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CHAPTER I. THE RIVALS
“WHERE’S the sheriff?”

“He’ll be on hand in time for the funeral. Hurry up; we want front seats.”

Such murmurs ran behind Lucky Bill as he stepped into the Alcazar Saloon. He went with a quick-beating heart, as the actor who has many times triumphed in his favorite role feels the thrill of the first night when he steps out behind the footlights. It was the old-new thing for Lucky Bill–the curious faces of many men grown a little pale and one central figure.

He had heard of Mat Morgan, a natural battler like himself, but according to a report, one of more malice; and now he measured his man as some champion pugilist measures a challenger, hunting hungrily for the vital spot. He sought, also, for the provocation which he always needed in order to do his best. Usually men of the gun swaggered, often they were sneering, but Mat Morgan was neither the one nor the other. He stood with his back to the bar and his elbows resting lightly on it, a young fellow hardly older than Lucky Bill himself–slender, handsome in a dark way.

Just as the secondary artists draw away toward the wings when the star enters, so the men in the Alcazar scattered toward corners and back from the bar when the door opened upon Lucky Bill. The center of the stage was left for him, with only one man standing in it.

He paused a moment as the door swung behind him, ready for anything. That careless pose of the man at the bar might mean anything. It might be the means through which he hoped to pull Lucky off guard for the split part of a second; that space would be enough for the attack.

But Mat Morgan did not move. His black eyes kept steadily upon the face of Lucky, but there was neither a sneer nor a smile. Absolutely unafraid, he seemed to merely await the cue which his foe would give him. Lucky was puzzled. It was as if he were the steel and yonder fellow was the flint; they had met and yet there was no spark struck.

He sauntered on to the bar, straight to Mat Morgan.

“I hear you want to see me?” he said. “I’m Lucky Bill.”

“I been controlling my impatience pretty well, but–I’m glad to see you, Lucky. I’m Mat Morgan.”

He smiled a little as he spoke; not tauntingly, but rather as one who was stirred a trifle by a sense of humor. And still no spark flew. They were both at pause; Lucky, feeling that his own position was more alert than that of his opponent, hastily assumed a pose equally indifferent. He rested an elbow on the bar and found the foot rail.

“Drink?”

What else could he say to force the conversation, particularly since Mat Morgan remained so passive?

“Why, sure.”

The drinks were poured, and the crowd, seeing that this was not to be a case of fire and gunpowder, blowing up at first touch, settled down to watch, as the audience settles back while the pugilists spar and feel each other out in the first rounds, yet keen-eyed and watchful lest one should stop feinting and lash out with what might be the decisive blow. So they gave plenty of room in the center of the bar to the two, and the bartender found something to busy him far away among the stacks of glasses. The antagonists were talking in low voices.

Lucky Bill, turning his glass between thumb and forefinger, had looked from his foe to his whisky alternately. He was growing embarrassed. Finally he murmured: “Suppose you tell me why you sent word you was waiting for me, Mat?”

“Sure, I will. Because you sent word first that you was hunting me, Lucky.”

“I sent that word?”

“You sure did!”

“It’s a lie!” said Lucky through his teeth.

The crowd caught the tone of the murmur and grew tense; the purring whispers of the two gunmen were more terrible and ominous than if they had blasphemed and shouted at each other. Mat Morgan had stiffened.

“I don’t mind saying it ain’t a lie,” he remarked.

Lucky Bill groaned.

“A little gent with a long nose?”

“That’s him.”

“It’s a frame, Mat. I never sent any word to you.”

“Some skunk is out to get us, then. They’ve started us after each other, Bill. We’ll just shake hands and call it square.”

“But who’ll leave first?”

“Why, I was in here already; it’s up to you to beat it, Lucky.”

But Lucky Bill frowned.

“I don’t see it that way; they’d say I took water.”

Still they turned their glasses and did not touch the liquor in them. Frankly, each of them liked the other, would have trusted him very far, would have chosen him even on this slight acquaintance for a friend in a pinch; but each, in deadly fear lest the other should gain an advantage in the eye of the public, watched the other with catlike steadiness. They were growing more tense now. The expectation of so many men was spurring them on, and they both knew that, sooner or later, trouble would come if they continued to face each other.

“Mat,” said Lucky Bill softly, “we got to break out of this some way. If we stand here staring at each other one of us will wink pretty soon, and then there’ll be a gunplay–it’s in the air.”

“Suppose we sit in at that poker game. They’s only four of them; we’ll make a full game. Getting in a crowd like that–maybe one of us will get busted and then the one that’s broke can beat it.”

“I’m a rotten hand at poker, but I’ll take the chance. And here’s to you, Mat.”

All eyes drifted with them across the room. The apparent friendliness deceived no one–the two were waiting for the break in their silent, deadly little game. Mat Morgan was well known in Wheeler, and as he was never noisy, his quietness now could be considered as evil as one chose. And Wheeler, to a man, chose to consider it in that light.

It was felt, in the barroom, that each was trying to break the will of the other; there had been cases like that in the history of the mountain desert. Men had fenced with each other through an entire evening, using nothing save their eyes, neither daring to withdraw or to make the first move toward a fight, until one of them would crumple suddenly and become a shivering, wild-eyed coward. Wheeler was fairly confident that such a silent duel was now about to take place, and the town quivered with enjoyment.

As for the four who had been pretending to play poker at the corner table since the entrance of Lucky Bill, they viewed the coming of the two recruits without enthusiasm. Indeed, had two lepers slipped into the vacant chairs they would have been received in the same manner. Yet when Lucky and Mat had asked permission to sit in, each of the four had hastily declared his willingness. Six chairs were now drawn up around the table, crowding each other, for the surface was small.

The others in the saloon, seeing that there was little likelihood of a sudden outbreak, now spread back toward the bar, where they gathered in groups, talking together in a murmur, as though they feared that their talk might keep them from hearing something of importance at the poker table. So that there was a continual soft background of noise in the place. It was like the sound of swarming bees heard at a distance–there was the same whining note of anger in it.

The six at the poker table now offered a study. Mat Morgan and Lucky Bill had discreetly assumed attitudes of utmost indifference, but the other four were obviously on edge. It was one thing to sit in at a cheery game with friends. It was quite another to be present where two professional fighters were liable at any moment to whip out guns and start blazing away.

On the very first hand one of the original four began to bet recklessly. He made it twenty to come in and had hardly received his draw when, in his turn, he pushed a hundred to the center of the table. It was more than quadrupling the speed of the former game, but if he was choosing to bluff he had fallen in the wrong company. Mat Morgan instantly saw him and raised him a cool hundred.

But to the astonishment of the other, there was another raise, and so on, until each had staked a round eight hundred dollars. At that point Mat Morgan called and those at the table were staggered to see a miserable pair of nines laid down against Mat’s queen full on deuces. The other pushed back his chair.

“That’s what I took out of the game, boys,” he said, “and I guess they ain’t any objections if I quit you now.”

He went away, mopping his forehead, but evidently vastly relieved.

“Cost me eight hundred,” he said to a friend at the bar, “but what do I care? A whole skin is worth a pile more’n that to me; and I guess the rest of the boys must figure the same way.”

As a matter of fact, on the very next hand another of the original four dropped out, though his bluff had not been quite so rank, and this time it was Lucky Bill who raked in the winnings. By this time the maneuver was plain to both him and Mat Morgan; they crossed glances in a flash of understanding.

They commenced betting on nothing, throwing good cards away, holding up nothing for the draw. But in spite of that they won. It was impossible not to, from men who were determined to lose, and after the fifth hand the last member of the original four had left the table. Mat Morgan turned in his chair and hailed a number of men by name, but no one cared to sit into that unpopular game. He turned back; in spite of all their maneuvering he and Lucky Bill were once more face-to-face.


CHAPTER II. THE FIGHT
ALSO, it was impossible to talk as openly as they had done at the bar. Men were standing closer now. Behind the chairs of the gamblers the space was carefully left empty, in case of a sudden drawing of guns and fusillade of bullets, but on either side men drew close, apparently to watch the fall of the cards. Mat Morgan, shuffling, cunningly flicked a card through the air so that it fell close to Lucky’s chair. He leaned over, fumbled for it, and whispered:

“Lucky, what’s the move? Name it, and I’m with you.”

That question remained unanswered for four hands; there was not the slightest opportunity to talk. And in the meantime the strain grew. A drunkard, coming through the door, stumbled and fell prone. Not a head was turned to mark him; not an ear seemed to be able to hear anything except the monotonous murmur of the players: “See you. Raise you. Call that.” Over and over again.

If the glances of the audience stirred, it was to follow the hands of the two men as they were dropped down beside them. Who knew when one of those hands would flash up, carrying a gun? The test was beginning to tell on the two. As the murmur ceased around them, and that patient waiting continued, Mat Morgan began to lose color, sitting a little stiffer and straighter in his chair.

Lucky Bill marked that, and knew the meaning. Mat was on edge, and his nerve was beginning to give way; but before that was accomplished he would fight. The explosion, Lucky shrewdly guessed, could be only a matter of minutes.

In the next deal, reaching for a random card at the side of the table, he threw his weight forward so that his chair slipped and brought his chest against the table–and the table scraped forward upon Mat Morgan.

There was an instant catching of breath in the room. Was not this the crisis at last? Had not the table been thrust forward to pin down the arms of Morgan? Mat himself seemed to guess that, for he had twisted sidewise in his chair with catlike speed and now gathered his legs under him, ready for any sort of action.

But Lucky Bill had whispered softly, under the noise of the scraping table: “Him that loses the next jackpot goes.” Then he waited. The hand was dealt. Still no answer. He looked fixedly across the table and saw Morgan, staring down at his cards, nod. The jackpot, then, would decide. And he who lost must rise from that table and leave the room disgraced, beaten in the eyes of all those men.

Lucky Bill glanced over their faces, and a hot wave of blood washed into his brain. What were they but coyotes standing about waiting for two great elks to batter each other down? Then they would spring on the one that fell. And Lucky Bill hated them all, despised them all. He would not have changed the whole group for the value of Mat Morgan’s little finger.

Yet to be seen to leave the barroom by these fellows, to know that they were gaping after him, that they would begin to smile the moment the door closed on him–this was maddening. No matter how long he lived, nor how many reckless deeds were marked to his credit, the story of how he lost his nerve when he faced Mat Morgan would never be forgotten.

Even should he meet Morgan later and overcome him, the affair would leave its sting, for every man who faced him thereafter would feel that perhaps this was another off day with Lucky Bill. Men who would not have dared before to take liberties with him would cross him.

Besides, the tale would grow as it spread. There would be shameful details embroidered on it as it circulated through the length and breadth of the mountain desert. Every one would believe. They were always ready to believe that some man of violence had at last fallen. But his word was pledged.

He slipped the cards back and forth across the table, bunched his own deftly together, and then flipped up the corners. Seven, nine, ten, jack, king–that was his layout. With his blood chilling, he forced his glance up, inch by inch, until it reached the face of Mat Morgan. And Mat also sat stricken with the same horror. He was forcing himself to smile, but it was a deadly effort. Their glances met; of one accord a vast relief spread through their faces. Neither of them had openers.

They sweetened the pot and dealt again. Still no openers. Again a hand, and still no pair of jacks appeared. Lucky Bill saw the fingers of Mat Morgan trembling. The man was gone; his nerve had been washed away by the crucial test, and now, under a shell of carelessness, he was a hollow spirit.

Lucky Bill knew that if he forced the fight now, it would be as easy to handle Mat Morgan as if the other were a child. But he felt no exultation as he saw this. It was merely a great pity for Mat that swept through him. Courage was of various kinds; Mat Morgan’s was not of the peculiar kind needed in such a contest as this. Besides, his word had been given. The cards should decide who won this battle, and not a play of guns.

He picked up his next hand like a nervous tyro, one by one sifting the cards between his fingers. Ace, deuce, five, and–two tens! It was like knocking at the door which cannot be opened.

“Open her!” said the voice of Mat Morgan.

And looking up in his despair, Lucky Bill shoved his ante mechanically into the pot, discarded, and called for his three. Mat Morgan was holding up four! Two pairs?

He could see the triumph of Mat as plainly as though he were looking over the shoulder into his hand. The smile trembled on the lips of the other; he had lowered his eyes to control the fire that was in them. Lucky Bill closed his eyes, straightened his shoulders, and made ready. At least he would play the hand out. He picked up the three cards called for–a queen, a deuce, and ten!

He stared at it in wonder. Three tens after this infinity of waiting! He set his teeth to keep from crying out, and from the corner of his eye he examined his foe. Two pairs to begin with, and now that the cards were dealt had he filled? It was impossible to guess; yet from the complacence of Mat Morgan it seemed that this must have happened. He was shuffling his hand idly, waiting.

“Bet–a dollar,” said Lucky hoarsely, and he shoved his chip forward.

“See that,” said Mat Morgan, and Lucky could feel his pity. “See that and raise it a dollar.”

What did the money mean?
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