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  Chapter One

  Spring had flung her mantle of green over Marble range. The trees along the river in the south were in full leaf. The colors lay in broad stripes against the sides of Marble Dome. Cattle by the thousands grazed peacefully in this vast domain. The sun, climbing steadily in the east, shed a golden glory over the land.

  Yet all was not serene on the range. Midway between the butte and the river a strange scene was being enacted. A lone rider was coming westward at a fast pace, and some distance behind him several other riders were pushing their horses, evidently in a strenuous effort to overtake him. Now the first rider would spurt and widen the distance between himself and the others; again he would slacken his pace as if to encourage them, only to spurt again and leave them farther behind.

  All this was being observed by a man who sat his horse at the edge of the trees some distance ahead of the oncoming horsemen. His face wore a puzzled expression as he watched the drama being enacted before him. He was a middle-aged man, gray at the temples, keen-eyed, who sat his mount with something of a soldierly bearing. At first glance he would give one an impression of suppressed authority. A little exclamation escaped his lips as a puff of smoke drifted above the pursuers. Even as the echo of the gun’s report reached his ears, he saw the man ahead lean low over his horse’s neck and spurt so that it seemed as if the animal flew over the ground. There was no need for more shots for in a twinkling the pursuers were left hopelessly behind.

  The man murmured aloud in admiration, drew his gun, and spurred his horse out as the rider approached. The rider saw him immediately and eased his pace. Shortly he came up to the other and drew rein. After a quizzical inspection he spoke: “I wonder what that outfit back there think they’re doing . . . playing a game?”

  “It looked to me as if you were playing the game,” was the reply. “And no wonder, with that horse.”

  “I was experimenting,” said the stranger. “I wanted to see if they’d fire at me. Well, they did. Now shooting at a man you don’t know who he might be, and shooting at him you don’t know what for is right ornery, uncertain business.”

  “They are members of my outfit,” the other observed, noting that this rider was dark, young—about twenty-eight, he surmised—well set up, good-looking, and dressed more or less elegantly and expensively for the range country. Silver shone from his bridle and saddle; the butt plates of his gun were pearl.

  “And what outfit is this?” the rider asked.

  “This is the Half Diamond M,” was the answer, “commonly called the Half Diamond.”

  At this point the pursuing cavalcade arrived, led by a burly, glowering, red-faced individual with a stubble of red beard and small beady eyes of a mean brown.

  “What was your play in pullin’ that stunt back there?” he demanded of the stranger. “What you doin’ on this range?”

  “I was just taking my morning exercise,” was the tantalizing reply.

  “You mean you was runnin’ away because you was sizin’ up the cattle down there,” the leader accused harshly.

  At this point the man who had met the stranger broke in. “I’ll attend to this, Hayes,” he said sharply. “Go back up where you belong.”

  The man called Hayes frowned darkly, made as if to reply, met the other’s eyes, whirled his horse, and led his men away, leaving a string of curses in his wake.

  “Nice amiable disposition,” the stranger observed. “You’d think he’d be better natured on a fresh, spring morning like this, even if he does look like a train robber.”

  “That was Big Bill Hayes, foreman of this ranch,” said the other sternly, “and he had a right to ask you what you’re doing on this range. Now I’m asking it.”

  The stranger nodded and his eyes narrowed slightly. “What right you got to ask it?” he inquired coolly.

  “I’m Henry Manley, manager of this ranch, and who are you?”

  “I’m Bannister, manager of this horse.”

  “Yes?” Manley was surveying the new arrival closely and was frowning. “That’s a smart answer. As long as you’re on the Half Diamond, I’ve a right to ask you questions, and I want to know where you’re from and what you’re doing here.”

  “I don’t aim to be smart,” Bannister drawled. “It’s just the way you ask your questions that I don’t exactly take to. And just because I happen to be here is no reason why I should tell you where I’m from, is it? And I’ve the right to refuse to answer your questions, for that matter, but just to be sociable I’ll answer one of ’em. I’m here because I want to find out the way to the next or nearest town.”

  “Well, then, why did you run away from Hayes and his men?”

  “I didn’t like the way they came racing down there,” was Bannister’s reply. “They acted plumb hostile. How’d I know but what something had been pulled off around here and I might be mistaken for somebody else? Caution isn’t a bad thing to carry up your sleeve.”

  Manley considered this and slowly his frown faded. “You crossed the river at the upper ford, I suppose,” he conjectured.

  “I crossed it up by that butte,” said Bannister, pointing toward Marble Dome.

  “Are you a cowhand?” Manley asked curiously.

  “Well . . .”—Bannister eyed the other speculatively—“I suppose yes,” he conceded. “I was born on the range.”

  “You don’t exactly talk like a cowhand,” Manley observed. “And you’re sure and certain not dressed like one. Maybe you’re one of Cromer’s men.”

  Bannister shook his head. “I don’t know who Cromer is, and I’m not one of his men. And I had just enough schooling when I was younger to learn how to talk halfway decent, and I’ve kept at it. I’ve got tougher clothes than these in the pack on the back of my saddle.”

  Manley appeared impressed. “Maybe you’re looking for a job,” he ventured. “I’ll confess you look capable.”

  “I am that,” Bannister agreed.

  “Well, we need men on the Half Diamond,” said Manley in a very civil tone. “If you want a job, I’ll give it to you.”

  “I can’t take you up this morning,” said Bannister. “You see day after tomorrow is Decoration Day and I just have to be in town on holidays. Sometimes I edge in when it isn’t a holiday. I suppose there’s a town around here somewhere?”

  “Twenty miles west,” Manley grumbled. “Come along and I’ll put you on the road.”

  They proceeded westward along the river, Bannister looking straight ahead and maintaining a silence that Manley, for some reason he could not determine, did not feel inclined to break. The Half Diamond manager studied him with a puzzled frown on his face. There was something about the man’s personality that stirred his interest. He didn’t believe the holiday story for a minute. He doubted that Bannister was a cowhand, yet he wasn’t sure. He had caught a peculiar flash in the man’s eyes two or three times that belied his age. And he was certainly unacquainted with the country. Why had he flirted with Hayes and his men? Why?

  “Would you mind telling me who owns this ranch?” Bannister asked suddenly. “It’s just curiosity on my part.”

  “The Half Diamond is owned by Florence Marble,” Manley replied tartly. “This is the famous Marble property. Maybe you’ve heard of it?” He paused, but Bannister shook his head. “Well, it’s the greatest ranch on the north range,” Manley went on, somewhat nettled. “And it’s a mighty good outfit to work for,” he added hopefully. He needed men badly, and, if Bannister knew anything at all about working cattle, he could use him. Anyway, stockmen didn’t usually ask for recommendations when hiring men.

  “I reckon so,” was Bannister’s comment.

  Manley shrugged. “I was wondering,” he said, “since you got up here rather early and spick-and-span . . . I was wondering where you were last night.”

  “I was down at the Macy ranch,” Bannister volunteered. “And old man Macy didn’t ask any questions, either. I just rode in and he said . . . ‘Howdy, stranger. Put up your horse and I’ll tell the cook to slap down an extra plate in the bunkhouse.’ He was plumb hospitable.”

  “Oh, Macy’s all right,” said Manley in a patronizing tone. “He’s one of the old school of stockmen. Big place, too. Didn’t he tell you the way to town?”

  “Said to ride north and get the road, which is how I got in here,” Bannister replied crisply.

  They came to some bottom lands where there were hay fields, then pastures where thoroughbred horses grazed, then grain fields, a garden, and finally a windbreak of towering cottonwoods. Bannister glimpsed some of the ranch buildings through the trees, and by their size and number realized that this was truly a big outfit.

  Manley led him around the windbreak, thus avoiding the buildings, and up a road to a high bench. He pointed westward.

  “Prairie City is twenty miles west on this road,” he said.

  “Fair enough,” said Bannister with a flashing smile. “I’ll push along. Much obliged.”

  Manley stared after him both irritated and puzzled. That remark about Macy not asking questions and his hospitality had been a dig at him. Moreover Manley was a man who didn’t like mysteries, and Bannister was a mystery. I bet he’s one of Cromer’s men just the same, he mused as Bannister disappeared in a racing cloud of dust. He turned back toward the ranch buildings.

  * * * * *

  Two hours later Bannister rode into Prairie City. He walked his horse down the dusty street, looking for the livery. A man in shirt sleeves with a gleaming star on his vest saw him from the doorway of a resort, looked after him, stepped out into the street, and walked after him.

  Bannister found the livery behind the hotel, put up his horse, and went into the hotel to engage a room. While he was at the desk, the man of the star strolled in, observing him closely. When Bannister had gone upstairs with the clerk to be shown his room, the deputy stepped quickly to the desk and scanned the name inscribed upon the register.

  Then he went out hurriedly.


  Chapter Two

  Prairie City was the terminus of a branch railroad from the transcontinental line in the south. It was also the county seat and as such was naturally the headquarters of the sheriff. On this noonday, Sheriff Campbell sat in the front office of the jail with a pipe in his mouth, leaning back in his swivel chair with his feet on his desk. Business was slack.

  The door opened and the deputy, a large, round-faced man, came in.

  “Chief,” he said with some excitement, “a man rode in town just now who is a dead ringer for The Maverick.”

  The sheriff was unperturbed. He was a short, stout man who looked like anything but an officer of the law. He removed the pipe from his mouth slowly.

  “Van Note,” he drawled, “if I was to follow up all your hunches about men who look like The Maverick, I wouldn’t have time to do anything else. You get a suspect on an average of once a week.”

  “But this is the best hunch I’ve had,” Deputy Van Note protested. “He’s got the height, he’s got the build, he’s got the eyes, the cleft in the chin, the dark complexion, and packs a pearl-handled gun.”

  “Yes,” drawled Campbell, “and you’ve suspected every man with a pearl-handled gun that’s shown up here in the last two years.”

  “I wish you’d take a look at him,” said Van Note desperately. “I bet he’ll start you guessing, anyway. And it’s natural he’d show up here now if he’s planning a job in this section. There’ll be money floating like water here the next few days, for they’re coming in from all directions to celebrate. The bank will be loaded with cash, the safe of every resort in town will be crammed, why, it’s as good a time for a clean-up as the Fourth of July.”

  “No doubt,” said the sheriff. “But we’ve had a lot of holidays here and there’s never been a clean-up yet. What’s more, I’m going to swear in half a dozen special deputies or more. I’ll have a man stationed in every place in town where big amounts of cash are handled.”

  “All right,” said the deputy, “but I’m going to keep an eye on this fellow who signs himself as Bob Bannister.”

  “I’m going over to the hotel to eat,” said Campbell. “Do you suppose he’ll get his dinner there?”

  “He’s registered there, so I suppose he will,” Van Note grumbled.

  “Then I’ll take a look at him,” the sheriff announced, rising. “I reckon I’ll be able to pick him out.”

  It so happened that Bannister did go into the hotel dining room for his dinner. He didn’t for a moment suspect the identity of the short, stout man who sat down at his table and, after ordering, engaged him in casual conversation. He, in turn, made some inquiries—where were the squarest games run, and the like. The sheriff went back to his office with a satisfied look on his face.

  “Listen, Van Note,” he said pleasantly. “I sat across from your man at dinner. I talked with him. The fellow is a gambler for he asked me about games and such. Another thing, he talks good. His eyes haven’t got the hard look that the eyes of a man like The Maverick would have. A man who’s a killer and a bandit shows it in his eyes first off. What’s more, he’s neat. Do you think an outlaw like The Maverick would take the trouble to keep his fingernails clean? He doesn’t wear the kind of clothes this Maverick would have on. A man like The Maverick is tough, and he shows it in his look, his talk, his actions, and his clothes. I’ve seen enough of that stamp to know.”

  Although the holiday was two days away, Prairie City was already making carnival. Festoons and streamers of bunting were everywhere; flags fluttered in the breeze. The town was rapidly filling with celebrants. Dust spirals on the roads and on the plain signaled the coming of men from the ranches, stockmen with their families in buckboards and spring wagons, cowpunchers on their ponies. Morning and evening incoming trains were crowded. For Prairie City was the only town of any size within a radius of nearly a hundred miles.

  Bannister looked the town over in the afternoon and brought up at The Three Feathers, the largest resort in the place. It was a large room with bar, gaming tables, dance floor, and lunch counter combined. It was here that he chose to try his luck, first at the roulette wheel, and then at stud poker. His winnings were negligible, for he did not indulge in high play. The high play, as he knew, would be in the private rooms in the rear. At midnight he went to the hotel.

  As he idled about the lobby, smoking a cigarette before going to bed, a poster on the wall caught his eye. It read:

  
    BUY NOW BEFORE IT IS TOO LATE!

    Only a Limited Amount of Stock in the

    MARBLE DOME

    LAND AND IRRIGATION CO.

    Will be offered to the Public

    $10.00 a Share at Par.

    REMEMBER!

    A soon as the stock issue is sold—which will be soon—it is certain to increase in value. A dollar invested NOW in this great enterprise, which means so much to this community, will be worth TWO within six months!

    INVEST NOW AND YOU WON’T REPENT!

    Send subscriptions to or call at the office of

    MARBLE DOME LAND AND IRRIGATION CO.,

    PRAIRIE CITY, OR

    ON THE PROPERTY

    AT MARBLE DOME.

    SYDNEY CROMER, President

  

  Bannister studied this notice with a puzzled frown on his face. Cromer? Where had he heard that name before? After a time he had it. Manley of the Half Diamond had asked him that morning if he was one of Cromer’s men. He turned to the sleepy clerk.

  “Where is this irrigation project?” he asked.

  The clerk roused himself. “Up north of the Half Diamond,” he answered, yawning. “Named after the big butte on the Marble range. Lots of work up there if you’re looking for work.” Then he again relaxed in his chair.

  The information did not particularly interest Bannister. It was merely the name that caused him to put the query. He threw away his cigarette and went upstairs to bed.

  In the morning after breakfast he strolled to the livery to take a look at his horse. As he reached the barn door, he heard the thunder of hoofs. He turned and saw a magnificent bay come dashing around from the street. He had to leap aside to avoid the animal as it came to a rearing stop at the very door of the barn. The rider was out of the saddle in a twinkling, laughing joyously, his eyes shining as he flung up a hand in greeting. He was young, this rider, not more than eighteen, tall, well-built, good-looking.

  Bannister frowned. “You came near running me down,” he accused. He could hardly keep his eyes off the horse.

  The youth laughed again as the liveryman came hurrying for his mount. “Mike wouldn’t run anybody down,” he said. “You needn’t have moved.” Then to the liveryman: “Take good care of him. I’ll be in till day after tomorrow.”

  With a wave of his hand to Bannister, he was off.

  “Who’s that kid?” Bannister asked the liveryman.

  “That’s Howard Marble,” the man drawled. “He’s pretty wild now, but he’ll get tamed in time.”

  “Marble?” said Bannister. “Any relation to the Half Diamond outfit?”

  “He’s Florence Marble’s cousin. Lives out there. She thinks he’s the candy, sugar-coated, an’ lets him run. That’s what’s the matter with him. But he’s a good kid at that.”

  Bannister had been struck by the boy’s riding, his free and easy manner, his sparkling eyes and display of exuberant youth. Perhaps in Howard Marble he saw the reflection of what he had been himself at eighteen. “He’ll break his neck or kill his horse one of these days,” he muttered to himself.

  * * * * *

  The premature celebration got under way full blast early in the morning. And this day Bannister played for high stakes. Deputy Van Note followed him from resort to resort, still suspicious. As he had no regular assignment, but was simply ordered to keep looking around, he could do this. He saw Bannister go into several games and emerge a substantial winner.

  About 10:00 that night Bannister saw Howard Marble again. It was in The Three Feathers. The youth was at the bar and it was all too evident that he had been imbibing freely of the vile liquor that was being served. His face was flushed, his voice loud but lacking the wholesome ring that had characterized it that morning. Also he was engaged in some sort of argument with a short, dark-faced man, beady-eyed, thin, who spoke with a queer accent.

  “If you haven’t got enough room at this bar, go somewhere else,” the boy was saying.

  Bannister moved down toward them.

  “Where would you say I go?” the little man purred.

  “You can go to blazes for all of me!” Howard cried.

  Bannister could see the bartender shaking his head vigorously at the youth. He moved closer.

  “You are the brave little boy,” the dark-faced man said. “But you need go home now. You no talk good. Maybe you go somewhere else.”

  His eyes had narrowed, and Bannister saw that several wanted to interfere, but something held them back. What was this? Were they going to stand around and see the youth get into trouble because they were afraid of the small man? And Bannister’s experienced eye showed him that this man had been drinking, too. But he was holding his liquor well, so far as outward appearances indicated.

  “Why, you confounded little shrimp, if you don’t move, I’ll pick you up an’ carry you out!” sang the boy, rising to his full height of six feet.

  “Ah!” The little man’s tone might have signified delight. “The bold little baby-face.” Quick as a cat he leaped and struck Howard across the mouth. His laugh was like a cold wind suddenly sweeping into the place.

  Howard’s face went red, then white. His hand darted to his gun. But instantly it was grasped in a grip of iron as Bannister leaped. In that moment—the wink of an eye—Bannister’s gun was at his hip, leveled at the little man whose eyes darted fire into his own.

  “Take your hand off that gun!” Bannister’s words rang like a clash of steel through that room of silence.

  The beady, black eyes narrowed to slits through which blue fire gleamed. “It is good,” came the soft, purring voice. “You save the life of the baby-face and I save yours.” His hand came away from his weapon and he turned to the bar with another laugh.

  “You come with me,” said Bannister sternly to the boy. And still gripping him with his left hand he led him out of the place.

  Howard went willingly enough. He was sobered by the swift-moving drama in which he had participated. He realized that the man at his side had probably saved his life. For the little man’s move had been lightning fast. He hadn’t seen this new-found friend draw at all. His gun had appeared in his hand as if by magic. He looked at Bannister respectfully.

  “Listen, kid,” said Bannister, “drunk or sober, I take it that you’ve got more nerve than brains. That fellow in there is a gunman. I can tell the breed a mile away. You missed a slug of hot lead by a hair.”

  “I’m sure much obliged to you, old-timer,” said the boy contritely.

  “In that case I wish you’d show it by going to the hotel, or wherever you’re stopping, and stay there till tomorrow,” said Bannister. “And tomorrow I’d like to have a talk with you.”

  “Well . . . all right,” said Howard reluctantly. “I’ll go up to the hotel.”

  Bannister walked with him up the street to see that he kept his word.

  Five minutes later Deputy Van Note was pounding his fist on the sheriff’s desk. “What’d I tell you!” he cried. “That fellow who calls himself Bannister may be a gambler, which I happen to know he is. But he’s a whole lot more than that. I came into The Three Feathers a few minutes back just in time to see it. He threw his gun on Le Beck . . . on Le Beck, understand . . . and he beat him to the draw.”


  Chapter Three

  In a town such as Prairie City, where horses furnish the common means of transportation, the liveryman is pretty apt to know just about everything as to what’s going on and who’s who. Therefore, on this occasion, Bannister turned to this source of information. He described the appearance of the small man in The Three Feathers with whom Howard Marble had clashed, but before he had finished the liveryman interrupted him: “That’s Le Beck,” he said with conviction. “He’s bad medicine. Gunfighter. Sure-fire shot. Killer, too. Comes from up north somewhere an’ don’t get in here often or stay long. But he’s been here over a week this time.”

  “Where does he get that accent from?” asked Bannister.

  “French-Canadian, I guess,” was the reply. “People don’t know much about him, except that he’s dynamite an’ a good hombre to stay away from.”

  Bannister walked out of the barn with a thoughtful look on his face. From what little he had heard, when he entered the resort, he surmised that the trouble between Howard and the gunman had arisen over crowding at the bar. He didn’t doubt at all but that Le Beck would have shot down the youth. He would have permitted the boy to draw first and then claimed self-defense. Plain as a mule’s ears. The thought in Bannister’s mind now was whether Le Beck would go gunning for him. He smiled grimly and walked down to The Three Feathers.

  Le Beck still was in the place. He was playing cards. He paid no attention whatsoever to Bannister, although almost everyone else in the place did. Bannister resumed his play. Only once during the rest of the night did their glances clash. And on this occasion Bannister read the message in Le Beck’s eyes and caught its significance. But he shot a message back. Men of the lightning draw talk with their eyes.

  Bannister played until dawn, and as a result he didn’t get up until noon. When he went downstairs, he found Howard Marble in the dining room. The boy smiled and beckoned to him to come to his table. Bannister hung his hat on a hook and sat down.

  “You look better this morning, or noon, than you did last night,” Bannister observed.

  “Had a good sleep,” said Howard. “The stuff they peddle out around here is great stuff to sleep on.”

  “Well, that’s all it’s good for then,” Bannister grunted. He gave his order and leaned his elbows on the table. “I’m no veteran now,” he said slowly, “but when I was your age I was just as big a fool as you are . . . almost. I guess that’s why I took a fancy to you. But you’re playing the wrong end of the game.”

  Howard appeared to resent this. “I was a little excited,” he said with a slight frown. “The white stuff hits me quick.”

  “Then quit it,” said Bannister sharply. “Oh, don’t worry, I’m not going to lecture you, although I have the right. Do you know who it was you ran up against last night?” The boy nodded. “Well, then, I reckon you know he’d have bored you quick as light. Did you know who he was when you got tangled up with him?”

  “I . . . I found out who he was this morning,” replied the youth sheepishly.

  “Then you know the chance you took, and every man in there was scared to interfere or even say a word out loud, so . . .”

  “But you wasn’t,” Howard interrupted with a look of admiration. “Everybody’s talking about you, Mister Bannister.”

  Bannister shook his head impatiently. “No, I wasn’t,” he said with some irritation. “I can throw a gun and make no bones about it. But if I’d been drinking, you’d be in Kingdom Come this minute. I started out when I was a kid the same way you’ve been going. I was hitting up the hard stuff and every time I slipped a few under my belt I thought I had the world by the ears. Then one night I got mixed up just about the same as you did last night, only not with so fast a man. It ended in gun play. He missed me, but I didn’t miss him. Call it luck, for that’s what it was. But it left me so cold sober that I was like a cake of ice. It’s mighty serious business, Howard, killing a man. I’ve been through a lot since then and I’ve never taken a drink.”

  The boy was listening, wide-eyed, impressed.

  “Now, Marble,” Bannister went on, “you owe me something. You . . .”

  “I know I do!” Howard exclaimed.

  “Don’t interrupt me,” said Bannister crisply. “As I say, you owe me something, and I want you to pay it. It’s a promise. I want you to promise me that you’ll never take another drink.”

  The youth sat silently, fingering his fork and looking at the tablecloth, while Bannister watched him keenly. Then he looked up and smiled. “All right, Mister Bannister,” he said in a clear, sincere voice, “I give you my promise.”

  Bannister held out a hand. “A mighty good night’s work for you and for me,” he said earnestly.

  “I wish we had somebody like you out at the ranch,” said Howard as Bannister turned to his meal.

  Bannister made no reply to this. Howard remained until the meal was finished and then they went into the lobby. Deputy Van Note was there waiting. He approached Bannister, and Howard moved away.

  “Ah, Bannister,” said Van Note, “the sheriff wants to see you a minute.”

  Instantly Bannister’s expression changed. His eyes became hard and cold, his jaw squared. He looked at Van Note almost insolently. “I suppose it’s that business last night,” he said icily. “I reckon you know if I hadn’t butted in that kid would be ready to plant. Has he had Le Beck on the carpet, too?” Bannister sneered openly.

  “I . . . I don’t think it’s that business last night,” the deputy said, appearing ill at ease. “I don’t know exactly . . .”

  “Does this sheriff know where I’m stopping?” Bannister interrupted sharply.

  “Why, yes . . . of course. He sent me here.”

  “Then tell him if he wants to see me, I’ll be here in the lobby for half an hour,” said Bannister. And he deliberately turned his back on the deputy.

  Van Note hesitated, wet his lips, and then hurried out. Bannister rolled a cigarette and went into the little sitting room, telling Howard he had an appointment.

  Sheriff Campbell came, somewhat flustered, his face red, but with eyes that snapped angrily. He was not accustomed to going to see people; people came to see him. In this case, well, it was a delicate and perhaps extraordinarily important matter. If this man should indeed prove to be The Maverick, he was the most dangerous man who ever came to Prairie City. In which case it would be well to humor him—until he was safely behind bars.

  Bannister rose, stepped to the doorway leading into the lobby. He beckoned to Campbell, who came in, looking at him queerly. Now Campbell might not look like a sheriff, but he had all the qualifications just the same. He was not a coward; he was fearless; moreover, he had brains and tact—the latter characteristic being lacking in most officers of the law.

  “You wanted to see me, Sheriff?” said Bannister coldly. “I suppose it’s something about that business last night. I don’t reckon it’s against the law in this town to pull a gun to save a life.” His tone swam in sarcasm.

  “Well, sit down,” said the sheriff. And, when they were seated: “This has nothing to do with last night. I want to know who you are, and what you are, and where you’re from.” In his hand he held a folded paper.

  “My name is Bob Bannister,” replied Bannister evenly. “I’m whatever I want to be … a free lance, free to gamble, to punch cattle, and a number of other things. I’m from parts south of here. I’ve been wandering since I was eighteen.”

  “It’s the number of other things I’m interested in,” said the sheriff, looking at him closely. “Your answer is vague. Where did you work last?”

  “Down in Big Falls,” said Bannister easily. “I played every joint in town.”

  “And where were you before that?” the sheriff demanded.

  Bannister’s gaze hardened. “I don’t see any reason why I should answer a lot of questions unless I know why. Or, are you questioning all visitors today? If you are, you’ve got some job on your hands.”

  The sheriff held out the paper. “Read that,” he said sharply.

  Bannister read:

  
    WANTED!

    $5000 REWARD

    This sum is offered for the apprehension of the man who calls himself

    THE MAVERICK

    He is six foot one or two; dark complexion; black eyes and hair; cleft in chin; about 28 to 30 years; packs a pearl-handled gun; always works alone; very fast with his gun. Wanted for MURDER and ROBBERY, by Big Falls county authorities. Communicate with

    JOHN WILLS, Sheriff,

    Big Falls, Mont.

  

  Bannister handed the paper back to the sheriff. His eyes narrowed and he turned them fully on the official.

  “So that’s the reason you are so interested in me,” he said sarcastically. “How does it come, Sheriff, that you bother with a mere suspect when there is a man with a record a mile long right here in town who you know . . . I mean Le Beck?”

  “Le Beck is covered,” the sheriff snapped out. “I have nothing on him.”

  “Have you anything on me?” asked Bannister sharply.

  The sheriff frowned and bit his lip. It was a hard question to answer. “You refuse to tell me your history,” he said finally. His questioning was getting nowhere and he realized it to his great discomfiture.

  “Do I have to tell you my history just because you’ve got some kind of a hazy idea that I might be this Maverick person?” Bannister demanded harshly.

  The sheriff’s frown deepened and his eyes flashed.

  “Listen!” The word fairly cracked in the little room. Bannister leaned over and tapped the sheriff on the knee. “You think maybe I might be The Maverick,” he said in a low, vibrant voice, “but before you go any further, you make sure.”

  Sheriff Campbell went back to his office, baffled.

  Bannister found his way back to the tables. There was an abandon about Bannister’s method of play that bewildered old-time professionals. They couldn’t put their finger on him, so to speak. He played stud poker exclusively. At times he discarded the science of the game and tried to draw out—and almost invariably his luck would bring him a needed card. He was caught bluffing just enough that when one was sure he was bluffing he wasn’t. Always it cost plenty of money to see his hole card. He won steadily.

  He did not see Howard Marble again that day. He sauntered about after supper among the throngs and late in the evening looked in at a dance. A great pavilion had been erected for the rodeo the preceding fall and this was being used. The dance was in full swing, the floor crowded with couples. As the music stopped, people everywhere turned to look at him. The incident of the night before—a small matter in his own eyes—had assumed great magnitude in the eyes of the male celebrants, who had enlarged on the story and passed it along to the women. This attention irritated him and he turned to go, but at that moment Howard Marble pushed through the crowd and grasped his arm.

  “Come on, Mister Bannister, I want you to meet my cousin,” said the youth eagerly.

  “What!” Bannister exclaimed. “Me to go into that mob. Not on your life! No, son, it can’t be done . . . no use urging me.”

  “All right, come along,” said Howard.

  They went out and Howard started around the pavilion. Bannister objected.

  “We’re just going back to this refreshment place,” pleaded Howard. “Wouldn’t you do me that much of a favor?”

  Bannister knew that by his cousin Howard meant Florence Marble, owner of the Half Diamond. He finally gave way to his curiosity and consented. Howard left him at a corner table and hurried away. When he returned, Bannister stood up, drawing a long breath.

  “This is my cousin, Florence Marble,” said Howard.

  Bannister didn’t hear the rest. He took the girl’s hand, hardly knowing he did so, and mumbled something—he couldn’t afterward remember what. For Florence Marble was a girl of the type he most admired. She wasn’t slim or short; she came up to his shoulder and more; beautifully formed; hazel eyes; cheeks where roses bloomed; red lips and full; and a mass of hair the color of burnished copper. Yet there was something about her that suggested she could ride and shoot and was well able to take care of herself. She was Western with a slight veneer of Eastern manner, obtained at some distant school likely. In which surmise he was correct.

  “Howard’s been telling me some wonderful things about you, Mister Bannister,” she said in a voice that fell pleasantly on the ear as the boy moved away. “He says you’re a terror with your gun and saved his life. Anyway, I want to thank you for what you did last night. I think a lot of Howard. He’s all I’ve got.” She kept looking at him searchingly as she said this.

  Bannister was not embarrassed; he was merely surprised that the owner of the great Half Diamond should turn out to be so young and so good to look at. He shook his head and laughed. “I’m not a terror of any kind, Miss Marble . . . unless they prod me,” he returned, smiling. “I just stepped in because the business looked too one-sided. I don’t know as this Le Beck would have gone the limit.”

  “From what I hear, I believe he would,” said Florence Marble seriously. “I’m always worried when Howard’s in town. He’s wild, and all that, but he’s good at heart. But the thing I want to thank you most for is the promise you got from him. I’ve been trying to get such a promise for two years and he’s always talked me out of it. If he’ll only keep it.”

  “I think he will,” said Bannister. “There’s good stuff in that boy. It’s sticking out all over him. He’s just got to get his bearings, that’s all. From the way he hesitated before he promised me, and the way he looked at me when he did, I’d be willing to bet my horse and saddle that he’ll keep it.”

  “I hope so,” said Florence, brightening. “Mister Bannister . . .”

  “Please leave off that mister,” he said with another smile. “I’m not used to it. I’m just plain Bannister.”

  “All right, Bannister. I was wondering if you maybe were not the man who rode through our place the other morning. Manley was telling me of a rider and you seem to fit the description. You act like a man who would sass him back.”

  “I’m that same hombre.” Bannister chuckled.

  “Manley said you were a cowman, that he offered you a job, and you turned him down flat,” she said, smiling.

  “I told him I had to have my holiday,” Bannister explained. “Well, I’m having it.”

  “So I see.” She nodded. “I need men on the ranch, Bannister. I need one particular kind of a man for a . . . well, a special job. No, I know what you’re thinking about. I don’t want a gunman, although I was born in the West and I don’t object to a man being handy with his gun. The kind of man I want is hard to find. I depend on Manley to hire my men . . . him and Hayes . . . but Manley’s brains are, well, so much machinery. Would you take a special job with the Half Diamond at good pay without knowing what it is going to be? For I haven’t time to tell you now.”

  Bannister’s smile flashed instantly. “Now you’ve got me, Miss Marble. All my life I’ve been taking chances. I’ve gone out of my way to take a chance. If you’d said you wanted to hire me as a cowhand, or a horse breaker, or anything else, I’d have said no. But you’ve got me in the dark and guessing. I’ll take the chance.”

  “It may be more of a chance than you think,” she warned. “And I’m taking a chance, too, because I know nothing about you except your name. We’ll go out to the ranch in the morning. Oh, here comes Mister Cromer. He’ll want me to dance.”

  Bannister saw a man of medium height, muscular, square-jawed, thin-lipped, with a close-clipped, bristly tan mustache. He was moving rapidly toward them, a slight frown on his face. Then Bannister saw his eyes at close range. He didn’t like them.

  So this is the irrigation man, he said to himself.

  “All right, Miss Marble, let’s go,” said Cromer in a proprietary voice as he came up.

  Bannister did not like the voice, either.

  “Just a minute, Mister Cromer,” said Florence, “meet Mister Bannister.”

  “Howdy,” said Cromer with a jerky nod. He did not extend his hand.

  Bannister saw a slight frown on Florence Marble’s face, as if she resented Cromer’s slight, and he was gratified. “How’s the ditch digging?” he said pleasantly to Cromer. There was no reply, and Florence smiled back as they moved away.

  As Bannister went down the outside steps from the refreshment stall, a figure stole away into the shadows behind the pavilion.


  Chapter Four

  When Florence Marble asked Bannister to take a special job without knowing what it was to be, she really had him guessing as he had said. And when she hinted that he might be taking more chances than he thought, it clinched his acceptance. Now, as he strolled down the street toward The Three Feathers, he pondered the matter in an effort to come to some conclusion. But the more he thought about the matter, the more mysterious it became. He finally decided that she was worried about something, that she wanted him to find out something for her. Well, he was sure of one thing; he was ready and willing to do anything she might ask of him. He let it go at that.

  The Three Feathers resort, of course, was thronged. The tables, wheels, and other gaming layouts were going full blast. The bar was lined three deep. Bannister had an eye out for Le Beck, but his gaze was arrested, not by the notorious gunman, but by Howard Marble, who was playing at one of the poker tables. So here was another form of dissipation that the boy had learned.

  Bannister moved over near his table in time to see Howard lose a large pot after having shoved in a tall stack of chips. It was plain that the youth was not a piker. And, as Bannister watched the game, it was also plain that Howard had to have good cards to win. The finer, scientific points of stud were not within his ken apparently. Then, too, it was evident that the game was plentifully supplied with house boosters.

  Howard’s stack of checks steadily dwindled until but a few reds remained. He spoke to the dealer. “Can you put somebody in this chair to hold it until I go get some more money?” he asked.

  The man in the slot nodded to a man behind Howard. The boy got up and the man slipped into the chair to hold it against his return. The dealer passed him a moderate stack of checks.

  Howard pushed past Bannister without seeing him and picked his way out of the place with Bannister following. Up the street they went until the dance pavilion was reached. Bannister was of the opinion that Howard was going to get money from Florence Marble. But this did not prove to be the case. He saw the youth coming out of the hall again with Cromer behind him. He barely had time to step into the shadows when they were down the steps.

  “Here’s two hundred,” he heard Cromer say. “You can give me the slip tomorrow.”

  Bannister followed Howard down the street, thinking rapidly. Cromer was getting a hold on the boy by lending him money. Why? Because, indirectly, he might be getting a hold on Florence, also, or, at least he was cementing the boy on his side in any project he might have in mind. He remembered the look the man had given him and scowled darkly. He increased his pace and overtook the youth in front of the hotel.

  “Wait a minute, Howard.”

  The youth whirled, startled, but when he saw who it was, he smiled and greeted Bannister cheerfully enough.

  “Come in the hotel. I want to ask you something,” said Bannister, taking him by the arm. He led him through the lobby into the deserted parlor, where a lamp burned on the table.

  They sat in chairs, facing each other, and the boy was frowning. Evidently he suspected something unpleasant and did not relish the interview.
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