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N THAT early-evening card game in 
the rear of the Red Ace Saloon sat T. 
Brady Armbruster, Shoot-’em-up Tate, 

Big Jimpson, and a burly drinking miner 
whom nobody knew. This stranger’s 
mouth ran loud and mean. As young Pistol 
Ball Sams remarked later, he was hell-bent 
for trouble. Yet he alone of the four was 
unarmed. The climax came when he filled 
a straight with a crudely palmed king, 
called Jimpson the very worst kind of 
prevaricator and reached with both hands 
for the hundred-dollar pot. 

The other players had friends among 
the onlookers. Two guns barked and the 
lights went out. There was an echoing 
blast from the table. The bartender, 
swearing, produced another lamp. Sheriff 
Tom Edge rushed in, found the miner 
crumpled on the floor and sent for the 
doctor. The hundred-dollar pot had 
vanished. Likewise, the men who had shot 
the lights out were gone.  

The officer asked questions, sniffed 
gun muzzles. Then he arrested Big 
Jimpson and found the hundred dollars in 
Jimpson’s pocket. The big cowboy flared, 

“That’s my money! I had the next best 
hand to the stranger’s crooked straight!”  

“What he called you was a mouthful, I 
know,” the sheriff said, “but he was 
unarmed, and you—”  

“I didn’t shoot him!” Jimpson cried 
hotly. 

Young Pistol Ball Sams cut in, “Big’s 
gun smellin’ of new smoke don’t mean a 
thing, Sheriff. He shot at a rabbit on the 
way to town, hour ago. I was ridin’ with 
him, and seen it!”  

“The shooting must have been done by 
one of the other players, since the flash 
was over the table,” the lawman replied, 
“and neither Armbruster’s nor Tate’s guns 
had been fired lately. Not that I blame you, 
kid, for trying to help your sidekick,” and 
forthwith Tom Edge took the big cowboy 
off to his jail. 

They made an odd pair, this slim and 
scrawny Sams and the almost huge 
Jimpson. For long they had ridden cattle 
range together. Sams had come of a wild 
set, but there’d been no criminals in it. His 
father in queer humor had named him for a 
fast pet horse—Pistol Ball—when he was 
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toddling around playing with wooden 
guns. In making of himself a fine, quick 
shot he’d felt that he was living up to his 
name. 

T. Brady Armbruster looked and 
dressed like a professional gambler. But he 
wasn’t one. His line was more 
remunerative, and often more dangerous. 
At present he had a room over the Red 
Ace. Just beginning to undress for bed that 
night, he was, when the door eased open 
and Pistol Ball Sams eased in. 

“Look, Armbruster,” said the slim 
newcomer, low-voiced. “You was settin’ 
next to Big Jimpson in that game, so you 
know it wasn’t him who shot the jigger. I 
want you to tell this at Big’s trial. Will 
you?”  

There was craft in T. Brady’s lean face 
and narrowed eyes. He muttered, “The doc 
says the jigger won’t live the night 
through. Who you think did it, kid?”  

“Either you or Shoot-’em-up Tate,” 
frankly answered young Sams. “I’ve 
inquired around, and I learnt that you and 
Tate had a run-in with the strange miner at 
the liveryman’s before dark. He banged 
your heads together, and you two didn’t 
dare do any shootin’ there in front of 
witnesses, him not wearin’ any gun. Sure 
was hellbent for trouble. But you and Tate 
are in the clear, and so—”  

“How could we do that and not have a 
gun that smelled?”  

Sams shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m so 
bothered that my head won’t work right. 
But I do know that Big never would drill a 
unarmed man. How about you helpin’ him 
out?” 

Armbruster had taken off his black hat, 
his black coat, his shoulder holster and its 
short, ivory-handled .41 hookbill. He hung 
the gun rig on a bedpost without looking at 
it. Then: 

“They’ll have Jimpson’s preliminary 
trial tomorrow, kid, and I’d better not be 

here, for what I’ll have to tell would send 
Big to higher court where they’d sentence 
him to hang. The one chance your sidekick 
has got is for me not testify tomorrow.”  

Instinctively Pistol Ball Sams’ gun 
hand dropped to the butt of his old range 
six-shooter. He was pale under his tan. 

“What will you have to tell, 
Armbruster?” 

T. Brady clipped, “Wouldn’t try to 
scare me, would you?”  

Sams knew that man of iron and ice. 
He just didn’t scare worth a cent. Sams 
said nothing. Armbruster smiled, and 
spoke in a voice that was almost soft: 

“What you want to do is keep me away 
from town tomorrow, kid. Bueno—I’m 
agreeable. Suppose we sneak out and get 
our horses and take a nice ride, coming 
back in a couple days?”  

In Pistol Ball’s mind there was room 
for but a single thought—the welfare of 
his big cowboy crony. He answered 
quickly: 

“Bueno. Let’s go.” 
Armbruster put his shoulder gun rig 

back on, slipped into his coat, caught up 
his hat and blew the light out. The two 
men left the building by way of the dark 
rear stairs. A few minutes later, they were 
riding off westward.  

The night was black. They rode 
slowly, after having turned southward and 
into rugged terrain, making scarcely five 
miles in an hour’s time. Sams had had a 
chance to do some thinking. T. Brady 
wasn’t taking a ride like this for nothing. 
There was purpose in it, and any purpose 
of Armbruster’s was apt to be shady to say 
the very least. 

“Mind tellin’ me where we’re headed, 
Armbruster?”  

“Why, no, kid, I don’t mind. We’re 
headed for Shoot-’em-up Tate’s place. 
He’s there by now, likely. It’s over in the 
Dry Santos country.”  
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“I know that country,” Pistol Ball 
said—“Big Jimpson and me rode range for 
old Charley Burnam along the Rio Santos 
before it went dry and he had to sell off his 
herds—but I sure don’t know where Tate’s 
place is. He’s a bad egg, Armbruster. 
What we goin’ there for?”  

T. Brady swore. “Wanted me out of 
town, didn’t you? Sure to give your 
sidekick a chance. Well, you got what you 
wanted,” he said, with cold finality. 

Young Sams didn’t like that. He 
thought of turning back. Only the fact that 
Big Jimpson was in such a tight spot kept 
him riding on through the darkness with 
Armbruster. 

 
N a range of rocky hills Armbruster lost 
his bearings. It was well past midnight 

when he and Sams reined to a halt in front 
of a little, old log house near a spring and 
a worked-out windless mine, at the head of 
a short box canyon.  

“Tate’s place, kid,” the older man 
muttered. He whistled and a sleepy voice 
answered. 

“Put your nag up and come in, Brady.”  
The two put their horses with Tate’s in 

a pole corral behind the cabin, took off 
bridles and saddles and carried them 
inside. The lank and wiry Tate had lighted 
a tallow dip on a small table and sat beside 
it smoking. 

“Hi, Pistol,” he growled. “What you 
doin’ here, kid?”  

“Hi, Shoot-em-up,” the kid threw 
back. Indicating T. Brady: “This hombre 
in black clothes can mebbe tell you what 
I’m doin’ here. I sure cain’t.”  

“Pleasure trip,” Armbruster said, 
winking boldly at Tate. “Throw us out 
couple blankets, amigo. When we’ve had 
some shuteye we’ll feel more like working 
things up.” 

The load on his mind notwithstanding, 
Pistol Ball Sams slept well. Broad daylight 

had come when he woke and sat up. He 
rose at the sounds of voices, peered 
through the rear window and saw Tate and 
Armbruster standing off beyond the little 
corral. 

“Hell,” Armbruster was saying, “that 
young jigger is the best shot in the state!” 

“Look, pardner,” and Tate’s voice, 
also, had risen a peg—“up to now I’ve 
kept outa trouble ‘ceptin’ jest wildcat 
stuff, and I done it by not trustin’ anybody 
I wasn’t sure of. I—say, Brady, there’s the 
kid at the window.”  

Sams opened the back door and 
walked out. His grin was narrow as he 
addressed the pair. “Cur’osity killed a cat, 
they tell me. I’m no cat, but I’m cur’ous 
all the same. What’s in the wind about me, 
anyhow?”  

The pair exchanged glances. 
Armbruster said, ‘‘I’m not calling names, 
kid; get me? Bueno. Then listen: 

“There are those who claim that the 
stickup game, properly handled, pays big. 
Seems that the lone wolf is at a 
disadvantage; that four are too many, two 
not enough, and three just right. Two of 
the three ought to be smart as hell. The 
third could be a scrawny kid who, posing 
as a simple cowboy, could go anywhere 
without suspicion and get the lay of things 
in advance—very important. And now, 
Pistol, suppose you talk while we listen.” 

Pistol Ball got that easily. As for 
making himself one of a trio of stickups, 
not any, thank you. But he had to keep 
Armbruster out of town that day. Better 
stall along, he decided. 

“In not callin’ names, was it on 
account you thought I might blab if I 
didn’t throw in?” 

“Knowing too much, positively 
knowing it,” T. Brady said, “might be bad 
for you. A lot of folks have died because 
they knew too much.”  

His eyes were hard and narrow. So 
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were Shoot-’em-up Tate’s. Tate said, 
“Mebbe you wouldn’t have a chance to 
blab, kid.”  

Sams could see that he stood on 
dangerous ground here. He figured that he 
could get the best of one of them in 
gunplay, but not both. Shoot-’em-up 
hadn’t been so nicknamed for nothing. T. 
Brady with his fast ivory-handled .41 
hookbill was just as deadly. Simple matter 
to dump him into the old mine hole under 
the windlass and kick a little dirt in on 
him! 

“I sure wouldn’t tell about anything I’d 
had a part in,” he said, and his grin was 
deceptive. “What comes first?”  

“Old Charley Burnam,” Armbruster 
said bluntly. “You worked for him, and 
know him. When the Santos dried up, he 
sold his herds for around twenty thousand 
cash, and didn’t put the cash in any bank 
so far as I’ve been able to find out. As 
evidence that he didn’t, he keeps two of 
his old range riders there with him; it’s to 
guard against his being robbed, of course. 
Burnam has got an iron safe, hasn’t he?” 

Sams stared. So that was it—the main 
thing, anyway—the Burnam dinero. Sams 
happened to knew that Sheriff Tom Edge 
had bawled old Charley out for keeping so 
much money in his house. Sams swore to 
himself. He was in a spot that promised to 
be tougher, even, than the spot Big 
Jimpson was in! 

“I never noticed any safe when I was 
there,” he said, trying hard to sound 
casual. 

“All the better if he ain’t got one,” 
Tate said. 

Armbruster agreed. He produced a fat 
wallet and from it took a hundred-dollar 
bill. “Ride down to pay the old coot a visit, 
kid, and after a little while you can ask 
him to change this bill for you and in that 
way find out where his dinero cache is. 
When you’ve found out, you can amble 

into the liveoak grove below the house, 
and find us there and tell us. Then you can 
go back and get your horse and go where 
you please, and we’ll see you later and 
give you your part. Get it, Pistol Ball?”  

“Sure,” Pistol Ball answered. “But—”  
“And if you want to cash your chips,” 

rapped Shoot-’em-up Tate, “just you try 
some funny business!”  

“But they’ll reco’nize you in them 
black clothes, won’t they, Armbruster, 
even if you wear a mask?” young Sams 
muttered. 

But there was no discouraging T. 
Brady. He said, “I’ll take care of that,” and 
tucked the hundred-dollar bill into Sams’ 
shirt-pocket. ‘‘I’m sure you won’t be loco 
enough to try funny business, hijo. Now 
get your rig, catch out your horse and ride, 
straight west. Tate is short of grub, so 
you’ll have to pick up something to eat at 
Burnam’s.”  

Break old Charley’s bread, thought 
Pistol Ball, then help to rob him. He had 
known killers who wouldn’t have done 
that. He got his rig, caught out his horse 
and rode, straight west. 

Burnam’s range was so dry that his 
mount kicked up a trail of dust where lush 
grass had been. Only liveoaks and a few 
palo verdes around ranch headquarters 
showed the color of green. The sun was 
well up when he stepped from his saddle 
at the gallery steps in front of the sun-
blasted frame house. 

He called. Old Charley, tall and gaunt, 
full-bearded and very gray, came at once. 
Remembering Burnam’s failing eyesight, 
the newcomer said, “It’s Sams, Charley,” 
and walked up to the gallery to shake 
hands.  

“Sure glad to see you, cowboy. The 
two boys I kept found some yeller in the 
river bed a few miles down, and I’d have 
been by myself all day if you hadn’t 
popped in. Seems odd to see you without 
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Big Jimpson. I reckon he’s all right?”  
“Big is in jail on a killin’ charge, and 

he never done it any more’n you did,” 
Sams said, speaking fast.  

He went on, told everything. Burnam 
swore when he knew. He, also, spoke in 
haste. “I didn’t put that money in a bank 
because banks fail, sometimes; besides, I 
meant to buy another outfit right away, 
and have about closed a deal for the 
Sunflower over on Bent Creek. What you 
think we d better do, Pistol Ball? Get away 
from here with my money, or stay and 
fight Tate and this Armbruster?”  

“Stick here,” Sams said. “They’ll spot 
us if we run, and overtake us where we’ll 
have no cover. Don’t be mistook, Charley; 
they’re bad; for a hunk o’ cash the size o’ 
yours they’d murder a dozen men. Your 
two boys close enough to hear shootin’?”  

“Don’t count on it. Wind’s wrong. I 
can’t see to shoot, kid, and your work will 
be cut out for you. Lucky you’re the fine 
shot you are. No wonder Armbruster 
wanted you. The wonder is, his thinking 
you’d fall so easy, eh?”  

“Don’t know about that,” the little 
cowboy said. “Anyhow, he’s figured it 
was better to take a chance with me than to 
try torturin’ you to make you tell where 
your dinero was hid—old men always 
hide their dinero—and he knew I’d rode 
for you. He musta known your boys 
worked the dry river bed in the daytime; it 
was Tate that found that out, I guess. Now 
I’ll put my hoss up.”  

He stepped back into his saddle and 
then headed for one of the corrals at the 
rear. When he returned on foot, Burnam 
was piling furniture against the front door. 
They propped a chair under the outer 
kitchen door and put the weight of a table 
on it. Then Sams noted that some of the 
windows were open. 

“To shoot through?” he asked. 
Old Charley nodded. “Here’s my 

gunbelt, son. Buckle her on your left. 
Right-hand holster, but you can manage.”  

Sams grinned. “Little man with two 
big guns. But mebbe I won’t look so funny 
after the fireworks starts. Charley, I keep 
thinkin’ about my sidekick, Big Jimpson. 
It just had to be either Shoot-’em-up Tate 
or Armbruster who done the killin’, but 
why didn’t his gun smell? Could Sheriff 
Edge been wrong about that?”  

“Not likely,” Burnam answered. 
He dropped into a living-room rocker 

with an old shotgun across his knees, and 
with gnarled fingers began combing his 
almost white beard worriedly. Sams stood 
at a window looking to east and south 
through openings in the liveoak grove. 
Before long his eye picked up a rising thin 
haze of dust. 

“Here they come, old-timer. You keep 
tab on the west and north windows. That 
old double-barrel is no good at any 
distance, but close up with the birdshot 
bunched it’ll cut a man’s head off.”  

Burnam rose and went clumping into 
the kitchen.  

Armbruster and Tate dismounted in the 
thickest of the grove to wait for Pistol Ball 
Sams. Half an hour passed. It must have 
been the closed front door, with nobody 
around outside, that tipped the would-be 
robbers off. Soon then the faithfully 
watching young Sams spied a tall, lean 
figure in nondescript clothing—none of it 
black—stealing toward the house in the 
cover of the liveoaks.  

As a disguise it was clever enough. In 
addition, Armbruster wore a faded 
bandanna mask. After a minute or so, 
Sams knelt under his front window with a 
gun-barrel ready across the sill and 
barked: 

“Want to come the rest o’ the way with 
your paws up, polecat, or ruther make a 
fight of it?”  

T. Brady ducked in behind a treebole. 
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A little excited, unthinking, Burnam ran 
into the living room. Pistol Ball jerked out, 
“Back, Charley—might be a trick—”  

Armbruster threw a .41 bullet that 
interrupted Sams and stung his face with 
splinters from the windowsill. Old Charley 
turned back and in the dining-room 
doorway collided with Shoot-’em-up Tate. 
It was a trick. Tate had stolen unseen up 
the river bed and had just come through a 
west window. Before old Charley could do 
anything at all the long barrel of the 
newcomer’s six-shooter swung against his 
temple and drove him into a limp pile on 
the floor. 

“See how you like this, damn kid!” 
rapped Tate. 

He fired at the beginning of the 
sentence. Sams dropped barely in time. He 
fired back so quickly that he wasn’t half 
sure of his aim, rolled a yard in the cover 
of boiling blue smoke and sent a bullet 
through the thin wall just to the left of the 
dining-room doorway. There was the 
thump of a falling body, and an oath that 
became a moan. 

“Yeah, and how you like that,” Sams 
cried, “you—”  

Dimly he had seen Brady Armbruster, 
.41 hookbill ready in his right hand, slip 
into the smoky living room by way of a 
front window. Armbruster had a glimpse 
of the quickly moving Sams and opened 
up. Sams too opened up. Smoke was so 
thick now that neither could see anything 
of the other. Even the gun flashes were not 
distinct. They shot at what they could see 
of these. Each time he let a gun-hammer 
fall, Sams stepped away from the flash. 

 
ITH a single live cartridge left in 
the second—Burnam’s—six-

shooter, and with blood streaming from an 
arm wound and a long gash in his scalp, 

Pistol Ball Sams knelt and began reloading 
as rapidly as his now uncertain fingers 
would let him. Suddenly he realized that 
silence had fallen over the ranchhouse, 
deathly silence. He kept wiping blood 
from his eyes while he waited for the 
smoke to clear. 

And then he saw, and felt weak and 
tired. 

Nothing mattered now. Nothing, that 
is, unless old Charley—unless old . . . He 
didn’t know it when Burnam’s two boys 
came galloping to investigate the shooting. 

Sams came to, hours later, in the 
doctor’s office in town. He occupied a big 
chair, propped back. His head and one arm 
were bandaged. With him, beside the 
doctor, were Sheriff Tom Edge, Charley 
Burnam, and Big Jimpson his sidekick. 
The always conscientious old Charley bent 
over him to say:  

“Everything’s all right, son, and you 
haven’t got the least thing to worry about. 
Men must kill, when it’s to keep from 
being killed and to save somebody else. 
I’m buying the Sunflower Ranch, and I’m 
expecting you and Jimpson to help me run 
it. Eh?”  

“Sure.” Pistol Ball’s head finished 
clearing. He grinned at Big, and Big 
grinned at him. 

Jimpson said, “You’re one great little 
pardner. Hadn’t been for you and that fight 
over on Dry Santos, we never woulda 
known that Armbruster had two forty-one 
hookbill guns so’s he could give Tom 
Edge the wrong one to sniff the night the 
miner was shot!” 

“Correct,” said the sheriff. “The doc 
had taken the bullet out of the miner, but 
we didn’t think to weigh it against a forty-
four slug—only .03 difference—until we 
found that Brady Armbruster had two 
forty-one guns!” 

 

W


