’ find you robbin’ the bank. You can talk all you like, but there’s only one way which we can figger it. You’d best come along with me. Later, we’ll see what the court has to say.’

	Rod Cameron’s expression was fixed, stony, yet there was in it something of the profound amazement he felt, not only that the folks in the town should be so ready to believe the worst of him, but that they should hint so vaguely at the mysterious something which had driven them all clean away.

	‘Move!’ Turner ordered jerking his head and holding his gun. ‘I don’t want to have t’use this on you, feller.’

	Rod looked about him on the faces. He recognized many of them in the dim light—but they were all unfriendly. The two who really might be able to help him, Bill Hawkins or Valerie Shane, were absent.

	His hands slightly raised, Rod walked across the dim space to the bank doors, the sheriff right behind him. Then Rod turned.

	‘My horse is over there at the saloon: at least give me the chance to bed him down for the night.’

	‘Where’d that be?’ Turner enquired. ‘You stay in a room at the hotel, usually, don’t you?’

	‘Yeah. I use the town’s livery stable for the horse.’

	‘Okay. I’ll see it’s looked after. Right now you’re not goin’ any place ’cept jail. Come on—git!’

	Rod had no alternative, and as he walked along the boardwalk he felt his guns taken from him. They reached the sheriff’s office presently and Turner opened the door with one hand and motioned inside with the barrel of his gun. In three minutes Rod was in the little adobe jail at the back of the office, the heavily barred door being locked upon him.

	‘Nice reward, this, for stopping a gang of outlaws from stealing gold dust,’ he growled in the gloom.

	‘That’s your story, Cameron. I work it out differently—an’ so do most others, I reckon. You’ll have your chance to say your piece, in court.’

	With that Turner moved away and Rod was left to his own bitter speculations. Not that they got him anywhere. Finally he threw himself down on the hard bunk, locked his hands behind his head and set himself to think. On the one hand he was worried about his own predicament, for looked at logically he could see just how the situation seemed; whilst on the other he was mystified by the emptiness of the town upon his arrival and then the strange return of some of the population. He thought once of asking the sheriff what had happened; then decided against it. Turner was in no mood to talk, and perhaps the least said the better in case the sheriff twisted certain statements in a guiltwise direction.

	Finally Rod fell asleep, and it was daylight when he awoke. Turner’s deputy, a ferret-eyed man who never spoke a word more than he could help, brought a breakfast of sorts. Rod was glad of it since it was the first meal he had had in some sixteen hours. By the time he had got to the end of it he had a visitor—a slim girl with dark hair and violet eyes. The moment she appeared beyond the bars of the door Rod was on his feet eagerly.

	‘Val!’ He hurried forward and grasped her hands between the bars. ‘Thank heaven to find somebody who can perhaps tell me something sensible . . . What on earth’s bin goin’ on around these parts?’

	She did not answer the question: instead she said seriously, ‘You seem to have been getting yourself into a load of trouble too, Rod. The whole town is talking about you—not very pleasantly either. What on earth possessed you to try and rob the bank?’

	‘I didn’t! For the love of Pete, Val, you know me better than that, surely?’

	‘Of course!’ She smiled at him reassuringly. ‘But it was certainly a shock to me when I heard the news upon coming back into town with the rest of the folks this morning. I came here straight away and Mr Turner’s deputy said I could talk to you if I wanted. What really happened?’

	Rod explained matters in detail and then finished:

	‘And that’s the absolute truth, Val, and I’m relying on you to believe it, even though I can’t prove it. I’m willing to swear on a stack of Bibles that it was Tim Fancourt and some of his boys who tried to pull that job last night . . . Forgettin’ that for the moment, though, why did all you folks vanish as you did? What caused it?’

	‘A supposed twister—a tornado,’ the girl answered. ‘As you know they happen around this district now and again.’

	‘Uh-huh, sure they do.’ Rod looked at her wonderingly. ‘But the last one was three years ago, an’ I certainly saw no signs of one during my travels.’

	‘Early yesterday evening, maybe a couple of hours before sundown, two men rode in from the southward trail. They were saddle tramps, strangers. They stayed long enough for quick drinks in the Dancing Lady and warned us that a twister was on its way in our direction. They were riding from it fast as they could go and warned us to do the same. When somebody said there was no sign of it they told us the mountain hid it from view . . . Since there seemed no sense in doubting them, and also because a real twister could have smashed this town and everything in it to matchwood, we all got out at top speed, leaving things just as they were. We took shelter in the mountain foothill caves and waited for the storm.’

	‘Which, of course, didn’t happen?’ Rod asked grimly.

	‘No. Then Mr Turner and some of the others said it was beginning to look as though those hombres had fooled us—either as a joke, or else for a far more sinister purpose. Those men who ran the bank said there was a lot of gold dust in it—and from that things seemed to tie up. Mr Turner and several others rode back into town, and you know the rest.’

	‘Yes, don’t I?’ Rod’s face was grim. ‘And it’s a simple enough explanation now we have it. Those two saddle-tramps were obviously a couple of Tim Fancourt’s men, and he chose that neat way of emptying the town for enough time for him to rob the bank. And he’d have done it, but for me. But instead of getting any credit for it I finish up as the supposed robber myself.’

	‘You can’t altogether blame the folks suspecting you,’ the girl said seriously. ‘It could just as easily have been you who sent those men here, and since you returned to town long before you said you would it looks even more suspicious.’

	‘I can soon settle that by proving that I went on business to Bartonville . . .’ Rod paused and shook his dark head dubiously. ‘Come to think on it, it won’t prove anything. I could have gotten through my normal business and returned just the same. In fact, taking it all round, I seem to be in one large-sized spot. What about my boss, Mr Hawkins? Seen him around?’
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