











-]

Z
Lee Union-Alls
s lldm ond Overolls
i sativs: S aO)

Lee sy







B









10 10°STORY WESTERN MAGAZINE

Johnny’s slug_caught him where it was
intended .to, high in the right, side. It
smashed*him-from the saddle and he thud-
ded"to the ground. The -cayuse swerved
past Johnny and went on.

Johnny stepped swiftly forward, eyes
alert, noting .that the -weapon had fallen
a few fegt-from the man’s hand, seeing
the sprejding stain -of crimson on the
open shirt and -hairy chest. Movement
beyond the wfan caught his attention.
Angther horseman was there, about filty
yar8s away, walking his horse toward
them.

This was a younger man, lean and
slender. The sontbrero was new and set
high on the head. Bélow it, his face was
sun-reddéned but lacking the deep maho-
gany of a plainsman. He was looking
steadily at tire scene before him. The only
evidénce of a weapon Johnny could see

73s in_a holster strapped to the thin
waist. Both hands held ‘the reins.

Johnny holstered_his own weapon and
waved to the fellow to come on.

He kept his eyes on the young man
while he himself picked up the wpunded
man’s €alleg gun. He broke the weapon,
saw the cylinder held forty fours, dropped
them ifito is hand and shoved them into
a pocket. Then he heaved the gun as far
as his throw would carry it and looked up
at the young fellow who had halted just
short of the wounded man. -

“He tried to shoot you, didn’t he?”

Johnny gave a short, brittle laugh.

“I’ll say he made a damned good try.”
Johnny half-backed to his fa%len' soim-
brero, picked it up and came back with his
finger pugched in the bullet hole. He
held it.up for examination and looked hard
at the young face above him. “Do you
know why?”

“No, I don’t.”

Johnny liked that straight answer. He
liked the lack of belligerency on the young
fellow’s part and he particularly liked the
steady look he was getting from the cool
blue eyes.

“That seems to be putting us on the
same side of fence, so far,” he said.

The stocky man:was groaning, moving
his head from side to side. He had a hand
clamped to. his wound, and- red streaked
between his fingers. He was flat on his
back and made no move to raise himself.

. “Somebody help me,” he said huskily.

The young fellow remamed in the
saddle, still looking at Johnny.

Then a third ‘rider appeared and bore
down toward them, This one was a girl.

She wore a wide hat on rich brown
hair. Her cheeks also were reddened from
the sun and sand glare, and her eyes were
blue and odd]y like those of the man who
had preceded her. She was very pretty
and lithe in the saddle. She drew up,
staring at the man on the ground.

“Zeke has been shot,” shé cried. Her
glance swept angrily from Johnny to the
young fellow. “That man did it. Aren't
you going to do something ?”’

“Take it easy, Judith,” the man said.
“There is something here we don’t under-
stand.”

“Don’t understand? I can see Zeke
lying there hleeding to death and neither
one of'you doing a thing to help him. All
right, then I will.”

She slid from the saddle, dropping the
reins over her horse’s head. As she
started to step forward, Johnay interposed
his body. -

“Just a moment, Miss,” he drawled.
“I've earned the right to take charge
hete.”

She faced him with blazing eyes.
“You're a beast.” She tried to move past”
him but his arm checked her.

“Your Zeke must've thought I was some
kind of beast too,” he told her, and let her
see the punctured crown. She fooked away
from it, and up at the young fellow.

“Aren’t you going to do anything,
Dan?”

“Judith,” Dan said a little sharply, “the
best_thing you can do is to get back to the
ranch and send one of the hands with the
buckboard.”

“And leave you here with this mur-
derer?”

“I am beginning to suspect,” Dan said
dryly, “that you are a little confused over
which one is the murderer. If you want
to be of any help, get going, Sis.”

She left reluctantly, after a spiteful
glance for Johnny’s benefit. He shook his
head wonderingly after her.

“Sure has gumption. Ain’t a mite
afraid of sassing a man with a gun on
his hip.”

“She’s new to this country,” Dan said.
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The bay had followed Johnny and
nuzzled against his shoulder. Johnny
rubbed the sleek neck. Dan, who had been
frowning over Johnny’s last remark,
smiled a little at the sight.

“Animals,” he said, “are wiser than
most men. They know their real friends.”

“One thing you can tell me now,”
Johnny said. “Why is Zeke there afraid
of a Mexican, Ramirez?”

“Ramirez is an old' man. He comes with
the place. A clause in the deed makes it
his home as long as he lives. He has a
daughter, a very pretty girl about eighteen.
Ramirez told Zeke if he bothered her, he
would find a knife between his ribs.
Nothing to it.”

A little later, when Johnny was silent,
he spoke again.

“You mustn't blame my sister. I might
have got ideas if I hadn’t been here to see
it happen. I yelled to Zeke not to shoot
when I saw his rifle up.”

“Yeah, I heard you. One reason I put
up my gun when you came along.”

“How could you hear me? It was
right in the middle of his shot.”

“Mister, when you go travelin’ through
a country where there’s sidewinders like
Zeke yonder, you get to noticin’ things.”

With the backboard came a man of
about forty- as driver. He was a lean,
whang-leather sort of fellow, with long
mustaches, black eyes and an unusual
nervousness of manner. He was chewing
tobacco. As he wheeled the team into
place beside Zeke, he spat not far from
Johnny’s feet and at the same time gave
him a bard, stabbing look.

Judith and a second puncher were
along as outriders. Both dismounted and
came forward, the girl going at once to
IZ:tllce’s side while the cowboy hung back a
ittle.

“Well, I'm glad to see,” Judith said
sarcastically, ‘“that you did something
after all, Dan.”

“You’re mistaken, Judy,
quietly. “I didn’t do a thing.”

Judith shifted her gance to Johnny, but
he was looking curiously at the other
puncher; a blond-haired fellow in his
early twenties, scarcely older than Johnny
himself. What stirred Johnny's curiosity
was that, instead of scowling like the dri-
ver, he seemed to have difficulty in sup-

”

Dan said

pressing a grin. As he stepped close to
help lift the wounded man, a smile broke
out on his lips.

“Shad,” Dan Blair directed the driver,
“you stay where you are, The three of
us will help Zeke in. Easy on his shoulder,
Jim,” he cautioned the young cowboy.

Blankets and a heavy quilt had been
spread on the floor of the buckboard, and
they eased Zeke on to these. Johnny did
not miss the look Jim gave the wounded
man and the latter’s neglect to avoid his
glance.

The four stood watching as the team
started off.

“Dan,” Judith spoke quickly. “Don’t
you think Jim should go along with them,
in case something happened ?”

“Reckon I got to git back pronto,” the
cowboy drawled. “I'd just rid in to get
me a pick when Miss Judith called me.
One of the springs needs clearin’.”

“If you're going to the ranch,” Dan
said, “take Zeke's horse along.”

“Wait a minute, Jim.” Johnny stepped
to Zeke's cayuse and yanked out the rifle
that was protruding halfway from the
boot. He levered out the cartridges, then
turned to Dan Blair.

“This gun yours?"”

“No, Zeke's.”

Johnny glanced around untii he saw a
small boulder. He stepped to it, smashed
stock from barrel and tossed what was
left in the general direction he’d.thrown
the sixgun.

The young cowboy laughed. Judith
watched with a puzzled expression.

“I don’t understand a thing about
this,” she said. “And I don't like it. I’ll
go back with you, Jim. How about you,
Dan?”

“We'll be in later.”

“We?” She raised her brows, and with
her flushed face and deep blue eyes, John-
ny couldn’t deny that she made as pretty
a picture as he’d seen for a long while.

“Yes.” Dan smiled slightly. “And
we'll be awful hungry.”

Johnny had rolled a cigarette. As Jim
mounted and started off with Zeke's horse,
Johnny followed a few paces, head bent
as if in thought. Actually he wanted to see
the imprint of the spare cayuse’s four
shod feet. Satisfied, he was about to turn
back, when he noticed a peculiarity in a
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hoofmark offjim’s mount; a nail bent in
the shoeing.

MOUNTING, they followed the trail
until it branched, one fork coming
from straight ahead and the other joining
it at a diagonal from the left. Johnny
indicated the first.

“Reckon you can see where I come
from,” he told Dan.

Dan Blair nodded.

“So Zeke came in from there.”

They rode on, along Zeke’s back trail,
on ground that sloped upward to the mesa
above them, with the hoof marks running
near the edge of a dip to the chaparral
growth on their right. Suddenly Johnny
stopped the bay and slid from the saddle.
He had met still another set of hoofprints;
dug up earth showed a running horse
pulled to dn abrupt turn totake off toward
the chaparral. Bent low, he followed these
a short distance, straightened and came
back.

Dan said, “Say, mind telling me what
to call you?”

“Most folks call me Johnny. Then they
tacked something else after it.”

“What is that?”

“Hardluck.”

“It seems to me that Zeke had the
hard luck.”

“Sure, that’s the way it goes .. .. Zeke
wouldn’t tell uis, but he thought he knew
who he was shootin’ at. It wasn't me.
More’n that, you got what a feller calls
a house divided. I'd say you and Miss
Judith ain’t sittin’ pretty right now.”

Dan laughed. “And you .get all that
from a set of horse tracks?”

“From horse tracks with a bent shoe
nail, a grin and a scowl, and a hole in my
hat, Let’s get on to that coulee. This is
gettin’ plumb interesting.” '

-They topped the rim of the mesa and
a cooler breeze blew in their faces. Dan
rode with a thoughtful frown.

“What else do you know?” he asked
shortly.

Johnny ignored the question. “How long
you been here, Blair ?”’

“Almost thiree months, I have a ninety-
day option from a St. Louis bank, and
until this morning I had decided to-take it
up. In fact.] have arranged for a thou-
sand more head. There’s good water and

they told me this range would graze four
times what I have. A tally shows about
eight hundred to go with the property.”

Johnny pointed to the left. “That's
where you and Miss Judith come from?”

“Yes, we had just cleared that clump
of scrub and saw Zeke running his horse
hard. He didn’t hear ‘me call and I took
out after him.”

“Better tell me ’bout your crew,” John-
ny, suggested.

“When we came there were Ramirez,
his daughter and two oldsters, Hapk
Bowers and Hiram Wunce. Hank brought
his nephew, Jim Larkin. Then a kind
neighbor sent me Zeke Turner and he
brought Shad Gilly and Toni Land.”

Johnny pressed spurs lightly and they
rode at a faster pace. Soon the mesa dip-
ped gradually to a broad, lush valley. On
the farther slope Johnny saw some cotton-
woods, and between them a collection of
ranch buildings. Ahead he caught the
sunlight glint on a patch of water. The
whole scene gave the wanderer a touch of
nostalgia. Here the cattle were more
numerous. Some carried A H combined,
but the greater number bore a Walking K.

“Your kind neighbor wouldn’t have a
name beginning with K, would he ?’* John-
ny drawled.

“Why yes. That would be Charley
Knapp.” He ;:?inted toward a low ridge
at their right. *Over-there is the coulee,”
he said.

“What's the A H brand?” Johnny
asked.

“The old mark. Mine is what Hank
cdlls Lazy B. See ‘those over there?”

Johnny grunted something that sounded
more like an oath than an affirmative. He
scented.sometliing and evidently he didn’t
like the odor. They came over the rise
and Dan pointed again, but Johnny was
looking far ahead where dotlike figures
of three horsemen were coming in their
direction.

“Those your fellers ?’” he asked casually.

“Can’t be. Bowers and Wunce were
going to the-south graze and Toni Land
1s off somewhere else. Must be some gf
Knapp’s men. His range is up that-way.”

“Then s’pose we get there first.”

The coulee, which was little more than
a shallow arroyo, ran to a level space in
the center. There Johnny saw a small
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collectign of blackenec embers and beside it
a running iron.

“Stay on your horse,” he told Dan, and
moved the bay over where a half dozen
cattle were scastered. He settled on one
that had a fresh kazy B over an older
Wdlking K. He came back to Dan and
his face was grim.

“Reckon we scared Zeke more’'n we
knéw, or he’d never sent us here.” He
curised once. ‘;yster, they got ypu in an
awtul tight. ant me to handle this?
They'll be heredn a~minute.”

“I haven’t the slightest idea what it's
all about. But I believe I can trust you,
Johnny. That's Charley Knapp, so there
won’t be any trouble.”

“Can, you handle that thing on your
hip?” ]ohnny,p.skcd sharply.

‘s it ag bad gs that?”

“It can be a damned sight-worse. You
stick to your saddle and keep behind nie.
Don't get jumpy and don’t go to sleep.”

cwr Yfot-Brandor Johnny

The riders were less than a hun-
dred yards away mow. Johnny got lei-
surely from the saddle, hitching up his
gun belt as His feet struck the ground. He
stepped to the dead fire and stooping,

laced a hand on a rock in it that had a
ittle more warmth in it than could be
credited to the sun. Turning, he stoed a
moment, looking around, then picked up
the iron and held it so he could see the
brand. Then he walked deliberately to-
ward the blaze steer, all in sight of the
horsemen.

He heard Dan call, “Hello, Charley,”
and Knapp’s, “Howdy, Blair,” and turned
back toward them. They drew in abreast
and a little apart. Johnny saw Knapp was
a stocky man with keen black eyes.

“You got any ideas 'bout this, Knapp?"
hg asked abruptly. “Looks to me like some
damn fool tryin’ to make trouble between
good neighbors.”

“What the hell you got there, and who
are you?” Knapp asked harshly.

Johnny gave a half glance toward Dan
Blair.

“A new map,” Dan said evenly. “Just
got in a half hour ago.”

“Well, what is it ?”” Knapp asked again.

“Something a blind man could figger
out,” Johnny told him cajynly. “That Lazy
B don’t half cover the Walkin’ K. You
can see for yourself,”

Johnny had sized up the two men on

_either side of their boss and decided that

the.one to the left was the man to watch.

He was a surly-faced fellow with a hard,
look. And he was the one who spoke

into it now,-pointing with his left hand.

“Loock, éhafley. You can see it plain.
Wet bragdiii’, like we heard. By hell,
you got "em dead to rights, and I reckon
this neav feller’s the critter that did it.”

]f)hnny tossed the iron ahead so that
it clattered at the feet of the man’s horse,
causing it and the rider a moment of con-
fusion.

“Seein’ I can prove you're a damn
liar,” Johnny said, “you got anything
to back it yp?”

“I'll say I have,” the man yelled.

His pistol was out of the holster but
Johnny’s bullet smashed his hand and
knocked the gun to the ground. Following
th_e; report, %ﬁhny heard a voice speak
quietly.

“I"d hate to shoot, Knapp, but I
wou&dn’t act too hastily in this if I were
you.” It was Dan Blair.

Johnny’s gun was on the second rider.
He saw the two of them shove their wea-
pons back and put their hands on the sad-
dlehorns. A half backward glance showed
Dan’s pistol in the hand that rested on
his thigh. Johnny holstered his own.
Knapp's face was contorted with rage.
Ignoring his cursing henchman, who was
holding his bleeding hand, he turned on
Dan Blair.

“I ain’t sayin’ you’re in this personal,
Blair, but the count is all against you, and
you’re responsible. Mebbe you’re new
rbund here, but that there thing”—he
pointed—“calls fer a hangin’. If you know
what’s safe for you, you'll kite back pronto
where you come from."”

“I don’t scare that easy, Knapp,” Dan
Blair said steadily. “Besides I am more
interested than you to find out what all
this means.”

“We'll find out, all right,” Knapp
growled. “And somebody’s goin’ to
stretch cottonwood.” He glared at John-
ny, who laughed at him. Knapp turned
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to the man at his right. “Ed, you cut into
town and bring Sheriff Adler out here
pronto.”

“And, Ed,” Johnny called, “while you
’bout it, you could tell Tom Adler that
Johnny Hardluck will be along, mebbe
tomorrow, with the stuff Sheriff Baxton
in-Gilead'lows he oughter have.”

Knapp’s red face went through a series
of odd changes of expression. He glanced
to his left at the injured rider, then back to
Ed.

“’Fore you git to town,” he said, “bet-
ter take Jake home and fix him up. Then
if he needs it, you can ride him to Doc.”
He gathered the reins in his hands.

“And, Knapp,” Johnny said, “while
we're talkin’ nice and friendly-like, I
oughter to tell you that we’re bringing in
a thousand head, so better get your crit-
ters off our range ’fore they get mixed
up.,)

Knapp opened and closed his mouth
several times, and Johnny laughed at him
again.

“Another thing, Knapp,” he said.
“Simokepoles ain’t no good when it comes
to cutting. Tom Adler wouldn’t like it if
your boys brung them and we wouldn't
neither.”

“Damn you!” Knapp roared. Then the
cold expression of Johnny’s eyes stopped
him. He controlled his rage with an effort;
his look grew crafty and, in Johnny’s
judgment, far more dangerous. He ad-
dressed himself to Dan Blair,

“I'll try to be fair,” he said. “If you
wasn’t new here, Blair, seein’ a thing like
that, I'd come with guns smokin’,”

" “Now don’t let that hold you back,”
Johnny taunted.

This time, Knapp didn’t even look at
him.

‘“I’ll see th’ sheriff,” Knapp went on as
if he hadn’t heard. ‘“Reckon he’ll get up
a pesse and we’ll push this through ’cordin’
to law. Bein’ a neighbor I'd oughter warn
you the best you can expect is to be al-
lowed to clear out in one piece.”

He emphasized the threat with a deep
scowl, then raised his head.

“How come your foreman, Zeke Turner,
ain’t hereVstead o’ this ranny ?”’

“Zeke’s got business in town,” Johnny
cut in. “Did I hear you call him Blair’s
foreman?”

“You did. What about it?”

“I got different ideas. Might surprise
you, Knapp, to know Zeke hisself told us
we better have a-look up here.” He saw
the shaft strike home and pushed it fur-
ther. “Zeke got right bad hurt, back
yonder, and he said things mebbe he’d
better kept to hisself. Leastwise I'm fore-
man now. You can talk to me if you want.”

“I don’t want a damn thing from you!”’
Knapp roared. “Come on, boys; we'll
get on back. Pick up Jake’s gun, Ed.”

“Allow me,” Johnny said elaborately.
“Git your hoss’s feet off it, Jake.”

He walked forward, stooped and picked
up the weapon, all the time with his eyes.
raised to Jake without lesing sight of the
other two. He broke the gun, dumped the
shells on the ground.

“You know damn well, Jake, you're
lucky. That could a been plamb between
the eyes just as easy.”

He tossed the empty revolver to Ed and
watched as the three wheeled and put
their mounts to a run.

OHNNY set a fast pace on their way

to the ranchhouse and Pan noticed it.

“You must be hungry, Johnny,” he said
with a laugh. ‘

“Yeah; I'd kinder like to swallow some
food.”

“I thought we got out of that nicely.
At one time I expected te see us all shoot-
ing.”

“Mister,” Johnny growled, “we ain’t
out of it. We’re plum’ in it up to our
ears,”

They turned their meunts into the
corral and Dan went on to the low main
building. ‘While comfortable in appear-
ance, it looked much in need of repair.
Johnny snaked a towel from his saddle-
bag and washed face and hands in the
little stream that trickled from a wooden
pipe into a trough. He expected to eat
with the boys but Dan called to him from
the porch.

At the threshold Judith Blair greeted
him with both hands extended and a very
warm smile.

“From what Dan has just told me,” she
said, “I owe you an apology.”

She did not relinquish his hands im-
mediately. Johnny Hardluck was very
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much embarrassed under their warm pres-
sure.

“Aw, shucks, ma’am,” he muttered.
*“You showed nothing but grit and a big
heart. Don’t see how anyone can blame
you for that.”

She laughed, gave a final squeeze and
a long look into his eyes,

“Now that,” she said, “makes every-
thing fine, and I am glad. I understand
we will see much of each other. Oh, yes.”
She turned. “This is Lolita—Lolita Ra-
mirez, who probably has more right to
be here than 1.”

Johnny had been so confused by Judith
that he hadn’t even noticed the other girl.
Now he could scarcely take his eyes from
her. She looked. about eighteen, tall,
slender, but not too slender. Her clear
skin was faintly olive; her eyes were dark
and brilliant under.a good forehead and
raven hair. She came toward him, and
he didn’t miss the litheness of her supple
body. She grasped his arm with both her
hands and looked up at him with an ex-
pression in her limpid eyes that stirred
him strangely.

She said. “Mille gracias—a thousand
thanks for taking away that Zeke who
trouble me so much. I could kees you for
that.” She turned her head a little side-
wise. “Maybe some day I weel.”

Lolita, Johnny thought, could very well
take care of herself. If anyone was in
danger here, it was Johnny Hardluck.

“Dinner is waiting,” Judith Blair cut
in. Her tone wasn’t quite so warm as it
had been before.

Johnny had been in a hurry to get to
the ranchhouse and he was in a hurry to
finish the meal; one of the most tasteful
he’d been treated to in many a month.
Judith noticed it and made a laughing
comment.

“Dan and me,” he told her, “have to
get into town right pronto.” And when he
saw the concern in her eyes he turned to
Lolita. “Have to see how Zeke is making
out. Want me to give him your regards,
Lolita?”

“No, thank you, Sefior Juanito. But,
yes. I let you have my kuife for heem, if
you give it to heem good.”

‘He drank the last of his coffee, mur-
mured his thanks to both girls, and stood
up. Dan Blair followed him out. But if

Johnny's plan was unexpected, he asked
no questions.

“Wish you'd pick the two best critters
you got,” Johnny told him. When they
were in the saddle he found nothing to
complain about them.

They rode in silence for some distance,
and then Dan could restrain his curiosity
no longer.

“I'll take you up on that foreman pro-
position,” he began. “And I'll pay you—"

Johnny waved a hand impatiently.

“Never mind about that. I'll take it till
we're shet of this tight or until we get our
necks stretched, and thataway money ain’t
no good.”

Dan thought this over for another mile.

“I don't suppose diplomacy was in
order,” he said, “but I couldn’t under-
stand why you kept goading Knapp.”

“Mister,” Johnny told him, “I was
doing my damnedest to make Charley
Knapp draw his iron. Thataway we’'d got
this fixed permanent.” He went on to
explain, “Knapp rigged this, along with
Zeke Tanner, to drive you off the range.
We can’t prove that—yet. But right now
they got their hookers in us plenty.”

Dan didn’t ask any more questions.
They hit the dusty main street of the
town in silence, and pulled their mounts
to a walk. Johnny’s alert look was every-
where. As they passed what was probably
the largest saloon in the place, he checked
suddenly and swung in to the rack beside
the low building. He’d seen the running
K on two nags there.

“Dan,” Johnny said, “s’pose you mosey
over to the doc’s and find out ’bout Zeke.
See you at the sheriff’s in a little.”

Without waiting, he stepped to one
side of the open saloon door. He closed
his eyes briefly, to get the sun glare from
them, then slid in quietly and moved away
from the doorway to his left.

He saw more men than should have
been expected at this hour of the day, a
half dozen or so, and all were crowded at
the long bar. Their voices were loud and
angry. They appeared so interested in
what they were wrangling over that none
noticed the new arrival.

He scanned them hurriedly, looking for
the brutal face of the Walking K boss.
He wasn't there. Johnny was wondering
whether he could steal out unnoticed when
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was no place of safety where they could
be sent. Very soon now bullets would be
flying recklessly around, and the girls
would have to take their chances with the
men.

Johnny didn't stand idly around to
think out the matter. He had already de-
cided on the thing to be done. Jim Lar-
kin’s information did not change it. They
had plausible proof, but they could do
nothing with it until some blood letting
cooled men off enough to listen.

There were a half dozen fine animals
in the house corral, and Johnny’s first act
was to instruct Ramirez to lead them off
where the raiders would be least apt to
come across them, He suggested to Lo-
lita, and Judith also, that they accompany
the old man. Lolita refused pointblank.

“There will be fight, no? I stay with

ou.”

Judith, a little pale but very quiet,
wouldn’t leave her brother. Johnny had
no time to argue, and sent them inside to
gather all the matresses and place them
securely before the windows on the lower
floor.

Under his directions, the two oldsters,
Hank Bowers and Hi Wunce, went out a
short distance on either side of the main
house to watch for the coming raiders.
. Each carried his rifle and sixgun. They
were told to come in fast on the first ap-
pearance of horsemen.

Johnny had a pretty good idea of the
lay of the buildings but he made another
quick survey. The main house stood
somewhat aloof from the other buildings
and sheds. The barn was well removed,
and a quick glance showed that it held
little of particular value except a couple
of milk cows. He had Jim drive the cows
out.

Beside it were a tool shed and an open-
sided forge. Johnny came back to the shed,
again noted its distance from the barn
and raised a wet finger in the air to gauge
the strength and direction of the evening
breeze. He turned to Dan Blair.

¢¢\Y7E OUGHT to have some light to

shoot by,” he said, “and I reckon

this is it. ’Sides,” he added, “if they see

this burning, mebbe they’ll leave the bunk-
house and the barn stand.”

“Whatever you say, Johnny,” Dan told

him. “But why don’t you go on your way
while you have the ¢hance? If you aren’t
here, perhaps they’ll leave us alone.”

“You ain’t foolin’ me, Dan. You know
you're dabbed with Knapp’s tar brush
same’s me. S’pose you get the best of
the tools into the forge while Jim and me
build some kindling other end of the
house.”

What bothered Johnny greatly were
several cottonwoods scattered not far from
the house; they would give the attackers
good protection at short range. Aware-
ness of this danger had given him the idea
of fires to light the scene.

They had barely completed this chore
when they heard Hank Bowers call.

“Some critters 're acomin’!”

Johnny ran out to him and distinctly
heard the pounding thud of running hor-
ses. He was about to call a retreat to the
house when his keen ears detected the
creaking sound of wagon wheels. A mo-
ment later Dan’s pair and buckboard heav-
ed in sight over the edge of the mesa. He
hopped aboard when the wagon was beside
him. There were two men in it.

“Keep going,” he said. ‘“The next one
you hear, Hank, come on in arunning.”

They drew up in the yard and all three
clambered out. Johnny saw that both
strangers were youngish fellows. To his
surprise, each had a deputy~badge on his
chest. The elder held out his hand.

“From what Tom told us ’bout you,
Johnny Hardluck, we're on your side. I
reckon this’s ’bout the toughest tight you
ever bungled into. I'm Pete Harris and
this t’other sidewinder’s Al Cole.”

His keen eyes looked around and fixed
onda mattress-blocked window. He grin-
ned.

“Looks like you gittin’ ready fer com-
pany, Johnny. It’s thisaway. Tom told me -
if they’s any decent fellers in the crowd,
like th’ Goodalls, say, I was to stick out
my badge an’ try talkin’ reason into ‘em.
But I won't fool you. Every tough lad in
town’s got out his shootin’ iron.”

Johnny turned to the otliers.

“Jim,” he directed, “you go dewn to the
pile we made. Al, there’s a fuse on the
threshold. of .that shed yonder. I cut ’em
to burn ’bout five minutes *fore it hits the
loose powder. That ought to give you
time to do your palaverin’, Pete. When
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you hear they’re comin’, Al, touch her off
and git in with us. Better strip the team,
Dan, and turn ’em loose. Come on inside,
Pete.”

The main house, of two stories, was
oblong in shape. The great living room
took up the most of the space. There were
seven windows where men could be sta-
tioned, and Johnny had just that number
of men at his command. Each window had
its mattress propped to cover at least the
lower half. The walls of the house were of
good, heavy lumber. Pete nodded his
approval.

“If it comes to a shoot-out,” he drawled,
“dunno but I'd rather be in here than
out there.”

“Hope this won'’t get you into trouble,”
Dan Blair told him.

“Mister, they’s some right tough hom-
bres here’bouts that by rights should be
in the big jailhouse. Fellers start shootin’
at me an’ I reckon in the dark I couldn’t
tell but it might be ofie of them.”

The girls had prepared a cold supper
and Judith suggested they eat while they
could. She caine over to Johnny.

“However this may come out, Johnny,”
she said very quietly, “I want to thank
you. Dan told me enough so I know we
never could hold this place against Knapp
without you.”

“T told you before,” Johnny said, “that
I sure admire that gumption of yours.
Mebbe it won’t be so bad.”

Her arm went around his muscled body.

She gave him a squeeze, then went in to

help with the food.

It was very quiet. No one seated him-
self; there was no sound of dishes, of
clattering knives and forks. The men took
the cold meat and bread handed them,
‘the cake and pie that followed, and ate for
the most part in silence. At times Johnny
and Pete Harris exchanged low-voiced
sallies, but everyone was listening with
dread or grim calmness.

Lolita kept close beside Johnny Hard-
luck, plying him with food from her plate,
taking nothing herself, her face turned up
to his i the semidarkness, her eyes
watching his every little move. Johnny
couldn’t altogether be unaware of her dark
eyes with their almost pleading expression,
but he too was waiting for the first herald-
ing of action from the open front door.

CHAPTER

qfam; Arrowd

It came in a yell from old Hank
Bower. Food was instantly forgotten.
There was the tramp of running feet, then
Jim Larkin and Al Cole entered. Johnny
quickly assigned the men to their places:
Al and Hank in the kitchen; Dan Blair
and Hi to the two windows in the dining
place; Jim Larkin to the bedroom.

Johnny himself had chosen the window
to the left of doorway, leaving the other
to Pete Harris. Already his Winchester
was leaning beside his post, with cartridges
spread on a chair. He tock up the rifle
and stepped up to Harris. Both could now
hear the thunder of racing heofs.

“Going to palaver, Pete?”
asked.

“Sure.” Pete swung the door wider.

Johnny turned and raced up the stairs.
He entered the room over the doorway
and raised the lawer sash of the single
window. He levered a cartridge into the
chamber, left the weapon .at full cock and
leaned over the sill to watch and listen.

It was practically full darkness now.
Off on the mesa he made out a moving
shadow that soon resolved itself into a
more solid substance. At a distance of
fifty yards or so it stopped, and a voice
shouted :

“You folks in th' house there. We've
come for that rustlin’ killer, and we're
going to get him no matter what you do.
Shove him out and we’ll let you be.”

Johnny raised the rifle stock to his
cheek.

“That you, Thad Wilsen?” he heard
Pete call out. ‘“This is Deputy Pete
Harris.”

“What the hell you doin’
Harris?”

“You can’t take the law in your hands,”
Pete called back. “I'm tellin’ you to take
your crowd and git goin’.”

“The hell you say,” another voice
yelled.

A rifle spurted flame. Johnny fired at
the flash. A shrill cry followed ; there was
a lot of shouting, and the shadowy mass
shifted. A.Half dozen rifles flared, their
lead thudding against the wall beside
Johnny’s window, smashing the glass and

Johnny

there,
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tree, his sights were on the target. In the
same instant he pulled trigger, feeling. the
push of the gun against his. shoulder, the
breath of a passing object that fanned his
cheek. It was that close.

Johnny levered another cartridge in-
stantly, sought the tree as the smolke
cleared and found it without the protrud-
ing form. Looking lower, he made out
a crumpled figure at the. tree’s base. He
drew a long sigh of relief. He had been
lucky.

He sought the othes cottonwoods in his
range of vision, hearing, between his own
shots, the whiplike crack of Dan Blair’s
sporting rifle, the crashing discharges of
Pete Harris’ \Vinchester, The light from
the two bonfires, steadily increasing as the
flames took hold of the dry wood, illumin-
ated the entire grove before the house.
Both the shed and the second burning pile
were well placed ; the three front windows
were compatatively in shadow. It wasn’t
long before, the tree trunks were cleared
of a single skulker. Shots from that secter
ceased altogether, but rifles from a longer
distance still hammered.

Johnny sought to follow the light deeper
over the. mesa but could make-out.no clear
target. He satisfied himself by spaced
shots at the flashes which, if nothing. more,
showed that the defenders were Tstill in
action. Soon he pulled trigger on an
empty chamber. He pulled inthe riffe,
reaching for the loose cartridges beside
him.

Lolita’s hand checked it, then reached
higher to his neck. Her other arm went
around his shoulder, pulling him toward
her, and suddenly he felt her warm lips
on his cheek.

“You are so brave,” she whispered.

“Keep down, Lolita,” he said a little
gruffiy. “This has just started.”

He turned a little to push her away ; her
lips brushed his mouth. She sighed.

“We mus’ come through this, Juanito.
Give me the rifle. I weel load it. I fight
for you, Juanito.”

HE RELINQUISHED the weapon
and drew his six-gun, trying-to keep
his thoughts only on the matter at hand.
In the brief interlude, he became .aware
that the firing had practically stopped
from the attackers, and both Dan and Pete

Harris now were-not shooting any more.
Several minutes of nerve-wracking si-
lence followed. Johnny did not relax his
vigilance. His eyes roved continuously,
seeking moving forms but without resuit.
OfF to his left he heard old Hi Wunce
cackling.

“I gotcha_beat, Hank,” the old fellow
chuckled. “I got al the vittles: right here.
Want me to fetch you some?”

“Yau keep your mind on your busi-
ness,” Hank answered sourly. “THis ain’t
no time to stuff your belly.”

Johnny heard the low murmur of Dan
and Judith speaking to each other. Then,
with his eyes glued to his peephole he saw
something that made him forget every-
thing else.

It appeared in the-form of a white spot
where the light faintly reached it, drew
closer. It was a light bandanna carried
between two horsemen, each with a hand
raised to. hold it aloft.

“Flag o’ truce and a coupla lying side-
winders,” Pete Harris growled.

TFhe two riders came to within shouting
distance and stopped.

“That's Thad Wilson on the right,

Johnny,” Pete said. “And t'other’s
Charley Knapp. I'm sure tempted,
Johnny.”

“Harris,” ‘Wilson called. “Reckon this’s
gone far enough. You goin’ to let us come
in peace’able an’ get that feller ?”

“You’ve made yourself an outlaw, Wil-
son,” Deputy Pete shouted back. “You
an’ Knapp both. We got our sights on
you. Speak your piece an’ git goin’.”
Johnny saw the flag of truce waver a little.

“Aw right,” Wilson yelled. ‘“We got
fifty more men comin’. And we aims to
burn down that thar house. If you got
any women folks send ’em out.”

“Don’t make me go,” Lolita pleaded.

“You won't,” Johnny answered.

“Injun talk,” Pete Harris muttered.
“Something’s makin’.”

“I'm telling you—"" Knapp shouted, but
what it was they never heard.

From the kitchen came the deafening
roar of swiftly fired rifles; one, two, three,
four. As the echoes died, Johnny heard Al
Cole laugh.

“S’prised 'em, huh, Hank?”

Pete Harris’ rifle crashed in the big
room; then volleys came from outside at
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each end of the long building. Glass
crashed and splintered. Hi Wunce cursed
but his rifle kept right on. Lead thundered
against the walls like big hail stones.

From the bedroom, Jim Larkin spoke
for the first time:

“I got me 'bout a dozen out here.
Mebbe they’ll come round your way,
Johnny.”

“Dan, you and Pete watch out,” Johnny
called. He ran across the big room to
Jim’s window.

“Just in time,”
load up.”

Johnny took a quick look and saw a
number of forms skipping from tree to
tree and each time nearer. One or two
shots came from them but were hurriedly
aimed. They were obviously intent on a
rush. Johnny put aside his rifle and drew
his Colt. He pushed the mattress well
aside to give him room.

They were abreast of the fire now,
separating in a little group on either side.
He heard one call out a command, then
they were rushing, zigzagging like Indians
in a raid.

The light was good enough. He shot
carefully the full six cartridges he'd put
into the cylinder, shoved the gun away
and reached for his rifle. Jim Larkin
pushed him gently aside.

“Reckon I can take ’em now. My gosh,”
he exploded. ‘“Where’'n hell are they?
You didn’t leave any.” His rifle crashed
once, twice. “That’ll keep ’em skedaddlin’,
what's left of th' bunch.”

Johnny turned back. He heard Lolita
call to him as he made for the stairs but
had no time to answer. He came to the

Jim drawled. “I gotta

end bedroom and approached the window

cautiously. From this greater height he
could see beyond the shed and, partly
guided by rifle flashes, he soon made out
some forms in the forge and others at the
front corners of the barn. These attackers
were firing steadily, apparently having
been told to cover the rush from the oppo-
site end and not yet aware of its defeat.

Standing a little back from the window,
Johnny got his aim, fired four careful shots
at the men by the barn, then poured the
rest of his bullets: into the forge. He

ducked down to reload and listen.

To his amazement, there were no
further answering shots. Even the two

rifles downstairs had fallen silent. With
his magazine full and one in the chamber,
he set the hammer at half-cock and went
below.

“What d’you make of it ?"’ he asked Pete
Harris. “This can’t be the end of it.”

“No such luck. I know that bunch, and
they know what Tom Adler’ll do if he gits
his hands on ’em. They won’t want to
leave any of us to tell our story.” He
had spoken in low tone so that his dismal
words would not carry to the others.
“Johnny, wish you’d twist this bandanna
round my arm. Gittin’ a little onsteady.”

A slit of light came through Hi’s
window and by it Johnny could see Pete’s
hand covered with blood. He ripped the
shirt sleeve and found where the bullet
had gashed Pete’s upper arm. It wasn’t
a serious wound but had evidently bled
quite steadily. Johnny finished the binding
and Pete leaned close to him.

“Hope it won't be held against me,” he
muttered, “but my sights was on Thad
Wilson. When th’ firin’ started an’ he
dropped his flag and turned to high-tail
it, I jes’ plumb let him have it.”

“So that’ll leave only Knapp to head
’em."

“Tom figgers him just as bad. Part
Injun. Kinder wish you'd taken him too.”

THERE was complete silence outside.
As the minutes passed it became in-
creasingly oppressive. Both fires died
down to smouldering embers that oc-
casionally gave little spurts of brief flames,
then disappeared altogether.

An hour went by. Then Hi Wunce
called softly from his window.

“Sunthin’ kinder funny out yere.”

Johnny went over to him. Out by the
shadowy bulk of the bunkhouse, about
seventy-five yards away, he saw a faint
glow that abruptly became a spot of light
and flew upward in a long arc. It was
checked by an intervening branch of a
cottonwood, where it hung until it had
burned itself out.

Hi cocked his rifle but Johnny checked
him. He went swiftly into the kitchen.

“Hank,” he said, “get that door open
and don’t make any noise about it.”

In a moment he was-outside. He kept
his hand on the butt of his Colt as he bent
low to the ground and moved along as
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stealthy and undetectable as any Indian.

He passed the forge in a long circling
move, and went beyond the house corral
and the barn before starting back toward
the bunkhouse. Once he paused and lay
flat while another flaming arrow arced
upward to fall just short of the verandah.

He came to the rear of the bunkhouse
and found the door standing open. He
heard voices muttering inside, and recog-
nized Knapp’s.

“Soak this one plenty, Bill,” the rancher
said, “and don’t light her till I draw her
full. We only need one.”

Without sound, Johnny stepped inside
and crouched at one side of the doorway.

Knapp held the match to light the
arrow.

Johnny called, “Okay, fellers, hold it!”

There was an oath, a scurry of move-
ment. Johnny fired, then skipped to the
other side of the doorway. A gun
flashed and Johnny shot again. He moved,
crouthed low to the floor and waited.
Something heavy thudded to the floor.

Johnny went forward, struck a match
with his left hand, gun ready in his right.
He blew out the flame quickly. Pete
Harris had got his wish about Knapp.

He gathered up the bow and arrows
when he heard excited yelling off to his
left. He stuck his head outside to listen.

“Here comte th’ rest of th’ boys,” a man
shouted. “We’ll swarm ’em out now.”

Johnny waited no longer. Heedless of
discovery, he streaked for the kitchen
door.

“ A new bunch comin’,” he called as he
got inside,.but Pete Harris was standing
in the open doorway, grinning.

“I reckon,” Pete drawled, “I'd know
that bellow in a million. That’s Tom Adler
out there an’ he musta brought th’ Good-
alls. ’Bout time, I'd say.”

* % x

There was light in the big living room,
in the kitchen, all over the house. There’d
been hot coffee and those who had been
denied their supper had made up for it.

Sheriff Tom Adler had taken his depart-
ure, along with an upstanding man he’d
introduced as George Goodall. Pete
Harris had gone with him, to have his
wound attended to-and to help convoy the
several prisoners Tom Adler had corraled.

The range was safe now. The Blairs
would have nothing more to fear.

Johnny Hardluck was in the living room
and a very embarrassed young man.
Judith Blair was one of the prettiest girls
Johnny had ever met. Right now she had
hold of both Johnny’s arms, and was tell-
ing him that she owed him everything.
Her face was uplifted to his; her lips were
smiling and warm, and the pressure of her
hands seemed to be pulling Johnny toward
herself. He was completely abashed.

She gave him a little shake. “Oh, we’ll
talk of so many things tomorzow, Jqhnny.”
She gave him a parting smile and turned
to the stairs.

Johnny had almost forgotten Lolita,
whom he supposed was in the kitchen. A
slight sound warned him.

He turned and saw Lolita. Her right
hand was drawn back and in it was a
glittering knife. Her flashing eyes were
fixed on Judith’s lovely back.

Johnny moved. ‘His hand canght hers
as it started forward, held it. The knife
clattered a little as it fell to the floor.
Lolita turned her face to him. Her eyes
were filled with horror, and quick tears.

“Oh, Johnny,” she gasped, “you just
saved me from a terrible thing!”

She was a half head shorter than
Johnny, but she made up that difference
by a little leap of her lithe body. Her arms
clasped his neck; her kisses were all over
his face; her dark eyes closed.

But Johnny’s eyes were open and he
saw Judith turn and stare at them briefly,
and he saw the disdainful toss of her head
as she marched up the stairs,

There was a discreet cough from kit-
chenward. Johnny disentangled himself
and went forward to Dan Blair.

“We got all the horses in,” Dan said.
He was trying to smather a smile.

“Reckon I'll have a look at the bay,”
Johnny said.

He had the saddle on the big fellow, his
slicker roll behind the cantle, when Dan
Blair came to him with outstretched hand.

“I guess I understand, Johnny,” he
said. “But I want you to promise to come
back. And-someone else here will want
you to, whefi I tell my story.”

Johnny grinned down at him, waved a
hand and rode off into the darkness.

THE END
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plete disinterest had it not been for a
casual hitch of his forty-five Colt.

There was no sound from the approach-
ing riders now. They were looking over
the camp. Then, appaYently satisfied, they
rode inte the circle of firelight and dis-
mounted. There were tweo of them—one a
lean, suspicious-faced man of twenty-five,
the other heavier but little more than a
boy.

The older man dropped his bridle reins
and came forward with a slight jingle of
spurs, “Give us a song, Slim,” lie said.

Texas Shm wasn't surpriged to be
recognized. He plucked the guitar with a
swift, graceful rhythm and sang a few
{ines of “Green Grow the Lilacs” in his
soft, Southern voice. Then he said,
“Hello, Fenton.”

Fenton was smiling, but there was a
tautness in his attitude, and narrow sus-
picion in his eyes. He was handsome in a
way. Dressed well. He wore crossweave
California pants that were wrinkled to the
insides of his legs from long riding. His
hat and boots were dusty and expensive.
On his right thigh was a pearl-handled
Colt forty-five.

After scrutinizing each of the men, he
looked down at the bubbling pot of beans
with lips showing distaste. “You haven’t
got much bacon 1n this damned pot, have
you?”’

Steve Jumper hunched forward, his
eyes small and belligerent, but he didn’t
say anything. Texas Slim still picked music
from his guitar. It was Lerdos who an-
swered.

“Leetle bacon. Everyone put in some-
- theeng. Jumper put in beans, I put in
bacon.”

Slim drawled, “I put in the water.”

Fenton had turned on the Mexican with
his body more than ever taut. “If you mean
I ought to go rustle my own grub, say it!”
Then to the camp in general, “I never
did see a greaser that weuldn’t bite from
behind.”

“Don’ call me greaser.” Lerdos whis-
pered the words, rising to one knee.

“The hell with you. You keep away
from that gun or I'll put a bullet right be-
tween your eyes.”

Despite the words, it was apparent that
Fenton wasn’t looking for a fight over
anything of as little concern as a pot of

bean stew. Besides, there was a sheriff
yonder in Moxton, and the Wells Fargo
Company had posted a reward for him.
His eyes rested on Jumper. “You, whis-
kers. Here’s a buek. Ride in there to
Maexton and fetch some bacon.”

Jumper remained sprawled on the
ground. “I'm tired. I rode clean from
Alkali Springs since morning.”

Fenton was still holding the dollar out
with his left hand.

Jumper said, “Why don’t you send the
button in for it if you're scared of the
sheriff ?”

“Whe you callin’ a button?” the kid
said. He spoke through tight lips the way
Fenton did.

Texas Slim jaid the guitar aside and
stood up. “I got a bit o’ bacen yonder in
my grub can, if this ain’t enough. What's
got into you, Fenton? Been drinkin’ too
much alkey-water? You're as ormery as
a mufle driver.”

He limped off on his spavined legs, got
a two-pound square of bacon, and stood
over the bean stew, cutting it in chunks
with his clasp knife,

Fenton softened a trifle then, and stood
warming his hands by the fire. The kid
got out Durham and papers to rell a
cigarette, but Slim noticed his eyes kept
shifting to the lamp-lighted windews of
Moxton off in distance while he was lick-
ing it into shape. Slim had met the kid
before, but he saw so many faces drifting
across the country that it took him a while
to pin it down. It was at a drifters’ fire a
good deal like this one that some saddle
tramps had built among the cottonwoods
just outside of Chinook. That night the
kid had talked about riding for the War-
bonnet, but Johnny Mills said he was only
segundo to the crumb boss.

“Moxton’s your home town, ain’t it?”
Slim asked him.

THE kid jerked as though Slim’s easy
tone were a needle in his flesh. His
eyes trayeled over to Fenton, who was
looking at him narrow-eyed and slightly
smiling.

“Moxton?” the kid said as though he’d
never heard the town’s name before.

“Sure, Moxton. You told me it was
your home town. Don’t you remember
me? I was camped down by the river at
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“The old.-man locks up about now, but
he’ll be thete counting up till after mid-
night. We wonk break in. No guns, no
rough stuff. Al T want is for the kid to be
standing there by the front door, Get it?
Just standing there so the old man'll see
him."”
ﬁ‘Slim smiled, his eyes dreamy in the

re.

Fenton went-on, “The old man’s prob-
ably been ripping his hair out worrying
ever since the RT% went on the loose. He
won't evén t:?nk of that money when he
sees the ¥id af the door.. Hé'll start for the
door, and What.will the kid"do? Take-it on
the lope. Mayde the old man takes time to
lock yp, and maybe e doesn’t. Ahyhow
there's the motfey, and we grab it. Easy
tquch, and*what the hell? That mqney will
spendas %@d as if we took it o&n an ex-
press car with Gatling guns.”

“Kid help you think o’ that?”

“Hell, no, He’s here because he’s
hlgmes!ck. Libaded me with a lot of gun-
slinger talk, and when it turned out this
was his heme town he had to come up
with an excuse. That’s why LIl need you
to keep hitp inline, Cut you in on a third.
I'srit'a.;deal, Slim >’

“How about the kid?
anather third®’

Fenton Jaughed agd probed at his teeth
witg a stiff spear of buffalo grass. “The
kidll get a little experience.”

“All right. A third it is.”

Does he get

THE kid pretended to be interested in
the beans, but his eyes kept wander-
ing over, and he was wondering what the
low talk was about. Fenton jerked his head
for him to come over.

“Yeah?”

“Slim’s in. Little ten per cent. He'll
back you up while you're wig-waggin’ the
old man. I wouldn’t want any town mar-
shal gunnin’ you from behind. Good
enough?” '

“Good enough.” The kid was sick from
the thing his brag had sucked him into,
but he tried to swagger out of it.

Fenton stood and stretched. “Those
beans will be hard for an hour yet. Think
I’ll drift over town and look around.”

Jumper knew there was something up,
but he was smart enough not to ask ques-

tions. He said, not looking at anybody:

“When the beans are cooked, I'm eat-
ing ’em and them that comes in late takes
leavin’s.”

Slim got a gun and belt from his war-
bag and strapped them 6n. Then he sad-
dled a small, doggentle pinto horse and
the three set off for town, riding abreast.

Moxton was a couple of miles off. It
was like a hundred ather western:towns
that had sprung up at stock shipping
puints along the railroads—fifty or sixty
scattered shacks and houses, some false-
fronted buildings along the main street,
a depot, stockyards.

“That the store?”” Fenton asked, jerk-
ing his head toward a big, frame btilding
set back a trifle from the street.

The kid weg his lips and gulped before
answering. “That’s it.”

Fenton said, “We better take it down
the back way.”

They tied their horses in deep shadow
beside some sal ice heuses, and went
on afoot. Down the street, cowboys were
whogping and clermp-clomging along the
platform walks, but near the store every-
thing seemed deserted.

A kerosene lamp was burning in the
rear of the store, and now and then they
could see a man’s shadow as he moved
around.

“That him?” Fenton asked.

“Yeah,” the kid breathed.

They waited three or four minutes. An
old man with a black and white sheepdog
at his heels walked. toward some shacks.
There was no one else,

“All right,” Fenton said. “Slim, you
and the kid wait here by the store. Keep
under that frame awning by the left-hand
side. I'll slip around to the other side and
wait. Don’t be in too big a hurry. Wait
till the coast is clear. Then all you need
to do is slip up to the front and flatten
your nose against that window.

“Make a little noise so he’ll see you.
When he does, run like hell. Circle around
and hide beneath the loading chute by
the stockyards. Slim, you make sure no-
body collars him from behind. Both of
you got 1t straight?”

““Sure,” the kid said with his swagger.
“Sure, what the hell ?”’

“And don’t be in a hurry to find me.
I'll be around.”
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Fenton backed away, and disappeared
in shadow. There were empty sugar bar-
rels stacked beneath the frame awning on
the east side of the store. It was too dark
to see, but Slim could feel the nervous
movements of the boy beside him.

“Qld man beat you up so you decided to
even up with him?” he asked.

“N o. »

“Why you get it in for him?”

The kid didr’t ahswer.

“Your maw alive?”

“Yah.”

“Why don’t you go up and see her?”

The kid didn’t say anything for about
ten seconds. Then Slim could feel the ef-
fort as he jerked his shoulders and
laughed. “Say, what the hell you tryin’
to do? TFafk me out of it?”

“Easy ‘fob. I could handle it without
you.” ‘

“%)?in’t backin’ out—"

“Of course .not. It just seemed like a
chippy way of doing it, coaxing the old
man outside.”

‘“Get it the easiest way, that’s my mot-
to.” He was quoting Fenton, and try-
ing to speak with Fenton's hard cynicism.
“Listen, the old man owes me plenty more
than we’ll touch him for tonjght. So I'm
not backing down. I'm cutting Fenton
in on thig ‘deal,-and he’s cutting me in on
one og his -qver in Miles. Then it’s the
Hole in the Wall for the two of us.”

“How long you known Fenton?”

“Two-three days, Why?”

“Nothing. I just wondered why you
trusted him so far.”

“Listen, I don’t go for this talking be-
hind a man’s back—"'

“All right, Only I don’t trust anybody.
No farther than I can aim with my Colt.
And I don’t cotton much te a scheme that
puts the jingle in somebody else’s pocket
and leaves me belly down in the manure
beneath some cattle chute.”

The kid bristled back, “Qnly trouble
with you, you ain’t satisfied with your ten
per cent cut.”

“No, I'm not satisfied with that,
either.”

HE kid was nervous, and a trifle

scared. It made him tatk with more
swagger than ever. “Well, what you in-
tend to do about it?”

“You know this store like the back of
your hand, don’t you?”

“Surer¥
“&ood.
right now."

“T will like hell. Fenton said—"

Slint's hand had been resting on the
butt.of his sixgun. He eased it oyt .of
the holster and rammed the muzzle in
the kid’s ribs. The kid stiffened, abd Sfm
spoke with a new, brittle note in his voice
that commanded respect.

“You'll do just what I want you to.”
Slint took the kid’s gun. “Now get me in-
$ide that store.”

The kid could’t hide it now. He was
sca¥ed of Slim. Sick-scared. He moved,
feeling his way like a sleep walker. Slim
didr't let him get more than a step ahead.
In the back was a tow-slung board awn-
ing, and a door with iron bars bolted over
its window. At one side were seme doors
to a cellar stairway,

The kid got a stick and made several
nervous jabs hetween the cellar doors. The
stick got a bolt lopse so he could hft one
of the doors. Slim kept the gun in his
back, and the kid led him down some
lumpy stairs into a darkness smelling of
rotted burlap and sprouting spuds. Slith
held the kid’s shirt because it was too
dark to see anything.

After a while, a dim glow beeame dis-
cernible. It was reflected light from an-
other stairway, the one leading to the main
store room.

Someone was walking above, and there
were voiees.

“What the hell?” Slim asked.

“Customer,” the kid whispered, short
of breath. ‘“He opens up—when some-
body comes late.”

It took a considerable time. Slim sat
down on a ease of canned goods, the gun
resting on one knee. At last they left, and
Slim heard one man walking back acrogs
the floor. Thep it was so silent he cou
hear the tiek-tick of the kid’s cheap pocket
watch.

Stim leisurely stood up. “I guess this is
it.”

“What you aim to do?” the kid asked
in a whisper that was half a sob. _

“What you suppose? I'll go up there
and stick a gun in his guts and take what
I want. We'll do it, that is. If he makes

You're taking me inside it
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“That fool horse—" she pointed a trem-
bling finger at the sorrel standing apolo-
getically ten feet away— ‘“‘took off over
this canyon and then found he couldn’t
maintain his flying speed. You saddled
that horse for me.” She swung back to
Brick with her accusation. “Did you know
he couldn’t stand up?”

Brick felt the leap of an anger that was
rapidly becoming chronic. “That’s a good
horse,” he said evenly, “if the rider gives
him half a chance.”

“Just what do you mean by that?”

Brick’s level blue eyes sparked fire
under his wide hat brim, but he took a
deep breath and clamped his jaw against
turther retort. “Nothin’,” he said shortly.
“If you’re not hurt, Miss Emory, I'll get
on after that steer.”

“Mr. Stevens.”

Brick poised with his left foot in the
stirrup, stopped short by the very softness
of her voice.

“Mr. Stevens, you’re not showing much
respect for your employer. It might in-
terest you to know that Wayne Bechtol
advised me a week ago to fire you.”

Deliberately Brick swung onto King’s
back, settled himself in the saddle and
lifted a steady hand for his tobacco sack.
“Are you goin’ to?”

“I don’t know yet.” She eyed him
steadily, her face intent, her hair glinting
gold in the burning sunlight. “Uncle Dave
seemed to think you were a good fore-

”»

man.
“Your Uncle Dave,” Brick said levelly,
“was easy to work for.”

He saw by the stubborn set of her lips
that she had grasped his implication. The
two weeks since she had taken charge of
Wheel Ranch had been irritating almost
beyond endurance, but Brick had prom-
ised dying Dave Emory to stay on as
foreman until this Eastern-born niece
“got the hang of things.” It was an ex-
asperating, thankless job.

“Mr. Bechtol says,” the girl went on
bitingly, “that you’re a conceited, red-
headed fool, too irresponsible to run a
ranch.”

“Right thoughtful of him, I’m shore,”
Brick drawled acidly. ‘“Reckon I could
tell you a few things about Wayne, too,
only I kinda like to pay my compliments
to a man. Incidentally, who's runnin’ the

Circle B these days while Bechtol spends
all his time helpin’ you with Wheel af-
fairs ?”

His tone stung her to renewed anger.
“That’s none of your business! Just why
did you follow me up here, anyway? To
laugh at me when I fell?”

“To help you with that steer.”

“You thought I needed help, did you?”

“Well. . . .” Brick allowed a dry grin
to spread across his lean.face. “When you
run a critter clear out of the country, Miss
Emory, we call it rustlin’.”

Touching his hat with cool politeness,
he set spurs to his big brown horse and
plunged up out of the brushy canyon on
the track of the bunch-quitting steer.

“Someday,” he told his horse grimly,
“I'm gonna take that smilin’ Mr. Bechtol
apart and investigate his innards.”

Brick had no trouble following the
track and so was not hindered in the
methodical exhaustion of his uncompli-
mentary vocabulary. ‘He swore at old
Dave Emory for asking such a favor of a

. man, and at himself for being fool enough

to give his word. He swore, not at the
gir], but at the intolerable ignorance which
would permit her to become friendly with
a slick-eared maverick like Wayne Bech-
tol.

The Wheel crew had been working
from daylight until dark for weeks, trying
to keep a disease known as pink-eye from
spreading throughout the range. Several
cows had gone blind in both eyes, neces-
sitating expert handling in driving them in
to the home corral where patient treat-
ment would restore their sight. A few
animals had been lost—starved to death
for water before the boys found them—
and the beef steers were losing weight
steadily. Consequently, in desperation,
Brick had decided to vaccinate and treat
the entire herd.

It was into this busy season that Miss
Elizabeth Emory had dropped with the
nerve-wracking suddenness of a stormy
night stampede. The boys had promptly
dubbed her “Boots” because of the ex-
travagant footgear she adopted.

“Why, my Lord,” said the tow-headed,
bow-legged Monty, “if I was to climb on
a bronc in boots as noisy as them, I'd get
piled right on m” Sunday hat.”

Brick regarded her as a “danged med-
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dlin’ female” although, true to his word,
he was trying doggedly to teach her the
rudiments of the cow business. He had
quit, however, trying to hang onto his
temper while he did it.

He was still cussing intermittently when
he ran the roan steer into the bunch of
yearlings the other three boys had held up
in a corner of the fence.

“Where’s the Little Boss?” inquired
the diminutive Willie, a devilish glint in
his brown eyes. “Don’t tell me she got
lost ag'in.”

Brick flashed him an exasperated glance
as he dismounted to straighten his saddle
blankets, but he didn’t answer.

“When a girl’'s as pretty as she is,”
Monty declared soberly, “she don’t need
to have a sense of direction.”

Hackamore, who was older than the
others and more impervious to feminine
beauty, drawled lazily, “It ain’t necessary,
mebbe, but it shore would help.”

Brick ignored their remarks, swinging
back to his saddle and reaching for his
rope. “Let’s pen this outfit.”

THEY eased the yearlings out of the
corner and turned them down the
fence toward the spacious corrals sur-
rounding Bull Tank. Brick hoped ferv-
ently that Miss Boots Emory would not
show up until the cattle were safely inside
the corral. Twice already she had ridden
innocently in front of a moving herd,
turning them back from the gate the boys
were trying to put them through. Women,
he decided, made short work of tempers
and long work of the cow business.

The yearlings lined out down the fence
at a run, Brick and Hackamore riding
swing while Monty and Willie romped on
the drags. When the corral gate yawned
before them, the leaders tried to turn
back; but only for a moment did the herd
mill. The boys lit into them with swing-
ing ropes and high-pitched yells, and soon
the spooky yearlings were dodging and
shuffling through the heavy gate.

Automatically Brick reached for tobacco
as he looked over the bunch they had
gathered.

Monty threw a bowed leg over his
pommel, glanced sidelong at Brick and
inquired casually, “What happened to the
lady ?”

“Nothing,” said a crisp voice, and
Boots Emory rode her sorrel calmly up
to the fence.

Brick ignored ‘her, although he noticed
the other boys covertly eyeing her, slyly
figuring out what had happened. Finally
Willie, wearing his best poker expression,
commented innocently, “Sure a dusty
country, ain't it?"”

Brick smothered a grin and turned his
attention back to the cattle. As he watched,
a line-backed short-yearling wandered out
of the bunch and stopped near the fence.
Instantly Brick reined King in closer,
peering at the animal intently.

“Hey, boys.” His voice was suddenly
tight. “Ever see this calf before?”

“That outfit?” Hackamore edged his
horse in closer. “Shore. Belongs to that
old muley cow that hangs out up in Brady.
The one that always goes on the fight
when she calves.”

“Sure, that’s him,” agreed Monty.
“Well, what d'you know? We saw that
cow two, three weeks ago, remember?
We figured she’d lost her calf.”

“Kinda looks like she did,” Brick said
dryly, his narrowed glance sliding to the
girl. “Take a look at the brand on him.”

A muttering of muffled curses rose from
the boys as they obeyed his command.

‘Boots leaned from her saddle, peering

through the bars, but finally shook her
head.

“I can't read it.
animals ?"”’

“Yeah, it's our animal,” Brick said
with quiet scorn, “but it happens to be
wearin’ Bechtol’s Circle B brand. Kinda
funny, don’t you think ?”’

“Funny?” she echoed blankly. “What
do you mean?”’

Brick suddenly grinned. With a man-
sized excuse to go on the warpath, he felt
better than he had for two weeks. “Your
friend Bechtol,” he said with amusement,
“helped himself to a Wheel calf, looks
like. I figured he was doin’ it, but I was
never sure before.”

Boots stared at him in bewilderment.
“There must be some mistake.”

“Ye-a-ah, there’s a mistake, all right.
Bechtol made it.” :

“But how can you be sure? Cattle all
look alike.”

“Hell they do!” Willie flushed violently

Is that one of our
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Bechtol tried to rein away; but King,
sensitive and quick, whirled with the
other horse, shouldering him, crowding
him back against the fence. With a wrench-
ing twist Brick tore the gun from Bech-
tol's grasp as Monty leaped off his horse
to pick it up.

Then Brick turned his wc'i loose. Two
weeks worth of accumulated fury pulled
him up in the stirrups and, holding Bech-
tol’s shirt in his left hand, he smashed
his right into the man’s face. Bechtol's
horse shied away, but King swung with
him while Brick drove another blow that
knocked Bechtol out of the saddle. Brick
dove off his horse to continue the fight,
but the Circle B owner had struck the side
of the corral on his way down and now
lay motionless.

“Hell!” Brick grunted in savage dis-
appointment. “I was just gettin’ started.”
He stood glaring down at Bechtol, flexing
his right hand, the knuckles of which were
torn and bleeding.

“Well!l”

Brick whirled at the exclamation, to
find that Boots’ eyes were fairly blazing
at him.

“That was a clever thing to do!”

“Well, for hell’s sake!” Brick’s jaw
dropped in gennine amazement. “It was
better than gettin’ shot, wasn't it? At
least from my- point of view.” He heard
Bechtol stirring behind him, but he con-
tinued staring at the girl, wondering just
what she had expected of him.

“You may find, Mr. Stevens,” she said
coldly, “that your point of view doesn’t
interest many people around here.”

“Ye-a-ah?” In vain Brick tried to
check the temper this girl invariably
aroused in him. ‘“What you leadin’ up
to now?”

“Come up to the office tonight,” she
retorted curtly. “Youl find out.” Whirl-
ing her horse, she rammed home the
spurs and raised a twirling cloud of dust
on the trail to the ranch headquarters.

For a moment Brick just stood there,
staring after her. That she was going to
fire him he had no doubt, and he ex-
perienced an unaccountable empty feeling
in the pjt of his stomach. But it did not
mitigate his anger in the least.

“I will be damned,” muttered Willie,
completely flabbergasted. “I jus’ will

What’s 2 man s'posed to do when some-
body throws a gun on him, I'd like to
know ?”

“ Anything can happen,” declared Hack-
amore morosely, “when you're workin’
for a woman.”

“Repeat that, will you?” asked Willie
soberly. “I like the way it sounds.”

“Well, anyway,” grunted Monty, “it
looks to me like Bechtol’s face got more
than just told.”

With tight restraint, Brick turned.
Bechtol was sitting up against the corral,
holding a handkerchief to his bleeding
nose, a murderous glint in the pale eyes
he bent on the Wheel foreman.

“You don’t need to hold that fence up
any longer,” Brick told him coldly.
“There’s your horse and there’s lots of
country around here, What are you .
waitin’ for?”

Holding to the fence, Bechtol lurched
to his feet and stumbled toward his horse.

" When he had climbed into the saddle, he

looked back. “You don’t think this is
settled, do you, Stevens?”

“I shore hope not, cowboy.” A bleak
grin eased across Brick’s face. “TI’ll try to
be packin’ a gun next time.”

As Bechtol rode away, holding his
horse to a walk, Hackamore squinted
thoughtfully after him. Finally he spat,
shifted his cud, and said, “I jus’ wonder.
That snake’s too crooked to even fall
honest in love. What’s he after?”

“Ain’t that girl enough?” Willie de-
manded. “Them eyes of hers hit a man
like three drinks of whiskey.”

“Thyee drinks?” snorted Monty indig-
nantly. “What kinda sody pop you been
imbibin’?”’

Brick wheeled abruptly toward the cor-
ral. “Let’s get this herd doctored, boys.
You may be workin’ without a foreman
tomorrow."”

With little difficulty they shoved the
cattle into a smaller corral leading to a
long narrow chute. Then they began the
arduous task of prodding the yearlings
into the chute, vaccinating them, treating
their eyes, turning them out, only to prod
in another bunch. It was hard work but
it did not require any great amount of
concentration, and Brick found himself
studying - Hackamore’s provocative ques-
tion. He thought he knew the answer,
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and he didn’t like it—not one little bit.

Wayne Bechtol had apparently decided
.that acquiring Wheel ranch cow by cow
was too slow, so he was now going after
the whole thing in one chunk. Perhaps it
was this very thing that Dave Emory had
hoped to guard against when he asked
Brick to stay on as foreman.

Brick felt sure, given time, he could
convince the “mule-headed filly” that
Wayne Bechtol was as crooked as a first-
class pretzel ; but time was growing short.

'[T WAS after dark when the boys
L reached headquarters. Brick ate a hur-
ried meal and then headed for the ranch
house, where light showed dully through
the drawn shades of the office windows.
The rest of the rambling adobe house was
dark.

Brick tossed away his cigarette and un-
consciously squared his shoulders as he
knocked on the office door. A muffled
voice answered, and he shoved into the
tidy little room, expecting to see Boots
behind the big desk. She was not there.
He swung the door shut behind him and
had started to turn when a numbing blow
landed on his head. He had a brief sen-
sation of falling. . ..

Some time later he became aware of
movement, which he dully wished would
stop. His head ached sickeningly. Then
he heard a strange voice. “I shore hope [
didn’t hit him toe hard.”

“Don’t matter.” A man laughed, and
Brick recognized Bechtol’'s voice. “He
don’t have to be conscious for this show.”

The sound of Bechtol’s voice jarred
Brick into full consciousness. Quickly,
then, he realized that he was tied in the
saddle on a moving horse—King. He felt
a dragging weight around his waist that
hadn’t been there when he approached the
ranch house. It was a gunbelt, apparently
strapped on him after he was unconscious.
What the hell?

Brick made no effort to straighten up
but allowed himself to roll limply with the
horse, hoping to find out what was going
on. They passed a small pool of muddy
water, dipped into a rocky wash and
climbed out again; and Brick knew they
were on the trail to the cabin in Murky
Canyon, about four miles above the
ranch. The moonlight was brilliant, mak-

ing grotesque shadows of the rocks and’
brush along the trail. Brick wondered,
with a startling cold pang, where Boots
was,

Then Bechtol’s voice cut in again. “Did
you put it across, Tim?”

“Sure did,” Tim answered smugly.
“She thinks I'm Stevens all right.”

_““She does, huh?”

“Yeah. These .clothes of his fit me
perfect. I wore a mask, but it wasn't
necessary. I got her in a dark hall and
she never got a look at me in the light.”

“Good,” Brechtol grunted. “What did
you tell her?”

“I told her I'd figured on getting the
ranch until she showed up, but now I'd
settle for her.”

“What'd she say ?”

“She got mad, first off. Fired me.” The
man laughed with harsh amusement, and
Brick smothered a curse. “Then she
offered to buy me off. I told her nothin’
doin’. As soon as I went back after the
money in the safe, she and I were leavin’
the country. She’s scared stiff.”

Bechtol laughed grimly. “Then as soon
as I kill Brick Stevens in order to rescue
her, I’ll be a hero sure enough.”

“Sure will. T left her tied up in the
cabin, scared of the dark. She’s shore
goin’ to be grateful to the man who gets
her out of this mess.”

“You bet she will, and I’ll see to it that
we’re married before she has a chance to
get over bein’ grateful. I could have won
her eventually by playin’ it slow, but this
damn road runner wouldn’t tend to his
own business.” ,

“Well, his business will get tended to
tonight.”

The men both laughed. Then a narrow-
ing of the trail necessitated riding single
file and conversation ceased.

Brick Stevens was in a:cold sweat. He
felt weak and nauseated, although his
head was perfectly clear. :Cautiously, he
tried the ropes binding his wrists to the
saddle horn but they wouldn’t yield, and
he finally gave up the silent struggle. His
only hope, then, was to continue feigning
unconsciousness. Maybe they would un-
tie him, . .

They clattered down the rock strewn
trail into Murky Canyon and pulled to a
halt a hundred yards below the cabin. The
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men rode back to Brick and one of them
grabbed his shoulder, shaking him rough-
ly.
“Stevens, are you awake?” Bechtol
called softly. He shook Brick again.
“Guess not. Well, maybe it’s just as well.
Now listen, Tim.” He turned to the other
rider. “You go on back to the cabin and
act like you’re gettin’ ready to pull out.
When you hear me ride up, you come
outside to see what's wrong. Then sneak
over here and help me. Savvy?”

“Shore, I savvy. Where's my other five
hundred?”

“Right here. We'll fire Stevens’ gun
once to make it look good for the sheriff.
Then I'l dump him off his horse and put
a slug in him. My story is that I went to

call on the girl, saw Stevens sneakin’ away

from the ranch and trailed him because he
acted suspicious. When I got here and
called to him, he took a shot at me. That'’s
just in case you ever get asked, but you
stope out of the country and stay out of it.
You got it?”

“Shore, I got it. You'll never see me
again after tonight.”

“All right, go ahead. And don’t untie
that girl. That’s a little job I want to do
myself.”

As Tim .rode away, Bechtol lifted
Brick’s gun from his holster and shoved it
into his own waistband. “I only wish, Mr.
Brick Stevens,” he muttered harshly, “that
you were awake to enjoy this. It would
give me more pleasure.”

Brick hardly heard him, so busy was
he trying to control his labored breathing
which he was afraid would give him away.
If Bechtol didn’t untie him very soon, it
would be too late,

They were moving forward again, slow-
ly and cautiously. When they reached the
edge of the clearing before the small cabin,
Bechtol pulled up. Brick heard his saddle
creak as the Circle B owner swung to the
ground, heard the crunch of his boots as
he came back. Sweat stood out on Brick’s
tight face, but he forced his muscles to
remain relaxed.

Bechto! shook him again. Then, ap-
parently satisfied, he cut the ropes hold-
ing Brick to the saddle and laid a heavy
hand on his arm to pull him to the ground.
It was then that Brick acted.

“King!” he hissed, at the same time

striking the horse sharply on the neck.
King had been hit on the neck before,
when he was failing to turn quickly
enough with a cow. The sudden blow
now brought him around in a lunging
pivot that caught Bechtol flat-footed. The
horse’s shoulder slammed Bechtol in the
chest, knocking him down, but King failed
to régain his balance. His lifted forefeet
snagged and he went down heavily, his
right knee landing with a sickening crack
on Bechtol’s neck.

Brick was thrown clear, landing on his
hands and knees in spiny brush. He
lurched to his feet as King plunged away
and Tim’s voice cracked out sharply.

“What's up?”’

Bechtol lay as he had fallen, his head
twisted crazily on his broken neck, his
body in the shadow of a catclaw bush.
Tim rode up warily, apparently uncertain.

“What happened ?” he called softly as
he caught sight of Brick’s shadow.
“Everything all right?”

“Horse got away,” mumbled Brick,
striding toward Bechtol’s body—and the
gun lying clear in the moonlight. He had
almost reached it when the light of the
moon struck him full in the face.

“Hell!” In echo to Tim’s frantic oath
came the roar of his gun. Brick felt the
breath of the bullet past his face as he
swept up his own gun and fired twice,
deliberately, at the target looming over
him. A strangled curse broke from Tim's
lips. Then, as he slumped forward, his
horse shied out from under him and he
came down heavily, dead before he hit the
ground.

Slowly Brick straightened up, panting
hoarsely, wiping his face with a dusty
sleeve. Mechanically, he stuffed two fresh
cartridges into his gun. Then he strode
toward the cabin, realizing poignantly
that he had no way of proving to Boots
that he hadn’t kidnapped her. He could
take her back to the ranch, but he could
never square himself.

He heard the girl's tight breathing as
he entered the cabin, but he didn't speak.
Fumbling in the dark, he located a lantern
and touched a match to it. Then he turned
te: find Miss Boots Emory tied securely
to a chair. She looked on the verge of
collapse, face white, lips trembling.

(Please continue on page 96)
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Men said, “Hello, Chad,” or, “Hi, Chad.”
Or at worst favored him with a short-
weight nod. But that was all. No attempt
to pass the time of day. No, “When yuh
comin’ out to look at them steers, Chad?”
Only the silence, and the moving back to
let him through, and the sharp word to
stop the kids’ staring after him, and after
he had gone the quick taking up again of
the ordinary pleasant hubbub of visiting.

In front of the bank Chad met Price
Tolliver. “Howdy, Price,” he said. “I'd
like to buy them beef cattle, if you've got
’em gathered. Shall I come out Monday
and make a bid?”

“Well.” The tall rancher looked aside,
apparently to spit at a bottle fly in the
dust. “I don’'t know. I kinda thought
I might ship myself this fall.”

Chad said strainedly, “You always done
business with my dad, Price.”

“That’s right,” admitted Tolliver. He
shifted his feet and couldn’t seem to find
anything more to say.

Chad said, though it sounded beside
the point, “Mince Kane and Nug Haver
sold me a couple loads of cattle. When I
got 'em to Denver, I found out some of
their Clover Leaf brands had been worked
over from Lazy 8 When I got back and
called ’em on it, Mince Kane named me
seven kinds of a liar and told me to shut
up and get out o’ town. I killed him in
fair fight.”

(;‘Yes,” Price nodded. “I reckon you
did.”

“I figure,” Chad went on doggedly,
“this is Luke TenBusch’s plan to get the
cattle-buyin’ business away from me. I
think he put up the money to start Kane
and Haver on the Clover Leaf, and since
the Lazy 8 is a big syndicate outfit just
over the pass and across the state line
from ’em, the set-up could be made
mighty profitable. Only a Mathes don’t
handle funny cattle.”

“I expect that could be,” allowed Tol-
liver. “You might be up against a pretty
tough propositidn for a young fella just
gettin’ started.”

Chad got it, then. Tolliver—and the
rest of the opdinary folks around Multnah
—would wait tg see how he handled him-
self. If Chad Mathes was building a busi-
ness or a gun rep.

He left Tolliver without more palaver

and moved on, the watchful silence mov-
ing with him,

As he came to the Lead Bull saloon,
a crowd surged out, blocking the walk,
noisy and excited. At sight of Chad they
fell suddenly to a strained hush. Finally
someone spoke.

“There he is now.”

Chad waited, noting the faces flushed
with drink, danger warnings crawling
along his spine.

“Don’t pay no attention to him, Chad,”
a young cowhand cried then, his eyes
snapping with excitement. “He’s had a
few drinks too many. Don’t pay no at-
tention to him.”

Automatically Chad said, “Attention to
who?”

“That gunman in there,” said the
puncher. “Var Whittleson.”

“Never heard of him,” Chad declared.
But he knew, sickeningly, that didn’t mat-
ter. This crowd wanted excitement. They
would have it, baiting Chad as they would
a pit dog until he had to fight or run.

“If he was sober,” the fool yammered
on, “Whittleson ’d never dast say you
was a yella-bellied coyote a-skeered to
fight a man who'’s got any gun-savvy.”

Chad thought despairingly, Will it al-
ways be like this now? Aloud he said,
“Mister, if you want some entertainment,
whyn’t you take a pasear over to Blanco?
I hear they’s an Injun showin’ there can
split the ace of spades four ways with
a tomahawk, and his medicine only costs
a dollar for the big bottle. Here.”

Chad reached in his pocket, and at the
movement of his gun hand the men shied
like spooked critters. Helpless fury
mounted in Chad, but he went ahead and
brought out a coin.

“I’ll even stake you to the price of the
medicine,” he told the cowboy, trying
with his voice to make plain the joke of it.

His jaw fell slack when the puncher,
scarlet-faced, grabbed the dollar, scuttled
for the hitch-rack, and slammed onto a
horse.

“Whyn't you order Var Whittleson
outa tewn?” the fellow shrilled over his
shoulder.

“Why, I wasn't—" Chad began, but
his voice trailed off. The jigger was fog-
ging it down the street riding his spurs.
Chad let his wide shoulders sag helplessly.
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between the coming midnight and dawn.

On the passenger deck between the
cabins and the elaborately scrolled rail,
it was like sardines standing on their tails,
still alive and frantically struggling to
keep from being forced into cans. Every-
thing was here: gentlemen in high stove-
pipe hats and mutton-chopped sideburns,
slouchy river rakes; ordinary cut-throats
and swampland pirates from far down the
Mississippi; gamblers and preachers and
lawyers, the latter bound for wider and
richer country to set up churches, jails
and court houses now it was considered
safe enough for God and law to come.

With them were both ladies and
wenches, the former gentle-mannered
creatures never far from home before.
Caught in the push and crush here, some
of them were whimpering. Others fainted
from the heat and excitement, to go
slumping to the deck in their voluminous
petticoats and corsets while their startled
escorts yelled for the smelling salts.

The other women had been everywhere,
had seen everything and done a little of it
all: anything from wrecking homes to
rolling drunks or slipping home a length
of steel in some poor dope’s ribs. They
were smarter and of a tougher stripe;
mostly coarse-mouthed hussies all dressed
up and painted like houses afire, and
smelling to high heavens with perfumes,
powders and sachets. They were a wild
and fearless conglomeration.

“All visitors ashore! All
ashore!”

The call came through a yard-long
megaphone from the rail of the open
Texas deck. It swept down on the crowd,
rolling out over the scattering and hur-
rying humanity on the landing and reach-
ing up to the countless knots of spectators
watching from the rim of the bluffs. Just
after it came two long and mournful blasts
from the whistles between the two tall
stacks. Astern, the big red wheel was
slowly beginning to turn, the boat quiver-
ing ever so gently as the engines were
warmed up.

“All visitors ashore!”

There were hurried farewells and good-
byes that should have been said more than
three hours ago, here and there sobs and
wails. Humanity stirred ; men and women
crowding, pushing, working their way to

visitors

the head of the wooden gangplanks.

It was almost deserted on the deck
on the river side of the boat. A
small, pale-haired girl in black leaned
against the rail, her blue eyes looking
startled each time she lifted her head and
glanced around. Behind her paced a six-
footer in beaded and fringed yellow buck-
skins. He was a burly-chested, broad-
shouldered man with golden hair to his
shoulders, a flowing blood-red strip of
gauzy silk at his throat for a tie. He
paced noiselessly in his Indian moccasins,
like a nervous panther.

This man belonged nowhere among the
lower country, or east of the Mississippi.
Like other frontiersmen aboard he wore
six-shooters out of sight under his buck-
skin shirt. A long fighting knife dangled
down his chest ; his eyes were so sharp and
blue they seemed capable of cutting like
daggers. He wore a small mustache and a
short goatee. Here was a man who be-
longed in wider spaces; a bedfellow of
mischief, damnation and danger, and more
at home with them than in any other place.

Out of the corner of her eye the girl
was watching him, curiously interested,
yet afraid that he might stop and speak.
She had seen him look at her several times.
taking her in from head to heel with a
cold and impersonal sweep, then ap-
parently dismissing all thought of her as
he looked up the river.

Now the slight vibration in the boat was
growing. Gangplanks were beginning to
slide, a hubbub of last-minute orders be-
ing yelled back and forth. In a few mo-
ments more the lines would be cast off,
but something brought a sharp clang! of
bells below.

SUDDEN LY, as if bent on doing every-
thing at the very last moment, two
burly men rounded the forward end of
the cabins. Mr. Landy Smith, the bald
little steward was trailing them excitedly.
Seeing them, the girl wheeled away from
the rail and started to run toward the
stern. Before she had gone four yards
she had stumbled and run straight into
the tall buckskinned man’s arms.

“Don’t let them take me ashore!” she
screamed as he caught her. “I won’t go
back with them!”

“Wait.” The buckskinned man’s tone
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shot from under him, and he was down,
his fine hat flying off, his body suddealy
limp.

“Now get him away from here before
I throw him overboard!” snapped the
buckskinned man.

“Listen to 'im!” wailed the steward.
“Damn it, man, that’s Jesse Wilde and
Bogger Bob Golightly I They’ll kill you!”

Danger tingled in the air for the next
few moments. Morgan and Gensang were
nc ordinary rowdies; they were rich and
important men. Once back ashore, a few
words from them might hold the boat at
the landing and see a swarm of marshals
coming aboard.

But there was no time to argue the
point. Gensang whipped several wild
looks up and down the runway. He saw
four more buckskinned men lining up
behind the one-eyed old ghost, all of them
ugly and dirty and as mean as grizzly
bears. He heard a low voice behind him,
coming from a big, bull-chested trader
down from somewhere off the Upper
Missouri.

“Jesse Wilde. Why, hell, yes! Jesse’ll
kill both of 'em ’imself an’ think no more
about it than shootin’ rattlers.”

It decided Gensang. Glancing right and
left, Gensang reached down and grabbed
Morgan by the shoulders.

Morgan swore as they helped him up.
“This is not the end of it. By hell, no!
The man doesn’t exist who can do this to
Elbert Morgan and live. By hell, you’ll be
sorry too, Sandra! Help me, steward.
You and your boat will see us again.
Damn you, we’ll follow you to hell and
gone to get even{” _

Men darted forward to help Smith and
the black-beard. The redhead was as good
as snatched up, half-dragged and ialf—
carried away.

A mushrooming burst of noise in all
directions, the whistles let their combined
wails go floating up and down the river,
And the Missouri Queen left the wharf,
on her way now into the heart of the
wild and lawless lands of ‘the great
frontier. . . .

T SHOULD have marked the end of it.
Death had stammered, halting just in
time. In an instant it could have struck
here, a man or two dropping in his tracks

like doomed cattle under a killer’s maul.

Such things happened on these boats,
sometimes as many as a half-dozen kill-
ings in a single run. Here was the rim of
the great frontier. In most places the only
law was that of the knife and the gun; in
the rest, so flagrantly rotten only the weak
and the scheming had any faith in it. The
true plainsman and pioneer loathed the
law and looked upon it as a game of para-
sites fattening themselves and their un-
scrupulous gangs on the blood of their
fellows.

Angered now because his name and the
name of Booger Bob Golightly had been
blurted out in this crowd, Wilde glanced
around. He wished he was to hell away
from all of it. The crowd had grown
alarmingly. Everybody had come crowd-
ing over to this side of the boat, whisper-
ing, brazenly staring at him and the girl.
The girl still kept close to him as if to
assure herself of safety.

Even here, men and women had heard
of Jesse Wilde and Booger Bob Golightly.
They were names that somehow seemed
linked with all the rest of the wild char-
acters of the far frontier. Suddenly Wilde
turned and took the girl’'s arm, leading
her away toward the stern.

“My baggage,” she whispered. “It’s
back at the head of the boat where I
dropped it.”

“Then you have no accommodations?”
He turned abruptly, heading back the
other way. “I thought you had.”

“There wasn’t time.” She was still
hugging close, frightened and trying to
avoid the staring eyes. “I slipped aboard
in the crowd.”

“Then we’'ll see Mr. Smith. How far
are you going, Miss Little?”

“To Massacre Bend, on the Yellow-
stone.”

“Massacre Bend!” He paused to stare
at her, her heavy bags in his hands. “Do
you know anybody at Massacre Bend?”

“Yes, of course. I have another step-
brother there. David Morgan. He has a
trading post. He’s been kind to me.
Would you know him?”

“Why—er—yeah.” He swore under
his breath. “That is, I've heard of him.
Let’s see about a berth, ma’am.”

Landy Smith was back in his office just
behind the gentlemen’s salon, his blue uni-
form looking a little ruffled, excitement
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nings in the gentlemen’s gambling salon.

They were getting deeper and deeper
into Indian country now. Many of the
hills sloping down the water’s edge were
choked with timber—ideal places for lurk-
ing danger, for quick bullets or arrows
ready to fly at any passing boat.

Something had come over Jesse Wilde.
The quickest man aboard to see it was
Booger Bob Golightly, but he kept his dis-
tance and tried to keep his mean old
mouth shut. Jesse Wilde was no ladies’
man. All hell knew that. But there was
something about Jesse’s cold-blooded man-
ner in constantly avoiding the girl that
roused the old man.

Golightly thought he understood every-
thing about Jesse Wilde. They had been
through fire, blood and hell together in-
numerable times in the past. The old man
spoke his mind late one night when he
managed to catch him alone on the stern
of the Texas.

“Me an’ yuh are gonna have some pow-
wow right here an’ now, Jesse,” he
growled. “It ain’t like yuh to help some-
body, then turn the cold shoulder on ’em
an’ freeze ’em to death. Yo've got ever’-
body on the whole damn boat talkin’ ’bout
yuh, an’ I don’t like it!”

“What in hell’s bothering you, Boo-
ger?” Wilde looked at him with widened
eyes. “I don’t know what you're talking
about.” ,

“Yo'’re a damn liar!” sneered the old
man. “Yuh never was fool enough not to
know. All the old wimmin know it an’
see it. Damn yuh, Jesse, I say I don’t
like it. An’ I'm just the ol’ low-down
sidewinder what can git up on my buzz-
in’ rattler tail an’ tell yuh to yore teeth
about it—an’ fight yuh here an’ now!”

“It’s the girl, then.”

“Is that so!” Golightly sneered in his
face now. “An’ yuh just now diskiverin’
if! Yuh never was too smart, but yuh
ain’t that dumb. ’Course it’s the gdl, yuh
long-eared fool! The gal who's on her
way to Massacre Bend, to Dave Morgan
—Slick Morgan. Not a friend anywhere,
and all the damn Morgans robbin’ her out
of éven her birthright. She ain’t seen Slick
in seven long years. She don’t know ’im
now. But me an’ yuh know. An’ Jesse
Wilde, of all the fools I ever rid with,
. givin’ her the cold-shoulder.

“Look, Jesse.” He tapped him on the
chest. “Wherever yuh go she’s followin’
yuh with her eyes. An’ ever’ time she
tries to get close to yuh, yuh hump off the
other way like she’s got a bad case of the
mange. )i‘hat gdl's on the square. She’s
bound for a hell, an’ yo're lettin’ ’er go.

“At the best yuh can say, this damn
frontier’s a hell pit for any decent woman.
She ain’t no honkatonker. She’s little, in-
nocent, an’, by hell, she needs a friend.
If all these o’ wimmin keep talkin’ to her
an’ tellin’ her about Slick Morgan—well,
there ain’t but one thing left for a gal like
that, an’ that’s to go over the rail an’
down to bottom one of these dark, still
nights. She’s the kind who might do it,
too. Now, damn yuh, do yuh get what I
mean?”’

As if answering him, a sudden frantic
groaning of the Missauri Queen’s whis-
tles filled the night. For a few seconds
neither Wilde nor Golightly could under-
stand it. Then, with the whistles still rag-
ing and bells furiously clanging signals
down in the engine room, they looked up
a long, grassy slope and saw the danger
coming. Men began to yell and women
started to scream. In an instant it seemed
that a panic had seized the boat from end
to end.

“Buffalo!” groaned Booger Bob. “A
stampede pourin’ straight down on us!
Look at 'em come! If they hit us square,
on they’ll swamp us shere as hell. Some’
gang of mean damn Indians started this,’
Jesse.”

“Indians! Indians! Indians!” wailed
a woman below as if she had heard him,.
“They’ll scalp us alll”

IT WAS a stampede of a herd to be
counted by the tens of thousands. A
black cloud of shauffling, rumbling, wall-
eyed destruction stretched back over the
rim of the slope. The beasts ran shoul-
der to shoulder, the lowered horns of, those
behind prodding those ahead. It was an
all-jamming wave of headlong fear and
madness sweeping down the slope and
bound to crush anything before it.

A man could only guess that Indians
had started it. There was trouble with
the redskins everywhere out here these
days, and less than a dozen wandering
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“Cap’n’s got the chicken pox an’ the
mate the seven year itch.” Golightly
would be standing wide-legged with a grin
on his face. “Lis’en, fella, wasn’t yuh two
damn turkey buzzards throwed off this
boat once?”

“T want Captain Bacon!” Morgan was
yelling now. “I'm a gentleman, and I
won’t stand here arguing with a damned
old one-eyed fool like— Uh! Oh!”

Something had popped. Someone stum-
bled. and went down. There was a shuffle
of quick feet, the sound of another blow,
and the sound of someone else falling,
then a wild uproar of laughter. The fig-
ure of a man appeared a few seconds
later, flung by the hands and feet out in
mid-air, a loose, limp thing who missed
the waiting boat entirely and landed flat
on his back in the river,

“Mr. Morgan accounted for,” nodded
Wilde. “Mr. Gensang’s next. Yes, there
he goes!”

Gensang hit the water on his face and
belly. The little boat shoved off rapidly.
Gensang had come up quickly, and was
caught by the coat tails and dragged back
alongside. Morgan was up like a gasp-
ing, half-drowned bull and in tow a few
moments later, and the little boat reeled
off downstream on the sharp current.

The girl gasped, “Do they always do
thin?gs like that out—out here in this coun-
try?”

“No, ma’am.” Wilde was trying to
keep from laughing. “Booger Bob and his
crowd just happen to be in good humor
tonight. Look, we’re moving ahead again.”

Captain Bacon had evidently sent his
signals down through the speaking tube to
the engine room. The big stern wheel was
turning faster and faster, the Missours
Queen forging ahead. Hurrying to the
bow, Wilde and the girl saw that the great
buffalo herd was coming to an end except
for little clouds of stragglers unable to
keep the pace of the rest.

A great, angry-blaring blast and a rapid
ringing of bells sounded from the Lady
Wheeler. Somebody back there in the tall
pilot house had seen what was happening.
She was adonger, faster. boat, and there
was water wide enough here for them to
pass. A soon as the rowboat was back
alongside and Morgan and Gensang
aboard, the Lady Wheeler had started

blowing for a passing—two long, long
blows reaching for miles up and down the
river.

Bacon swore in the Missouri Queen’s
pilot house. “Blow, damn you, blow! I
know the rules of the road!”

It was a race now—firemen on the Mis-
souri Queen crowding the steam gauges,
the pop-off valves spouting. Everybody
aboard each boat seemed to be still up.
All lights were burning; people crowded
the rails to watch the battle of the boats
against the currents,

They kept it up until two hours before
dawn. In wider water the Lady W heeler
forged ahead, her whistles savagely groan-
ing. Shouts, gales of laughter and cat-
calls came from the Lady W heeler.

Ahead the water was deeper, growing
narrow and swifter for six or seven miles.
At either hand towering cliffs of rock
stretched up. Danger was here, the cur-
rents tricky. A boat was liable-to hit a
submerged spur of rock and rip a hole in
her bottom. Arrogantly, the Lady W heel-
er plowed into it, her stern wheel kicking
foam and spray like a waterfall, her
whistles wailing, bells ringing—a wild
song of victory clanging and rolling over
the hills.

It was less than an hour later. The
Lady Wheeler had disappeared around a
bend. The Missouri Queen’s engines were
still pounding. They brought her around a
bend and into the mouth of a mile-long
narrow straight-away. Suddenly there was
a bedlam of groans and yells. A voice bel-
lowed:

“She’s afire from bow to stern! The
Lady Wheeler's afire!”

“Indians!” bawled another voice.
“Lord, look at them cliffs ahead! There’s
thousands of“’em!”

There was no need to tell anyone what
was happening. The sky over them had
suddenly been filled with long, curving
streaks of ﬁame,——burnin‘g arrows arching
down on the Missouri Queen. The sound
of gunfire and the yells of Indians filled
the graying dawn light.

e o Deuil Musd Die

There were no thousands of the In-
dians, but there were two or three hun-
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dred up there on either side of the river,
protected by giant overhangs of rock.
Cheyennes and Sioux would be the domi-
nating factors, their ranks swelled by in-
numerable little bands from all the other
tribes out here who were seeing more and
more of their lands swallowed by the ever-
coming settlers.

Throwing an arm around the girl and
sweeping her off her feet, Wilde wheeled
for the pilot house. As they ducked in-
side, Captain Bacon came stumbling out,
yelling for hose lines to extinguish the
flaming arrows as they landed on the
Texas.

“Stay there.” Wilde shoved the girl
down between two big overstuffed chairs.
“Don’t get up.” -

Ike Fuller, the mate, was still at the
wheel as if glued there, his eyes on the
dangerous river and the flaming Lady
Wheeler ahead. Wilde wheeled to the
gun-lockers, raking down rifles and long-
barreled old shotguns. The noise of guns
below was already a raging hell. The bel-
lowing voice of Booger Bob Golightly
rose above it as he urged men to fight,
and some of his rough-neck crowd were
singing like drunken sailors, battle-mad
in a matter of seconds.

The Lady Wheeler was fighting des-
perately ahead, with spurting flames -of
gunfire pouring from her decks. Here
on the Missourt Queen it was like clock-
work. Seasoned Indian fighters rushed up
to the passenger deck to bully everybedy
inside, some coming on to the Texas to
crash their way into the officers’ cabins
and start a wild-blazing hell opening up
from there.

There was little that could be done be-
yond raining bullets and huge charges of
buckshot along the rims. Wilde had just
about emptied all the weapons in the pilot
heuse when he looked around and saw the
girl. She was on her feet now, her hands
on the wheel, body swinging as she tried
to keep the Missouri Queen in the middle
of the river. Sprawled behind her lay the
limp figure of the mate with an arrow in
his right side.

“Go on fighting!” she screamed. “I've
sailed little boats on the river back home.”

“Go to it, then!” he yelled, spinning
back to start reloading. ‘“Somehow we’ll
go through.”

It was all they could do, fight and keep
fighting. A glance ahead showed the Lady
W heeler getting to the end of the straight-
away and curving to her right around an-
other bend. From the distance she looked
like a solid sheet of flame now. Most of
her gunfire had died out as men all over
her turned their hands to fighting fire.

The same hell of screaming, yelling and
wailing was here, but it seemed that every-
body aboard the Missouri Queen had
joined the fighting; women screaming as
they fired anything that came to hand,
men shouting and swearing.

Rounding the bend, they saw that the
flaming, hard-hit Ledy Wheeler had gane
around a second bend. The girl was still
at the wheel, throwing all her frail
strength into it like an old-timer, eyes set
on the river, apparently paying no atten-
tion whatever to the arrews and bullets
stabbing and wailing against the pilot
house.

They rounded the second bend, then a
third, a fourth and a fifth. In places the
girl swung the wheel violently, always
watching for the smoother, deeper places.
Around the fifth bend the Ledy Wheeler
loomed ahead, her flames looking like a
towering inferno.

In spite of the plight of the Lady
Wheeler, it was like rising from raging
hell to a peaceful heaven—they were out
of range. The river suddenly widened to
what appeared to be an oval lake two
miles long and half as wide. Here the
banks were gentle slopes covered with
buffalo grass, leaving no shelter at all for
the attacking redskins. A wild cheering
and cat-calling intended for the Indians
lifted from the smoking Missouri Queen.

“Look ahead!” cried the girl. “The
other beat!”

Wilde jumped to her, throwing his left
arm around her and clamping a strong
hand on the wheel. He had already seen
what was happening. Aflame from ene
end to the other, the dying Lady Wheeler
was plowing straight into the lower end
of a long sandbar to save all the passen-
gersfshe could in her last desperate minute
of life. :

IT HAD been a complete, all-out panilc
aboard the LLady Wheeler long before
she had come to the sandbar. 'The roof
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and sides of her pilot house were in flames.
Many had jumped for their lives and were
still struggling in the water ; the Missouri
Queen put off two small boats to try to
pick them all up. As the flaming boat
struck, it was a screaming, velling, wail-
ing hell. Hordes were pouring off the
bow and jumping from either side of her.
Terror was in absolute command, and it
was every man, woman or child for him-
self.

Without the coming of the Missouri
Queen with her strong hose lines and old
but powerful pumps, the Lady W heelcr
could not have helped burning to the
waterline. Captain Bull McCoy and Hutch
O’Toole, his mate, had been the first to
give her up as an entire loss. They had
also not been very far behind the first to
jump onto the sandbar.

Stepping astride of his dead mate, Cap-
tain Bacon took the wheel, yanking down
his signals to the engine room. Wilde and
the girl hurried out on the Texas. The
Missouri Queen edged in as closely as was
safe on the upper side of the burning boat,
and the spouting tons of water began to
pour. The fight was slow and grim. Day-
light came before the Missouri Queen’s
pumps were getting complete command of
the “situation,

The Lady Wheeler was a sad mess. Her
pilot house and half the forward end of
the passenger deck was gone. Cargo still

- smoked below; men with blistered hands

and parts of their clothing burned away
trying to get the bales and boxes dumped
overside. Driving them to the work was
the bullying Hutch O’Toole, ordering
many boxes and stout cases thrown over-
hoard because they were only smoking.
Wilde and Golightly watched that work
with deep curiosity, turning several times
to look at each other.

With everybody on the Missouri Queen
worn out from the excitement, Sandra
Little finally slipped away to her state-
room and locked herself in for a couple
of hours rest. Wilde and Booger Bill had
ideas all of their own. They managed to
get off onto the sandbar, then aboard the
Lady Wheeler, where they headed at once
for her cargo deck. When they came away
their faces were grim.

When they were back aboard the Texas
on the Missouri Queen, Booger said:

“Now we know a thing or two more,
Jesse. Them Indians made a hell of a mis-
take. They didn’t aim to hit that boat.
This is the boat they was after. There’s
tons an’ tons of Army rifles, ammunition
an’ supplies down on our cargo deck
bound for Fort Benton, an’ the Indians
didn’t want it to get through. But they
hit the Lady I heeler—an’ her loaded to
the guts with guns an’ ammunition goin’
to Slick Morgan. Slick’s bound to be in
a big trade to get all that stuff through
te the redskins.

“And that,” nodded Wilde, “is why
Elbert Morgan and Gensang were so hell-
bent to see that Sandra Little didn’t come
upriver on this boat! They didn’t want
her killed when there’s still a chance of
getting more money out of her.

“Keep your mouth shut about every-
thing, Booger. Let all that stuff aboard
the Lady W heeler go on through. There’ll
be enough of it yet to hang Slick Morgan.
Come what will, the girl is gomg on
through with me to Glory Bluffs.”

“The hell she is!” Golightly’s mouth
flew open. “Just like that, huh?”

“Just like that,” nodded Wilde. ‘‘Cap-
tain Bacon has the authority. With just
you and a few more witnesses he can
marry us quietly before we get to Mas-
sacre Bend.”

The old man was grinning now. “I
hoped it'd be somethin’ like that. She’ll
be the best looker on the whole damn Yal-
lerstone River!”

From the start they had been on the
lookout for Elbert Morgan and Andrew
Gensang. At last they saw them hidden
on the sandbar beyond the burning Lady
Wheeler.

Morgan’s right arm was in a make-
shift sling, the crown of his fine hat torn
out, his clothes ripped and burned. The
expression on his face was one of awe,
uncertainty and blank wonder.

Gensang was worse, with a bloody ban-
dage around his head that covered the
most of the right side of it and his face.
When the Indians attacked he had evi-
dently been in his berth asleep. Bagged
into the seat of a bulging pair of trousers
was the long tail of a heavy red flannel
nightgown.

“Damn purty, ain’t they ?”’ Booger Bob
grinned. “Bet they wish they’d stayed at
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home! What can Cap Bacon do ’bout the
mess ?”’

“Drag it off the sandbar and take it in
tow.” Wilde straightened. ‘“Bacon can't
leave her here like that.”

Three hours later again saw both boats
on their way. The Missouri Queen had
pulled the unfortunate boat off the sand,
and the Lady Wheeler trailed two hun-
dred feet astern on long, powerful lines.
Aboard her it was both a hospital and
a funeral barge. A young doctor and his
wife who had been passengers were try-
ing to attend the wounded, the dead lying
on what was left of the Texas with strips
of canvas covering the bodies.

Four men, a woman and two children
were dead and eight people were wounded
aboard the Missouri Queen. Among the
wild bunch on the cargo deck there were
six more slightly wounded, but those
rough necks were doctoring themselves
and wanting no help.

Morgan and Gensang were aboard the
other boat, no more trouble until they
were at least as far as Massacre Bend.
Wilde and the girl were together all the
time now, but the battle down the river
had evidently made the busybodies forget
them. Booger Bob merely kept an eye on
the situation and his thoughts to himself.

They were like that until the Missours
Queen finally towed the Lady Wheeler
into Massacre Bend five days later. Mor-
gan and Gensang were the first ones
ashore.

“An’ now,” growled Booger Bob,
“we’ve come to our little bucket of blood,
Jesse, an’ it’ll soon be time to drink. Slick
Morgan runs this damn town, an’ his
brother an’ his cousin have gone to him
to report. Looks like we've soon got a
general settlement comin’ up.”

T LOOKED as if all Massacre Bend
had turned out to watch the two boats
come in. The Missouri Queen had taken
care of the Lady Wheeler first, getting
her secured, and then had to warp herself
into a landing. Mobs and mobs of people
watched, stringing down the stairway and
asking hundreds of questions.

High above it all on a rear balcony of
the Purple Lady stood a tall, large-waisted
and beaver-hatted figure. It was Slick
Morgan with the usual gang of pretty

women around him. He had appeared a
couple of minutes too late to see Elbert
Morgan and Andrew Gensang dash off the
Lady Wheeler and go charging up the
stairs, but before the Missouri Queen
could finish docking, a man called to him
and he hurried off.

There was little business here in Mas-
sacre Bend for Jesse Wilde, none at all
for Golightly. But to think of not going
ashore here, with everybody watching
them and speculating, was galling. In a
week it would be in every mouth up and
down the river that this pair had been
afraid.

Only a select few aboard knew what
had quietly taken place in the pilot house
late last night with old Captain Lem
Bacon the master of the ceremony. Out-
side of the captain and the girl it had been
a buckskinned group, cold-faced, deadly
serious men standing there with their hats
in their hands, six-shooters at their waist-
bands, knives swinging down their bellies.
Awkwardly, they had shaken hands with
Wilde and the girl, and had gone back to
the cargo deck.

Now, an hour or so after Elbert Mor-
gan and Andrew Gensang had left, Wilde
stood in his stateroom with the girl in his
arms. Her head was pillowed on his
brawny chest, her cheeks wet with tears.
His face was grim and cold, eyes amaz-
ingly blue.

“Don’t go, Jesse,” she whispered.
“Jesse, I can’t let you go!”

His arms tightened, his lips touched her
hair. “I hate it as much as you do, but
I've got to go. I'll come back. There's
everything now to come back to.”

“They’ll kill you, Jesse!” she sobbed.

“Jesse.” The low voice and a light tap
had come from the door. ‘“Seven of the
boys have been on the bluffs sorter cir-
culatin’ with the crowds for quite a spell
now. Others are stayin’ aboard to keep
an eye on this stateroom. It’s time to go.”

Wilde left a few moments later, quickly
closing the door behind him to muffle the
sound of sobs. Wearing new buckskins,
his beard and hair trimmed, he was dressed
for whatever lay ahead—the true plains-
man prepared for the undertaker if it was .
to come to that.

As he came walking down the gang-
plank, the shadow-moving figure of old
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Booger Bob Golightly was sixty or sev-
enty feet behind him, sleepy looking, un-
concerned, yet as alert as a fighting hawk.

Behind Booger Bob trailed Benny
Purdy, his brown derby looking as if it
had been sat upon, his swagger and strut
gone from close association with the gang
on the cargo deck. No one in the crowd
seemed to know what he was doing there.

The story of the Indian fight down the
river had gone the rounds. The dead and
wounded had been taken off the boats.
No great excitement remained from that.
This tenseness had a meaning all of its
own. There was an immediate opening
and slithering back in the crowds as Wilde
passed. :

He was a man completely alone among
crowds of people when he came to the
head of the stairs. Massacre Bend was
teeming with scouts, traders and trappers,
and the eyes of all of them seemed to cen-
ter on Wilde as he moved calmly on. He
made an abrupt swing to his left in front
of the Purple Lady, and walked inside.

HIS was drama, the kind the frontier

knew, and all the frontier would hear
of this. Here was no quick, startling
jump-up of scared men. This was cool,
slow, deliberate; a fighting man walking
quietly into a cold-blooded killer’s den.
The chances were all against him, murder
liable to roar down on him at any instant
from the balcony across the rear end of
the great, log-walled room. Under the
balcony was the wire-caged gambling
room, and gunmen lolled at either side of
its tall screened gate. There were others
inside to back the crooked play of the
sharpers.

Men had been saying for five years that
this would one day happen. All had ex-
pected it long before this, ever since Jesse
Wilde had taken over Bloody Bluffs. No
honest trader could settle down within
forty miles of Slick Morgan and start
taking business away from him.

“Where’s Slick Morgan?” Wilde
stopped at the center of the bar.

“Mr. Morgan’s busy,” a big bartender
answered him.

Wilde turned and started across the
room, heading for the stairway to the bal-
cony. The silence was now breathless.
Booger Bob Golightly had come easing in,

stopping at the bar near the doorway.

Wilde had not taken four paces before
everybody heard a tell-tale sound—a poor-
iy-guarded click-clack of moving metal.
Instantly sounds like it were all over the
room as if forty men were cocking their
fighting weapons. A black-bearded buffalo
hunter spoke, voice low but jarring all
through the room.

“Jesse Wilde ain’t exactly alone in this
danmn joint.”

“Yuh said it, Sam.” A tall old bull-
whacker grinned at the lower end of the
bar. “There’ll be no shootin’ in the
back.”

The roar of a shot shook the house.
There was a ballooning little cloud of
smoke around the lean old ghost of a fig-
ure that was Booger Bob Golightly.
Across the room a short, bucktoothed lit-
tle gunman lurched back in his chair and
toppled to the floor, a cocked Colt slid-
ing out of his hand. Elbows on the bar,
Golightly had fired through his buckskin
shirt from under his armpit.

The old man spoke: “Go ahead, Jesse.
Some damn fools can't take a hint.”

Wilde turned back to the big, round
newel at the foot of the stairs, a six-
shooter in each hand. A woman whim-
pered somewhere, the tenseness too stark
and breath-taking for a scream. Now
Wilde was going on up, as noiselessly as
a shadow. On the balcony he dropped to
his knees as shots roared right and left.
A six-shooter blazing from either side, he
saw two men plunge forward from behind
a wall of heavy drapes.
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It was straight on now to a wide door.
A furious kick sent it flying open. Colt
in either hand, he walked on in, icy blue
eves on Slick Morgan sitting behind a
big mahogany desk. At Slick’s right sat
Elbert Morgan, to his left Andrew Gen-
sang. Both were white-faced, and looked
paralyzed in their big overstuffed chairs.
They were the only three in the room.
Wilde kicked the door closed behind him
with his heel, and slowly holstered his
weapons.

“Howdy, Slick. Guns are up as long as
you keep those hands on the table. If you
move them you’ll die in that chair.”

“What in the hell’s the meaning of
this, Jesse Wilde?”

“Sorry to surprise you, Shck ” Wilde
was grinning at him now. “I just came
up to tell you that Captain Bacon and sev-
eral others would like to see you down
on the landing.”

“You always were a damned fool,
Wilde.” Morgan laughed. “T know how
you and your crowd have been playing
the great hero stuff to our sister—”

“And I know,” cut in Wilde, “how you
three have been robbing her, taking her
money and turning it mto guns, powder
and rum for the Indians.”

“You're a dirty, lying dog, Jesse
Wilde!” Morgan was suddenly on his
feet. “You haven’t an ounce of proof.”
His voice had become a screech. “I can
have you shot down in this room!”

It was a call for murder, but Jesse
Wilde gave him no chance to finish. Tak-
ing a step back, six-shooters flying again
into his hands, he sent two quick shots
crashing into each of the doors just as
they were suddenly cracking open.

It was all noise and gunsmoke now.
The roaring of the six-shooters seemed to
shake the room. Shot before they could
fling into action, two heavy-set men were
plunging forward. Each had a sawed-
down shotgun in his hands, weapons that
would tear a man in half with their dou-
ble-barreled blasts. Both weapons roared,
their charges going wild, buckshot tear-
ing a ragged hole in the ceiling. As the
men fell, the door behind Wilde banged
open. Into the opening lunged the tall
figure of Booger Bob Golightly and a mob
of buckskinned rakes.

Ears ringing from the heavy explosxons,

Wilde asked a quick question. ‘“Where’s
Benny Purdy, Booger?”
“Right here, Mr. Wilde!” Purdy

‘bobbed forward from behind Golightly.

He laughed one of his scared pony nick-
rs. “Mr. Morgan will remember me. He

ran me out of Massacre Bend last fall!”

“That thing!” Slick Morgan was again
finding his voice.

“Mister Purdy, Slick.” Wilde reloaded
his six-shooters casually. “Last spring his
company shipped you two thomsand old
Army rifles and a couple of tons of cart-
ridges supposedly to be sold to settlers
out here. Benny’s in the clear on that.
He came in the fall to collect. You threw
him out and he was sent back this spring,
again going to try to collect. When he
learned of the heavy shipment from an-
other company caming in for you on the
Lady W heeler, Benny decided to have a
straight talk with Booger Bob down on
the cargo deck.

“Booger, I leave the rest to you.” He
turned his back on the three pale men
gasping for breath there at the desk.
More than a deozen cocked guns covered
them from the muttering crowd that con-
tinued to press the stairway. ‘“Make as
lttle noise about it as you can. Benny,”
he took Purdy’s arm, “‘you’d better come
with me. Sometimes these wild crowds
1get out of hand. If anybody wants to

now anything else from you, they can
come down and talk to you on the boat.”

In the hallway outside his stateroom,
guards were still waiting. In a few mo-
ments they were gone, hurrying away
to join the mobs in town doing a certain,
grim little job of their own up there on
the tall bluffs.

“It’s all right, Sandra.” He had entered
the stateroom so quietly she had not heard
him. With a wild cry she was on her feet,
wheeling into his arms. “Let all that hap-
pens here be forever behind you. In a
ccuple of hours more Captain Bacon will
be taking us on up the Yellowstene.”

“But what’s all that noise?” she gasped
when she was able to find her voice. “It’s

')Y

terrible!

“Just Booger Bill and some of his lads. -
When they go on a spree—most any-
thing is likely to happen.”

THE END
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the new sheriff, young Dallas Dermody,
that he’d side him when needed against
the Lathrop bunch. He wasn’t even wear-
ing his guns. No, he was just another of
the town’s duded-up, grinning fathers,
who aimed to fidget proudly near while his
spunky Jennie Lee graduated from Blue
Spruce’s high school. . . .

“Oh, Dad, that simply won’t do at all!”’

He winced, for he knew what was com-
ing. Turning slowly, he faced Jennie Lee,
looking amazingly like a lady in this
swishy, white, graduation dress that had
set Buck back a heap of dinero. “Now,
Jennie, you know I don’t—"

“Dad, it won’t hurt you to dress up
once in a while! You can’t go to nice places
looking like a saddlebum. Let me fix that
collar. Where’s your tie?”

So he let her do it, realizing he ought to
have moments like this, with his daughter
fussing over him, more often.

“There, Dad, that looks better. Mom,
come here quick. Don’t you think your
old husband looks positively handsome?”

Eva, whom the years still showered with
favor, came and inspected. Her nod was
decisive, while her eye twinkled. “Darned
if T don't, Jennie. Buck Murphy, you
sweep me off my feet. I'd almost marry
you all over again.”

Everybody laughed at that.

Buck, however, wasn’t laughing when
he reached for his hat and moved toward
the door. By rights he ought to tell Der-
mody that he’d have to get along without
him. Eight o’clock was going to find Buck
mighty busy.

“Dad,” Jennie said, “don’t you go far
now. You and Mom have got to be at the
school by eight.”

He pinched the natural rose of her
cheeks. “Can’t a man go down to the store
and get himself a cigar? So all-fired anx-
ious, ain’t you, you get us all rigged up
in our bib-and-tuckers an hour and a half
ahead of time.”

Then he was gone from their modest
home on Blue Spruce’s side street, walk-
ing down main street toward the sheriff’s
office.

It wasn’t his sheriff’s office any more.
Buck wondered, just for one crazy in-
stant, if he really did find satisfaction in
the fact that he was free at last. Free from
official duties. Then he shook off the feel-

ing that had prompted him to haliway
promise young Dermody that he could
count on him.

Blue Spruce was building up to trouble,
uick trouble. He sensed it now in the
tightness of the air, and he knew he must
go home soon to his family and ignore
this thing that was coming. To hell with
Dallas Dermody.

He walked into the spick little office,
which had somehow always been short
of the touch of neatness when his own
scuffed boots had been cocked up on
the battered desk. Dallas Dermody
brought his shiny -ones down to the floor
with a bang. The new youthful sheriff
was grinning as he rose to full height.

“Buck! Gosh dang, I'm glad you're
here. All duded up like you was goin’ to
a weddin’, too!” He pulled Buck for-
ward, whacking him warmly across the
shoulder. “Get a load of this, Buck. I've
started things rollin’. I’ve got Herman
Sax in jail.”

Buck whirled, staring toward the cell
where he could see fat little Herman Sax,
the county clerk and recorder, slumped
on the cot.

“How come ?”’ _

“Been doin’ a little investigatin’, Buck,”
Dermody went on proudly, pulling out the
makings now. “I aim to bust wide open
Treece Lathrop’s hoodwink game, and
this’s the first step.”

Buck nodded. He understood. It ran
through his mind suddenly how he had
somewhat neglected bucking Treece Lath-
rop, neglected bringing things to a head
because he, Buck, had been on the brink
of retirement at the time and the days
he’d had left to pack the star hadn’t
weighed too heavily -on his conscience. He
could, of course, have pried into matters
and found out for himself the inner work-
ings of that crooked set-up—could have,
maybe, spared this reckless, flashy green-
horn kid of a lawman from facing the
lop-sided odds that must soon come.

“Well, it was time to force the show-
down,” Buck agreed thoughtfully. “If I
know Sax, he’ll talk when you get him in
a courtroom. ”

“He’s already opened up.” Dermody
took a musing drag on bhis cigarette.
“Swears he’s ready to turn state’s evi-
dence, if that’ll give him a lighter hitch.
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I've promised him all I could. ’Cordin’ to
Sax, Lathrop stands to make somethin’ of
a fortune off his Blue Spruce hoaxes,
which we’ve known a long time, but not
enough to sink our teeth into. Till now.”
He made a smoke ring, went on:
“Lathrop’s had at one time or another al-
most a hundred holes in the ground, all
around this Blue Spruce country. The
good ones showin’ paystreak you could
count on the fingers of one hand. Most of
them have been worthless holes, which he
sold again and again to the Eastern suck-
ers. Part of this you already savvy. But
you don’t know Sax got his cut for doc-
torin’ the records in favor of Lathrop. I
found that out, one night in the Golden
Fleece, when whisky loosened up the
tongue of one of Lathrop’s gunslicks.”

Buck grunted. He could not deny to
himself that his insides were squirming.
“Lathrop’s dander will be up some over
this. You can bet your bottom buck he’s
plannin’ a move right now to hit at you.
He and his gang won’t come tearin’ in
here. It'll be a smart play, when they do
it, which means it won'’t be tonight with a
Fleece, when whiskey loosened up the
school-house. But somehow, just as quick
as the sign is right for it, they aim to take
out Mr. Sax. I don’t think they’ll let him
live, with Sax ready to squawk. Dallas,
it’s too big a job for you to handle alone.”

“That’s right.” It was Herman Sax’s
voice from the cell, trembling and whining.
“Lathrop will kill me! You can’t let him
at me—you can’t! Murphy, stay with the
kid tonight, every night, till it’s over!
Keep Lathrop off me, and I'll tell every-
thing before a judge, so help mel”

ERMODY, ignoring the outburst,
tossed away his smoke. He came
toward Buck. “What the hell you talkin’
about, Buck Murphy?” His eyes were
flinty. “What makes. you think you know
all the answers? Yeah, I know you sorta
half-promised me once, in your most off
moment, that ypu’d lend me some shootin’
help with my.first gun chore. But I never
asked for it. So far, I haven’t run.into any
snags, and I don’t intend to. I'll remind
yod I’ve been packin’ these sikes for a long
time, even if I haven't been packin’ a star.’
Buck snapped it out, as he made toward
the door: “Cdcky, ain’t you? That maybe

will or maybe won'’t help you in this busi-
ness. For your information, fella, if I prom-
ised you anything, I musta et loco-weed
for my breakfast!”

He slammed out of there then, glad to
be shut of Dallas Dermody, for the time
being. Not that they weren’t good friends.
Buck had liked the big young Texas waddy
ever since he hit the country, in spite of
the fact that he dressed too darn gaudy
and his hair was too slicked-up.

There’d been the times, when Buck
needed a special deputy, that he’d called
on Dermody. The pair had shared tobacco
papers on many a trail after cattle rustlers,
with Dermody getting something of a repu-
tation, but with Buck wondering how
much of it was due to luck. Came the
time, however, when the people, wanting
young blood to wear the star, elected him
sheriff. But for all his whipcord and raw-
hide upbringing, Buck reckoned the kid
needed guidance.

The old ex-sheriff drifted downstreet,
the familiar street where he had triggered
out rapid, raw, frontier justice so many
times. That would never happen again.
Thinking over these past few hours of
ease and contentment, he was sure of it.
He was through. His sixes were silenced
forever. He had done his duty many years
and had no more obligations to the people
of the Blue Spruce. Whatever he owed
in the way of moral responsibilities, now
went fully to his own family circle.

Eva, he told himself as he drifted nearer
the distant Golden Fleece Saloon, had
every right to see him hunkered down to
a quieter life from here on out, sharing
the things they had always wanted to
do together. Raise a little garden, maybe.
Take it easy on the front porch of a Sun-
day afternoon. Buck reading the newspa-
pers or just dozing while Eva sewed com-
panionably near him. They still had a
little money and maybe they could still
buy the town harness shop from old Andy
Clarendon. Buck wouldn’t have to work
too hard and they’d make enough to keep
them the rest of their lives.

Jennie Lee, he decided, would get a
heap of his time now. Gosh dang it, a grow-
ing girl needed her daddy—needed him
around to kind of talk man-to-woman with
her. Too many years Buck had been too
busy on danger trails to be really a pal to
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his daughter. Now it would be different,
at least until some young sprout came
sparking and took all of her attention. Uh-
huh, Buck would get out among their
friends more, maybe dress up once in a
while even if it made him feel like plain
hell, like Jennie had always wanted him to
do. Tonight he’d let nothing interfere
with his being present at her graduation.
He told himself that firmly.

Nevertheless an old, old, automatic rou-
tine that he couldn’t, or wouldn’t break at
the moment, pulled him inside the Golden
Fleece Saloon. Here, Buck knew, Treece
Lathrop and his gun-hung boys spent
much of the latter part of each afternoon,
when Lathrop wasn’t in his upstairs office
planning to take in new suckers.

Buck moved to the showcase, noting
Lathrop and his three gunhawks lined up
at the bar. One of them—Buck saw it was
Axel Judd—appeared in an ugly, show-
off mood, but Buck reminded himself
abruptly he wasn’t here for trouble. He
was here because the saloon carried his
favorite brand of cigars.

“Couple Havanas as usual, George.”

The bartender waited on him, Buck paid
him, vest-pocketed one cigar and stuck the
other in his mouth.

“Say, Treece, it’s the has-been!”

That was Axel Judd’s voice. Axel Judd
was Lathrop’s right-hand man. Prodded
by drink, he was casting caution to the
high winds. The prospects of some imme-
diate excitement, which Buck’s mind
couldn’t quite grasp, seemed to be egging
him on. Lathrop erred, he had felt more
than once, in keeping this slow-thinking,
gun-fast brute on his payroll.

Buck didn’t turn now. But he could hear
Judd sidling up, could also hear Lathrop’s
quick intake of breath.

“Sizin’ up the layout for your yeung
pal, eh, Murphy?” Judd rumbled. “My
eaves-droppin’ ear told me some things.
Findin’ it Eind of hard, huh, to get sher-
iffin’ out of your blood? We want to warn
you. Don’t back up Dermody.”

A swift, sweeping sound came, then, of
another man moving forward—followed
by a resounding slap, and staggering steps
backward. Crackling memace was in Lath-
rop’s breathed tone. “You fool, Axel.
Your mouth flaps open at the wrong
times,”

Judd’s answer was surprised, incredu-
lous. “Hell, boss, you said he might get
hisself in our road! You said the way had
to be clear—quick—"

Lathrop said harshly: “I told you I did
all the brainwork in my outfit.”

There was an instant’s silence during
K_hich Buck heard Lathrap turning toward

im.

“Seems, old-timer, my man got out of
hand for a minute there. If I was you,
I'd think nothing of it. We've never
clashed, and I don’t aim to now. Besides
you’re through rodding the law hereabouts,
ain’t that right? When you’re up at the
school tonight, give my regards to your
youngun.”

NLY then did Buck turn, while blood

hammered a little in his brain. He
fought off a sudden urge to hurl himself
at these impossihle odds, snatch out a gun
somewhere during the scuffle and start
shooting, like he would have in the old
days.

No—not so old, maybe. Five, ten days
ago! He bit off the end of his cigar, and
looked at this lean, wiry man whose per-
sonality had been painfully felt by many in
Blue Spruce. Treece Lathrop could match
a coiled rattler’s deagdliness, or he could
muster a gambler’s suavity, as he did now.

Standing wide-legged around him were
his hired guns. Only Lathrop was never so
crude as to call them that. “Faithful em-
ployees,” he’d dubbed them, “in my many
mining ventures.” Axel Judd, squat bod-
ied and cruel-eyed, seemed eager and wait-
ing for his boss to say that joyous weord,
Kill. Short and dark, Spud O’Mears half-
crouched in a belligerent bid for action.
Tip Keller, yellow-haired, buck-toothed,
shifted to an easier stance, chaw tucked in
left cheek, hands lazing near his tied-down
guns. The thought rushed at Buck that
Sheriff Dermody didn’t have a ghost of a
chance.

“I didn’t come in here huntin’ trouble,
Lathrop,” Buck said evenly. He got his
cigar to glowing. “I reckon I'll be goin’.”

“That’s horse sense,” Lathrop nodded
with quick approval.

Buck got out of there then, hoping his -
eagerness hadn’t been tell-tale on his face.
Axel Judd’s whiskey-thickened voice had
peeled back some of the uncertainty for
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Buck, had revealed beyond a doubt that
Lathrop intended to hit tonight. Not so
much from what was said, but from what
was left unsaid.

Allowing the lean, smug gold promoter
the human element of blundering in re-
taining a man like Axel Judd, Buck knew
in Lathrop’s mind there was a vast store-
house of shrewdness, of intense prepared-
ness that did not often spell defeat of his
carefully-worked-out plans. Buck started
out then, once more downstreet, all his
resolutions scattering. Intending to reach
the sheriff’s office by a round about way,
he was afire now with the aim of speedily
warning Dermody and sticking with him,
come what might.

“Dad !’D

Buck halted sharply there on the street,
adjusted his hat quickly. She was coming
straight for him. In spite of the gathering
dark, he could almost see the sparks in
her eyes.

“Dad! How long does it take you to
buy cigars? It’s lucky you came out, or
I'd have gone in there after you.”

He removed his cigar with a snort, then
sent it flipping into gravel, his mind in a
rolling spin. “Sure, sure, Jennie.” He
swallowed with the sickness of sudden de-
feat. “I was just on my way. We'll go
home and hitch up the team.”

She stamped her foot. “You knew all
the time, Dad, the class has to be there
early,” she said peevishly.

“We'll get you there soon enough,” he
assured her. He hoped he was hiding his
gloomy hopelessness, his utter despair in
now having failed Dallas Dermody. “Your
old daddy won’t let you down.”

They went up the walk at almost a run,
a slightly stooped father striking an even
faster pace than his eager young daughter.
Reaching home he got the well-kept family
buggy ready in quick whirling minutes.
He helped Jennie, with her long billowing
skirt, into it. Now she wouldn’t have to
risk getting it dirty on the dusty half-mile
to the school-house. He lashed speed out
of the team and she had to hold on to keep
from falling. He drove her close to the
steps.

“Reckon Miz Smythe won’t have too
much of a conniption over you bein’ a
couple minutes late,” he grinned. “Ma and
me oughta be along directly.?’

“You better!” she warned pointedly.
“Or off go your ears in your sleep.” With
that she was dashing up the steps.

He turned the team around savagely and
headed back, wondering if he was already
too late and Dermody was dead. A tight-
ness crept through him. No sounds caine
from town, no alien rip of gunfire. But
that wouldn’t be Lathrop’s way. Lathrop
would play it tight and quiet, somehow.
No one would suspect that he would make
his move against Dermody and Sax to-
night, what with most everyone within
gunsmoke call at the school-house, but it
wouldn’t be the first time Lathrop had
leaned on unexpectedness to get what he
wanted. Buck almost marveled at this
brain he must combat. He rounded a cor-
ner and was on the cross street.

He saw, then, a fleeting figure—yes it
was Tip Keller—dart up the alley in the
direction of the jail. Buck’s lips set with
ice-hard purpose. The men, he allowed,
hadn’t spotted him. The ex-sheriff pulled
up, swearing at himself for not having a
gun, and realizing now there wasn’t time
to go to the house for one. He was reach-
ing the scene as things were ready to pop.
Alighting, moving up the alley, in the wake
of the man, he halted far enough back, eyes
raking in the picture.

Dim moonlight showed the various
shapes of men, Lathrop men. There was
Keller, stopped on the near side of the
darkened jail. He stooped, and a match
flared. The corner of Mike Halloran’s
hardware store, directly across the alley,
partially hid runty Spud O’Mears, who
waited with gun in hand. Axel Judd
crouched behind the trash barrel, weapon
drawn. Treece Lathrop was nowhere to
be seen. This was more of the man’s clev-
erness. He could bolt, if things went wrong
for the others. Yet Buck had a feeling that
Lathrop was somewhere near.

Keller leaped up now, ran toward the
high weeds of the vacant lot, between
Buck, now, and the jail. Buck slipped
closer, shooting a quick look at the sput-
tering fuse Keller had lit.

Wild fear for Dermody’s safety tore
at Buck. That stubborn, damned Dermody
wouldn’t budge from the building, even 1if
he realized it would blow up. Buck went
spiriting deep into the weed-patch, mak-
ing toward the high sunflowers in the
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middle where he had last seen Keller. He
was wondering what to use as a weapon,
when his toe kicked a rock. He had 1t in
his hands as he eased nearer, hearing
slight rustles among the weeds and at last
a man’s taut breathing. Now he saw the
hunched shoulders, the broad back. He
inched within reach. He lifted the rock.
It landed with a sodden whack on Kel-
ler’s skull, crumpling him. Even as Keller
hit the ground, bullets hunted for Buck
Murphy. He flattened himself, edging
through the weeds toward the trash barrel
where Axel Judd crouched. While Buck
worked slowly close, something of both
hope and despair throbbed inside him. He
wasn’t entirely helpless. He had Keller’s
gun in his hand. But the minutes, the
fuse-eating minutes, mocked him. . . .

UDD saw him suddenly, there at the
edge of the weeds, and his gun flamed
at Buck, while he ripped out an oath. A
twisting furrow of pain gashed Buck’s
shoulder at the same time he squeezed
trigger, once, twice, three times. Crawling
forward, fighting off nausea, he watched
Judd drop his gun and follow it to the
ground.

Blood ran down. Buck’s arm. He had to
reach that fuse!

Only Spud O’Mears remained now, his
slugs peppering the ground all around the
crawling ex-lawman. Vaguely, now, Buck
heard a door slam behind him, heard run-
ning feet. O’Mears blurred before him as
he fired . . . and fired again. Missed . . .
each time. Weakness washed over him,
overwhelming waves of it.

Then, from some new direction, came
more shots. Buck saw O’Mears melt slowly
to the alley. Buck realized, then, that Dal-
las Dermody had taken chips.

With staggering effort, finally, still
clinging to the gun, Buck got to his feet,
stumbling toward the hazed shape of Der-
mody dashing toward him. He shook his
dazed head knowing there was something
he still had to do.

“The fuse, Dallas! North wall—
quick—"
“Look out, Buck!”

Dermody shouted it, gun slashing up to
fire past him. But Buck’s momentarily
roused, wheeling figure was in the way.
Buck did his own shooting, slamming

death-lead into the lean middle of the man
who had loomed up from nowhere.

Treece Lathrop folded up without a cry,
there in front of him, without a chance to
trigger his drawn Colt. Cleverness, in men
of this stripe, was only a high form of
stupidity. For the cleverness had back-
fired. . .. But Buck stopped thinking about
it, as blackness swept down upon him.

He awoke in a fogginess that only slow-
ly started to thin and clear his surround-
ings. He was aware of hammering pain
in his shoulder and a drumming voice in
his ear.

“Take it easy, Buck,” Doc Wharton was
saying. “Dammit, man, even if it is a flesh
wound, you got to rest. Why, it’s only
been ten minutes since you was out there
trying to get hell shot out of you. Hey,
dammit, what the—"

But Buck was already arising from the
doctor’s cot, snorting as Dallas Dermody
rushed at him to steady him. “I was made
tough!” he spat at Doc. “I'm gettin’ out
of here. Where’s my shirt ?”

He had to listen, however, as Doc made
the most of it. “Way Dermody tells it, it
was right-smart figgering on Lathrop’s
part, but like I say, what did it get him?
You see, Buck, he thought he could make
our new sheriff come to terms without a
shot being fired. One of them gunslicks
tosses a rock, with a note tied to it, through
the window. Telling our stand-pat young
lawman here all about some dynamite and
a seven-foot fuse that burns a foot a min-
ute. Seven minutes, for Dermody to make
up his mind about Sax. Seven minutes,
Buck, for you to start and finish an old-
time smoke-out session. Giving Dermody
his chance to reach that fuse—"

“Things is going to be different now,
however, you old firehorse,” Dermody was
saying now, grinning his obvious relief at
Buck’s solid, and savage command of him-
self. “Meanin’, old-timer, you're through
totin’ a star in Blue Spruce! Yeah, I
reckon you got it all out of your system
tonight. Me, I wouldn’ta made it, nohow,
if you hadn’t stuck in your seventy-five
cents worth. From here on out, even if I
ain’t half the man you are, maybeso I can
live up to my badge. Buck, ain’t you willin’
to do what your family wants you to do—
quit?” Dermody glanced at his watch

(Plecase conbinsie on page 97)
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the jingler. “The cook’s got the toughest
job in camp. He gets double a cowdog’s
wages because a good cook either makes
or breaks a cow-camp. Time I was gettin’
out on night-guard an’ it’s time you was
hittin’ your sougans.”

After that, the horse-jingler kept care-
ful watch of the cook, and he saw why the
cook was paid more than a cowpuncher.
He also became aware of something else;
the cook did about twice as much work as
the average cowboy.

The cook was out of his bedding before
dawn and never rolled in between sougans
until the sun had long been set. There was
always a pot of coffee bubbling over the
fire when the men rode in from their night-
guards.

“He’s the last man to bed at night,” the
jingler said, “an’ the first man up come
mornin’. He sure earns his dinero. Me,
I get to sleep all night, 'cept when the
stock is boogery an’ the wagon-boss asks
me to ride a night-trick.”

Usually the cook got up around three
in the morning. His first job was usually
to check the dough to see if the bread
would turn out all right. Then he mixed
a bunch of biscuits and stripped meat—
either bacon or dried beef—and put it on
to fry.

Then he awakened the horse-wrangler.
Wood was always a problem in a cow-
camp. The fire in the rack, usually sit-
uated behind the mess wagon, was always
burning, and thereby consumed quite a
bit of fuel.

And getting this fuel was sometimes a
serious problem. When the roundup
wagon worked the foothills, there usually
were trees to be used for firewood—
pinons, cottonwoods, willows, junipers.
And on the plains there would be the roots
of sagebrush and greasewood to be used
for stove-wood. Usually the horse-
wrangler helped the cook rustle wood.

But out on the treeless plains, there
were no roots of sagebrush or greasewood,
there were no trees or shrubs to be cut
down. In such a country the mess-wagon
had a cowhide tied under it, letting the
middle sag to make a big bag. And into
this the cook tossed “buffalo chips” or
“cow chips.” These were dried droppings
of cattle and buffalo and many times were
referred to as “prairie coal.”

These “chips,” once thoroughly dried—
and the summer sun dried them in a few
weeks—made a good fuel. They burned
slowly and with great heat. Many an old-
timer living today has eaten many a round-
up meal cooked by “chips.”

Many times the wrangler would get his
remuda on good grass where the broncs
would graze without wanting to stray.
Then he would drag wood into camp with
his catch-rope. He’d rope sagebrush and
pull it out and drag it into camp for fuel.

“Good work,"” the cook would grumble.
But the wrangler would get the choice
biscuits for his work and maybe a biscuit
or two for his pet saddle-horse, for there
was always a “biscuit-eater” in every cow-
camp.

The tailgate of the mess-wagon dropped
down to make a work-table for the cook.
Here he mixed the dough, cut the meat,
sharpened his knives, and did his work.
A few paces back of the wagon would be
the fire-pit with its grills and dutch-ovens
and kettles. This was the cook’s domain
and no seasoned cowhand would enter it.
No seasoned cowhand would accidentally
risk being hit with boiling water.

“Give the cookie lots of room,” was an
adage around a roundup camp.

Most cooks were, to put it bluntly,
ornery and mean. Many times the cook
was a stoved-up cowpuncher who, due to
some accident with horse, rope or gun,
could not ride circles any longer. There-
fore the ranch-owner would give him the
chance to cook. Many times the broken-
down puncher would rebel and leave the
ranch. But to punch cows a man had to be
well and be a good rider. So many of the
broken-down punchers tied on a once-
white apron and became one of those gents
who holler, “Come an’ get it or I'll throw
it away!”

Usually cooks were hard-drinkers.
They couldn’t drink on the job, for
nothing broke down the purpose of a
roundup camp with the rapidity of
whiskey. But let a cook hit town— Many
a roundup wagon had come into the home-
ranch with the cook sick and drunk in the
back and with a cowpuncher handling the
ribbons on the four-horse team.

ROUNDUP camps were changed every
day or two. When the circle-riders
had worked a particular section and
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gathered all the steers in beef-roundup, or
branded the spring-calves in spring
roundup, then the wagons—bed-wagon
and mess-wagon—would move on and
make a new camp, usually around a spring
or creek where water was plentiful for
man and beast and where wood would be
easier to get.

“Time to move camp today,” the wagon-
boss would order. “Make it over to Wil-
low Springs on Bitter Crick. The jingler’ll
help you hook up, Cookie.”

“T’hell with that smooth-faced kid! I
kin run my own wagon!”

“All right, all right.” The wagon-boss
looked at the night hawk, who would drive
the bed-wagon. “You know the trail over
to Willow Springs?”’

The cook cut in with, “That nighthawk
don’t need to wagon-guide me. I know
this here range, Wagon-boss. I kin cut
my own trail.”

The wagon-boss grinned at the night-
hawk. “Frosty ol’ cuss.” The wagon-boss
turned his bronc over to where his crew
awaited its day’s instructions. The cook
fell to putting his pots away.

Usually he had a tub filled with water.
He immersed the pots into this to cool
them. He had no leftovers. A good
roundup cook never had leftovers to carry
from one camp to another,

His pets and pans cooled and washed,
he restored them to various places in his
mess-wagon—some hung on the outside
from hooks, others inside. His own bed-
roll also went into the wagon,

During this time, the nighthawk was
loading the bed-wagon with bedrolls. The
wagon-broncs stood in the rope-corral.
His wagon loaded to suit his taste, the
cook then raised up the lid in the back that
he used as a work-table.

“We’d best take this wood along,” the
nighthawk said.

He and the cook loaded the wood into
the cowhide-bag under the mess-wagon.
The last thing the cook did was to pour the
tub of dirty water over the pit holding the
burned-down fire. Prairie-fire was a ter-
rible thing—almost as ruthless as a forest-
fire—and the cook always made sure he'd
start no prairie-fires. The hot coals hissed
and steamed and the cook stirred them
with a stick to make sure no spark of fire
remained.

He and the nighthawk harnessed their
teams. The nighthawk only used two
broncs on his wagon but the mess-wagon,
being rather heavy, drew a four-horse
team. The broncs were spooky and they
snorted as the harnesses hit them.

“They always give a man wild hosses,”
the cook grumbled.

Finally he had his broncs hitched, one
team strung ahead of the other. While the
cook went up on the high spring-seat, the
nighthawk held the lead-team. The cook
carefully adjusted the ribbons and all the
while locked the brakes with his boot.

“Okay, Nighthawk.”

The nighthawk then went back to his
wagon, climbed up and took his lines.
“Ready, Cookie.”

The cook hollered, “Hit them collars,
you sons !”

So, across the prairie, across the foot-
hills, they went—bed-wagon following
mess-wagon, with both cook and night-
hawk laying back on their lines to hold
their teams. Lurching, they went across
the hills, following no trail, heading for
their next camp ground where the others
would join them later.

And the cook made sure his teams did
not get a chance to run away. A runaway
with a mess-wagon would be disastrous.
Besides standing a chance of being killed
when pitched from his high, swaying seat,
there would be lots of other work entailed.
During a runaway a mess-wagon was
usually wrecked and pots and pans would
be strewn for miles,

After a few miles, the hot sun slowed
down the frisky teams, and the cook had
to use his whip. He and the nighthawk
reached their new camp by early afternoon.
They unharnessed and turned their horses
loose. The horse-wrangler, who had fol-

(Please continue on page 98)
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Chet Neddick had registered in the State
Brand Book, anger rose inside him till he
almost choked. There were no bullet holes,
no claw or tooth marks, nothing to show
how they had died.

“Poison !” he thought.

He began looking around in trembling
concentration. At the edge of a little gully
where the earth was soft, he ran across
the fresh footprints of a horse. Neddick’s
horse.

Colby’s eyes got coldly bright. He
climbed up stiffly into his saddle and
touched rowels to his bronc. All the way
back to the ranch house he chewed a twig
of escobilla, nursing his growing anger till
it burned white hot.

That night at supper, across the rough
plank table, he found it hard to look at his
partner. He watched Neddick as if he'd
only just met him and were sizing him up.
He waited for Neddick to say something
about those three dead cows, waited with
the tenseness of a young bobcat ready to
spring. Neddick would have a job, he
thought, talking his way out of this one.

But Neddick didn’t mention the cattle.
Small and grizzled, he had a round, smooth
face, pink-cheeked like a baby. His ex-
pression was the same as always tonight,
untroubled and content. He munched his
food and sipped his coffee placidly. He and
Colby had become partners because they
both had a little money saved up and be-
cause Colby had youth and strength while
Neddick had experience and savvy. They
had figured they’d make a swell team.

Everything had gone well until Colby
had started getting spooked at Neddick’s
air of superior knowledge. Almost any-
thing that came up Neddick knew about, or
pretended to. Cattle, horses, saddles, hunt-
ing—even the weather. Colby suspected
now that there was more behind Neddick’s
smooth round face than he’d first figured.

The silence grew embarrassing. Colby
looked up to find Neddick’s blue eyes bor-
ing straight into his. There was a glint
in them that might have been humor or
might have been something else.

“Anythin’ eatin’ you, Vic?” asked Ned-
dick.

“I just been thinkin’,” Colby said.

“That’s every man’s right,” Neddick
told him philosophically.
But he laid a hand on Colby’s shoulder

after they had got the dishes cleared off.

“Maybe you rmreed a little change, Vic—
a blow-out in town. You been stickin’
pretty close to things for a month now.
Every young feller needs some excite-
ment.”

“Tellin’ me what to do again, ain’t you,
Chet ?”

“Not tellin’ you—just advisin’ you.”

“It amounts to the same thing,” said
Colby gruffly. “I'm gettin’ fed up on it.
An’ there’s some other things goin’ on
around here I'm fed up with, too.”

He felt his voice getting thick, felt
blood rushing into his face. He looked
down into Neddick’s bland, pink-cheeked
features, and squeezed his hand into a fist.
Then he dropped it, turned on his heel
and walked out of the house without an-
other word. They’d come to blows, or
worse, if he stayed on, listening to Ned-
dick’s advice and thinking about those
three dead cows.

He saddled up and rode off angrily into
the darkness, heading for town and a cer-
tain little blonde by the name of Sibyl.
Sibyl worked as a waitress.

She was just getting ready to go off
duty when he arrived. She flashed an easy
smile his way, then pouted becomingly.

“Long time no see, Mister Cowman,”
she said.

She turned away from Colby, undoing
her apron, smoothing her shiny hair. Colby
coaxed her into sharing a couple of beers
with him. It didn’t take much coaxing
at that. She settled herself comfortably
at a table with him as if she were going
to light down for the night. As long as
Colby fed her beers she’d listen. Her face
had a prettiness that was as empty as the
bubbles on her beer mug, and her sym-
pathy was of about the same kind. She
nodded knowingly when Colby, his tongue
loosened, began telling her about his sus-
picions.

“There ain’t no cattle disease in this
part of the country right now, Sib,” he
said. “Chet better not start tellin’ me there
is.”

“That’s likely what he will tell you, Vic.
I never did like that pard of yours. He
won’t even say ‘hello’ to a girl nice the
way you do—and he’s never bought me
one beer yet. His purse is tied too tight
with whang leather,”
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Her eyes opened wide and she trailed
her fingers up through her shiny blonde
hair.

“He likes money, Vic. And he thinks
you're a greenhorn.”

“How do you know that, Sib? Did he
say so?”’

“No, but a girl can tell. He’s out to
skin you.”

“How do you mean?” Colby asked. He
guessed just about what she was going to
say, but he wunted to hear her say it.

Sibyl lowered her voice and leaned to-
ward him.

“Maybe he’s poisoning those cows and
trying to rize things look bad so he can
buy you cut cheap. Ever think of that,
Mister Cattle King ?”

Colliy nodded, tight lipped. It was just
what he had thought ever since he’d seen
those dea:! cows. The seeds of suspicion
had sent lis mind flashing back to other
little happenings, like the time Neddick
had acviced against spending money fix-
ing up the ranch house for a while.

“That can wait,” Neddick had said.
“Pon’t know yet whether we’ll make a go
of it here. One or the other might get dis-
couraged an’ want to scll out. We'd better
put our time an’ cash into building up a
herd.”

Colby said good-by to Sibyl at the end
of the tenth beer. When he got back to
the home ranch, Neddick had gone to bed
and was snoring,

ALL night Colly tossed in his bunk,
bothered by nightmares of dead, pot-
bellied cattle and of a part:er who was try-
ing to skin him. Along toward morning he
fell into a deep, tired sleep.

Neddick was gone when he awoke. It
angered Colby to think that his partner
hadn’t roused him. Maybe there was a
reason for Neddick’s pussy-footing. Usu-
ally he made a noise in the kitchen that
would wake the dead.

Colby ate a few cold biscuits washed
Jown with coftee, saddled up and took a
pasear out on the range to see what was
what. He followed the creek to the spot
where he'd seen the dead cattle. They
were still there naturally, though coyotes
had been chewing at them in the night
and overhead in the clear blue sky of
day, buzzards were beginning to wheel.

Colby rode on and around a bend in
the creek. A half mile up, he found more
dead cows. Four this time. They had
died in the night. Not only that, close to
where they lay, he found the unmistakable
fresh hoofmarks of Neddick's bronc. Col-
by’s suspicions rose to a frenzied pitch.

He followed Neddick’s tracks with grim
purpose till he caught sight of him ahead
around a rise, jogging along.

Even at that distance there was, it
seemed to Colby, something smugly self-
satished in the posture of his partner,
something that grated on Colby’s nerves
like a file going over metal. Neddick fig-
ured he was sitting pretty. But was he?

He disappeared from view behind some
brush, and ten minutes passed before Col-
by saw him again. This time Neddick had
dismounted and was prowling along the
creek edge mysteriously, his eyes turned
groundward.

Coby raced his horse ahead, riding up
in a lather and making Neddick start. He
had been too preoccupied with whatever
he was up to to hear Colby approach.
While Colby stared at him, he slid some-
thing into his jacket pocket.

“Have a good time last night, Vic?” he
said.

His words, drawling and slightly nasal,
nettled Colby still more. It seemed to him
that the older man was mocking him,
taunting him for his youth and greenness.

Colby saw red.

“Those cows!” he said thickly. “What
did you do to fix 'em up that way, Chet?”

“What cows you speakin’ of, Vic?”

“You know damn well. Those cows
that are only fit for buzzard bait right
now—seven of our best ones.”

“What did I do to 'em?”

“That’s what I said. You been actin’
mighty smart, Chet. But I ain’t quite the
fool you seem to think.”

Colby had dismounted now. He came
up close. Colby had to look down because
Neddick was so much shorter. Despite
that, Neddick somehow gave the impres-
sion of superior stature because his ex-
pression was so bland.

“Keep your shirt on, Vic,” he said.

“You can’t give me any more of your
smart, know-it-all gab this time, Chet. I
want to know how come you poisoned
those critters.”
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Colby was so mad he hardly knew he
had made a direct accusation till he saw
the slow red creeping up Neddick’s neck.
1];’s.ut Neddick just stood there, looking at

im,

“Well?” demanded Colby.

There was no answer. Celby suddenly
struck out furiously, all his pent-up sus-
picion and irritation concentrated in a
punch Neddick wouldn’t forget.

Somehow, though, his long-arm blow
missed fire. Neddick wasn’t there when his
fist reached home. He had ducked his
round face and sidestepped, letting Colby
hit empty air. Immediately afterward,
while Colby was off-balance, Neddick
bored in, going at it as systematically
and methodically as he went about swing-
ing his twine at a steer.

“Why you—" shouted Colby.

His own face wore a sneering look now.
It seemed absurd that Neddick, years old-
er and shorter, should attempt to fight
him with bare fists.

Colby landed a glancing blow on the
side of Neddick’s bullet head and felt a
moment of elation. The next instant it
was jarred out of him and he saw bright
stars. Something had struck the point of
his jaw with a head-jolting thud. It was
Neddick’s fist, but it felt more like the
butting end of a steer.

Colby’s youth enabled him to stand up
to it, but he was rocking on his feet,
shaking his head to clear it. He moved
more cautiously after that, shoulders
hunched forward, waiting for the oppor-
tunity to throw the punch that would lay
Neddick flat.

But it never came. Before Colby could
unleash the right-arm punch again that
would finish things, Neddick feinted with
his left. Colby struck with all his strength
—and missed. The force of his blow sent
him forward. He was still off balance when
Neddick’s fist crashed down on the back
of his head.

Colby didn’t know when he hit the
ground. He was out like a light.

HEN he came to he was alone. He
had never felt so completely alone in

his life, or so defeated, frustrated and mad.
He got up, wobbling, glaring around
for his partner. The cobwebs began to
ease out of his brain, and "his hand crept

toward the gun at his side in its thonged-
down holster. He should have pulled it
on Neddick instead of using his fists, he
thought. Neddick was too sharp and
tricky to fool with.

Before climbing into the saddle again,
Colby did a little foot scouting and lo-
cated the spot where Neddick had struck
off over the range in a westerly direction.

That was the way Colby went when he
got on his horse; west, with fury in his
heart and with a grim determination to
settle things once for all.

He topped a rise, looked down into a
scrubby hollow filled with catclaw bushes
and rocks. The bawling of excited cattle
reached his ears. He saw Neddick riding
fiercely, swinging his rope for a whip, try-
ing to get a bunch of balky white-faces
on the move to better ground.

Neddick apparently hadn’t expected his
partner to come to so quickly. He was
staging a one-man roundup for reasons
best known to himself, and he was laying
himself wide open for trouble.

Colby, riding down hill, knew that he
could get the drop on Neddick, take him
prisoner or shoot him down. He had mo-
mentary qualms, hating somehow to think
that it had come to this—gunsmoke in-
stead of the profitable partnership they
had visioned.

But it was Neddick’s fault, not his. Ned-
dick was asking for it, thinking he could
put something over on a man he supposed
was a greenhorn.

Colby shouted to give Neddick fair
warning before he clawed for his gun. But
Neddick didn’t even hear him. The here-
fords were making too much noise. One
mean-tempered cow with spooked eyes and
tossing horns turned and headed for a
thick clump of brush. Her tail lashed in
circles and her back humped like a jack-
rabbit as Neddick raced after her.

Colby watched amazed. It was the first
time he had ever seen Neddick angry
enough to lose his self-possession. Ned-
dick was swearing. He went after that
cranky cow like a demon, shouting,
spurring his bronc and trying to lay his
twine on her before she reached the brush.

But the cow won out. She took a head-
er into the catclaw clump, disregarding
the thorns, but bellowing like a fool. Colby
could watch her progress by her flying
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tail. He saw Neddick go in after her, driv-
ing his reluctant horse to follow the swath
of broken branch stems that the cow had
made.

The horse obeyed for ten feet or so.
Then suddenly it reared up high, whinny-
ing. Colby glimpsed pawing hoofs, dis-
tended n@strils, red with terror. And he
saw Neddick, taken unawares, thrown
from the saddle sidewise. He saw him sail
over the tops of the catclaw for a brief
moment, then disappear.

An instant later the riderless horse came
streaking out, whinnying shrilly, charging
into the herd of cows, scattering them.
Then horse and cattle rampaged away,
leaving Colby to speculate as to what it
was all about.

He discovered why it had happened soon
enough.

Approaching the catclaw clump, he
heard the sinister, tinny buzz of a dia-
mond-back rattler, Another and another
sounded. The place was a nest of them,
a regular stamping ground. Near at hand,
where Colby reined in his own snorting
horse, it was alive with snakes, buzzing
ominous]y.

Colby felt his back crawl, felt his nerves
string tight.

“Chet !" he called fearfully. “Chet—
you in there?”

There was no answer. The deadly spell
induced by the snakes’ angry buzzing
descended on Colby like a pall. The wild
cow had gone crashing on, bawling, stir-
ring the reptiles into a lethal frenzy. She
was somewhere off on the other side by
now, headed for the open range.

It was the undertone of quiet inside the
clump where Chet Neddick lay that made
Colby really tremble.

He rode off from the clump a few feet,
got down shakily from his horse and tied
the animal firmly to a single spike of bush.
Then, gun in hand, he approached the
clump again on foot.

The snakes buzzing had lost its first
high tension and was quieting into a sing-
song chorus that seemed to come inter-
mittently from all parts of the brush.

Colby saw a fat brown body slither over
a rock and he gunned with savage quick-
ness.

At the sound of the shot the whole bri-
gade of rattlers lifted again to a high,

warning note. But the one that Colby had
fired at was a squirming, bloody mass
among the stems.

Colby moved in past the dying snake.
He moved with short, sharp breaths that
almost hurt; moved with a crawling sen-
sation of terror along the unprotected
backs of his legs. His eyes swiveled, trying
to see among the criss-crossed shadows
just where Neddick had fallen and why
he didn’t answer.

There was something spine-chilling and
deceptive about the snakes’ continued
buzzing. Colby couldn’t tell whether the
warning rattles were near or far away.

A seven-foot reptile thrust a triangular
head up from behind a rock three feet
off, directly in Colby’s path, and he was
taken off guard. He was almost on top of
the snake. His shot and the blast of gun-
flame went directly into the rattler’s open-
ing mouth. The snake collapsed and died,
its head split open, within inches of Colby’s
boot.

He moved more knowingly after that,
keeping a sharp lookout straight ahead,
steeling himself to disregard the buzzing
to right and left.

He shot two more snakes and reloaded
his gun before he glimpsed Neddick.

NEDDICK was lying sprawled on a
rock, stunned or dead, Colby couldn’t
tell which. His baby-smooth face showed
a certain blandness even as he lay with
closed eyes toward the sky. One sleeve
was caught in a catclaw bush, holding the
arm up in a sort of mocking gesture of
salutation as though he had known Colby
would come. There was a big rattler which,
in the excitement caused by the stamped-
ing cow, the frightened horse and Colby’s
grim entry, had taken refuge close to
Neddick’s body atop the rock. The rep-
tile’s tail was a quivering finger of warning
in the center of its round-looped form. It
Neddick moved so much as an inch it
would strike.

Colby blew its head off, then shot an-
other snake that was too close for com-
fort.

He reached the rock and cautiously un-
hooked Neddick’s thorn-impaled sleeve.
Neddick’s arm fell limply back. Colby tried
to lift him and found that his chunky, in-
ert body was surprisingly heavy.









TOO OLD TO RIDE

77

ruffled his voice. He was not much bigger
than a pint of whiskey and as bow-legged
as a man can get in seventy years of hard
riding, but he could be definitely hard to
handle when aroused. As he was now.

“Look, Joe.” Mr. Hardin drew in a
deep breath. “I know I discharged you
last night—"

“Fired,” Joe corrected bluntly.

“All right, fired! After all, I'm the new
business manager of this ranch. In times
like these that means getting full value
for all money expended—"

“You don’t need to repeat yourse’f,”
Joe interrupted with an edged drawl
“You told me last night I was too old to
earn m’ pay. You said cowpunchin’ was
a young man’s profession. Wal, mebbe-
so.” He spat again, contemptuously.
“Personal, I kept findin’ out things about
cows and horses for more than forty, fifty
year.”

He broke off abruptly, cuffing his hat
far forward to hide the steely glint in his
gray eyes. Twenty-five of those years had
been spent here at Goblet. Maybe he was
too old to find a job with a strange outfit,
but he knew this ranch. Every water hole,
every bush, every cow right down to the
last cockleburr in her tail. He’d weathered
a lot of hard-nosed foremen during those
twenty-five years because Goblet was home
to him. Now he was being licked by a
pink-cheeked dude who thought cows and
hh:lrses were just bank notes covered with

r

“We lost the tracks over in Seco Can-
yon,” Hardin explained, keeping his voice
even. “One of the bqys suggested that
you could probably find the oolts quickly,
since you might know where they’d be apt
to go.”

“Ahuh!” Joe ran a loving hand through
Beelzebub’s thick black mane. The old
blood-bay horse had been in his string for
fifteen years, the only real pard he’d had
since the old days. Joe had been smug in
the knowledge that he and Bub could work
more cattle in a day than any ten drug-
store cowboys the boss could pick up. If
he had to leave now, old Bub would prob-
ably be used for wrangling—him that
could roll up within roping distance of
any cow on the ranch!

Hardin became downright persuasive.
“You can’t go into town until we find

them anyway, Joe, since you were going
to ride in with the buyer. What do you

That was all Joe said as he grabbed a
handful of Bub’s mane and started pulling
him toward the saddleshop. Old Bub laid
his ears flat in cranky protest, but he
followed and stood quietly while Joe un-
sacked his saddle and threw it into place.
Joe paused in the cinching to cock one
flinty eye at the manager.

“I’m jes’ wonderin’,” he drawled acidly,
“how in hell you’re goin’ to hold a beef
roundup when you cain’t even find ten
head of horses that are bound to be within
a few miles of the ranch.”

Mr. Hardin was too busy examining the
wrapping on his saddle horn to answer,
Joe jerked the cinch tight, swung into his
saddle and set out at a stiff gallop toward
Seco Canyon. Hardin, he noticed, was
tfollowing. The three cowboys were not.

The range was broken, with dry brushy
canyons separating the jagged ridges that
sloped up to the main backbone of the
mountain. Joe tipped off into Seco Can-
yon, saw at a glance where the tracks dis-
appeared in the gravel of the creek bed,
and kept right on going up the next ridge.
There he pulled Bub to a halt, shoved his
hat far back to give the cool breeze a
chance at his thinning gray hair, and
calmly rolled a cigarette.

His keen eyes, however, remained busy,
ranging down through the brush-filled
draws to the flat country beyond where
the heat waves danced and the soapweeds
lay mirrored in a shimmering lake. A
mirage lake that was always beyond reach,
like a man’s dreams. Bub, too, was look-
ing, flicking his shost ears nervously.

“What are you stopping for?” Hardin
asked impatiently.

“Lookin’,” Joe drawled. “Jes’ lookin’,
Mr. Hardin. Try it sometime.” He lit
his cigarette before adding dryly, “This
country’s been here a long time, don’t you
know it? Never got in no hurry and never
saved no money, but it’s still here and
lookin’ tolerable healthy.”

Hardin snorted. “Don’t you think we
ought to look down in those draws?”

“Nope. If there’d been any stock down
there, Bub would have seen ’em.” Joe
jerked a thumb at the horse, who was now
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swishing flies in complete boredom. “Didja
ever watch your horse when you’re loekin’
for stock, Mr. Hardin? He'll spot 'em
"fore you will. Now you take these young
bucks—” He waved his cigarette in the
general direction of the ranch. “They run
the legs off their horses and it shore looks
like they’re workin’, but they never stop
to look. And they don’t bring in no
horses. There’s a spring up here aways.
We'll take a look-see there.”

The spring to which he referred lay ina
secluded pocket a third of the way up the
mountain. It was the type of place that
horses would not voluntarily leave, with
good grass, plenty of shade, protecting
rocks. As Joe topped out on the rocky
ridge above the spot, he again pulled to a
halt and looked, not at the spring, but at
Bub’s ears. They had flicked forward and
were focused on some object below.

Joe grinned. “There’s your colts, Mr.
Hardin. I ain’t seen ’em yet, but this old
feller’s got ’em spotted.”

“Yes.” Hardin sounded as if he were
strangling as he made his admission. “I'd
never have found them here.”

“You got to know your range,” Joe said
with quiet pride. “While you take ’em
out of here, I'm goin’ down and make one
last check on that mud tank below here.
It’s goin’ dry and I'm afraid the boys'll
forget to move them cattle.”

Hardin flushed painfully. “Joe, I—
Well, I'm completely turned around.
Where is the ranch?”

For once in his life Joe Keller main-
tained a tactful silence as he ran the horses
out of the pocket and hazed them back to
the corral. He was pulling his saddle oft
the sweating Beelzebub when Hardin ap-
proached and laid a hand on his shoulder.

“Joe, I'm sorry about last night,” he
said frankly. That frankness thawed a
good deal of the ice that had jammed in
Joe’s throat. “I was hasty. If you'll con-
sider staying on here, I’'m sure the Goblet
outfit will be glad to pay for your forty,
fifty years of experience.”

“I’ll think it over,” Joe said gruffly.

Hardin didn’t wait for further answer
but hurried off to join the buyer in the
far corral.

Old Joe Keller watched him go, a
quizzical light in his squinted eyes. Then,
gently, he ran a gnarled hand down Bub’s
near front leg, feeling the hard muscle,
loving every ripple of it. With infinite
care, he lifted the foot and dug the gravel
out of the tender crevices.

“T'll tack them shoes back on in the
mornin’, old feller,” he mumbled apologeti-
cally. “One of them young bucks jes’
mighta noticed if there’d been a set of shod
tracks follerin’ them colts out of the

corral.”

VOYAGEURS of the fur-trade days were a tough breed. Travel-

ing far and strange rivers, cataracts and unnavigable rapids were
often encountered, necessitating a portage. Then the back must
bend, and provisions and barter be carried over what was often
extremely rough country. :

If the portage was a short one, the load was carried the entire
distance; but if a rest was necessary, then the voyageurs carried all
goods to the resting place before proceeding further. Resting places
were called posés and were half a mile apart.

William Thurston Boutwell, a Minnesota missionary, recorded
in his journal of June, 1832:

“At four in the morning, the men began their days work, and made
twelve posés, through mud and water in many places to their knees.
A rain during the day has rendered the path much worse than it
otherwise would have been. Yet the men take their keg of pork, 70
Ibs. and bag of flour, 80 lbs., and in some instances two bags, and a
keg 230 Ibs., and carry it half a mile before they rest. In a few
instances, men have taken 3 bags—240 lbs.”

Boutwell also mentions squaws carrying a bag of flour and a
soldier’s knapsack containing their belongings on their backs, with
a child on top of it. v

—R. V.
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Thomas said sharply. “They’d kill a man
fer his boots down here. El Paso is tough-
er than Natchitoches used to be back be-
fore the Texas Republic.”

Sam loosened his Peacemaker in his
holster. “I keep one empty chamber,” he
said. ‘“Where do you go for mustangs?”

The old man said, “Stand another?”

Sam threw down a silver dollar.

The old man turned the shot glass be-
tween his thumb and forefinger. “Go
down the street to the Notice Tree and
turn right to the Todos Hombres Saloon.
Ask for Bill Begert. He buys horses from
Mexico sometimes, and he knows Chi-
huahua and Coahuila like the back of his
horse’s ears.”

The old man sat back. “What are you
aimin’ to do with six or eight hundred
mustangs?”’

“I'm going to trail them north to Chey-
enne. They’ll bring from twenty-five to
forty dollars a head up there. Montana
and the Dakota Territory are full of Texas
cattle but short on horses. I figure on
selling to the highest bidder. Then I’ll
take my money and buy cattle for a ranch
up in the Big Horn Mountains. I've got
grazing rights on ten sections up there.”

He didn’t add that half of the money
in his belt now was what Illeane Hughes’
father had left her; that he and Illeane
were in partnership on the horses and
were going into a life partnership when
he got back. The picture in his mind of
Illeane riding her scrub pony free in the
wind, her brown eyes flashing, was some-
thing he would keep to himself.

“I'll give you some advice,” the old
man said. “It’s easy to find horses in
Mexico. Your worst trouble will be get-
ting them across the border. There’s a
Mexican outlaw down there. They call
him Zopilote—that means Buzzard—and
he has a reg’lar army. Five hundred men,
some say.

“He works tongue-and-bit with another
bunch of outlaws that hangs out in the
Big Bend on this side of the Rio Grande.
Headquarters around Pecos. Name of
Galloway—Red Galloway. When an
American with money goes into Mexico,
Galloway tips off Zopilote. Zopilote splits
with Galloway, and vicey versey. So be
careful. Take a couple of Americans with
you—somebody you can trust.”

“How do you find somebody to trust
in El Paso?” Sam asked.

“You can’t,” said the old man. He
drank the whiskey slowly as if he en-
joyed every drop. Then he went on, “If
you can get your horses back across the
Rio Grande near El Paso, you're all
right. But the minute you get across, pay
off the Mexicans you hired in Chihuahua
and get yourself a new crew. The Mex-
icans work for the highest dollar—" Old
Thomas chuckled—“and who doesn't?
You’'ll have to use '’em down in Mexico
but don’t trust '’em any further’n you have
to. Americans, either, for that matter.”
He stared at the wall. “Can you pay off
the crew when you get back here?”’

Sam nodded. He could pay off his help
at the border and just about have enough
money left to buy food and pay tolls for
the drive to Cheyenne. He could pick up
a crew at the Rio Grande that would go
all the way and take their pay at the other
end. He rubbed the money-belt under his
shirt.

It was a small motion but the old man’s
eyes caught it. He said, “Better leave
your money in a bank, son. Holdup men
are thick as ticks on a South Texas steer
down here. There was an express rob-
bery down at Sierra Blanca last night.
Two men killed. Twelve thousand dol-
lars in gold was taken.”

“Which bank can you trust?”

“None of ’em.”

Sam got up and shifted his gunbelt. “I
can trust myself,” he said firmly. ‘“See
you in Santa Fe, oldtimer.” He pulled
his hat tight and went out. . . .

BILL BEGERT was a red-eyed, sandy-
' whiskered, heavy-joweled man in the
back room of the Todos Hombres. It was
a small room with a low ceiling, rank with
kerosene fumes and swirling with the
smoke from strong tobacco.

Bill Begert looked rough, and for an
instant Sam Nordin felt like backing out.
But he had come a long way and he was
in a hurry to get started. Begert looked
like a man with plenty of savvy, and Sam
had a lot of confidence in his Peacemaker.
He told Begert what he wanted.

Begert watched him with his head bent
over as if it was too heavy, his eyes look-
ing up. ‘“What’s your proposition ?”’
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“We each put up half. When we catch
the horses, we choose every other one.
“When we get back across the border, the
partnership is over.”

Begert said thickly, “I show you where
to go. I find the horses. I put up half the
money. And you take half of what we
get. That ain’t fifty-fifty. What do I get
for showing you where to go?”

Sam looked at him sharply. “You need
me,”” he said. “Maybe you need a gun you
can depend on when the outlaws come.
Otherwise you'd be down there now.”

Begert grinned. “You win,” he said.
“When do we start?”

For a moment Sam was troubled. Be-
gert had conceded too readily. But Sam
threw off the doubt. Time was precious.
He wanted to get those mustangs across
the South Platte before snow.

He said, “Can you raise your share of
the money by morning?”

He was troubled on that point. He was
afraid Begert might figure on horning in
without putting up any money—and Sam
didn’t have enough for both of them.

He figured it would take about fifteen
hundred to go south, gather up six or
eight hundred head, break them, and get
back to the border. He’'d have five hun-
dred dollars left to make the trip north,
and that was close. He couldn’t even spare
enough to buy a wedding present for
Illeane. He’d do that after he sold the
horses in Chevenne, if there was anything
wonderful enough.

He looked at Begert and he didn’t like
the strange glint in Begert’s eyes. Begert
said, “I’ll match dollars with you in the
morning. You go ahead and get the out-
fit. I'll pay half.” '

Sam bought a chuck-wagon and a pair
of Spanish mules. He was buying flour
and beans and side-bacon at the general
store when a stringy cowhand approached
him. “You need a cook, Mister?” he
asked.

Sam looked him over. He was pretty
seedy and he probably had held onto a
dollar overnight, but he did look honest.
“You're pretty young to be a cook,” Sam
said.

The boy grinned. “You're pretty young
yourself to be as sharp a mule-buyer as
you are.”

Sam’s eyes shot over him again. “San

Antone?” he asked. “That your town?”
The boy nodded. “Lefty Davis is my
handle. I got paid off yesterday morning
for a drive from Brownsville. The herd
1s going on to California, but the boss
decided to ship them by railroad.”

“Broke now?”

Lefty grinned sheepishly. “Got in a
monte game yesterday.”

“Sleep out last night?”

Lefty nodded.

Sam said thoughtfully, “I could use a
cook who can wrangle broncs. It won’t
be a big outfit. I'm going down in Chi-
huahua after mustangs. Thirty dollars a
month.”

Lefty grinned cheerfully. “Anything in
Mexico,” he said, “is figured at fighting
wages. How about forty?”

Sam was satisfied. Lefty had been
around. “You're a cook and a remudero
till we cross the border coming back. I’ll
get you fed up tonight and buy you a bed.
Tobacco money in the morning.”

Lefty said soberly, “If we cross the
border, Mister.”

But Sam wasn’t worried too much that
night as he sat down on his bed and took
off his boots. He was getting somewhere.
He had an outfit organized; he had a
man who knew the country ; he had a hand
he felt he could count on.

Old Thomas Bloomingdale had told him
to take a couple of Americans. There
would be Bill Begert, and Bill had said
he’d have a man too. Begert looked a
little shifty, but he was an American. Sam
figured that was enough as long as they
were in Mexico.

Begert paid off his half of the purchases
the next morning in newly minted double
gooses. The gold was reassuring. Begert
said he had hired an extra hand who
would ride out after them and Sam for-
got his misgivings until late that after-
noon when they were twenty miles south
of El Paso on the road to Chihuahua.
Three men rode up with them and re-
ported to Bill Begert.

Begert hired them. ‘“Rusty Jones,
Hoddy Henderson, and Gents Gentry,”
he announced. “They’re all good hands.
I've worked with ’em.”

They looked like a bunch of horse-
thieves. There wasn’t much Sam could
do, so he tried to overlook it. But Lefty
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Davis, swaying in the seat like a limber
beargrass spike against the lurching of the
chuckwagon, said shrewdly, “Looks like
we're outnumbered.”

Sam looked at him sharply. “Do you
think Begert told those fellows to ride
after us?”

Lefty looked back “Do you?” he asked.

Sam drew a deep breath. “I know he
did. But I don’t know what to do about
it.”

“Neither do I,” said Lefty. “If they’re
figuring on anything dirty, it would only
hurry it up if we tried to go back. We're
in Mexico now, you know.”

“Yeah.” Sam’s mare kicked up a little
spray of loose sand with every step, and
the chuckwagon groaned a little as it
lurched along the road with the span of
mules. “I think we’d better go ahead with
it. Get all the mustangs we can corral,
then take our chances on getting back. At
least half of the herd will belong to me,
no matter what happens.”

“Not if you're dead.”

Sam stared at him. ‘“Keep talking,”
he said.

“Down in this country, when two men
go fifty-fifty on a deal like this, if one
doegn’t come back, the other one gets it
all.

Sam swallowed. He began to feel sick.
If anything happened to him, Illeane’s
share would go to Begert.

If Sam had been a little older he would
have forced a showdown then, but he was
young and in a hurry. He decided to take
a chance. They might be imagining a lot
of things anyway. After all, Old Thomas
Bloomingdale had sent him to Begert.
“We'll keep riding,” Sam said.

SHAPTER

King Slallion

Begert was a mustanger, all right.
He took them to Bachimba, west of Chi-
huahua: a little cluster of adobe huts and
a whitewashed church. There they re-
cruited twenty Mexican hands in charge
ol a remudero named Manuel.

Manuel was a big, swarthy, pock-
marked man with a long black mustache.
He grinned constantly without mirth but
with a fine display of strong white teeth.

“Si,” he said. “We fine cowboys. “We
help you catch horses. You pay the men
ten pesos a month. You pay me—feefty.”
He grinned.

“That’s all right,” Begert said to Sam.

“Why is Manuel getting so much
more?”’

Begert’s eyes looked from under hali-
closed lids. “For getting the others to
work for less. They don’t speak English.
He tells them ten pesos is big money.”

“He’s selling out his own people.”

Begert shrugged. “This is Mexico.”

Sam was quiet. He was beginning to
think that Begert knew too much about
Mexico. But he could find no fault with
Begert’s work. The man knew mustangs
and mustang country. Within a week he
had located half a dozen small herds and
one of several hundred.

He set guards to keep the horses away
from the water-holes. He took the rest of
the men to a long arroyo that formed a
natural trap. They built a strong mes-
quite-brush fence across the narrow end,
and then, with small pines dragged down
from the hills, they built corrals and
chutes.

On the eighth day Manuel reported the
big herd was wild. Begert got the hands
all together. They went out and located
the herd and drove it toward the arroyo.
Within a few hours they had four hun-
dred and fifty mustangs in the trap. They
closed it from behind. Then Begert and
Sam stood up on the fence, looking them
over.

Sam ‘said, “Choose.”

Begert said, “I’ll take the big paint over
there.”

A Mexican’s loop settled over the
horse’s neck and the horse was pulled into
the chute.

Sam pointed to a mousy gray horse
with a black stripe down his back. “I’ll
take the coyote dun.”

Begert grinned.
horses, don’t you?”

“I think so,” Sam answered evenly.

“I want that little roan,” said Begert.

The Mexican hands road-branded the
horses with a running-iron. Begert’s were
burned with a BB Bar on the neck ; Sam’s
carried S & I on the right hip. Begert
looked at him curiously when he saw the
brand, but Sam did not explain.

“You know your
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Lefty Davis acted as inspector to see
that Sam’s horses got the right brand, and
kept books on them. The rest of the hands
threw high-pommeled Mexican saddles on
the broncs, climbed aboard, fastened their
spurs under the cinch-straps, and broke
the mustangs on the spot.

Some of the broncs were too scrubby to
use, gimlet-hipped and pinch-withered.
They were turned out. The average of
those retained was not a cowman’s dream,
but they were good enough to bring thirty
dollars or more in Cheyenne.

By sundown they had broken and
turned loose on the Mexican prairie, hob-
bled so they could not run, over eighty
horses. Begert, sitting on the fence, said,
“You take one more and we'll quit. It'll
be my first choice in the morning.”

Sam, looking up, saw the sun slanting
through Begert’s sandy whiskers and it
looked as if there was an odd glow around
his face. That, Sam figured, was obvi-
ously imagination. He picked out a little
muckle-dun mare and climbed back over
the fence.

“It's strange,” he said to Begert, “that
there wasn’'t a real good horse at the
head of that big caballado.”

Begert did not answer. Sam found out
why the next morning when he climbed
the fence. Out in the center of the herd,
standing shoulders above the mustangs,
was a beautiful Arabian.

He was black and white, with an
arched, proud neck, tossing tail, and a
mane that flowed from his neck when he
took short, nervous runs of a few yards
from side to side and then stood pawing
the dirt in the center. He was a perfect
throwback to his Arab-Barb ancestors
brought over from Spain.

Sam’s eves stuck out. He said excited-
ly, “There’s the leader. How did he get
in here?”

Begert nodded wisely. “Nice horse.”

“We'll split him,” Sam said, unable to
take his eyes from the horse. What a
wonderful present that stallion would be
for Illeane.

But Begert’s harsh voice turned him
around. “We don’t split,” said Begert.
“It’s my turn.”

He waved an arm, and one of his men
ran out to the milling cluster of horses
around the stallion. A lariat settled over

the stallion’s head. He plunged toward
the side of the arroyo. The cowhand
braced himself. The horse was jerked end
for end, but the cowhand went whirling
like a wagon-wheel and ended up on his
face.

“Get another rope,” Begert roared.

THEY roped him again. They had
four ropes on his neck before they
got him branded, while Sam watched
with devastated feelings.

Lefty Davis came over and said, ‘“That
horse wasn’t in the trap last night. They
must have found him when they first
located the herd. and Begert had some-
body run him down. Then they held out
yesterday, and slipped him into the herd
last night.” He loosened the pistol in his
holster. “What are you aiming to do?”

“There’s nothing I can do,” said Sam.
“If Manuel knows anything about it, he
has been paid to keep his mouth shut.”

“We could take up the subject under
new business,” said Lefty Davis cas-
ually.

Sam looked at the stringy cowhand.
Sam was worried. ‘“No, we’re too far
in Mexico and we're two against four
with no telling what the Mexicans will
do. Probably Begert has already bought
off Manuel. We can’t do anything but
accept it.”

“It'll get worse,” Lefty prophesied.

“All I hope,” said Sam, ‘“is that it
doesn’t get too bad until we get within
shootin’ distance of the border.”

Sam did not choose another horse
right away. They were saddling the big
stallion, and Sam held his breath. The

horse was broad-chested, powerful-
hipped, straight-backed. Illeane would
love him.

Sam went up to Begert. “I'll give you
three mustangs for him.”

Begert was scornful. “This stallion’s
worth thirty mustangs,” he said, “when I
get him broke.”’

“Three hundred cash,” said Sam. He
dared not offer more.

Begert stared at Sam, and Sam thought
he was about to take it. But Begert’s eyes
glinted suspiciously. “What do you want
him so bad for?” He added, “If you
want him that bad now, you'll pay more
later.”
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Sam didn’t understand that then, but
he did later. For Begert was not the
man to break the stallion. Brute strength
and cruelty might break a mustang, but
not this Arabian three hundred years out
of time. It would take understanding,
sympathetic kinship with a proud spirit.
Sam knew that but Begert didn’t.

The stallion began to buck when they
un-eared him. Begert was in the saddle.
The stallion erupted. Begert rode easily,
but right in the middle of coming down
to earth, it seemed, the stallion reached
for sky in great big handfuls. Begert
picked himself out of the dirt. The stal-
lion was still going and still bucking
against the saddle on his back. They
roped him and brought him back.

This time Begert stayed on until the
stallion straightened out and began to
buck in a line, going across the prairie.
It wasn’t hard riding but it was wearing.
Three” miles out the stallion was still
going strong but Begert was exhausted.
He turned loose and hit the dirt.

When they brought him back he was
white. He climbed up on the fence and
said, “Your turn to pick one, Nordin.”

They went through that every day. Be-
gert rode the stallion but he didn’t break
him. In the meantime they finished work-
ing the big herd and started to bring in
the smaller ones. Their caballado was
growing. All told they had nearly eight
Lundred horses,

Then came the morning when Sam
heard the unforgettable terror-scream of
a horse. He ran out to see Begert facing
the stallion. Hoddy Henderson and Gents
Sentry had ropes on the stallion’s neck,
cne on each side. The horse was rearing
and plunging at Begert, but they had
snubbed the ropes on posts, and every
time the stallion reared, striking at Be-
gert with iron-hard front hoofs, Begert
would slash the horse in the face with a
heavy bridle. And each time he swung
the bridle he made a hoarse cry that
was like nothing human.

Sam stood there, his fists clenching and
unclenching. Sweat rolled down his face;
at each plunge it seemed as if the sandy-
haired man was striking Illeane.

Lefty was beside him. He said in a
low voice, “Watch yourself, Sam.”

Sam choked for a minute. “How can a

it
human being bring himself to do that?” ,

He walked out into the open.
stallion was trumpeting a shrill cry of
hate for Begert. Sam called out, “Stop,
Begert.”

Begert turned. His eyes were reddish.
He eyed Sam and he was thinking, hunt-
ing the answer. He found it. Sam knew,
because Begert’s eyes took on a new,
satanic light. He said, “What’s it to
you?”

“I'll give you my half of the herd for
him,” Sam said huskily.

Begert’s sun-whitened lips twisted and
he said harshly, “If he’s worth that much
to you, he’s worth that to me.”

Sam understood then, Begert was more
determined to break Sam than he was to
break the horse.

Probably Begert had expected Sam to
blow his top long before. Then Begert
would kill him and Lefty, and take Sam’s
money.

Sam looked at the two men snubbing
the stallion. Each of them was holding
the rope in his left hand and a gun in his
right. Sam looked at the sardonic ex-
pression in Begert’s eyes. He met them
fully. Then he turned slowly and went
back, tight inside almost to the pomt of
exp]osxon

A WEEK later they moved camp. Be-
gert whipped the stallion again that
morning, and after that the horse was
kept staked. Even so, the horse reared
savagely when Begert came within his
sight, until finally Begert put a gunny-
sack over the horse’s head.

The new territory was productive, but
there were no more Arabians. Begert was
busy with the roundup. Within three
weeks more they tallied over fifteen hun-
dred head all told.

They emptied the big corral one after-
noon, and Sam said the thing he had
been dreading to say, ‘“We better start
back.”

Begert looked at him, and an inscrut-
able light came into his opaque blue eyes.
“You got enough?”’

“We’ve got about all we can handle.”

“Suits me,” said Begert.

They started back, Lefty Davis driv-
ing the chuckwagon ahead Sam on the
flank. Begert rode the side ahead of Sam,

The -«
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and Manuel rode the drag on the same
line. It was three hundred miles to El
Paso, a little closer if they went straight
to the Big Bend. Begert wanted to go
to the Bend, but Sam was firm for El
Paso. Strangely enough, Begert gave in.

Lefty didn’t like that. He said, “Be-
gert wanted to go to El Paso. Why?”

“I don’t know.”

Eight days later Sam, riding alongside
the chuckwagon for a breather and scan-
ning the semi-desert far ahead, shifted his
gun-belt. “Things are too easy. We
haven’t even seen a small bunch of ban-
dits. It’s almost as if Zopilote had told
the little fellows to lay off.” He raised
uneasily in the saddle.

“Maybe he'’s waiting till we get pretty
near there,” said Lefty, “to save him the
trouble of driving them.”

Sam looked up abruptly. “Old Thomas
said the big thing was to get across the
border. Maybe he knew what he was
talking about.”

“If he did, why did he steer you onto
Begert?”

“He’s an old man. He may not see as
much as he thinks he does any more. He
knows horses, but maybe he can’t figure
out a man as quick as he used to.”

“Anyway,” Lefty said cheerfully, “I'm
tired of breathing nice clear air up here
ahead of the point. I'm trading off with a
Mexican tomorrow so I can ride the flank
back there. Not that it’ll do any good,
but I want to be in at the windup.”

“Maybe we got Begert wrong,” Sam
said hopefully. ‘“Maybe there won't be
a showdown.”

“Mebbe you'll wake up in Cheyenne in
the morning,” Lefty said, “riding Be-
gert’s stallion.”

He looked into the distance. ‘“Trouble
with you is, Sam, you’re so set on get-
ting your caballado to Wyoming that you
get in a hurry. You hope things ain’t
going to happen when you know right
well they’re bound to happen.”

Sam rode back, and as usual he looked
for the stallion. It was easy to spot the
horse, for Begert kept him hobbled, and
all day the big stallion worked hard to
keep up with the herd. He would take
two steps with his hind legs and then
gather his haunches and jump forward
with his front legs together. Sam kept his

lips tightly pressed when he was near
Begert; the horse’s progress was painful
to watch. It must have been a killing
effort for the horse.

Now Sam looked for the familiar up-
and-down motion of the horse’s head as
he crow-hopped along in the big herd.
Begert had kept a gunnysack over the
stallion’s head, and if the stallion had
not been forced to travel in a tight-
packed herd the sack would have been a
benefit because it helped to keep the sand
out of his nostrils. But in the herd it was
a handicap, for the stallion frequently
ended his jump by bringing his head
down on a mustang’s rump, and he had
been kicked a number of times in the
chest.

Sam located him traveling near the edge
of the herd even with Begert. That was
surprising, because Begert always started
the horse out in the morning on the
opposite side. Sam had begun to think, as
a matter of fact, that Begert was a little
afraid of the stallion.

Around the fire that night Begert said,
“We'll be in sight of El Paso in two
more days.”

Sam looked up. Begert’s voice had not
been directed at him. Begert was staring
from the fire with his head high, his
beared, heavy-joweled face turned west-
ward. Sam looked that way but saw
nothing,

Begert detected the movement and
turned back. “Just keeping a watch,” he
said quickly. “This is bandit country, be-
tween here and the border.”

It reassured Sam but not Lefty. Lefty
cleaned his gun that night and oiled it.
On second thought, Sam checked his too.

They had water the next morning, but
Begert said there would be no more until
they hit the Rio Grande. That afternoon
the stallion worked over to Begert’s side
of the herd again. Sam noticed the sack
was wearing through along the horse’s
cheeks, where it had been rubbed count-
less times against the rumps of the mus-
tangs.

=

CHAPTER

Salan Takes Ouer

They camped dry that night. Ten-
sion was rising. Sam and Lefty took a
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slow swing around the milling herd.

“The horses are restless,” Sam said.
“It's dry work, trailing through the sand
all day in the hot sun.”

“There’s others restless,” said Lefty
grimly.

“Maybe it’s just excitement from get-
ting close to the end of the trail.”

Lefty slapped his horse’s rump with
his open hand. “You're still optimistic,”
he said. ‘“Maybe it’s a good thing. I'd a
shot it out long ago and got this settled.”

“Yes, and not had a herd to bring
back.”

“Is that worse than bringing a herd
back and then handing it over to some-
body else who claims it on six-shooter
rights?”

Sam was standing in the stirrups. “Is
that a campfire—over west there, toward
thé mountains ?”

Lefty lodked. “It could be a reflection
from low clouds. We better go have a
look.”

Sam said decisively, “Not both of us.
If that's what we both think it is, we'd
have a showdown with Begert if we were
gone long enough to have a look. I don’t
want it that way. We've got fifteen hun-
dred head of horses, and every mile we
get closer to the U. S. border, the better
I feel. No, you take a sashay over that
way, but don’t be gone too long and don’t
go too close. If it’s bandits, they’ll have
guards.”

Lefty loped off into the dark. Sam
went back and sat down by the fire. Be-
gert said, with a suspicious glint in his
pale eyes, “Where’s Lefty?”

“He’s watching the herd for a while.
Horses mighty restless tonight.”

Begert relaxed a little, but his eyes
were still sharp. “It’s a long drive with-
out water,” he said.

Lefty came in at midnight and poured
a tin cup of coffee from the pot hanging
on a branch over the fire. “They’ll be
all right,” he said, “providing we don’t
get a thunderstorm.” He looked off
toward the west. “Thought I saw light-
ning in the clouds this evening, but I
guess it’s gone.”

Begert seemed satisfied. He said,
watching them, “We better turn in.”

Sam yawned. “I'm tired,” he said.
Lefty swung two antelope hams over

the fire for morning, and they went to bed.

They were up at daylight, and the
horses were on the move a half hour
later. Lefty had dished out sandwiches
with thick slabs of hot antelope meat, and
black coffee. How the stringy cowhand
had stood the last few days, riding all day
and cooking all night, was something
he alone knew.

They stopped at eleven o’clock for
lunch. The caballado spread out and
grazed on the sparse grass. Sam was
jumpy. He felt better an hour Ilater
when they were on the move.

It was after four o’clock when Lefty,
riding between Sam and Begert, leaned
back in his saddle and said, “I know this
country. Over that hill up yonder at the
top of the long slope, you can see the
Rio Grande.” ’

Sam’s apprehension vanished. He felt
good toward everybody—even Begert.
He looked at Begert, smiling broadly.
But the look on Begest’s face stiffened
him. Begert was standing in his stirrups
and looking toward the west and a little
to the rear. There was no doubt of it!
Begert was relieved. Relieved and
pleased.

Lefty spurred his horse past Begert’s.
Sam looked behind. Henderson, Gentry,
and Rusty Jones were riding stirrup-to-
}sltin;;rup behind him. Their eyes were on

Sam looked to the southwest. A great
column of dust was in the air. Sam’s
eyes narrowed and he said, “That’s
bandits!” He loaked back at Begert.

Begert’s big whiskered face turned
slowly toward him. Begert’s pale eyes
glittered. “Yeah, it’s bandits,” he said
harshly.

Sam said decisively, “We'’re almost to
the border. We can make it. They won’t
attack us at the Rio Grande in sight of
El Paso.” He spurred forward.

But Begert’'s big arm grabbed the
horse’s bridle. The horse wheeled, but
Begert held his head. Begert’s back was
to the herd. Sam was in the open for
Begert’s three gun-hands.

Sam said, “Turn my horse loose.”

Begert said, “That’s Zopilote coming
yonder, with five hundred men. He'll
take over the herd and drive them out
to Arizona,”
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were watching with wary eyes. Sam got
to his feet and stood for a second, sway-
ing. Begert hit him in the stomach, a
crashing blow that laid him flat on his
back.

Things swirled before Sam’s eyes. He
tried to Lift his head but could see noth-
ing but the legs of mustangs going past
behind Begert. He tried to raise himself,
but the blow had been in the solar plexus
and he was momentarily paralyzed.

Begert’s eyes blazed in triumph. His
bloody face was distorted. He said
hoarsely, “I’'m going to stomp your brains
out,” and started forward. From his
throat came that strange animal cry that
he had made when he was whipping the
stallion.

Sam tried desperately to get up but it
was useless. He could not get his legs
under him. Begert left the ground in a
leap that would put his boots in Sam’s
face. Sam twisted his head as far to one
side as he could.

But he saw a towering form behind
Begert. A black-and-white horse with a
bloody hoof-print on its chest and a
gunnysack hanging in shreds from its
neck. It reared on great hind legs. Its
front feet were closely hobbled with a
rawhide strap, but it lifted them over
Begert and brought them crashing down
on his head. Begert’s skull split like a
ripe melon.

Sam, impelled by this new danger—
for the horse was trampling Begert—
got his gun in his hand. He started to
shoot the horse but he heard a shot
from Lefty Davis. Gents Gentry cursed;
the sound became a gurgle and he fell.

SAM rolled to his side and drew his gun.
Henderson and Jones were firing at
Lefty. Lefty was on his knees, crouched,
offering as small a target as possible. He
put a slug between Hoddy Henderson'’s
eyes. Sam got Rusty Jones with three in
the wishbone.

Lefty ran up. He plunked his smoking
pistol in his holster and helped Sam to
his feet. Sam looked at the four bodies
on the ground and said gratefully, “I
feel better.”

He looked for the stallion. It was
going along with the herd, its head high
once more., Sam got hold of his saddle

and up. Lefty was beside him. Lefty’s
arm was hanging limp.

Sam looked to the southwest. The dust
cloud was less than half a mile away.
He could distinguish horses and men.
They were coming at a dead run. Per-
haps Zopilote’d thought the shots were a
signal.

Sam turned to the herd and shouted,
“Whip ’em up! It’s Zopilote!”

For an instant the whole world seemed
to freeze with inaction. Then the cry
was picked up and relayed. “Zopilote!
Zopilote!” The Mexican riders had panic
in their voices. They spurred their own
horses into a frantic run. Manuel passed
Sam and Lefty, heading for the front.
Manuel’s big straw hat was blown back
and the brim stood straight up. His eyes
were enormously white in his brown face.
“Zopilote!” he shrieked horsely. “Vam-
onos todos!”

Sam fired the three shots remaining in
his pistol and rode alongside the herd,
yelling the old cowhand’s salute, “E-yip-
pee! Yippy, yibpy, yippy!”

The tired mustangs picked up the
fright. They felt the hysteria in the
Mexicans’ yells as the Mexicans left the
herd and cut for the border. They picked
the frantic urging in Sam’s and Lefty’s
voices and reacted to the pounding of
hoofs on the hard sand. They broke into
a gallop. They topped the rise and smelled
water—the water of the Rio Grande.
They went into a dead run.

The Mexican driving the chuckwagon
far ahead heard the shouting and the
shots. He looked back and saw the at-
tacking column. Zopilote’s men now were
firing at them. The driver left the chuck-
wagon in a flying leap on the side opposite
Zopilote’s attack. He started to run across
the desert. Then he looked and saw the
fifteen hundred mustangs of the caballado
bearing down on him. He plouged to a
stop and reversed. He made a flying run
and caught the chuckwagon. He climbed
into the seat and slashed the mules with
Andales!” he

his whip. “Andales!

screamed.

Sam could hear him half a mile back,
through the rumble of pounding hoofs
and the water-maddened neighs of the
mustangs. Then through the dust he
saw a painful sight. The big stallion was
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Western ballad real pleasing. I guess I
go every time for those rich, mellow tones
of Texas Jim. They’re just terrific. And
when he glides them caressingly through
a tender little tale of a love that has
passed away, leaving SUNDOWN IN
MY HEART, well—I'm just a gone
goose,

The other side of this recording has
Tex singing with sincerity of an even
more tearful event, for he is here alone
on the day that should have been OUR
ANNIVERSARY. There’s a bucketful
of simple sentiment here, and Tex’s
melancholy tonsiling puts the melody on
the “must” list for everybody who likes
his tunes pathos-laden.

a

MONEY, MARBLES AND CHALK
I'LL NEVER, NEVER LEAVE YOU
AGAIN
by “Pop” Eckler (King)

Pop Eckler wrote this tune that’s
starting to climb the hit ladder, and here
he sings it in a touching and authentic
style. Lamenting the ugly twist of fate
that took away his loved one and left him
with nothing but MONEY, MARBLES
AND CHALK, Pop carols this song
right into your heart.

On the coupling, Pop delivers another
vocal in a heart-gripping manner, as he
sings an unhappy vocal that’s loaded with

deep feeling.

TAKE AN OLD COLD 'TATER
PENNIES FOR PAPA
by Jinimie Dickens (Columbia)

Seems as if most of the tunes this ses-
sion are real sentimentalizers. Guess
that’s the way life really is most of the
time. Still, it’s down-right refreshing to
change the pace once in a while. We don’t
have to call the serious side of life hog-
wash in order to appreciate some fine
country humor—and that’s what Jimmie
Dickens is serving up on the topside of
this disk.

The colorful warbler always is finding
himself low man on the totem pole in this

whimsical ditty about the jasper who was
always told to TAKE AN OLD COLD
'TATER and wait—when there was
company for dinner and his mother
wasn’t sure there was enough fried
chicken to go around. ‘“Little” Jimmie—
he’s all of four feet eleven inches !—sings
this wryly humorous piece in easy-to-take
fashion, just making you want to take it.

When you flip the waxing, you get a
piteous tale that goes right to the harrow-
ing things of life, as Jimmie sings with
strong feeling about a little girl who has
to beg for her blind father and little
brother. )

Roy Acuff’s band accompanies both
sides in rugged fashion. Did you know
that Roy is going to co-star with John
Wayne in a Republic picture? It’ll be
called “Eagles in Exile,” I'm told—and
there’ll be a couple of more screenings of
Roy in some Columbia pictures.

And while we’re on the subject of
recording cowboys hitting the movies—
here’s a movie star who’s abandoning the
flickers for a short time to make some
records. It’s Gabby Hayes, pardners. I'll
let you know about Gabby’s record re-
leases just as soon as they’re made and
put on the market.

a :

WALTZ OF THE ALAMO
THE COLOR SONG
by Pee Wee King and his Golden West
Cowboys (RCA Victor)

Remember Pee Wee King’s “Ten-
nessee Waltz”? He's been ridin’ high,
wide and handsome with it for a long
time—and now he’s come along with
another waltz which may win him similar
laurels. It’s really jogging along with a
happy-on-the-plains lilt, this three-quar-
ter-time opus with the just-right tempo
and the full-bodied fiddling. The catchy
theme is based on “Taps,” and Redd
Stewart warbles it with a Southwest
flavor and infectious ease.

On the reverse side, there’s some more
fine Stewart melodious vocalizing. The
lyrics are the kind that will appeal to
most range trotters. Life lost its color
when I lost my love is THE COLOR
SONG’S wail.
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(Continued from page 69)
lowed behind them with his cavvy, came
in and shooed the work-horses into his
bunch of grazing saddle-stock.

“Gotta make another damn’ camp,” the
cook would grumble.

The nighthawk would drag his bed-
roll into the shade—if there were any
shade—and go to sleep. In a few hours,
he would be taking the remuda out to
guard it over night.

The wagon’s end-gate would go down,
making the cook’s work-bench. He'd dig
a fire-pit, put his racks in place, and start
his fire. Pots and pans and other utensils
would come out of the mess-wagon and
start to work.

By this time the wrangler had his re-
muda quiet and on grass and he might
ride in and help the cook. He’d take an
axe and go into the willows and cotton-
woods and box elders and pick out some
dry wood. He'd cut this down, tie his lass-
rope around it, and drag the load of wood
into camp.

“Injuns done cleaned up most of the
dry-wood, cook. Saw traces where they’d
camped here this spring.”

“Dang them redskins.”

“We’ll get by.” The jingler coiled his
riata. “Anythin’ else I can do to alleviate
your misery?”’

The cookie looked at him.

“Yeah, you kin git outa my sight.”

“You make nice company, fella,” the
jingler said.

“T got work to do.”

His chores completed, the wrangler
rode back to his cavvy. The cook kept on
working ; his day was always harder when
he had to move camp. Dough to set and
knead, coffee to put on to boil, steaks to
cut, spuds to boil. A roundup crew never
ate all at one time. Therefore the cook had
to have a meal ready at all hours of the
day and night. It made his job a hundred
percent tougher.

“I sure earn that ninety bucks,” the
cook grumbled. He measured some Ar-
buckle coffee and dumped it into the boil-
ing water. Soon his crew would be drift-
ing in. And a cowpoke was always hungry.

He put his hand to his mouth and let
out his loudest bellow :

“Come an’ git it or I'll—!”










