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GUNS UP FOR ACTION!

row of cottonwoods on Main Street and set the leaves to whispering softly.

| ONG shadows crept over Lost City. Wind moved through the crooked double

To big John Keenan, they whispered of trouble before this day was out. He

could read the signs.

Kiowa Jake Rath and his Lava Hills
Gang were in town. And the marshal and
sheriff were out on the trail of stage rob-
bers. For the last hour, while Big John
had been going over the accounts at his
general store, Kiowa Jake and his men
had been liquoring up at the Wishing Sa-
loon, getting noisier by the minute.

It was not yet dusk when Big John, go-
ing over an order with Dutch Hess, who
ran the store for him most of the time,
heard the first crash of gunfire. He went
to the door. Five of the Lava Hills Gang,
roaring drunk, were in the street, shoot-
ing their pistols at empty bottles they had
set up on hitching posts, benches and
window ledges. A passerby, who had been
hit by a stray bullet, crouched behind a
barrel on the plank walk, nursing his in-
jured foot. :

Lead splintered the doorjamb beside
Big John, drove him back into the store.
As he ducked inside, he saw Kiowa Jake
heading that way. In the store, with Big
John Keenan and Hess, were Adam
Foote, Big John's partner on the wheat
farm they worked near town, and the
young orphan the two of them had taken
in, Ramon Ortega. Big John had a mo-
ment’s regret that he and Adam had
brought Ramon along with them on this
day’s trip to Lost City.

Kiowa Jake and three of his men came
unsteadily inside. Kiowa pounded on a
counter with his gauntleted fist, motioned
to Big John with his bared pistol and
shouted, “We want service! Come over
here!”

He was an arresting figure. Supple as
a puma, he stood six feet four in his ornate
moccasins. His dark hair was long, brush-
ing the tops of his shoulders. His piercing
eyes held a cold, impassive cruelty.

The other three outlaws were at the
cigar case. One of them smashed the glass
with his pistol, handed boxes of cigars to
his fellows. They looked at Big John,
hooting and laughing. Big John, regret-
ting the fact that he had removed his gun-
belt, went behind the counter and moved
along it toward Kiowa Jake. Dutch Hess
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kept a pistol under the counter. . . .

Adam was unarmed, too. He started~
toward Ramon, who stood in front of the
candy counter, but one of the outlaws sent
lead thudding into the floor at his feet and
said, “Dance! I wanna see you dance!”

Adam said, “Go into the back room,
Ramon.”

The boy started toward the rear. One
of the outlaws, weaving about unsteadily,
began emptying his sixgun at a row of
canned goods on a shelf. He shot holes
in the stovepipe. One of the bullets rico-
cheted.

Too late Big John cried a warning to
Ramon. The boy half-turned, went down,
and Big John saw the crimson blot just
above the waistband.

Something inside Big John exploded.
With a lunge, he closed the gap between
himself and Dutch Hess’ revolver. He
snatched up the weapon.

Kiowa Jake’s face looked savagely tri-
umphant. His gun roared, and blood cas-
caded from a furrow on Big John’s neck.

Big John pointed his weapon at Kiowa
Jake’s chest and triggered. The gun
clicked emptily.

He vaulted over the low counter. A
second bullet from the outlaw’s sixshooter
took flesh from the lobe of his ear. Then
Big John was clubbing Kiowa on the side
of the head, grasping his gun. The man
slumped forward limply, and Big John
caught him in his arms.

Thus shielded, he moved toward the
other outlaws. He saw Adam carrying
Ramon into the back room, saw Dutch
Hess emerge with a pistol in his hand.
The store manager fired, and an outlaw
cried out, grasping a bullet-shattered
wrist. The remaining two dropped their
guns,

That’s a sample of the double-barreled
action in next month’s lead novel—an epic
of vigilante law in a hell-town that needed
taming, by I. L. Thompson. Also in
March 10 Story Western, there’ll be nov-
elettes by Cliff Farrell and Philip Ketch-
um, plus seven shorter stories!
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window. “Mike!” he called, and thumbed
up his green eyeshade. ‘“Mike McGet-
tigan!”

The tall gunman grinned. He walked
over to the depot and shook hands with
Hoxie in friendly fashion. “Long time
no see,” he greeted.

“Long time no look,” Pop amended.
“But I don’t blame you for giving this
town a wide circle.”

McGettigan’s long lips twisted. “I
been wanting to come back, but they've
kept me busy at end-of-track. What’s the
trouble here, Pop?”

A quick frown pushed the smile from
Hoxie’s pudgy face. “It’s a three-way
proposition now,” he declared. “Branch
Runyon and Jeff Wanamaker bucking our
railroad, with Sid Slessinger financing
their fight at six percent interest. Night
riders burned four box cars and a loading
corral this week. They’'ll be blowing up
the Deep Canyon bridge next.”

He glanced beyond McGettigan, as if
expecting to see someone else get off the
train. “Where’s Baldoyle and Holliday ?”
he asked.

“They’re tied up at Rosario,” McGet-
tigan said quietly.

“You mean you came here alone?”
Hoxie demanded. “Just you?”

McGettigan nodded.

“That’s crowding your luck too damn
far, Mike,” Hoxie said. “You ain’t got
Kid Cantrell siding you now. If you make
a one-man play here the Kid’ll have com-
pany up on Cemetery Hill sure as hell!”

“The Kid will have company all right,”
McGettigan told him. ‘““But mebbe it
won’t be me.”

A telegraph sounder set up its impatient
clickety-clack, the brassy chatter plainly
pulling at Pop Hoxie’s attention. McGet-
tigan said, “O.S. your train, Pop—and
quit worrying.”

He turned from the station platform
and walked leisurely across Main Street.
Except for the two guns that swayed gent-
ly in tied-down holsters, he might have
been some young cowpuncher looking for
a job. But every man in Chapadera Bend
knew that Mike McGettigan was Arizona-
Southwestern’s Number One trouble-

shooter. This town was entirely familiar

to him ; it made him recall many things he
had tried to forget—blasting guns and

Boothill graves, and a blonde girl’s accus-
ing eyes. Six months might seem like a
long time to a man who was waiting; but
it wasn’t long enough to forget. ., . .

AS HE reached the opposite sidewalk,
McGettigan saw Gail Wanamaker in
the doorway of the Elite Millinery Store.
She was talking to someone inside and
she stood so that her oval face was only
half revealed. Her presence put a quick
awareness in Mike McGettigan; it pulled
at his senses like a compelling magnet.
She was the only girl he had ever loved . ..
but because he refused to quit his gun-
guard job with the railroad, she had scoft-
ingly called him a-hired killer.

McGettigan was remembering that now,
as he went up the Acme Hotel steps. Three
men on the veranda glanced sharply at
him. But not one of them spoke. Their
silence was like a deliberate rebuke. He
went on into the lobby. This cowtown
hated the railroad which was opening the
country to homestead settlement. It hadn’t
forgotten the bloody conflict the rails had
brought; and, remembering, the town
hated him.

McGettigan dropped his duffle-bag.
The sudden sound registered on the
scrawny face of little Tay Benteen, who
dozed behind the desk. The Irishman’s
bushy-browed eyes opened one at a time,
which was a sure sign he’d been drinking.
“It keeps me from seeing double,” Tay
had once explained.

When both eyes were open Benteen
stared up at McGettigan in scowling si-
lence. For a moment he seemed on the
point of closing his eyes again. Then he
grumbled, “Dream of the divil and Satan
hisself shows up.” .

“You got a room that’s fit for a white
man to sleep in?” McGettigan asked.

The hotel proprietor got to his feet and
stood cautiously poised, like a sailor on a
slippery deck. “I’ve got the best damn
hotel west of the Pecos,” he declared, “and
you know it. But I ain’t aimin’ to see it
all stunk up with gunsmoke, like the last
time you was here.”

McGettigan glanced at the grandfather’s
clock which stood against the stairway,
partly shielding the lower steps. The glass
panel had been replaced recently; but the
pendulum’s slow-swinging brass disk still
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The silence stretched out. Vedder
neither spoke nor moved.

Mike McGettigan understood thorough-
ly how little it would take to set this man
off. With a rash eagerness to have the
thing finished, he shifted his glance to
Branch Runyon. It appeared to be a care-
less shift. But it wasn’t. It was a deliber-
ate invitation, calculated to tempt Spade
Vedder into trying a sneak draw. And it

did. ...
CHAPTER TWO

Three Against the Railroad

PADE VEDDER grabbed his gun
S with the flicking speed of a striking

snake. Yet, fast as he was, Mike
McGettigan’s two-handed draw was
faster ; his guns had already blasted when
Vedder’s shot made a crashing echo to
their room-trapped explosion.

Vedder’s slug splintered the door frame
an inch above McGettigan’s head. The
Bridle Bit gunslick didn’t fire again. He
fell back against the bar as if suddenly
overcome by fatigue. Blood soaked
through his white shirt and blossomed into
a red bouquet just below his breast pocket.
His heavy, short-snouted gun dropped to
the floor.

McGettigan glanced again at Branch
Runyon. Seeing the way anger flooded
his cheeks, like a red flag unfurled, Mc-
Gettigan wondered if Runyon would make
a play—yet felt certain he wouldn't. It
wasn't Runyon's habit to take cards in an
even-up game; he would want a better
deal than this when he went into action.

McGettigan caught Jeff Wanamaker in
the fringe of his vision, saw the shocked
whiteness of his vein-mottled face. Gail’s
father, he thought regretfully, was dut of
place in this guerilla war against Arizona-
Southwestern. So far the old stage owner
had steered clear of actual gunplay, but
it was merely a matter of time until Wana-
maker would be forced into backing his
stand with a gun. Unless the showdown
could be forced before that time came,
Jeff Wanamaker was doomed !

McGettigan was thinking about that
now as he watched the Bridle Bit foreman
slide slowly down the bar’s rosewood
front; heard the life run out of him in

one final rasp of sound. For a tense mo-

ment, while Vedder’s lifeless body
sprawled in the sawdust, no one moved or
spoke.

Then Sheriff Sam Ivanhoe barged
through the curious crowd which had col-
lected in the doorway. His booze-pouched
eyes shifted from Vedder’s body to Mike
McGettigan, and then back to Branch
Runyon. .

“What’s up?” he demanded.

Bridle Bit’s boss snapped, “This rail-
road gunhawk pulled a sneak-draw on
Spade.”

McGettigan sheathed his guns. He put
a speculative appraisal on Runyon and
said quietly, “You're a damn liar.”

Runyon was weariag a gun in a half-
breed holster. But he made no move to
grab it. Arrogantly, he said, “You can’t
call me a liar!”

“I can,” McGettigan declared, “and I
am. Every man in this room knows Ved-
der made the first move.”

It was, he realized instantly, a futile
declaration. Chapadera Bend was Branch
Runyon’s town. No one would deny his
testimony. These men were saying noth-
ing—and saying it often.

Sheriff Ivanhoe’s eyes plainly showed
the cross-currents of indecision. He stared
probingly at McGettigan, as if estimating
the chances of arresting him without gun-
play. He opened his tobacco-stained lips
to speak, changed his mind, and then
turned to Runyon. Seeing all this, and
strongly sensing its significance, Mike
McGettigan smiled to himself. Sam Ivan-
hoe, he guessed, was regretting the badge
;:ihich Runyon’s political power had given

im.

Ivanhoe said apologetically, “Mebby
you didn’t see the start of it, Branch.”
Turning to Wanamaker, he asked,
“How’d it look to you, Jeff?”

The stage owner scowled. For a long
moment he didn’t answer. Then he said
gruffly, “It was a fair enough fight—but,
by God, we want no more of his fancy
shooting. Run him out of town!”

Sheriff Ivanhoe’s relief was obvious. He
glanced at Runyon. “Will that suit you,
Branch?”

“You're wearing the star,” the blocky-
faced cowman grunted. Turning through
the batwings, he elbowed his way through
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the fast-gathering crowd on the sidewalk.

Ivanhoe motioned to two loungers at
the bar. “Carry Spade over to Gillman’s
furniture store.’

Sid Slessinger leaned his huge bulk on
the bar and watched the men pick up
Veédder’s body. “It iss too bad,” he mut-
tered. “Spade didn’t have a chance.”

But if Ivanhoe heard Slessinger he paid
no heed. He turned to McGettigan. “I’'m
giving you just twenty-four hours to get
out of town,”” he said pompously.

“Thanks for being so liberal,” McGet-
tigan drawled, and watched the lawman

- follow Wanamaker out to the street.

MCGETTIGAN sauntered to the bar
and waggled a finger at Sid Sles-
singer. The bullet-headed saloonman
eased over, his paunchy stomach riding
the rosewood rim. Something Slessinger
saw in McGettigan’s eyes made him lick
his loose lips nervously. For a moment he
stood without speaking, a fine sprinkle of
perspiration on the fish-belly whiteness
of his fat face.

He was, McGettigan reflected, a thor-
oughly gross and repulsive man. Sles-"
singer had made a tidy fortune selling
rotgut whiskey to railroad laborers dur-
ing the short time Chapadera Bend was
an end-of-track boomtown. He had im-
ported painted percentage girls and slick-
fingered card sharps from Tombstone ; be-
tween them they had cheated many a poor
Paddy out of his week’s pay. Remember-
ing all this, Mike McGettigan waited. .

“Vot'll you have, McGettigan?” Sles-
singer said finally.

McGettigan’s lean right hand streaked
across the bar, clutched Slessinger’s shirt
front and pulled him forward. “Mister
McGettigan to you!” he snarled. “Don’t
forget that!”

Slessinger’s flabby face took on a sal-
mon-pink hue. An inward heat flared up
and blazed in his green-gray eyes. “All
right—all right! Mister it iss!”

McGettigan released him. “Bourbon,”
he ordered, and wiped his right hand on
his pants, as if those fingers had contacted
filth.

" When he went back into the hotel lobby
Tay Benteen eyed him quizzically. “You
went to a lot o’ trouble for one drink,”
he said. “How many men would you kill

if you was minded to git good and drunk ?”’

McGettigan signed the dog-eared reg-
ister and held out his hand for a room key.
He picked up his luggage and said flatly,
“I drink as much as suits me.”

As he went upstairs he heard Benteen
exclaim, “You'll never be a drunkard,
begorry. You won'’t live long enough!”

The words were a rankling barb in
McGettigan’s mind as he dumped his
duffle-bag in Number Seven. Pop Hoxie
had spouted a grim warning, and now Tay
Benteen was muttering about impending
doom. OId men, he reflected, were all
alike; the longer they lived the tighter
they clung to life—like misers clinging to
tarnished treasure.

McGettigan went to the window and
tugged it open. Hotel rooms were all alike,
too; they had the same musky taint of
men and meals and mop water.

“Hell,” he said disgustedly, “I’'m
mournful as a tear-jerking preacher at a
funeral. I should’ve taken a couple more
drinks.”

But he knew booze wouldn’t drive out
the jittery sickness which always slogged
through him after a killing. He had tried
whiskey many times. This feeling was a
strange thing. He had trained his hands
to draw and fire in perfect coordination,
had schooled all his reflexes into a con-
trolled and nerveless precision. Men
called him a born gunman, without normal
fear or feelings—a merciless machine of
destruction. Yet Mike McGettigan got
sick inside every time he killed a man!

EFF WANAMAKER and Branch
Runyon were waiting when Sid Sles-
singer came into the Skyline Stage office
and carefully shut the door behind him.
Wanamaker motioned to a chair and said,
“All right, Branch. You’re running this
show. What’s next?”

Runyon’s gold teeth clamped tightly
on an unlighted cigar. For a long moment
he gazed out the dusty front window, as if
reluctant to speak. Then he said sourly,
“The plan misfired. I figgered if my men
burned a few boxcars here it would draw
gun-guards away from the grading camp,
so’'s we could get in a raid there that
would really put a crimp in their con-
struction work. I didn’t figger McGet-
tigan would come here alone. Nobody but
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a damn fool like him would’ve done it.”
A worried frown creased Wanamaker’s
face. ““Seems like all your plans backfire,”
he complained. “You figured A. & S. W.
would go broke by this time. Seems like
I should’ve sold out my stage line at the
price they offered in the first place.”

“It iss a matter of time,” Slessinger
said smoothly.

“And money,” Wanamaker grunted.
“It’s beginning to look like we'll go
broke, instead of the railroad.”

That seemed to anger Branch Runyon.
He slammed the unsmoked cigar into a
cuspidor. “We’d have stopped them be-
fore now if you hadn’t talked me out of
wrecking a few trains. That is the one
sure way to lick 'em. They can’t guard
every bridge and trestle like they guard
their grading camps.”

“T’ll not be a party to train wrecking,”
Wanamaker said doggedly. “Fighting

their damned gunhawks is one thing—tak-

ing the lives of innocent passengers is an-
other. I'll sell out my stage line before Ill
agree to that!”

Runyon glanced sharply at Sid Sles-
singer.

Slessinger said, “Your stage company
is mortgaged to me, Jeff. If you sell it
now for what the railroad offers there
would be nothing left after you pay me.”

Wanamaker got up and strode back and
forth across the floor like a trapped tiger
—a very old and shabby tiger. He had
pioneered the_ first stage outfit into the
Halcyon Hill country, had weathered
Apache raids and bandit holdups to build
a successful business enterprise. Then the
new railroad had thrust its steel head west-
ward, threatening all that he had built.
They had offered him less than half what
he considered he should get for his years
of struggle. And now Sid Slessinger was
reminding him that the cost of this fight
had gobbled up most of his equity in Sky-
line!

Branch Runyon dug another cigar from
his vest pocket. “We aren't licked by a
long shot,” he said confidently. “No use
letting Spade’s death spook us all up. I've
got plenty more gunslingers—and Sam

Ivanhoe knows how to handle dynamite.” -

“I won’t agree to train wrecking,”
Wanamaker insisted. “If that’s the only
way to lick A. & S. W. I'm through.”

“There iss another way—a better way,”
Slessinger declared. “The Deep Canyon
bridge can be blasted without wrecking
a train. If it was blasted out it would stop
all supplies coming from Tucson. Then,
if McGettigan iss killed, that would bring
gun-guards running here so that the grad-
ing camp could be raided without trouble.
You strike them a double blow—and it iss
finished !”

“That might do the trick!” Runyon
exclaimed. “I'll go have a talk with Sam
Ivanhoe.” .

When he looked up he saw Gail Wana-
maker standing in the hallway which led
to the upstairs living quarters. By the
questioning gravity of her eyes, he knew
she had heard too much.

She came on into the room, a tall, supple
girl with a woman’s warmth and gracious-
ness about her. She had another quality
which Branch Runyon couldn’t quite com-
prehend—a resolute independence which
he hadn’t been able to break down. He
had been wanting this blonde daughter of
Jeff Wanamaker’s for a long time, but she
refused to be stampeded into becoming
queen of his Bridle Bit cattle kingdom.

Some of that independence of hers
showed in her face now as she stood
framed in the doorway. “Killing Mike
McGettigan won'’t solve your problem,”
she said. “It will just mean more shoot-
ing and killing, like we had here before.”

Runyon stood up, showing her an
habitual courtesy. “That’s a risk we have
to take, Gail,”" he said. “The future of my
range, and ‘your father’s stage business,
depends on our winning this fight. If we
lose there’ll be a hundred homesteaders
crowding the grass within a year—and the
railroad will bankrupt your father.”

Gail said wearily, “I know—I know.
But at least you'd both be alive. You
wouldn’t be bullet-blasted bundles of old
clothes being carried into Gillman’s furn-
iture store, like Spade Vedder.”

Jeff Wanamaker resumed his nervous
pacing of the floor, but Sid Slessinger sat
suave and unstirred. ‘“There iss still a
good chance to win,” he said. “A very
good chance.”

““For you, yes!” Gail exclaimed. “No
matter which way this ends. you will win
without risking your life. Even if Branch
and dad are killed you’ll collect your loans
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it was the most beautiful face he had ever
seen. The nearness of it put a quick
warmth in him.

He said, “I accomplished something
when I squared Kid Cantrell's killing. It’s
something that should have been done a
long time ago.”

“Is that why you came here?” Gail
asked. “Are you going back to Rosario
now that it’s done?”

THE note of hopefulness in her voice
puzzled McGettigan. Why, he won-
dered, was she so anxious to have him
leave this town. He said, “No. That was
a personal chore. I was sent here to pro-
tect railroad property.”

“And you intend to stay ?”

He nodded, said thoughtfully, “Kid
Cantrell and a lot of other good men have
died so this railroad could be built, Gail.
We aren’t going to let Branch Runyon’s
greed nor your father’s stubbornness stop
us now.”’

They stood in silence for a moment, as
if separated by some high barrier of con-
flicting thought. The telegraph instru-
ment inside began chattering, and above
that metallic sound came a drum-beat of
hoofs as three riders loped out of town,
headed east.

Gail’s hand grasped McGettigan’s
sleeve. “They’re planning to kill you to-
night, Mike. You must leave—before it’s
too late.”

The pressure of her fingers on his arm
stirred a potent sense of assurance in Mike
" McGettigan. It made him remember the
one time he had kissed her, how sweetly
her lips had surrendered, and how her
arms had returned the rash pressure of
his embrace. But almost at once he re-
called that she had expected him to quit
his gun job with Arizona-Southwestern;
that she had been amazed and indignant
because his love for her was not stronger
than his loyalty to a railroad. Now she
was trying to talk him into leaving Chap-
adera Bend, and because of what had gone
before, he guessed that it wasn’t just to
save his life.

“Why are you so anxious to have me
leave?”’ he asked.

She answered without hesitation. “For
two reasons. Because I don’t want to see
you die—and because your death will

bring gunslingers back here for a show-
down fight that may mean my father’s
death.”

So that was it! This girl was trying to
shield her bleak-eyed father from the
doom that inevitably awaited him. She
understood that even though her father
was no gunfighter, he had joined forces
with a gunslick bunch that would eventual-
ly be cut down like the wolves they were
—and that Wanamaker would go down
with them.

McGettigan said, “Your father did a
very foolish thing when he joined up in
the fight with Runyon. Even if Arizona-
Southwestern should go broke it would be
just a question of time until another com-
pany would pick up where we leave off.
This road isn’t just a money-making enter-
prise, Gail—it’s the symbol of a progress
that can’t be stopped by greed and guns.”

THE truth of that seemed to impress
her deeply. But it didn’t weaken the
pressure of her fingers on his arm. “Per-
haps you are right, Mike,” she said. “God
knows I'm afraid you are. I've tried to
talk dad out of his stand, but he's proud
and stubborn. He brought the first stage

into these hills and he resents being

crowded out, the same as Branch Runyon
resents having homesteaders settle on his
range.”’

“Your father,” McGettigan admitted,
“may have some excuse. But Runyon is
a land-grabbing hog. He stole this range
from a dozen small outfits that pioneered
it ahead of him. He deserves no mercy
at all.”

“You and Branch have hated each oth-
er from the moment you first met. That’s
why I want you to leave, Mike. He’s
planning to have you killed.”

McGettigan grinned. “I'll take a lot of
killing.”

“Isn't there anything I can say, or do,
that will change your mind?”

He said, “I'm not leaving.”

“Not even if I'd go with you, Mike?”

For a full moment, while her unflinch-
ing eyes looked up at him, Mike McGetti-
gan stood without speaking. Here was a
chance to end the long, lonely trail. With
this girl for a wife he could go back to
Texas and build a little cow spread of his
own; perhaps raise a family. Gail didn’t
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understand that his quitting the railroad
wouldn’t really change things here; Ari-
zona-Southwestern would win eventually
... and Jeff Wanamaker would die fight-
ing for a stage line that was no longer
needed. But if Mike stayed there might
be a chance to save her father—just one
chance in a hundred. If he could force
Branch Runyon and Sid Slessinger into a
shootout, this whole fight against A. & S.
W. might collapsc before Wanamaker got
himself killed.

His hands grasped her shoulders.
“Would you be going with me—just to
save your father?”

Her eyes didn’t waver. And she made
no effort to evade the question. She said
very softly, “Yes.”

A cynical smile flicked across McGetti-
gan’s lean face. His hands loosened their
grip on her shoulders and he said flatly,
“I'm staying, Gail, for a reason you
wouldn’t understand.”

Something like anger showed in her
eves then. It put a warmth in them, made
them glow as they had that day, six
months ago, when he had kissed her. But
there was no warmth in her lips now, nor
in her voice when she said, “You’re a stub-
born and merciless .nan, Mike McGetti-
gan. You've no normal feelings at all.”

She turned back across Main Street, her
hair shining like burnished copper as she
passed the lighted windows of the Orien-
tal Cafe. McGettigan fashioned a ciga-
rette and lighted it, his face reflecting deep
gravity in the matchflare.

“No normal feelings at all,” he mused
mockingly, remembering the slogging sick-
ness Spade Vedder’s killing had caused.

This, he understood, was just another
crazy twist in a trail of many queer turn-
ings. A man didn’t shape his own destiny ;
destiny shaped a man to whatever pattern
it chose. A frivolous Fate had offered him
a chance to quit this grisly game of swift
slaughter by passing up a chance to save
the father of the girl he loved. And by
choosing to play out the cards the way
they were dealt he had lost Gail Wana-
maker. . . .

The grim understanding of that caused
him to curse as he sauntered toward the
Acme Hotel. This town, he reflected, was
poison to him.

Tay Benteen stood in the shadows at

the far end of the veranda. “Mike,” he
said very softly, as McGettigan came up
the steps. When McGettigan walked over
to him the little Irishman spoke cautious-
ly. “I got some news that might interest
you. Important news.”

McGettigan perched on the railing, said,
“Go ahead.”

The Celt lowered his voice to a whisper.
“I was sittin’ down at the other end of the
veranda, right next to the saloon: stoop.
I heard Runyon tellin’ Jeff Wanamaker
what they’re plannin’ to do. Sid Slessin-
ger has a gun behind the bar. He’s sup-
posed to knock you off when you come in
for a drink, usin’ the alibi that you threat-
ened his life this afternoon.”

McGettigan chuckled. “I’ve been itch-
ing to put a slug into that fat pig for a long
time. Mebbe this will give me my chance
to do that little job.”

“But there’s more to it,”” Benteen whis-
pered hurriedly. “Runyon, Ivanhoe and
Wanamaker are on their way to Deep
Canyon. They’re going to blast the bridge,
s0’s no trains can come in from Tucson.”

McGettigan slid from the railing. “You
sure about that?” he demanded, and re-
membered the three riders he had heard
heading east.

“Sure I'm sure,” Tay muttered. “I
heard ’cm talk and I seen ’em ride away.
Ivanhoe fetched a sack of dynamite from
his office just before they left.”

McGettigan gripped Benteen’s arm.
“Thanks, Tay,” he said. “You’re a true-
blue Mick.”

He hitched up his guns with that purely
instinctive motion which is a gunfighter’s
gesture of preparedness, and turned
toward the steps.

“Where you goin’?”’ Tay asked, in a
quiet voice.

McGettigan said, “To Deep Canyon,”:
and strode toward the livery stable.

CHAPTER FOUR
Train Orders from Boothill

RIDING a rented horse, McGettigan
left Chapadera Bend at a run. The
three bridge blasters, he calculated, had at
least a half hour’s start. But they wouldn’t
be riding fast, not with Sheriff Ivanhoe
packing a sack of dynamite on his saddle.
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McGettigan followed the stage road east
for five miles, then sent his horse up the
steep southern slope of Apache Divide,
beyond which was Deep Canyon and the
longest trestle Arizona-Southwestern had
ever built.

A full moon hung high over the Hal-
cyon Hills; it flooded the roundabout
range with a mellow, white light and made
this trip through tangled brush and boul-
ders a fast, mile-saving shortcut. At the
crest of the divide McGettigan urged his
mount to a lunging lope. Yet swift as that
pace was, McGettigan's thoughts ran fast-
er. They passed his fleeting shadow, raced
on to the canyon where Jeff Wanamaker
might even now be crouching with Branch
Runyon and Sheriff Ivanhoe in the act
of blowing up a bridge. In a matter of
minutes there would be a gun fight; if
he got to the bridge in time he would
have to drive the dynamiters off with bul-
lets. And he had to get there in time!

When he was within an eighth of a
mile of Deep Canyon, McGettigan dis-
mounted. Tying his sweat-lathered horse
to a stunted pine, he ran along the boul-
der-strewn crest on foot.

Below him, to the north, where the rail-
road swung in a flaring curve to approach
the bridge, steel rails gleamed in the
moonlight. He was close to the trestle
now, could feel the down-draft of air into
the canyon. Perhaps he had beaten the
nightriders here; they might have decided
to approach the bridge from its eastern
end.

Reaching the rim of the canyon, Mc-
Gettigan studied the towering trestle and
the ground below it, where the spindly
framework of supporting timbers shone
like silver spires in the bright moonlight.
There was no sign of movement down
there.

For a long moment, while a tight hush
hung over the hills, he wondered if Tay
Benteen had double-crossed him, if the
grouchy little Irishman had deliberately
sent him on a wild-goose chase. Or could
it be that Runyon had framed the eaves-
dropping play purposely, to get McGetti-
gan out of town while he raided the depot ?

He was wondering about that and had
almost decided to _race back to town, when
the bridge was suddenly illuminated by a
dazzling flare. The blue-tinted flame was

followed instantly by a blast that seemed
to shake the canyon walls. The terrific
impact of crashing sound racketed up and
up, like a high-crested wave. It hung for
a second, as if suspended, then died with
a long-reaching echo that ran far along
the canyon like a shuddering groan.

McGettigan’s ringing ears registered
the rending crash of splintered timbers.
He saw a middle section of supports spray
out like kindling wood from the trestle’s
base. As he waited for the collapse of the
whole structure, he cursed himself for
being too late.

THE bridge seemed to teeter before his
eyes, seemed to sway drunkenly in the
upsurge of billowing smoke and dust. But
though the central portion of the trestle
sagged slightly, it didn’t collapse!

In the abrupt silence which followed
the explosion’s fading echoes, McGettigan
heard voices almost directly below him.
Leaning over the rim, he glimpsed Branch
Runyon and Jeff Wanamaker standing on
a secondary ridge halfway down the can-
yon’s slope.

“Damn it, Sam, you didn’t use enough
dynamite!” Runyon shouted angrily.
“Give it another jolt! And this time do
it right!”

For a moment McGettigan couldn’t lo-
cate Sheriff Ivanhoe. Then the lawman
called, “All right—all right,” and Mc-
Gettigan saw him slide down a steep bank
farther along the canyon.

Whereupon McGettigan drew his right-
hand gun and sent a quick shot at Ivan-
hoe. The sheriff, who was cradling the
sack of dynamite in his arms, yelled,
“What the hell!” He rolled behind an
outcrop of rocks, and in the next instant
a gun barked below McGettigan, the slug
sailing wide by several feet.

For a time, then, while McGettigan
crawled to a better vantage point, the
canyon echoed to the blast of guns. Bul-
lets were coming at him from two angles
now, some so close that they sang in his
ears. The thought came to him that he
didn’t want to shoot Jeff Wanamaker.
Hell, his whole strategy had been to bring
a quick end to the trouble so that Gail’s
father wouldn’t be drawn into gunplay.
If a slug should cut-the old man down
now . . .
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With the fear of that in his. mind, Mc-
Gettigan concentrated his fire on Sheriff
Ivanhoe. He crawled farther along the
crest, trving to come at the lawman from
a flanking position. But the guns to his
left kept smashing slugs at him; they
made it impossible to get a decent shot at
Ivanhoe. When a bullet sliced a raw fur-
row across his ribs McGettigan cursed
angrily and raked the lower ridge with
random shots.

Then, while he reloaded both guns, the
"firing slowed down. He heard Branch
Runyon yell to Ivanhoe, but the words
were lost in the blast of the lawman’s
continued shooting. Soon after that Mc-
Gettigan heard horses moving beyond the
bulge of the ridge, and he guessed that
Runyon and Wanamaker were planning
to circle and come up behind him. If he
didn’t down Ivanhoe before this rear
action took place, the battle would be
soon over !

With that grim realization in him, Mc-
Gettigan reached a quick decision. Sam
Ivanhoe had to be stopped quickly if the
bridge was to be saved from complete
'destruction. And there was only one way
to stop him. Grasping both guns in his
hands, McGettigan moved to the edge of
the slope and, ignoring the snarl of slugs
which greeted him, went down the sandy
bank in a dust-swirling slide.

It was a foolhardy move. The odds
were all against him—all except one. That
was the element of surprise, of doing the
one thing Sam Ivanhoe wouldn’t expect
him to do. And there was another possible
advantage in this crazy, feet-first charge
toward a forted-up enemy; if Sheriff
Ivanhoe had a yellow streak in him he
might be buffaloed into a confused retreat.
And Mike McGettigan was counting on
that yellow streak!

FOR fleeting seconds, as the momentum
of his sliding fall increased, McGetti-
gan felt sure that Ivanhoe was going to
stampede. The lawman had stopped shoot-
ing. McGettigan was within a few feet of
the bottom before he caught a glimpse of
him. Then, as he saw Ivanhoe loom above
that yonder barricade of boulders, he
knew instantly how greatly he had under-
estimated this tin-star lawdog. For Ivan-
hoe wasn’t running; he was lighting the

fuse on a stick of dynamite, drawing the
stick back in position to toss it!

In that breathless instant, as his boot
heels slid toward solid ground, Mike Mc-
Gettigan knew there was no chance to es-
cape the oncoming dynamite. This, he
thought futilely, was a hell of a way for
a high-class gun-slinger to die—with two
guns in his hands and no chance to use
them.

He reached the secondary ridge as Sam
Ivanhoe drew back his arm, took deliber-
ate aim and made his throw. In that
tense interval, while the stick sailed
through the moonlight with its sputter-
ing fuse sparkling behind it, Mike Mec-
Gettigan’s mind grasped at a thin-raveled
strand of hope; a desperate, fast-dwin-
dling thing. But a hope!

Dropping his right-hand gun, he glued
his gaze on that flashing cylinder of de-
struction. He willed all his faculties to
one single purpose. If he could catch that
dynamite before it exploded . . .

The down-arcing stick seemed strangely
dwarfed, like a silver blade slicing the air;
a blade so slender that no hand could
catch it. Yet because McGettigan’s senses
were concentrated to a razor-sharp edge
of perception, the hurtling dynamite
seemed to travel in slow-motion, as if
strangely suspended.

His clutching fingers stabbed at the
falling stick—grasped it. And, with a
hair-fine agility which was to be perfected,
years later, by the American doughboys
in far-off Flanders, his arm swung
swiftly back, cushioning the impact, then
continued up 4n a sweep of perfect co-
ordination so fluidly smooth that the
throw seemed delayed, almost deliberate.
But it wasn’t. For his fingers released the
dynamite instantly and the stick sailed
swiftly back to the rock barricade.

As the dynamite left his hand, McGet-
tigan threw himself backward and down.
For one taut instant there was absolute
silence; a vacuum-like hush so complete
that he thought the dynamite must have
missed fire. Then an ear-splitting explo-
sion burst with a concussion so tremen-
dous that the ground seemed to rise up
and smash against his face.

x k%
Ten minutes later Mike McGettigan



18

10 STORY WESTERN MAGAZINE

rode back across Apache Divide. Behind
him was a damaged bridge and a broken
barricade of bloody boulders which were
all the monument Sheriff Sam Ivanhoe
would ever need.

McGettigan halted his horse at frequent
intervals, listening for sound of Runyon
and Wanamaker. But he heard nothing,
and when he entered the stage road he
saw the recently made tracks of two
horses heading toward Chapadera Bend.
He wondered why these men had deserted
Sam Ivanhoe. He was still wondering
about that when he rode into town and
went directly to the depot.

N EASTBOUND train stood at the

station, its locomotive releasing long,
gusty chugs, as if panting after the hard
pull from Rosario. The conductor stood
in the depot doorway, impatiently jug-
gling his stem-winding watch.

“Deep Canyon bridge has been blast-
ed,” McGettigan told him. “Don’t pull
out.”

He hurried on inside, intending to have
Pop Hoxie notify the dispatcher at Tuc-
son. He stopped abruptly. He turned to
the conductor, who had followed him in-
side. “Where’s Pop?”

“How the hell should T know?” the
conductor snapped. “I been waiting seven
minutes for him, and the old fool ain’t
showed up.”

McGettigan glanced at the telegraph
table, saw PPop’s pipe lving there. Picking
it up, he felt of the Lowl. It was still
warm. Something else caught at his at-
tention : the fact that Hoxie’s grecn eye-
shade wasn’t on the table. If, for some
unaccountable reason, Pop had gone out
to Main Street, he would have left his
eyeshade on the desk.

It occurred to him then that Branch
Runyon had probably beaten him back to
town by almost an hour. The depot’s
side door was open, and he went to it. He
lit a match and peered at the dust outside.
Two sets of tracks showed in the sandy
soil—the flat imprint of shoes, and the
smaller impression of high-heeled boots.

Hoxie, he knew then, had been shang-
haied. But why? The answer came ab-
ruptly. Branch Runyon knew the bridge
had bleen weakened, that it probably
wouldn’t support a heavy train. He knew

that two trains were scheduled to cross
that trestle tonight; the eastbound pas-
senger and a westbound freight from Tuc-
son. And he didn’t want either of those
trains warned against the wreck that
awaited them!

McGettigan strode hurriedly back tc
Hoxie’s desk. The conductor said ex-
citedly, “If that bridge is out the dispatch-
er ought to be told before Number Three
leaves Apache Junction. I'll go hunt up
Hoxie.”

“Don’t bother,” McGettigan muttered.
“He’s been shanghaied.”

The conductor’s mouth sagged open.
“Then—there ain’t no way to stop Num-
ber Twelve?”” he blurted blankly.

McGettigan ignored the question. Sit-
ting down at the table, he opened the key
switch, steeled his wrist muscles against
the nervous trembling that always accom-
panied his first movements at a key. Grip-
ping the rubber knob of the instrument, he
made the call letters for Apache Junction:
dot-dash . . . space . . . dash-dot . . dash-
dot—“A]J” over and over, until the circuit
was finally opened and Apache Junction
answered.

During the next five minutes, while a
pop-eyed conductor stared incredulously,
Mike McGettigan sent his first train order
—a terse command to stop Number Three
at Apache Junction. Then he reported
the bridge blast to headquarters at Ro-
sario, suggested a repair crew be sent to
Deep Canyon at once.

After that he headed toward the Cattle-
man’s Palace for a much-needed drink.
Telegraphing, he decided, was a more
nerve-wracking game than gun-fighting.

CHAPTER FIVE
Death Rides the Cab

RECGETTIGAN was halfway across

Main Street when Gail Wanamaker
came running from the opposite sidewalk.
“Mike,” she cried excitedly. “Dad’s been
shot! He’s got to go to Tucson on that
train!”

Only three of those words really regis-
tered in McGettigan’s mind. “Dad’s been
shot!” The rest of them were lost in the
stark knowledge that one of his bullets
had sought out Jeff Wanamaker in that
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the run across the damaged bridge, Mc-
Gettigan hurried to the locomotive and
put his proposition to the engineer. In
an effort to minimize the danger he de-
lared reassuringly, “That trestle will
stand up under an engine and baggage
car!” .

But here also he was bucking the high
barrier of fear. “Then handle her your-
self,” the engineer muttered stubbornly
and climbed down from the cab.

McGettigan glanced at the smoke-
smudged face of the fireman. “How’d
you like to be promoted to engineer ?”’ he
asked.

The brawny young fireman grinned.
“What ye think I've been sweating me
heart out for if it ain’t for that?”

McGettigan glanced down the train,
saw Doc Brown assisting Gail into the
baggage car. Then he climbed into the
cab and said, “Beginning right now you're
an engineer, and I'm a fireman. Roll her
out of here!”

AS THE one-car train pulled out,
McGettigan took off his buckskin
jacket and rolled up his sleeves. The
newly-appointed engineer handled the
throttle like an old-timer. By the time the
big locomotive cleared the east end of the
yards the click of rail joints beneath the
drivers had increased to a rapid clickity-
clack, clickity-clack. .

The cab’s odor of coal gas and hot metal
and burning oil was familiar to McGet-
tigan. He had ridden the “head end”
many times during the two years he had

been a gun-guard for Arizona-Southwest-

ern. But he had never fired an engine
before, and he was glad to find a full-

bodied bed of coals when he opened the

fire-box door.

“She won’t need much till we hit the
grade on the other side,” the ex-fireman
declared. “And mebbe we won’t git to
that other side.”

McGettigan roosted on the narrow seat
and looked ahead. When the engine took
the long curve approaching the canyon
and the high-arched trestle was plainly
visible in the moonlight, the young engi-
neer asked, “Ye reckon she’ll stand up?”

McGettigan recalled the splintered sup-
ports he had seen, and the sagging center
portion. “Mebbe yes—mebbe no. What's

your name, amigo?” His face was blank.

“Shaughnessy,” the engineer said.
“Patrick Shaughnessy.”

He had shoved the throttle close to the
boiler-head, so that the locomotive was
barely moving as it eased out onto the
bridge. :

McGettigan said, “The Lord loves the
Irish, Pat. Mebbe we’ll make it.”

The engine’s weight set up a creaking
complaint in the supporting timbers. The
twin ribbons of rail seemed to sway, and
for the first time in his life Mike McGet-
tigan felt strangely insecure in the cab.
Always before, the locomotive’s great bulk
had made him feel safe ; but now that bulk
was a ponderous threat to security.

With the patient judgment of a man
walking a tight rope, Pat Shaughnessy
manipulated the throttle and air valves,
keeping the engine to a steady, crawling
speed. McGettigan felt the trestle give
under them as they neared the center of
the long span—saw the tracks sway like
silver ribbons. Looking down into the
deep shadows below, he felt suddenly
dizzy. Strange, he reflected, how the
whole pattern of a man’s life kept repeat-
ing itself. He had gambled against death
in this same canyon two hours ago; now
he was gambling again—with a girl who
hated him.

Abruptly then a supporting beam broke
with an explosive crack. The sound rose
sharply above the locomotive’s steady
chugging and the constant complaint of
contracting timbers. McGettigan glanced
at Shaughnessy, saw the young Irishman’s
face go greenish-gray. But he wasn't
thinking about Pat Shaughnessy now, nor
about himself. He was remembering that
Gail Wanamaker was back there in the
baggage car with her father; that when
this locomotive plunged into Deep Canyon
she would go with it!

IN THAT seemingly endless interval,
while all his senses flinched from the
expected crash of splintering timbers,
McGettigan cursed the tricks of Fate
which had led up to this moment. If the
bridge buckled now the resulting wreck
wouldn’t stop Arizona-Southwestern; it
wouldn’t cheat Kid Cantrell of the monu-
ment he deserved—a completed railroad.
But it would cost the life of the grandest
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McGettigan listened for a moment. But
there was no sound from the saloon; not
even the clink of a glass. That tell-tale
silence was significant ; it meant that they
were waiting for him.

He said loudly, “I'll be down after a
spell. We'll have a drink.” And he went
on upstairs.

“Not with me, you won'’t,”” Benteen pro-
tested. “I ain’t takin’ no lead poisonin’
with my likker. Not at my age.”

There was a mocking smile on McGet-
tigan’s lips as he took off his soot-smeared
shirt and prepared to shave. He was re-
membering Kid Cantrell’s habit of slick-
ing up before a gunfight. “Always like
to start a long journey with a clean
shave,” Cantrell had declared. “And I
don’t want no undertaker scrapin’ my face
with a dull razor.”

Because Mike McGettigan felt the same
way about undertakers’ razors, he was
taking particular pains with this shave.
When he finally put the razor down he
had a curiously strong premonition that
he wouldn’t use it again. But.he wiped
the blade clean and dry, nevertheless.

McGettigan dug a clean shirt from his
duffle-bag and put it on. He examined the
loads in both guns, and rubbed their butts
with a piece of rosin, to offset the nervous
perspiration that always moistened his
palms in a gunfight. Strange, he reflected,
how a man could control all his emotions
and hold them in check, yet couldn’t keep
the sweat from oozing out of his pores.

When he stepped into the hall he
walked carefully. He didn’t go down the
front stairs; instead, he went along the
hall to a rear stairway which brought
him down to a back alley. The setup in
the saloon would be tough enough with-
out walking into a trap Branch Runyon
might have set for him. The Bridle Bit
boss and Sid Slessinger would be expect-
ing him to come in by the lobby doorway.
If they got him in a cross-fire, he couldn’t
live long enough to kill them both—which
was the only way to bring peace to this
greed-bossed town.

But if he came into the saloon by the
street entrance he might have a fair chance
to chop them both down before he joined
Kid Cantrell up on Cemetery Hill. Be-
sides, he wanted to talk to Pop Hoxie
before staging this showdown. :

ROSSING Main Street, well west of
the Cattleman’s Palace, he gained the
railroad tracks and walked up them to the
depot, where Pop Hoxie greeted him en-
thusiastically.

“A real boomer telegraph operator if
ever I seen one!” Pop declared, and shook
his hand. “That was a great piece of
brass pounding, Mike. You should hang
up your guns and take to the key!”

McGettigan grinned. “That’s an idea,
Pop. But what I want to know is what
happened to you last night.”

The old operator scowled. “Runyon
stuck a gun in my brisket, marched me to
the livery corral and then conked me with
his gun barrel. When I came to, there
was a bottle beside me and I smelled like
I'd been swimming in whiskey. Every-
body in town thinks I was drunk.”

“I don’t,” McGettigan muttered. “And
I can lick the galoot that says you were.”

Hoxie said angrily, “I've never been a
hand to use guns, Mike. But come pay-
day I'm buying one, and I'll shoot Runyon
if 1t’s the last chore I ever do.”

“Branch Runyon may not live until
payday,” McGettigan reflected. Then:
“How’s things at Rosario?”

“Another raid on the mule corrals last
night. Seems like the Bridle Bit bunch are
trying to keep ’em so busy up there they
can’t give you a hand here. The repair
gang started work on the bridge at day-
light this morning. They’ve got it fixed
for passenger traffic now and we’ll be
moving freight over it by tomorrow this
time.”

That information was welcome to
McGettigan. But it wasn't the reason he
had made this visit. There was only one
thing he wanted to know: whether Jeff
Wanamaker was dead or alive. And Pop
either didn’t have that information, or
hadn’t thought to give it.

So McGettigan asked, “Any news from
Tucson ?” .

Pop Hoxie grinned. “I was wondering
when you’d get around to that,” he
chuckled, and picked up a yellow blank
from his desk. “This came in five minutes
ago, but I ain’t hurryin’ none to get it de-
livered.”

The telegram was addressed to Branch
Runyon. It said: “Operation successful.
Dad wants to see you immediately. Gail.”- -
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an had ever called him to supper, and that
lack seemed somehow fundamental—as if
life had cheated him of a precious priv-
ilege.

A train’s faroff whistle drifted mourn-
fully in from the eastern hills. That, he
mused cynically, was his kind of call; an
insistent reminder of a job that needed
finishing. Turning into Main Street, he
glanced quickly at the Cattleman’s Palace
and saw something that set off a quick
signal in his brain. Sid Slessinger’s fat
white face showed above the batwings—
and Branch Runyon stood in the Acme
Hotel doorway!

So these two had out-maneuvered him!
They had him solidly hooked between
them! Every step he took now would
bring him deeper into the trap of their
cross-fire. The positions of this play made
a triangle pattern, with his body for one
sharp point of that triangle.

The sun was resting on the western rim
of the hills now, its beams slanting almost
horizontally down the wide thoroughfare.
Branch Runyon's face shone ruddy in the
harsh glare. His lips were parted in a
self-satisfied smile. This cattle king boss
of Chapadera Bend had finally framed the
gimmick game he wanted—the only game
he would play. No matter how fast a gun-
hawk might be, he couldn’t concentrate
on two targets at so wide an angle. En-
deavoring to cover them both, he might
easily muss both.

McGettigan walked forward slowly.
When he was almost to the middle of
Main Street’s sun-burnished dust he saw
Sid Slessinger’s big belly bulge the bat-
wings slowly open. It was a gentle, al-
most trivial move, as subtle as the closing
of Branch Runyon’s lips over sun-glinted
gold teeth. But because all the years he
could remember had been filled with the
need for constant vigilance, McGettigan
appraised these things and knew they
were important.

Because he had a thorough understand-
ing of the way the game was played, he
guessed that a set of wheel tracks in the
center of this street was the deadline these
two men -had agreed upon. When he
reached those dusty ruts, the waiting
would be ended. A quiver of eagerness,
to have this thing over and done with, ran
through him. Until a moment ago he had

believed there was a fair chance he might
kill Runyon and Slessinger and live to
take that yonderly-coming train back to
end-of-track. Now he knew that this
strip of street dust was to be his end-of-
track. Remembering Pop Hoxie’s spooky
spouting, he smiled to himself.
couldn’t have foreseen this setup, but he
had been right just the same.

McGettigan halted one step from the
wheel tracks. It was a small thing, that
decision to stop short of the deadline. But
it might be a slight upset to a prearranged
plan.

Keeping Slessinger in the fringe of his
vision, McGettigan glanced at Runyon.
“What are you waiting for, bridge blas-
ter?”” he called.

That seemed to surprise the Bridle Bit
boss. He stared at McGettigan for a sec-
ond, then shifted his eyes to Slessinger.
Quickly following that glance, McGet-
tigan saw the saloonkeeper snake up his
gun—knew instantly that Sid Slessinger
had been elected to lead this odds-on duel.

VEN as his hands slapped gunbutts,
McGettigan’s mind registered the
fact that Branch Runyon was running
true to form. He was letting another man
break trail for him. Then, as his hands
reacted to familiar reflexes which pro-
pelled them without conscious thought or
volition, McGettigan’s guns exploded a
hair-line fraction of a second before
Slessinger slammed a slug through the
muscles of his right arm.

The smacking blow of that bullet
knocked McGettigan into a side-stepping
stagger, and ironically enough it saved
him from Branch Runyon’s first hurried
shots. Those slugs whanged so close to
his head they put a vibrating concussion in
his ears; made him remember what Kid
Cantrell had once said: “Singing slugs
never bite. It’s the ones you don’t hear
that hurt.” And so it was now; Slessin-
ger's slug left a burning core of pain which
spiraled down his arm in a way that made
his fingers loosen their grip on the gun.

All this in the fleeting moment it took
McGettigan to swivel around into firing -
position—to see that Branch Runyon had
backed hastily into the hotel lobby and
was firing from behind the doorframe.
Slessinger had fallen to the saloon stoop.

Pep.
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But he wasn’t dead. He slumped on his
knees like a huge hog at a swill trough.
And he was tilting his gun up.

In that breathless instant it occurred to
McGettigan that he couldn’t possibly last
long enough to kill both these men. Run-

——7yon’s cowardly caution had spoiled that.

So McGettigan ignored Runyon com-
pletely.  He turned his left-hand gun at
Slessinger and dropped hammer. He saw
the shock of that slug knock Slessinger’s
fat face up and back, so that the saloon-
keeper’s gun was pointing straight up
when it exploded. And because there was
a wild Irish streak in Mike McGettigan,
and a need for revenge against this big-
bellied robber of railroad Paddies, he sent
a deliberately aimed slug into that wide.
gaping mouth.

Then, as one of Branch Runyon’s bul-
lets plucked at his sleeve like a snatching
hand, McGettigan made ready to die.
There wasn’t a chance to reach the hotel
doorway, but it was the only thing left for
him to try.

Methodically, like a man keeping an ap-
pointment long. planned, McGettigan
strode toward the hotel. For a moment the
silence was so profound that the scuff of
his boots in the street’s deep dust was loud
in his ears. Then he heard a locomotive
whistle three short and impatient blasts
somewhere east of town. After that the
constant ringing of its bell was like a dirge.

McGettigan was within a yard of the
sidewalk now. He was wondering if
Branch Runyon would let him live to
reach it. He kept his gaze glued on the
doorway, against the moment Runyon’s
gun would blast a finish to this fight. ., .

THEN an amazing thing happened.
Branch Runyon plunged into the door-
way as if pushed. The astonishment of
that stopped McGettigan in his tracks.
But it didn’t stop the hammer of his gun
. . . nor spoil the snap aim of a bullet
which slashed through the cigars in
Branch Runyon’s shirt pocket.

For a seemingly endless interval Bridle
Bit’s blocky boss teetered on his high
heels, as though undecided between fall-
ing and standing. His gun blasted once,
and the slug slogged into the dust at

McGettigan’s feet. Then Runyon’s mouth
sagged open. His gold teeth caught the
last rays of the setting sun as his body
tipped slowly over.,

Mike McGettigan sheathed his smoking
gun. Behind him a train was grinding to
a halt at the depot. His bullet-broken
right arm dangled at his side, and people
were stepping cautiously from doorways
on both sides of the street. All these
things he understood. But the fact that he
was alive, that Branch Runyon had quit
his secure position behind that doorway,
was a thing he couldn’t comprehend.

Then Tay Benteen stepped over Run-
yon’s sprawled form and said gruffly,
“The big son will know better’n to use my
hotel for a fort next time, begorry.”

“Did you push him, Tay?”

“That I did,” the little Irishman de-
clared. “What with you headed this way
and new glass just put into that grand-
father’s clock, I wasn't aimin’ to see me
place all stunk up with gunsmoke again.”

McGettigan grinned. “By God, you're
a true-blue Mick,” he muttered.

Tay’s wizened face creased into one of
its infrequent smiles. “There comes a
friend of yours,” he said slyly.

Gail Wanamaker cried, “Oh, Mike—
you're hurt!”

He stopped and stood staring at her as
she came quickly to him. He didn’t speak.
He just stood there, like a man dreaming.

She said excitedly, “I tried to save you
from this, Mike. That’s why I sent Branch
that telegram—to bring him to Tucson,
so you wouldn’t be killed.”

Tay Benteen chuckled. “You was tryin’
to save the wrong man, ma’am. Runyon
was the one that needed savin’.”

Afterward, when McGettigan stood
with Gail at the depot, waiting for the
train to leave, Pop Hoxie stuck his head
out of the bay window. ‘“Mike,” he yelled,
nudging his green eyeshade up, “you’re
luckier than hell !”

McGettigan’s good left arm tightened
around Gail's shoulders. “Would you
marry a one-armed gunhawk, Gail?”

“Why do you think I deserted a sick
father and rushed here from Tucson?” she
murmured.

Which was all the answer Mike McGet-
tigan needed. . ..

THE END
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ter Barton, who owned the B Square.

Presently the attention of these men
shifted and the Llano Kid, following their
glances, saw Tom Callis and his daugh-
ter, Brenda, coming along the street.

Callis was a stooped, heavy-shouldered
man and his plodding, measured step be-
trayed the years he had followed a plow.
Beside him, his daughter was like a splash
of color inadvertently dropped on Coulter
City’s drab, sunbaked streets.

Her gingham dress was bright and
fresh, and in this strong light her hair
was like new gold. There was pride in
the tilt of her head; strength and a hint
of fortitude in the carriage of her tall,
beautifully proportioned body.

Looking at her, a brief change came
to the Kid’s features, warming his cold
eyes and momentarily relaxing the grim
set of his lips.

Yet there was about him a vigilance
which nothing could completely divert,
and he saw Buck Martin, the Wind
Spring segundo, the instant he left the
courthouse steps and, with two of his
riders, angled across the street, moving
too leisurely and with unconvincing in-
difference.

Their way intersected that of Callis
and his daughter, immediately in front
of the hotel porch.

Buck Martin touched his hat with a

perfunctory gesture, said, “Well, Callis,
by night, either you or Jake Chandless
will be our new sheriff.”

“Yes,” Tom Callis said, and because
of the pressure Brenda put against his
arm, would have moved on if Buck Mar-
tin and his riders had not blocked the
way.
“Still think you'll win?” Martin asked.
His tone was insolent, provocative, con-
temptuous.

Callis said, “If I get a fair count.”

The Llano Kid felt trouble boil up like
smoke from a smouldering fire. Quietly
he dropped- his cigarette and ground it
out beneath the heel oi his boot.

UCK MARTIN said softly, “My
brother Lem is one of the judges.
You don’t think he’d do anything
crooked, do you?”
Tom Callis saw the trap, now that it
was sprung, and considered his answer
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carefully, laying narrow-eyed interest
upon the three men who stood before him.

Brenda Callis turned and looked down
the street, color slowly draining from
her face when she saw that no nester was
closer than the blacksmith shop. Swing-

ing back, her glance encountered that of-~_

the Kid. For one brief interval they re-
garded each other gravely, and he saw
a quick, indefinable change sweep across
her eyes.

Martin said again, “You don't think
my brother would do anything crooked,
do you?”

Some strong, inexplicable force touched
the Kid and impelled him to get up and
step off the porch, so that he stood di-
rectly in front of Buck Martin, '

He said, “I'm a stranger. Can you tell
me where Jake Chandless is to be found ?”
He crowded the men a little, so that they
moved to the edge of the sidewalk.

Martin’s face turned brick red. “What
the hell is this?” he said.

The Kid said, “A question—that’s all.”

“A damned funny time to ask it,” one
rider interposed.

The Kid said, very gently, “Do I hear
anybody laughing, friend?”

The quality of that speech held Martin
and his riders still, thrust upon them the
significance of the Kid’s low, expertly
tied holsters and bland expressionless
stare. Across the street a man with a
ragged beard was. hefting a naked gun.
But he didn’t bother the Kid. The Kid
knew he wouldn’t do anything now.

Tom and Brenda Callis had moved on
and the Kid, satisfied, stood there and
waited out these three men, untroubled
because he knew that their hesitancy was
leading to an inevitable and harmless
conclusion.

The courthouse clock bonged out nine
slow, deep-voiced tones, and Blake Fen-
tress, officer of the election, stepped out
to the street and called, “Oyez, Oyez, the
polls are now open.”

Whereupon Buck Martin and his men
wheeled away. The Kid watched them
go, speaking no word and showing no
emotion at all.

Under the impetus of Fentress’ an-
nouncement, the town stirred and a few
men drifted into the courthouse; some
to cast their votes and others to form

\
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talkative groups in and around the polling
place. Down by the blacksmith shop, the
hoemen watched and did nothing. And
the manner of their waiting put its weight
all along this hot, dust-rutted street.
Presently Brenda cCallis and her father

.-~—came out of Shane’s General Mercantile

and passed the hotel again, going back to
their wagon. Brenda showed the Kid a
slow, deliberate smile and he, acknowl-
edging her unspoken thanks, lifted his hat
with grave courtesy.

Later he crossed to the North Trail and
shouldered his way through the bat-wing
doors.

Election day was manifest here in the
size and restlessness of the crowd. Even
at this early hour dancehall girls were
mingling with customers, and all the
poker tables were filled. At the yonder
end of the main room, a faro lay-out
drew its followers; inside the dancehall,
a fat, bald man beat galloping music out
of a piano, and a Mexican girl swirled
her bright skirts in a graceful Spanish
dance, her heels whipping out quick,
rhythmic sounds on the hard floor.

Bill Provine and Lester Barton and
Jake Chandless stood just inside the open
door of the back room, talking and watch-
ing the crowd.

There lay in the Llano Kid’s mind a
memory so faded that it was like an al-
most forgotten dream, but sight of Chan-
dless gave color and vividness to all its
pale and indistinct parts. Yet nothing of
this was visible on the Kid’s smooth fea-
tures as he moved to the bar without a
second glance toward the back room.

The barman set out a bottle and glass,
said, “Everybody gets his first one free
today—compliments of our next sheriff,
Jake Chandless.” :

The Mexican girl finished her dance,
and applause ran a loud and boisterous
way through the North Trail.

During this diversion, Chandless
crossed the room. The Llano Kid’s at-
tention never once wavered from the
backbar mirror, and he watched Chand-
less and waited just as he was, not lift-
ing either hand to pick up his glass.

From directly behind him, Chandless
said, “Buck Martin claims that you were
asking questions about me, stranger. What
about it?”

HE Kid made a slow, smooth turn,
“You're Jake Chandless, maybe ?”

Chandless said, “Yeah! What'’s on your
mind ?” :

The Kid saw suspicion on the man’s
coarse face; felt the implacable animosity
of his small, shifty eyes.

“Sometirtes,” the Kid told him, “I
hang around the Del Norte Casino, down
El Paso way—listening to the talk.”

“Whose talk?” .

The Kid said, “Matt Sheibler’s,” and
Chandless’ attitude changed instantly and
completely.

He put his arm about the Kid’s shoul-
ders and stood like that for a while, let-
ting the significance of this explain the
stranger’s status to every person in the
room.

Men pushed the Mexican girl up to the
bar, clamoring to buy her a drink.

One moment her smile was mechan-
ical, then it became warm and genuine
and surged upward to light her eyes.

“The Llano Keed,” she cried, and ran
forward, letting her hands touch the Kid’s
shoulders and run down along his arms.
“A long time I not see you, not since you
help drive the insurrectos out of our house
and off the streets >f Papagayos.”

The Kid smiled, said, “Hello, Carita,”
and stood there, listening to the run of
her chatter and showing no attention to
that moment of silence which followed
the pronouncement of his name, nor to
the subsequent murmur which rippled
through the room.

Jake Chandless touched his elbow,
said, “Sheibler will get double pay for
sending me a top hand,” and moved away,
his laughter drifting back through the
crowd.

The fat man ran his fingers along the
piano keys, swung into Birdie In A Cage.

Carita said, “You weel dance, no?”

The Kid shook his head.

Carita laughed at him, touched the
worn butts of his guns with the tips of
her fingers. “Me,” she said impudently,
“I have to work for my leeving,” and
went to the arms of a man who was wait-
ing to dance with her.

The Kid walked out to the street and
back to the hotel porch. Morning hours
slipped by and he sat there, smoking and
strengthening his memories of this town.
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He tried to remember when he was
eight years old and had lived here; when
his widowed mother had married Jake
Chandless and endured him for six or
seven months.

Out of all this, nothing was crystal clear
except that day when Chandless had driv-
en his mother away from home—had
beaten her and cut a deep, ugly gash
beneath her left eye; had kicked her and
broken ligaments in her knee that gave
her a permanent limp.

The Kid remembered rushing to her
assistance and how-Chandless had struck
him down. The pain of that blow came
back with such clarity that involuntarily
he raised his hand and touched his cheek.
Beneath tense fingers his cigarette broke
and spilled out a part of its tobacco.

Chandless had told -his mother, “Get
out of here, and stay out, and say nothing
to anybody about this. If you stir up
trouble, that brat of yours won'’t be living
a week from today.”

Wichita then, and a poverty-ridden but
happy time until his mother had died when
he was fifteen. The Kid recalled how be-
wildered he had been, alone in the world,
and sensed something of why his fears
and loneliness had changed to bitterness
and hostility. And now ten years had
run along and when he looked at incidents
of that long interval his mind turned
bleak and tired.

He stared at his broken cigarette, then
threw it away. Idly he brushed the spilled
tobacco off his lap and sat on, his still,
remote features betraying nothing of his
thoughts.

Before him, the street was quiet except
for noise that spilled out of the North
Trail; activities were limited almost en-
tirely to goings and comings between the
saloon and the courthouse.

The nesters stayed close to the shade
of the locusts alongside the blacksmith
shop, making no movement toward the
polls. Now and then a group of riders
formed on the courthouse steps to stare
insolently across that interval. The nest-
ers stared back, stoic, unmoved.

OON came and Blake Fentress closed
the polls. The hotel’s dinner triangle
sent its iron-toned invitation vibrating
through the still air—and Coulter City

relaxed, its crowd milling about for a
short while, then making a slow, con-
certed drift toward the dining room.
Down the street, the hoemen got out their
baskets and ate. They did not leave the
lot.

The Kid went inside the hotel, had his—™—

dinner and came back to the chair on the
porch. The big clock struck one. The
polls re-opened. Coulter City dropped
back to its waiting, like a cat that is still,
except for the constant twitching of its
tail.

Presently the hoemen stirred and went
to their wagons, raked aside hay and lift-
ed out shotguns and rifles. Then they
moved to the courthouse in a compact
body.

Ten of them put aside their weapons
and went in and voted. These came out
and ten others walked up the broad steps.
Thus it went until all had cast their
ballots.

Whereupon the group closed its ranks
and stood at the end of the porch, taking
the merciless heat of the sun and not
giving themselves to much talk.

At three o’clock, a man came out of
the North Trail and passed the hotel.

He said, “Chandless wants you.”

The Kid got up and went across to
the saloon. Without asking any ques-
tions he continued on to the closed door
of the back room and opened it.

Jake Chandless said, “Come in.” The
Kid took a chair by the south window.

Bill Provine and Lester Barton sat at
an improvised desk. Scattered about the
room were Willis Macon, who owned the
place, Buck Martin and half a dozen
Wind Spring and B Square riders.
Chandless was chewing on a cigar, let-
ting anger show through to his flushed
face.

“The nesters,” he said, “held off their
voting until past twelve, and it wouldn’t
have done any good to switch boxes dur-
ing the noon recess. Now they’ve cast
enough votes to beat me, and you're a
damned fool, Barton, if you think we'’re
going to take it lying down.”

Old Lester Barton got up, pushed back
his chair. ‘“Don’t overspeak your piece,
Jake. Remember that you're just a hired
hand, whether you’re elected sheriff or
not.”
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the muzzle of the gun touched his
stomach.

His face changed then, so completely
that every feature was somehow affected.
He lifted his hands slowly and put them

in plain sight on top of the table. His eyes

~—were narrowed.

He said, “Whatever this is, you'll never
get away. with it. A stranger can’t come
here and—"

“Not exactly a stranger,” the Kid
replied. “I was born in this town and
my father died here. My mother mar-
ried a second time. Maybe some of you
remember her? She was a small, dark-
haired woman who limped a little and
had an ugly scar just beneath her left
eye.”

Chandless made an inarticulate sound
and started to get up. Staring at the
Kid’s eyes, he decided against it. Then
he moved his hands slightly and recon-
sidered that, too.

He said, “You're Mary’s son—you're
Giles Kirby.”

“For a long time I've carried another '

name,”’ the Kid said.

The patience of the listeners raveled out
and Blake Fentress said, “What the hell
is this?”

The Kid meticulously divided his at-
tention between Chandless and the men
at the other table.

“It’s a private game and the stakes are
high,” he said. “If you sit insyou’re al-
most sure to lose your shirts—and every-
thing that’s inside them.”

The men understood every word and
every implication and made no move and
no reply.

The Kid pressed his gun a little closer
against Chandless’ stomach, said, “Go
on with the count.”

Sweat beaded Jake Chandless’ upper
lip and made a wet shine across his fore-
head. He swallowed, visibly and audibly.
His face was getting a little white.

Then he repeated, “Go on with the
count—and call ’em just as they are.”

" After that Fentress’ voice became
high-pitched, and the run of it was inter-
minable.

The courthouse clock struck five, and,
long after that, the last vote was called
and tabulated.

The Kid said, “sign the taHy sheets.”

THE officials signed and passed the pa-
pers to Jake Chandless, who added
his name laboriously. .

“Go to the door and announce the re-
sults,” the Kid told Fentress.

From the judges’ side of the big table
Lem Martin said, “We can’t let him get
away with this, Jake. It will—"

“Shut up and stay still,” Chandless
retorted savagely. “You ain’t got a gun
jammed against your guts.”

Fentress showed a faint hesitancy, then
walked to the door, opened it and sent
his call out to the street.

“Tom Callis wins,” he announced, “by
a plurality of fifty-seven votes.”

Qutside, the nesters did not cheer or
make any demonstration, this victory be-
ing too long-sought and too steeped in
patience for outward exuberance.

Fentress turned back into the room and
the Llano Kid stood up. The men saw
the revolver in his hand then; saw that
his thumb held the hammer at half-cock.

He said, ‘“School’s out, gents—take a
walk and stretch your legs.” '

Chandless moved, became still again’
He got half-way up, then dropped back
into his chair.

“Go on with the others,” the Kid told
him. ‘“We’ve been sitting on a powder
keg all day and I'm not setting it off
unless I have to.”

Chandless took courage at this -and,
leaving, said, “We’ll meet again before
_you leave this town. Next time I’ll have
the drop.”

The Kid said, “Maybe,” and walked to
the door and closed and locked it.

Waning sunlight came obliquely
through the west window and the Kid
pulled a chair to the inner edge of this
brilliance, and, screened by it, sat there
and looked at the town.

Jake Chandless walked rapidly to the
North Trail. After awhile Lester Bar-
ton brought his riders out those swing-
ing doors and herded them to their ponies.
Soon Coulter City had nothing left of
the B Square except a yellow, slow-set-
tling cloud of kicked-up dust.

Presently Bill Provine appeared and
forked his horse and rode away, several
of his men going with him. Down by
the blacksmith shop, nester wagons began
to roll, and a through freight came past
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with a rush and a rattle, filling the town
with the scent of coal smoke and sending
back the sound of its whistle in a long,
lonely wail.

The incumbent shegiff, old William
Loftin, appeared on the street for the
first time this day. The Kid heard him
say to a passer-by, “Thank the Lord I
wasn’t up for re-election, and that the
whole thing is over without any trouble.
Callis is a good man.”

Buck and Lem Martin came out of
the North Trail and walked down the
street together. Then Lem crossed to
Paxton’s Hardware Store and loitered
beneath the canopy. Buck passed the
courthouse and took his stand outside
Mill’s Emporium. His face was deathly
white, his body strained.

The Llano Kid lay his reckoning upon
-this, then looked at the town and saw
that it had relaxed. Whereupon he got
up, unlocked the door and walked out to
the street.

Almost immediately Jake Chandless
left the saloon and came toward him—
and from the hardware store Lem Martin
began angling in.

A faint smile lengthened the Kid’s lips
and he went on, unhurried and unper-
turbed by the knowledge that Buck Mar-
tin was behind him, moving up to close
the jaws of this three-way trap that was
fated to spell death.

AT PRECISELY the right moment
the Kid made an abrupt turn and
went back down the street; not back
toward the courthouse, but in the direc-
tion of the blacksmith shop.

This exposed Buck Martin’s hand and
he hesitated, but seeing that the Kid was
swinging toward. him in a wide circle,
moved on.

Jake Chandless and Lem Martin
paused, too, but there was no time for a
re-arrangement of their plans. They had
to play what cards they had.

Thus the three men met and closed
their dragnet, but the Llano Kid was not
inside it. He was behind Buck Martin,
and that was an entirely different matter.
It made things very tough.

Chandless and the two Martins faced
about. The Kid approached them lei-
surely, weighing his chances and seeing

that an advantage lay in their bewilder-
ment at the frustration of their scheme—
and that his own reputation was putting
weight and a hot impatience against their
nerves.

That was the weakest link, and he

struck at it by stopping and waiting7~~

knowing also that his superior gun-skill
would be most effective at long range. But
if they drew him in too close. ...

Lem Martin was the first to break.
He muffed a too-hurried draw, and the
Kid sent a bullet crashing through his
chest. Without waiting to see the effect
of that shot he swung his revolver and
beat Buck Martin by a thundering split-
second.

Jake Chandless’ initial bullet blew a
hot breath against the Kid’s neck, but
his second one raked up a long streamer
of dust—the Kid’s gun having spoken
again in that swift interval. The Kid
watched with narrowed eyes.

Chandless made a quick, stiff turn.
He ran a few stumbling steps, then
crashed solidly into the side of a build-
ing. This threw him back and spun him
around and he stood like that, swaying
and making.a palsied effort to lift his
heavy gun.

Whereupon the Llano Kid, remember-
ing the exact location of that ugly scar
on his mother’s face, raised his own
weapon with careful deliberation and shot
Chandless @irectly below the left eye—and
laughed as he did it!

Then he turned and walked to the
blacksmith shop, and around it, to where
Brenda sat alone in the Callis wagon, her
face ashen.

“One question,” he said. “How did
you figure to trust me with something
that meant so much to you and to your
people ?”’

Her eyes were round and wide still
from the wicked roll of those guns, but
he saw them change and soften, become
beautiful. .

She said, “There are some things that
a woman is never uncertain about.” Her
eyes were shining now.

“Maybe you also knew that I was com-
ing down here to ask you that question?”
the Kid said.

“Yes,” she admitted. “That’s why I
asked father to go on with the Daltons
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who claimed folks should pay a medico
for keeping them well instead of curing
them when they got sick, had taken in-
stant note of the lawyer’s condition.
Stebbins had offered to study his case
and try to effect a cure, but Bozeman,
with a weary shake of his head, had re-
fused.

“No use, Doc,” he had husked. “Spe-
cialists tell me the only cure for what I
have is to . . . to die.”

He might have added that foremost
among those cpemallsts was the Federal
Judge who had said, “. . . in my opinion,
the only cure for one so grasping, so
murderous, so depraved, is the gallows.
I regret that the verdict permits me no
other choice than to sentence you to the
Federal Prison at Leavenworth for
twenty-five years on each of the three
counts you have been found guilty of—
highway robbery involving the mail, mail
robbery and manslaughter. The sen-
tences will run consecutively. . . .”

But the good people of Arrowhead
didn’t know this. In fact, they knew
nothing about this strange man, save that
he was forever in pain. They pmed him
in a way, and at the same time, were
awed by him.

Townsmen watched him now as he
slowly descended the staircase and shuf-
fled dejectedly along the walk. The mid-
summer heat bore down cruelly, despite
. the early hour, and a number of men,
equally dejected, were seated beneath the
awning of the Territorial Bar, seeking
what relief it afforded. These men in
faded, threadbare levis, whittling idly,
watched Thackery Bozeman approach.

Each male under that awning had been
a prosperous cattleman less than three
years before. But the prolonged drought
had cleaned them out, just as it had most
every business man in western Colorado.
It had been heart-breaking. First there
had been a slump in the beef market. So
poor was the demand for a year that it
hardly paid to round up the stock, let
alone ship it. Then the rain gods seemed
to forget the Arrowhead Valley.

Dried-up tanks and water holes grew
white with the bones of dead cattle. One
of Arrowhead City’s two banks closed
its doors, carried down by too great a
burden of cowman paper. The cattlemen

who had survived the price drop hung
on to see their ranges burned and bare,
the water holes and springs a playground
for dust stirred by the restless wind.
These men squatted before the Ter-
ritorial Bar were victims of this revolt
of Nature, men living from day to d
without hope, bewildered, hardly daring
to think of the morrow. And upon them
the deeply sunken eyes of Thackery
Bozeman fell, with a look as close to pity
as he could command. )
“Pretty bad, ain’t it, boys?”

THEIR eyes climbed to his. “Bad?”
It was a sneer from Cort Cosper,
whose bank statement had once run into
six figures. “You don’t call this bad, do
yuh, Bozeman? Little dry spell like this?
Hell it’s only seven hundred and two
days, today, since God turned off the
rain. Give him a chance, can’t yuh?”

“You lawyers,” growled Pete Haver- .
ty, one-time owner of the huge Lazy H,
“thrive on trouble. What's the matter?
Don’t this kind of trouble fetch in no
business. How's for the loan of a ciga-
rette, Bozeman ?”

“I don’t use tobacco,” the lawyer said
hollowly. “And as for trouble, I never
wished it on any man. There are more
important things than business in this
world, my friends. I am sincerely sorry
for you. If I could turn on the rain, you
may be assured I would do so.”

No one answered him. Their eyes were
turned down again, their fingers busy
with their whittling, their faces bleak as
the face of the dead range. Bozeman

- twisted uneasily, changed his mind about

whatever it was he might have sald and
moved away.

To the cowmen looking after him,
there was no connection between his
pausing, some doors farther down, dou-
bling a little and going through one of
his periodical spasms, and the tall, heavy-
shouldered man, who stood opposite him
at a hitchbar, idly stroking the neck of
his horse. Nor could they have pos-
sibly heard the murmured conversation
that passed between them.

“What's the good word, Thack?” the
heavy man said.

“Tonight, Link. - Be at my office when
the last light’s gone.”
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the undersigned agree to execute, each and
several, a note for the principal sum, with
mortgage, each and several, covering all
real property recorded in me, within the
County of Arrowhead, State of Colorado,
said notes to fall due and become payable
one year from date.

Signed........oooiiiiiannn
Witness:.........oovenen..

Signed. ... oiiiiiii i,
Witness:...........cc..un..

Signed........coovvvinnnn
ARRING emotions shook Cort.

Surprise, and some relief, almost
overcame his prejudice against Eber-
hard.

“Well,” he said, “the old boy must
have had a change of heart. Can’t im-
agine what’s got into him. Why didn’t
he send out the notes and mortgages, in-
stead of this useless agreement?”

“That’s no secret.” Sweat beaded John
Galt’s forehead. He gritted his teeth
against his pain. “This i1s your own pro-
position, the one Herman refused a day
or so ago. You told him the whole As-
sociation is for it. This paper will tell
the story. If everybody signs, the Asso-
ciation will get the money. If not, it’s
all off.”

“He wants to make damned sure he
gets this whole valley if we can’t pay,”
sneered Cort.

“By payin’ a hell of a lot more’n it’s
worth,” Galt countered. “What you go-
ing to do? If you don’t want to play,
the deal is off, an’ I can get back to town
an’ have this shoulder fixed up. Make
up your mind.”

“Nothing to do but sign it,” Cort
mourned. “We've got to have hay, and
soon.”

He walked to a shelf for pen and ink,
bent over the document to sign it. Galt
and Holliday rose, stood looking over his
shoulder as he affixed his signature.

He had just completed his name when
the silence of the room was split by the
rasp of guns sliding from greased hol-
sters. Cort whirled, stabbing for his Colt.
But Sep Holliday’s hand was on the
weapon first. Two swinging gun bar-
rels crashed against his head, filling his
eyes with blackness and his brain with
streaks of fire. ' )

Desperate with the urge for self preser-
vation, Cort hurled himself blindly at his
attackers. Dimly, he was conscious of his

fingers sinking into the cloth of a coat,
of John Galt’s bitter, bellowed curses.

“The dirty, yellow-livered son of a
she-coyote!” he bawled. “He got me in
that plugged shoulder.”

A pistol blared squarely in Cort’s face._

He felt the faint sting of the powder and
the exquisite agony of lead as it smashed
through his body. With the last of his
strength, he tried to seize the murder
weapon, failed as his legs turned to jelly,
dropping him. He knew he was going to
the floor, but he had no recollection of
hitting it. He seemed to be spinning
down, down, down, into a bottomless
void. After that—nothing.

CORT COSPER slowly emerged from

the pit of pain that held him. A dim
flicker of distant light grew and grew
until it materialized into his own lamp,
burning undimmed on his own table. Sick
at the stomach from bullet shock, suffer-
ing agony from the hole in his right
shoulder, he had difficulty for some mo-
ments recalling what had happened. His
eyes shuttled around, fell upon the open
door, swinging in the breeze. Then it all
came back—Galt, Holliday and the paper
he had signed. ,

He knew he had been tricked when .
he’d signed that document. He tried to
figure out how, but it was no use. His
head was pounding. Weakness clung to
him like a leech. He found himself think-
ing that if he didn’t do something, he
would die, and wondered what he should
do. He must have slipped into uncon-
sciousness again then, for suddenly he
was awake once more, with the sound of
hoof-beats and the dull mutter of men’s
voices in his ears. Riders were dismount-
ing in the doorygrd.

Cort tried to lift himself, moaned, then
rolled to a sitting pofure. That was the
way Sheriff Lon Reno found him when
he stepped through the door. Behind
him loomed the faces of twenty other
men, all armed.

“Lon,” Cort said weakly. “I—I'm
awful glad you—come when you did.”

The young sheriff just stood there,
looking down at him, without joy, with-
out even sympathy. There was a frown
on his lean face.

“In the shoulder, eh, Cort?” he asked;
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icily, Cort thought. Then he was hun-
kered beside the wounded man, looking
into his eyes. “What happened, feller?”

The suspicion in his voice was like a
blow. It woke brief resentment. “What
you think happened?” he flared. “Two

———gents came in here with a paper to sign.

When I signed it, they pistol-whipped
me, then shot me.”

“Paper?”” Reno lifted his
“What kind of a paper, Cort?”

“An agreement to mortgage every
place in the valley for the hundred thou-
sand dollars Herman Eberhard is going
to loan the Association to buy hay.”

Reno shook his head. “Pretty thin,
Cort. Everybody knows Herman refused
to even consider that deal; you told too
many people that a couple of days ago.
Now tell me the whole truth. It'll go
easier with you if you do.”

Rage hit Cort, cleared his mind.
“What the hell is this, Lon? I don’t
know why Herman changed his mind any
more’n you do. Hell, you act like I've
committed some kind of a crime. What’s
the idea? What's happened?”

A laugh ran through the group outside.
“Tell him, Lon.”

“Nothing much,” Reno said lazily.
“Only, two men stood up the Ranchers
and Merchants Bank tonight, killed Her-
man Eberhard and got away with God
only knows how much money. One of the
pair dribbled bhlood down the steps as
he ran, and he was seen to be holding onto
his shoulder. One cap was cracked in
Herman’s gun. Who helped you, Cort?”

Fear, like a keen knife, stabbed Cort
Cosper’s heart. “Who helped me?” he
cried. “Are you crazy, Lon? I've been
right here all evening. Never left the
place. Was just making to wash my
supper dishes when two boys came in
with that agreement from Eberhard.
One, a big, thick feller, was hurt in
the shoulder. Dried blood on his fingers,
and he allowed his bronc tried to scrape
him off under a tree. You—you've got
me all wrong, Lon.”

“Can be, feller. Tell you what. While
I get something on that wound, the
boys will look around. No objections?”

Faced by this new calamity, Cort
couldn’t have objected if he had wanted to.
He groaned with pain as Lon Reno

brows.

picked him up and laid him on the bed.
He didn’t remember much as the sheriff
washed the clotting from his shoulder,
poured whiskey into the raw wound and
bound him up with strips torn from
Cort’s Sunday-go-to-meeting shirt.

In fact, the sting of the alcohol
bludgeoned him into insensibility for a
few minutes. He came out of it, choking
on the whiskey Lon had forced down his
throat, to find the posse ranged around
the bed. There was an ugly look in their
eyes, and a sort of fierce gloating as one
man held up a small bag, half full of
clinking coins.

“Part of the bank loot,” he barked.
“Found it cached in a cook pot, back of
the stove. Where’s the rest?”

“I don’t know,” Cort groaned. “I
didn’t have nothing to do with it, boys.
The job was done by thent two that
came in here an’ shot me. They planted
it there.”

“Maybe so,” Lon Reno said. “Matt, you
and Chunky take Cort into Arrowhead
and turn him over to Doc Gibson. The
rest of you come with me. We're going
over to Tom Stepdown’s. If Cort’s tarred
with this stick, so is Tom.”

THAT trip into town was a nightmare
to Cort. Every step of the horse sent
waves of pain through his body. His
head seemed about to burst, and there
were times when, for brief periods, un-
consciousness. offered him blessed relief.
It was the same, only worse, when he

lay in Doc Gibson’s office, while the

medico probed for and extracted the
bullet and then bound him up with clean
bandages.

A few stiff jolts of whiskey revived
his strength so that he could walk down
to the jailhouse, with two possemen sup-
porting him. When they were gone, and
the cell door had clanged locked behind
him, Cort fell asleep on the cell cot.

Dawn was breaking when he awoke.
The sheriff’s office was full of men. Tom
Stepdown was just being turned into the
cell with him. The Ladder boss was
seething with anger.

“It’s a dirty frame,” he raged. “Them
two gents came to my place with that
paper you'd signed and got my John
Henry. I made ’em some coffee an’ they
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left. Afterward Lon showed up, colder
eyed than I've even seen him, an’ turned
up a bag of gold from under my saddle.
He’s got me accused of helpin’ you kill
Eberhard an’ rob the bank. Hell, I'd just
got in from ridin’ my highline all day.”

“Take it easy, Tom,” Cort said
wearily. “They can’t hang us for some-
thing we didn’t do.”

“They can if we can’t turn up them two
devils that done this to us. I begged Lon
to let me go lookin’ for ’em, but you'd
have thought he was a plumb stranger the
way he refused. It makes me so damned
mad—"

“Take it easy,” Cort repeated. “Lon
couldn’t do anything else, Tom. Not with
a posse watchin’ his every move. I was
so fuzzy-brained last night I couldn’t
tell him nothin’. But now I can, an’
will. He’s got to get out after that short-
armed gunnie with the hole through his
shoulder. Feller like that can’t hide, ’cause
there ain’t nobody else like him. Let’s get
Lon in here an’ start him on their trail.”

“Which I've already done,” Tom
growled, sinking onto the cot and run-
ning his fingers through his hair. “I've
described them two to a hair, an’ Lon's
out after 'em now. But I think he figgers
we're liars who have fixed a yarn an’
aim to stay with it.”

Tom Stepdown, having talked Cort
asleep while exhausting his rage, gave
in then to his own weariness, and slept.
Twice that day a grinning Chinese
brought trays of food, was admitted and
waited for them to eat. Cort, worried
about Lon Reno’s absence, had little
appetite.

“If he turns against us,” he told Tom,
“we’re sunk.”

“He won’t,” Stepdown promised.
“Hell, he can’t. It just ain’t human nature,
Cort. I'm hoping he’ll catch them two
devils, but if he don’t, I'm bankin’ on
“him gettin’ us out of this split stick.”

They clung to that hope desperately.
Late in the afternoon, Doc Gibson came
and pronounced Cort rallying nicely. His
wound was cool, uninfected. And Cort
knew he was right when, after a fair
night’s sleep, he awoke, hungry and re-
freshed. His head no longer pained,
and his wound, while devilishly sore, no
longer throbbed continuously.

He ate a good breakfast and could josh
a little with the still fuming Stepdown.
An hour after they had eaten, Reno
came in, dust-covered and red-eyed. But
there was a noticeable absence of the
grimness he had evidenced that first

night. A sly smile hovered about his—

wide mouth.

“Looks like you boys told the truth,” he
announced. “I picked up the trail of two
horsebackers, leading from the Twin C
to the Ladder. From there it led to the
lava cliffs, where a feller might as well
try to trail an ant. But I did find where
they’d took time out to grab a few hours
sleep an’ divide the money they didn’t
use for plantin’ purposes. I found a
couple of coins there, showin’ they was
in a hurry.”

“Mighty thin evidence,” Cort growled,
“when a man is fightin’ for his life. If
you don’t get that pair, Lon, we’re likely
to swing.”

“Reckon I'll get ’em,” the sheriff
grinned. “I haven’t the slightest idea who
the little gent could be, but from your de-
scription of the big feller, I've a purty
good notion who he is. An’ if I'm right, he
won’t be goin’ far.”

“Who you think?”
manded.

“Big feller called himself John Galt,”
Cort recalled. “The little one Sep Holli-
day.”

“Names,” Reno snorted. “One’s as
good as another. If I haven’t guessed
wrong, the big feller’s Link Pullen. He's
been movin’ heaven an’ earth, through
Lawyer Bozeman, to have me influence
Cort to sell the Twin C.”

Stepdown de-

)

CHAPTER THREE
Graves for Two Live Men?

GO JIM?” Cort started. “Bozeman’s
- been out so often I'm plumb sick
of him. But if Pullen was the one, why
that agreement paper for Eberhard ?”’
Reno and Stepdown shook their heads.
“It don’t make sense,” Tom said.
“Something to make you boys feel
good.” Reno let himself out of the cell.
“Doc Gibson says that the gun that shot
you was held within a few feet of you.
He says there’s powder embedded in the
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skin of your chin. An’ the bullet hole
through your shirt is muzzle-burned.
All of which seems to bear out your story.
So hang an’ rattle, hoys.”

He walked from the cell block, out
into his office. Thackery Bozeman was

-—waiting, his long face lugubrious as he

strove to ignore the ill-concealed un-
friendliness of the men loitering about the
room. Bozeman gestured, and Reno dis-
missed the townsmen.

“What’s on your mind, Bozeman?”

“I'm here,” the lawyer said, “to offer
my services to the men you're holding
for the murder of Herman Eberhard.

padded into the cell block. A moment
later he emerged, still beaming. ‘“Plenty
soon me come back bimeby.”

“All right, Wong. I'll be here.” Reno
didn’t even lift his eyes—not until it
seemed that the restaurant man went
out and then ducked right back in again.
The light had grown faint. The man who
was suddenly in the room was between
Reno and the window. The light dimmed.
Reno looked up, came abruptly to his feet.
He had never seen the little man before,
yet it was as if he had seen him many
times, so accurately had Cort and Step-
down described him.
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They'll need counsel, and I feel I can
help them. It is plain they are victims of
some sort of a plant. I would like to un-
cover it, by acting for them.”

Reno’s eyes narrowed. In the back
of his mind was the growing certainty
that Link Pullen had done the bank job.
And Pullen was Bozeman’s client. It
smelled bad.

“For them, I'll thank you, Bozeman,”
he said lazily. “But Cort is in no posi-
tion to talk business. And Stepdown is
fit to tie. No hurry, is there? In a few
days, we'll take it up with them. Between
us, we'll have to see that no jury finds
them guilty.”

“And that we will,”” Bozeman said
smugly. “I'll be in tomorrow.” -

Lon Reno stared after him, pulling at
his square chin. “You're too anxious, my
long-coupled friend,” he murmured. “Al-
together too anxious.”

About an hour after sunset, the China-
man came with the prisoners’ trays. Lon
Reno, busy at his desk, looked up.

“Take ’em right in, Wong,” he ordered.
“The cell door’s unlocked, an’ I reckon
the boys are hungry.”

“Me slabby.” The Oriental grinned and

“Hello!” Reno said. His luck was
not dead yet. “I didn’t see you come in.

~What’s on your mind ?”

“Sheriff Reno?” The pinched face of
the little man was cast in a mold meant
for a smile.

“The same.” Reno said slowly. ‘“What
can I do for you?”

. The little man looked out the door,
then came to the desk. ““Name’s Henry
Jones,” he said. “I'm a deputy from
Coconino County. I'm on the trail of a
big, slab-built feller name of Link Pullen.
I followed him into the Arrowhead Basin
and—"

“Let’s see your credentials,” Reno said.

“Credentials?” The man stared. “Oh
yes . . . got '’em here somewhere—" He
dug into an inside pocket of his coat and
came out with a gun. The weapon vomited
flame.

Reno staggered, clutched at the edge
of the desk, then went down, groaning.

His assailant whirled, darted out-
side, his voice shrill.

“Prisoners loose!” he screamed. “They
just shot the sheriff!” He was throwing
back lead into the office as if to prevent
the escape of Cosper and Stepdown.
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BACK in the cell, Cort and Tom Step-
down had welcomed the Chinaman
and his food. Following Wong’s swift
departure, they settled themselves on
their cots, leveled the trays and whipped
off the napkin covers. Then they werte
looking blankly at one another. On each
tray, beside the food, was a shiny Colt
45

“What the hell?” Stepdown breathed.

“It’s a trick,” Cort snapped as he looked
at the loads. There were five unspent
cartridges—and one empty. Tom’s gun
was full.

“What fool sent us these?”’ Cort said.
“Who could be dumb enough to - think
we’'d use these on Lon.”

“Easy,” Stepdown snarled. “Show me
that feller an’ I'll show you the hombre
who killed Eberhard. Listen, we can
have some fun with Lon. After we've et,
let’s walk out with these guns. It'll scare
him green an’ teach him a good lesson.
Lon’s too damned careless to be a
sheriff.”

“Just tellin’ him will teach him a
lesson,” Cort countered, “an’ likely scare
him just as bad. Besides, I don’t like
playin’ with guns unless I aim to use
’em. Let’s eat.” ’

They were only vaguely conscious of
the murmur of voices in the sheriff’s office.
But with their mouths full of food, they
were brought straight up by a sudden
shot, the sound of a falling body and
someone shrilling: “Prisoners loose!
They just shot the sheriff.”

“Come on!” Stepdown barked, and
quit the cell on the run, his gun ready.
Cort, still weak and unsteady, followed
as fast as he could, not forgetting to sing
out a warning to Stepdown.

“Careful, Tom. Don't trust that gun. It
may be fixed.”

Cort skidded into the office. His first
look at Lon told him he was dead. Tom,
struck by a slug that had come through
the doorway, was cursing madly.

“The dirty damned snake-trackin’
sons,” he raved. “They got Lon an’ we're
stuck with it. Looks like the gypsy was
right, pardner.”

“Looks like it,” Cort muttered weakly.
Then: “Hear ’em! They’re lynch crazy
right now.”

It was true. The town, aroused by the

yells of the self-styled deputy from Co-
conino County, was boiling. The steady
pound of guns rocked the street. Lead
poured through the windows, breaking
glass, bringing a stream of lead inside.

The prisoners, in momentary danger of

suffering Lon'’s fate, backed into the blind—

end of the cell block, closed the iron
door and waited, guns in hand, each try-
ing to read a flicker of hope in the other’s
face.

“What we gonna do?” Tom asked.

“Search me.” Cort was suddenly
aware that he was wet with the sweat
of weakness, trembling as if he had the
ague. ‘“Stand our hand, I reckon, an’
blast down anybody that tries to get
us. If we gotta be hung, we might'’s
well take some @f the boys along. It'll
make a fine legend for your grand-
children.”

“Fat chance I've got of havin’ any,”
the Ladder boss said bitterly. “But you're
right. We go out fighting. You take that
window. I'll take this one.”

The shells in their gift pistols were
good. And, at-the first discharge, there
was a swift scattering of the crowd that
milled like cattle about the jail. The
townsmen withdrew to_the shelter of
another building. All shooting died away.

“Now what?” Tom glared at Cort.

“Pow-wow, I reckon. Figgerin’ on ways
an’ means to blast us out. It should be
over quick, if they really rush us. Luck
to you, kid. I wish I could get you clear
of this.”

“Right back at you.”

They shook hands, then resumed their
places at the windows. The light was wan-
ing outside, but enough still remained
to show them the shadowy figures ad-
vancing in a cordon around the jail.

One shot,.from each of the defenders
served to turn back the attack. Then
followed five minutes of sustained firing,
with streams of bullets pouring into the
jail. :

Then, harsh, dry, unmoved, Thackery
Bozeman’s voice struck through the suc-
ceeding hush.

“Powder!” he ordered. “Bring powder
and fuse and caps from the hardware
store.”

“This ought to be nice,” Tom Step-
down said. .
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“Don’t matter much,” Cort said. “It’s
bound to add up to the same thing.”

But even so, it was Cort who tried to
drop the horseman who came spurring up
with a bundle of dynamite, to which was
attached a fuming fuse. Cort sent two
sfiots through the bars. But he missed,
partly because of the moving target, part-
ly because of his own weakness. He saw
the make-shift bomb come sailing through
the air, heard it thud against the founda-
tion of the stone jail . .. He hurled him-
self across the corridor and onto the cell
floor. Tom, holding his breath, flattened
beside him. The floor suddenly seemed to
buckle and split. Cort never did know
whether he heard the explosion or not.
Fire danced before his eyes. He was con-
scious of falling stone and mortar, of the
smothering effect of air that seemed turned
suddenly to dust. A giant hand picked
him up and shook him. He heard Tom
Stepdown cursing. Then he was smashed
into unconsciousness . . .

rI‘HROUGH a dense fog of semi-con-
sciousness, impressions came to Cort
Cosper. The crisp words of men. The
swaying and jostling of the stretcher upon
which they were carrying him. The tramp
of many boots.

“Where do you want 'em, Grimes?”
It was the voice of Thackery Bozeman,
lawyer.

“In this side door, Bozeman,” the
undertaker said. ‘“A pity,” he continued
sorrowfully, “the sheriff had to die with
those scoundrels.”

“His own fault,” Bozeman growled.
“He had an idea they were his friends,
and innocent. He was too careless.”

The stretcher bumped a doorway jamb.
“Now where?” Bozeman said.

“Dump ’em on these slabs, boys. That’s
it-" B

Cort’s senses ebbed as rough handling
sent rivers of pain through him. But he
heard Bozeman’s faint order. “Link, you
and Sunday stay here with me. The rest
clear out!”

“Good God, Bozeman,” the under-
taker said-suddenly, “there’s life in every
one of these men.”

“You can fix that,” the lawyer said.
“A little embalming fluid . . .”

“No!” Grimes almost shrieked. “Not

that, Bozeman. I agreed to get out of the
way and let you do what you wanted.

“But not—not murder. I—I can’t do it.”

“Quit hollerin’!” Bozeman murmered.
“You want to wise up the whole town?
I knew you’d refuse. But even if you
hadn’t, T wouldn’t have trusted you.
You've been paid, and if you want to live,
you’ll keep your mouth shut. Understand ?
Now get out. I'll take care of this.”

Desperately, Cort tried to rally his
faculties. His brain was capable of
thought, but it wouldn’t command his
body. He knew that Reno and Stepdown
were alive. He knew that they, along
with himself, were soon to be slaughtered
by Bozeman. But he didn’t know why.

Tobacco smoke stung his nostrils. The
murmur of excited men on the street
came to his ears. Occasionally his three
guards exchanged brief remarks, but for
the most part they were silent.

“All right, boys, it’s dark,” Bozeman
finally said. “How about you, Link. Think
you can handle one of these with that
sore shoulder of yours?”

“Easy,” boasted the man who had called
himself John Galt. “A scratch don’t stop
Link Pullen. Open that back door, help
me lift one.”

Rough hands lifted Cort. Then, he
was being carried through the cool night
air. He wondered where they were going
until he caught the angry muttering of
the Arrowhead River. Then he knew.

“Out on yonder point, boys,” Bozeman
ordered. “Deep water below that. I don’t
want ’em to be found. If we dump ’em into
the current, they will be swept clear out
of the country. Food for the catfish.”

Cort prayed to God he could curse
Bozeman. But no words came. The rene-
gades halted, dumped their burdens to
the ground. The impact shook Cort’s tiny
hold on consciousness and he knew no
more until he was falling—falling into a
bottomless void. Terrific shock hit him.
Water closed over him, cutting off his
breath, sucking him down . . .

Somehow he held his breath. He was
whirled, buffeted, banged against rocks
for what seemed an eternity. His lungs
ached. There was a tremendous roaring
in his ears. Then the current shot him
to the surface for a gulp of life-giving
air. :



48

10 STORY WESTERN MAGAZINE

Too weak and battered to swim, he still
found enough control to remain on the
surface once he got there, turning on his
back and making pitiful little strokes with
his feeble arms.

His boots were gone and he thanked
God that a renegade had fancied them.
His gun was gone too. His clothes weigh-
ed him down, and at times he was drawn
under for so long a period it seemed
certain he must drown.

The water took what little strength he
had and, after what seemed hours and
hours in the swift current, he seemed
to lose all interest in living. Unconscious-
ness claimed him again. The river moved
silently on . . .

CHAPTER FOUR
To Boothill and Back

ORT came back to consciousness with
the sound of soft feminine voiges in
his ears—voices speaking a strange
language. He opened his eyes to find
himself lying on a pile of sheepskins,
inside a brush wickiup. A fat Indian
woman squatted beside him, talking to
a group of children huddled about the
door.

When she saw: his eyes flutter open,
she caught her breath, rose and darted
outside. Cort heard her shrill voice calling
to someone. A moment later a tall, slen-
der Indian buck entered the wickiup, to
stand regarding him with strange im-
passiveness.

“Chee!” murmured Cort. He recalled
days when he had allowed this Navajo
herder of sheep and goats to graze his
flocks on the Twin C brush range, after
the fierce sun of the drought had withered
the grass in the lowlands. “You fetched
me here?”

“My woman,” the sheep man said.
“She pull you out of river. Bad hurt, but
no go for doctor because me away with
sheep. That near one moon ago.”

“One moon?” Cort lifted his hand to
his face, knew by the whiskers there
that the Indian told the truth. “And I've
laid here for a whole month, like a dead
man?”’

“Like dead. You heap sick. Talk plenty.

Me go for doctor now? To Arrowhead
City?”

Cort shook his head. “No, Chee. T'll
get well pretty soon and pay your woman
for caring for me. Tell nobody I'm here,
understand ?”’ :

“Me not tell,” Chee said.

His promise brought Cort little comfort.
Word travels fast among the Navajos
and, if anyone talked into -the right
ears, Bozeman would be out to finish
his job.

That was a fear Cort was to wrestle
with for many a day as he lay there, weak,
helpless. But as week followed week, with
no sign of anyone looking for him, the
fear became dulled, submerged beneath
a greater fear. He seemed to be lingering.
Was he ever to get well?

So far, he knew, he had cheated the
gypsy who had foretold that he and Lon
Reno and Tom Stepdown would die and
be buried together. His friends were dead
and it seemed now that he lived only to
settle their score.

Chee, ranging his few sheep along the
bottoms of the Arrowhead River, man-
aged to keep them alive. He brought
tender lambs, so that Cort might have
food. Little by little, Chee’s woman
pawned her jewelry at the trading post,
that there might be flour and baking
powder, coffee and rice in the hogan.
They had not forgotten Cort’s kindness
to them, and were repaying in the only
way they knew. But still he didn't get
any better.

Summer turned to fall, fall to winter.
Chee moved his family back-to the big
tight hogan, against the increased chill
of nights. He had to carry Cort, put him
on a pony, tie him and carry him inside
when they had finished the move. To
Cort there seemed nothing particularly
wrong with him, except for his weakness.
Strength was terribly slow in returning.
And so it was until it clouded, blew
strong and damp from the south, then
rained. It was the first moisture in more
than two years. .

Lying in the hogan, Cort reacted
strangely to the splash of water off the
mud roof. An aching lump formed in his
throat and he rolled to the little pool
forming under the firehole, dabbled his
fingers in it and turned his face up. How
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good it felt on his cheeks! How hungrily
the parched earth drank it up! That was
the tonic he had needed, it seemed,
and he began to improve, slowly but
surely.

Spring came, and it was a verdant, rainy

———one. He was able to sit outside in the

sun, frolicking with those of the children
not yet old enough to work with the sheep.
But there were times when all joy
left him, and the children shrank away.
And those times became more frequent
as he became stronger. It was the fever
in him—the lust to kill!

It was June when he could stand it no
longer. “Chee,” he said, tiring of watch-
ing the Indian fashion a bracelet and fix
the turquoise. “I'm going away. Maybe 1
won’t be back. If I don’t see you again,
I’ll be dead. If I live, you'll be well paid
far taking care of me. Will you do one
more thing for me, Chee?”

“You do good for Chee,” the Indian
said simply. “What I can do now?”

“Save me a long hike by letting me
have a pony.”

The Navajo waved his hand toward the
horse herd. “Which one?” he asked . ..

BY the lights of such business places as
were still open, Arrowhead City
looked unchanged. Yet there was a differ-
ent feel to the place, an emptiness re-
flecting and recalling the absence of Lon
Reno and Tom Stepdown. Cort's eyes
went to the dark jailhouse, and he won-
dered who had succeeded Lon as sheriff.

Then he was glancing toward the
western hills, thinking of the Twin C,
and the little bunch of wizened cattle he
had so carefully nursed through the

cruel drought. And Tom’s adjoining Lad- -

der spread, what of that? How had the
two outfits fared, untenanted and un-
tended ?

A jangle of tin-pan music struck from
the Territorial Bar. It drew Cort, almost
as if a voice were telling him that among
the revelers he would find Thackery
Bozeman. It was fitting that here, Cort
should hand-mark things: Paid in Full!

Bozeman’s office was dark and, obey-
ing his first implse, Cort reined toward
the saloon hitchbar. He realized sudden-
ly that his first need was a gun. With no
concrete plan of action, he reined across

the street and into the gloom of the town
stable. :

From the dimly lighted office of the
barn came the gaunt, bearded hostler,
limping grotesquely on a shortened leg.
A big gun swung at his right hip. The
hostler took the bridle reins, peering at
Cort from beneath heavy brows.

“Corral him, mister—" He had
jumped back as Cort whipped the gun
from its scabbard. ‘“What the hell!”’

“Get into your office!” Cort rapped.
“It takes a gun to kill three men. An’
this is it. But until I find the men, T
take no chances. Sorry, feller, but I've
got to rope and gag you.”

The man’s hollow eyes were wide, but
not with fear. His mouth was open and,
as Cort closed the office door behind
them, the hostler chuckled, sank weakly
into a swivel chair.

“Cort Cosper!” he muttered faintly.
“Me and Tom was so dead sure you'd
be back that we’ve held off scotchin’ them
snakes. We was agreed the gypsy fortune
teller ‘couldn’t be wrong. If one of us
escaped, the rest had to. We’d just about
give up, though.”

“My God!” Cort breathed. “Lon!
Alive. An’ Tom Stepdown too, eh? Where
is he?”

“Swampin’ in the Territorial Bar, Cort.
Pretty bad broke up, he is, but a lot
better man than he lets on.”

Cort leaned against the wall, forcing
his mind to accept all this. So fully had
he reconciled himself to the certainty that
his lifelong friends were dead that this
sudden reunion hit him hard. He searched
Lon Reno’s face. It was written there
what the one-time sheriff had been
through in that year—from his twisted
body to his emaciated face and almost
white hair.

“What about the Twin C?” he asked
tonelessly. “And the Ladder?”

“Owned by Bozeman,” Lon Reno
muttered. “Link Pullen runs your old
spread; Sunday Bawn, Tom’s outfit.
They're top dogs around here, feller.
Thack Bozeman recorded deeds to both
ranches, properly signed an’ witnessed—"

“Them signatures,” Cort gasped.
“That’s why he wanted us to sign a
paper supposed to come from Herman
Eberhard.”
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“Right,” Lon snapped. He pulled open
a drawer, handed Lon a bright new .45
Colt, six full. “Knowin’ them things
made.it hard for me an’ Tom to curb our
tempers an’ wait an’ wait. Glad we did
now. ’Cause waitin’s done . . . tonight.
Here, take this gun. I bought it for you
with my first money here . . . Bozeman’s
money, ’cause he owns this stable now.
Come on. Let’s go over an’ see Tom.”

With that strange limp that so thor-
oughly submerged the image of Sheriff
Lon Reno, he led Cort across the street,
between buildings to the rear door of
the Territorial Bar. At his rap, a bolt
slid back and the panel swung open.
Reno pushed Cort across the threshold to
face the stooped man inside.

It was Tom Stepdown, though Cort
never would have recognized him. The
once cropped, curly, black locks hung
nearly to his shoulders. And the once
round boyish, face was like granite, with a
bushy black beard reaching almost to
the eyes.

“Hello, Cort,” he said, quietly. “You're
long overdue.” He turned to a chest of
drawers, from which he ‘took a rolled
gunbelt and a well-oiled pistol.

“They’re all out there in the barroom,
boys,” he said. “No use delaying it.
Cort, Bozeman is yours. I’ll take Pullen.
Lon, Bawn is your meat, ’cause he’s the
one_ that shot you.”

AS HE spoke, Cort caught the flash
of his image in the looking glass on
the wall, turned to regard himself. He
was cadaverous, bearded, immeasurably
aged. His pards were peering over his
shoulder. It made a picture of a triple-
headed scarecrow, men broken in the
grinding mills of the gods, yet men who
could still laugh at the ravages of the
past and scorn the threat of the future.

With Stepdown leading, they walked
out into the barroom. The place was
thronged, every gambling table working
to capacity, the bar lined. Punchers,
miners and freighters, with a sprinkling
of gun hirelings.

Down at the rear end of the bar, Boze-
man stood with his lieutenants—Pullen
and Bawn. The lawyer was unchanged,
still funereal and buzzard-like, wrapped
in a mantle of icy calm. But Pullen and

Bawn showed the effect of their new
prosperity; they were duded up, patent-
ly more arrogant and overbearing. A full
rod from them, Stepdown pulled up.

“Bozeman!” he shouted, “I want you
to meet a couple friends of mine.”

The whole room stared.
turned slowly, fixing the three scare-
crows with his frigid glance. His lips
curled. “What do I care for the hobo
friends of a saloon swamper?”’ he de-
manded. “You’re fired! Get your time
from the bartender.”

Stepdown laughed. “Too late, Boze-
man. I quit just five minutes ago, when
my friends stepped into the box you gave
me to live in. Take a good look. Don’t
you recognize a man who’s cleaned up
your slop while one of your bootlickers
held down his Ladder spread ?”

“Stepdown!” For the first time Ar-
rowhead City saw Bozeman register emo-
tion. His sunken eyes blinked, his lips
trembled and his lank cheeks paled.

“It's him!” Pullen croaked. “The
murderin’ son that killed Sheriff Reno.”

“With two gunies to side him!” Sun-
day Bawn yelped—and he was drawing.

In the split second before death struck
that barroom the world seemed to hold
its breath. The characters in the drama
seemed ruled by some law of slow mo-
tion. Pullen lurched free of the bar and
his hands were plummeting for his twin
guns. Bozeman hardly seemed to move.
His right hand fluttered somewhere near
his shirt front and then there was a gun
in his fingers. But, for perhaps the first
time in his experience, he and his hirelings
were facing a new brand of recklessness—
one that recked not of the cost, only of
what it bought.

Starting behind his lieutenants, Boze-
man was way ahead. But before he
could level on Stepdown, Cort’s pistol
blazed. Drilled through the heart, Boze-
man fell, cured of his ailment.

Pullen triggered, but Tom Stepdown
was a flash before him. The renegade
went down for the long count.

Sunday Bawn, snarling and deadly,
snaked forward, his guns spitting. But
the slugs were plumping into the floor.
Lon Reno’s bullet was in his chest. Cry-
ing weakly, he caught at the bar, lost
strength and fell. '

Smoke coiled about the chandeliers

Bozeman—_
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woman sitting at one of those new-fangled
contraptions known as a typewriting ma-
chine: “Miss Underwood, take a letter.
The er—the Weston Land and Cattle
Company, Casper, Wyoming. Gentlemen:
Your valued order . ..”

All of which was very good, from the
manufacturer’s point of view. . .

But in the little town of Buffalo Wy-
oming, a group of sullen, angry men
gathered in a barn, listening morosely,
while a vehement speaker, mounted on a
kitchen table, enumerated their griev-
ances. ‘““Something’s gotta be done,” he
declared bitterly. “The big cattle com-
panies is just wrappin’ the ranges up in
bobwire. They’re stranglin’ us little cow-
men. The Weston Land and Cattle out-
fit alone has fenced in a hundred miles and
more of free range. A hundred miles of
it! An’ that means starvation for the herds
" of a dozen small ranches. Where’s Henry
Billings? He’d oughta be here. He was
one of them that was forced out.”

“The Weston’s gunhawk, George Hen-
derson, an’ some o’ their riders lynched
Billings this mawnin’ for cuttin’ their
fences so his cattle could get water at the
Twelve Mile,” growled a man.

“But the Twelve Mile’s on Henry’s
own ranch!”

“He ain’t got no ranch. They burned
the. house an’ run off the cows. Henry’s
dead an’ his wife an’ kid is with my miss-
us. What the hell kin we do about it?”’

“We can do this about it,” roared the
man on the table. “We can band together
and shoot them thievin’, lynchin’ buzzards
any time they steal more of our land or
murder one of us. If the Law can’t help
us, we can help ourselves. We’ll bush-
whack when they bushwhack; we'll lynch
when they lynch!”

The barn rocked with shouts of ap-
proval. Fists waved, hands closed over
gunbutts. And in that moment, fear, hate
and indignation brewed the hell’s broth
that nourished the Johnson County War.

In all fairness to the big cattle com-
panies, it should be stated that well into
the '90’s, cattle rustling was rife in every
corner of Wyoming. To such an extent
was it developed that company losses in
some years amounted to almost fifty per-
cent of their herds.

But to point the finger of suspicion

at the legitimate small rancher and settler,
in order to grab their holdings, smeared a
curse over the state in general, and John-
son County in particular.

However, it seems that in the case of
James Averill, the postmaster at Powder

River, and his girl friend, Ella Watson___

(more colorfully known as “Cattle
Kate”), either of the opposing factions
would have been justified in curtailing the
exploits of the scheming pair. For Averill
filled in his spare time when not sorting
mail by helping Cattle Kate run a wide
loop without regard to brands. Their
efforts were persevering and profitable,
until Kate was caught in the act of chang-
ing an S lazy L to a Box B.

Her captors tied her hands to the saddle
horn and rode with her to the little post-
office. When the cavalcade clattered up,
Averill stepped out to inquire their busi-
ness. Then, for the first time, he noticed
their prisoner.

He smiled wryly at Cattle Kate, but
said nothing. He stepped up onto his
horse, which was tied at the hitchrack, and
moved over to her side.

Down the road half a mile the sinister
group halted again. The hands of both
captives were bound behind them; their
mounts led to a cottonwood bough.

There was no talking. The rustlers
knew what they were here for and what
was going to happen. .The posse kunew
that they knew. Only when two lariats
were flung over the bough and a loop
fitted to each doomed neck, was the silence
broken.

“Goodbye, Jimmy.”

“So long, Kate. I’'m sorry it ended this
way.”

Then James Averill performed his last
duty for Uncle Sam. Scanning the masked
faces of those about him, he said deliber-
ately, “If one of you sons is Hank Emory,
there’s a piece of registered mail waitin’
fer you at the postoffice.”

THE members of that necktie party
were never identified and prosecuted,
which would seem to prove that Johnson
County was unanimous in approving the
removel of Kate and Jimmy. Factional
hatred flamed high, however, when Tom
Waggon’s body was found not far from
his famous horse ranch near Newcastle.
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buckboard; showed Orley Jones laying
with his face in the mud.

IN ALL the annals of cattlé war history,
it is doubtful whether any aggressor
was more ruthless or better organized
than in the Johnson County trouble.

The Cattleman’s Association filled its
war chest with contributions from mem-
bers; flagrantly labeled it ‘“Extermination
Fund.” It blotted the escutcheons of state
officials whose crooked partisanship
shamed Wyoming. Editors who should
have known better accepted paid adver-
tisements, and couched their editorials to
fit the Association’s propaganda.

The aims and objects of the cattle bar-
ons were widely publicized. Their “Help
Wanted” ads filled the columns of news-
papers from Colorado to Texas. Gunmen
from Denver and killers from the Pan-
handle were brazenly invited to congre-
gate at Casper, then to move against
Buffalo, kill Sheriff Angus and his depu-
ties, and capture the town.

Some twenty-five of the citizens of
Buffalo were named on the death list, to-
gether with nearly two hundred nesters
and small ranchers who occupied holdings
on the coveted Johnson County ranges.

For their services, the gunhawks were
offered five dollars a day, plus all ex-
penses, including horse, rifle, sixgun, and
abundant ammunition. In addition, a
bounty of fifty dollars was offered for
every man killed.

So in Casper, Wyoming, in the year
of our Lord 1892, there gathered together,
like vultures to the kill, as vicious a bunch
of fifty bleak-faced killers as ever graced
Execution Dock.

J. A. Tisdale, who lived sixty miles
from Buffalo, went to town for supplies
—and never saw home again. He was
shot in the back on the return journey by
one of the “army,” Frank Canton, who
shot Tisdal's horses, as well, leaving the
dead man, the buckboard, and the dead
horses in the lonely road.

Up to this time George Henderson, in
charge of campaign operations against the
settlers, had led a charmed life. But his
nemesis was creeping up on him. George
made the mistake of using the same road
back and forth to town on approximately
‘regular schedule. An observant nester,

with more enterprise than ethics, lay in
wait at Three Crossings and emptied both
barrels of heavy buckshot into him at a
range of fifteen feet.

Henderson was lying on his back in the
shallows when they found him. His arms

were flung wide in the abandonment sf—__

death. On his grim face was a look which
suggested that at last he had learned the
bitter lesson that he who takes to the
sword shall perish by the sword.

Spring came to Johnson County in a
blaze of glory. Under the blue dome
of the sky peaceful valleys spread their
green carpets of lush grass as far as the
eye could see.

But north out of Casper moved a black
shadow that crept,  snake-like, along the
winding highway in the direction of the
K. C. Ranch. Cattleman and killer, gun-
hawk and land-grabber, were riding knee
to knee on a mission of extermination.

They rode in an orderly column of twos,
methodical, unhurried; bleak-eyed rid-
ers who looked neither to the right nor left.

They swung into position around the
K. C. Ranch that night, and waited for
dawn to commence operations. It was
barely daylight when a man left the house
and walked to the nearby stream.

As he stopped for water, rough hands
grabbed him and hauled him back of the
stables, where the leaders of the ““extermi-
nators” were gathered.

As they were questioning their pris-
oner, another man stepped from the ranch
and came over to the stables. They took
him, also, and learned that both were
strangers who had taken shelter in the
ranchhouse overnight. These two volun-
teered the information that Nate Cham-
pion and Nick Ray were in the house.

As these latter were the ones ‘“wanted”
by the Association’s gunhawks, the two
captives, Jones and Walker, were re-
strained from leaving.

A little later, Nick Ray came out and
started to gather firewood. They slammed
him down with a volley of rifle fire, and
he fell, badly wounded, ten feet from the
ranch door. .

The noise of the discharge brought Nate
Champion out to the rescue of his
wounded friend. Twice he was driven
back, but finally he succeeded in dragging
Ray in to shelter.
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speed, and by daylight of the next morn-
ing his men encircled the big T. A. spread.

The Association’s warriors showed
poor judgment in holing up at this ranch,
for it was commanded on all sides by high
ridges from which a steady rain of lead
could be poured into the house and ad-
joining cabins from every angle.

It is a grimly significant fact that no
courier was sent to the gunhawks in their
improvised for with a demand for sur-
render ; the ‘“exterminators” were to be
exterminated.

THAT day the fight waxed hot and
strong, and not all the men who died
were in the houses in the hollow. In vain,
Brown pleaded with his men to exercise
caution and keep under cover. The ranch-
ers and settlers were brave to a point of
recklessness.

Night came, but it brought no cessation
of hostilities. Fires were started, which
supplied light for the besiegers’ target and
prevented any possible escape under cover
of dark.

Morning dawned bright and clear on
the second day. For an hour the shooting
from the ridges slackened to an occasional
warning blast. The men of Johnson Coun-
ty were burying their dead.

Then gunfire roared anew, shattering
doors and window shutters.

Inside the house a grim garrison
counted its losses and mocked the efforts
of those outside with taunts and jeers.
Loudly and blasphemously they offered
to wager that the besiegers couldn’t take
the fort inside a week. One renegade
roared he would bet his bonus money for
the killing of Jimmy Walker that he could
stick it out for ten days.

But the men on the hillsides only cursed
them—and redoubled the hail of death.

Brown was busy building a contraption
he called a “go-devil.” It consisted of the
running gear of two wagons supporting
a barricade of stout logs which could be
pushed close to the ranchhouse. From be-
hind its shelter a score of men would
blast the house by hurling giant powder
at the shattered windows and doors.

It was a good idea and might have
worked, but Fate ruled otherwise.

Before the imported gunslingers had

retired into their fort, they had dispatched
two riders to notify the Association of the
tide rising against them,

The Association was in a tight jam.
Either it must cease its land-grabbing pro-
gram of destruction and get its hired

killers out of the country, or face collective

trial on murder charges, with the unpleas-
ant knowledge that any survivors of the
T. A. Ranch might turn state’s evidence
against them.

They cursed their luck, and chose the
former alternative; pulling wires with
Governor Baker, who in turn burned
wires to Washington, D. C.

So it came about, after two days of bit-
ter bloodshed, that the men on the hills
looked down to see the scarlet and white
guidons of U. S. Cavalry fluttering be-
tween them and the ranchhouse.

Three troops of Uncle Sam’s mounted
fighting men, under Colonel J. J. Van
Horn, took complete charge of the situa-
tion. A conference was arranged.

The survivors in the ranch, delighted
at the chance to leave Johnson County
alive, surrendered to the military and
were jailed at Fort Russell.

It was almost a year before they were
brought to trial. For the good of both
parties concerned, it was deemed best to
send the surviving gunhawks back to their
own hunting grounds, and wipe the case
off the calendar.

This was the end of the war. The
Association was blocked in its primitive
attempt to remove competitors. Men were
free to live again on the county’s free
range. Rifles were hung up, Colts grew
rusty from disuse. Even the bitterness
faded with the passing of the years.

Sometimes when a particularly win-
try blast sweeps through the wvalleys
and canyons of Johnson County, it leaves
reverberations in the hills like the muffled
rattle of distant gunfire; stirs strange
sounds in the open fields, vaguely reminis-
cent of hoofbeats in the rain.

Old-timers, toasting their shins before
blazing logs, look wise and say it’s the
ghosts of Texas gunhawks wha, died in
the big T. A. fight, striving to cut their
way through Angus’ avenging hosts and
find a little peace in their far-off native
Panhandle.
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sour whiff long before the horses did.

He stopped barking so he could listen.
Being blind, he had to see with his ears,
hence he was always silent when danger
threatened. Besides, barking for help was
futile, for every ranch dog on the Bench
had been barking for hours—as they will
when timber wolves make their mournful
medicine to the moon.

The howls echoing in the coulees had
stopped, as if the pack had drifted out to
the prairie. But the blind sheep dog,
Homer, knew better. He lifted his quiv-
ering nose into the falling snow, seeking
a scent in that vast rush of cold.

He caught the hated smell all about
him, and he knew from memory what the
picture was: gray forms creeping on their
bellies, snouts in their forepaws, eyes fixed
on him. He knew that he could not run
to fetch his master without heading
straight through them. He could smell all
that, and as an undertone of the storm’s
shrieking, he heard the splintering of iced
grass, the soft hiss of snow, the crack of
a frozen twig, the pant of lolling tongues.

The horses knew the truth now, too.
Hoofs thudded in the snow. The animals
began yanking at their tethers. Homer
could not and would not go for his mas-
ter, for he knew the moment he left those
two horses they would be sliced to pieces.
He had a paternal love for them. Like
himself, they had been given to the horse
doctor. They all had been sick and use-
less until he had made them over. The
pack would have to tear up Homer first.

It was not until he had the whole des-
perate lay-out sized up that he barked.
But the wind drowned his call for help,
and as for his master, he was inside a
" shack, half a mile away, busy tending a
wounded nester.

Ted Nevers was the wounded man, a
burned and battered young rancher who
lived alorie in a tar-papered, tin-roofed
shack, high on the Bench. But on this
occasion the shack and lean-to kitchen
were crowded. A neighboring nester had
come with his wife and brother-in-law
and four frightened, sniffling children.
Another old neighbor was there with his
daughter, a tall young girl with eyes now
smoky and hard.

Despite the hum of pine chunks in the
‘stove and the radiance of kerosene lamps,

the scene was one of gloom. For the
wounded man was the only hope of these
lonely people in their fight to fence their
squats against the cowmen.

THE horse doctor, Rusty Torvester,
said, “Heard about your getting -hit

" Ted. Thought I'd drop around to have a

look.”

“There were three against him!” the
tall girl spoke up hotly.

One of the little boys piped, “They
shot his right hand or he’d of gun-
whopped ’em plenty, Ted would!”

Rusty Torvester took off his wind-
breaker and unpacked bottles and band-
ages from its sagging pockets. “Let’s
have a look.”

Ted Nevers rolled up the sleeve of his
hickory shirt and let the horse doctor
take off the tourniquet and bandage the
girl had placed there. “Just a crease,”
Nevers said. “The only trouble is, it’s
my gun hand.”

Rusty put on his silver-rimmed glasses.
“Maybe a muscle cut. They won’t plant
any more fights on you, Ted. Because
you won'’t be able to ﬁght back. Not for a
long time.’

“How long?”

Everyone in the room seemed to stop
breathing.

“Listen,” the veterinarian said. “I
don’t know what you call this muscle in
a human being, but it’s like a horse hav-
ing his extensor pedis cut. That’s the
muscle that works the knee and pastern
and lifts the toe. What I mean is, the
slug cut a muscle that works your trigger
finger.”

Loretta McGill gave a little gasp, but
Rusty believed it was a gasp of enormous
relief. “That settles it, Ted,” she said
softly. “You've got to give up now.”

“The rest of us are giving up, Ted,”
her father said. “We're packing out for
Oregon. Without you, there’s no hope
for us nesters fighting a whole range of
stockmen.”

Everyone looked at Nevers. He glanced
at Loretta, then his eyes slipped away.
“Maybe, like you say, all the outfits are
cutting our fences,” he muttered to Mc-
Gill. “But it’s only one that’s burning
our barns. I mean the Bullard spread.
And it’s not the old man, either. It’s
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his son Lam Bullard. I know for sure.”

Rusty asked for boiling water.

“Murgatrovd’s helping them,” Nevers
-continued, ““because cowboys spend money
in his baile and nesters don't. And there’s
Hiko, a crooked marshal. If I could just

off those three—"

“Look, Ted,” Torvester interrupted.
“You were elected for being topped off
yourself tonight. Murgatroyd had his
barkeep sass you so you'd draw. It was
only because the marshal made a mistake
and shot you loose from your gun that
they couldn’t finish you.

“There were too many in the saloon,
I hear, and it would’ve looked like murder,
What they’d planned was to let you shoot
first, then three men were to cut down
on you. Nobody told me this, it just
stacks up that way in the cards, slick and
simple.”

“Sure! Three men!” Nevers repeated,
half to himself. “The marshal and the
Bullard kid and the baile house man.
Those three—"

An  old-timer interrupted quickly.
“We’ll help vou pack out, Ted,” he said,
“seeing you can only use one hand.”

Rusty said, “Any gambler will quit a
game when he smells a rigged deck.”

“If you stay you'll be all alone,” McGill
warned. “Jim Parker is giving up, account
of his womenfolk. Bowtell and Hump
Thompson were dry-gulched. There
is lots of quarter-sections for the asking
and better land. This is dry country and
cow country, Sure, it'll all be settled up
and wired some day, but only after lots
of smoke.”

ED NEVERS looked back at Lo-
retta’s pleading eyes. It was a ranch
that two could live on, perhaps in another
year—this squat of his. If Loretta would
take his side, he was thinking, he would
not back down. He would fight, even
with every card marked and every ace
slicked against him.
“When are you packing out?” he asked
her.
“At sun-up. If you want to trail with
us, dad and I will wait till you’re packed.”
“We’'ll put your disk harrow and plough
in our Murphy wagon,” the nester with
the family said. “Any other heavy stuff?”
Nevers shook his head, said dully, “I

can crate the chickens myself and pack
what air-tights I got.”

When the hoarse hysterical yelps of
his dog drifted up from the coulee, Rusty
Torvester put on his windbreaker and
pocketed his hottles. Loretta McGill had
already hurried into the kitchen to pack
the pots, pans and provisions. The home-
steaders went out to the barn to tend
to Ted's heavy stuff. Nevers followed
the horse doctor.

“Reckon old Homer’s smelled a coyote
somewhere,” Rusty said. “It's coyotes
that spook him up that way.”

Ted, resigned to what plain horse
sense dictated, wanted to take a farewell
moonlight stroll over his fields. The land
shone dazzling white now. but in his
mind he saw the pastel green of the mixed
clover he had intended planting this year.
Last year it was small grain, the year
before that, corn. His mind and heart
leaped to the third harvest—clover, win-
ter wheat and Loretta as his wife.

Torvester knew enough not to talk.
They trudged along over glazed grass,
the barking of the dog in the coulee com-
ing ever nearer. Suddenly the frantic
call for help was silenced. Rusty and Ted
Nevers stopped immediately on the rim
of the Bench.

Down in the bottoms they saw the two
wagon horses plunging at their ropes. In
front of them the black sheepdog paced
stiffly back and forth, facing the jet sha-
dows of the draws. He stopped at every
turn, his head cocked. In the blackness,
green dots burned with the wolf sheen
of reflected moonlight. Rusty saw the
prowling forms, scrawny. wraiths against
house-sized rocks where the drifts threw
back a bluish glow.

Old Homer waited, not knowing ‘from
which side Death would come first. Death
stalked in every corner, in every shift of
the wind. One form nosed up, creeping
on its belly, ravenous for horse meat,
which wolves love more than veal. Homer
spun, changing directions on all fours.
The crack of ice, the sniff of mangy wolf
fur, of frosty wolf breath, warned him
the first leap was coming.

Of course a blind dog had no chance
against even one wolf, let alone a pack,
but Homer did not seem to know this.
Perhaps he did know, and was bringing
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into play the favorite trick of all dogs,
which is to bluff. Or else, perhaps, he
knew it was a lost fight at the start, but
that he must fight anyway—and fight to
the death.

The horse doctor paused, fascinated for
one brief moment, but then he leaped down
a snow-filled break, wallowing and plung-
ing and rolling. Ted Nevers followed
Torvester.

Homer had discovered that his master
was here, and with that assurance, he
made the first leap himself. He slid past
one wolf, missing it in his blind rush. It
was a hopeless set-up. Two wolves leaped
for the kill, and this time Homer knew
where they were—for they were on top
of him.

Rusty and Ted kicked loose some ice-
bound rocks, but they could only throw at
a jumble of yelping throats and reddened
teeth and crunching bone. And Ted, for
his part, could only throw left-handed.

The blind dog had a giant lobo by the
nape of the neck, cracking it with a whip-
ping motion of his head. He leaped back
and groped with his jaws for the next
wolf that was at his throat. He could not
make use of what he had of terrier instinct
in his mixed blood, the instinct to slice
and leap back and fence and spar. He
had to fight clumsily, like a bulldog, find a
hold, then cling and crunch. He crunched
and twisted the neck of one lobo while
three ripped him. Rusty and Ted had
never seen such desperate courage, nor
such certain defeat.

IT WAS certain, except for luck. The
blind dog, needless to say, had not one
chance in ten, or rather, not one in a
thousand. But two men rushed in, hurl-
ing rocks and yelling. The pack scattered.
Loboes dragged themselves over snow
mounds. One fell, its skull bashed in by
a rock. The rest whisked for the timber.

When he dragged himself in a vague
direction toward the scent and voice and
footsteps of his master, Homer felt two
long bony arms lift him. Limp and sod-
den, he sank in a nest of blankets that
smelled of his master's body. He was in
the wagon, a haven redolent of liniment,
of aloes and horse drenches and chinchona
bark. '

Ted Nevers built a fire in the wagon

stove and heated water. Rusty started
to work with scissors and syringe. “Pretty
woolly country,” he said, “where they
even gang up on a blind dog.” He worked
fast. “Better be glad you're quittin it.
Ted.” .

Ted Nevers watched the dog twitching __
on the bunk. As if in answer to Rusty’s
last statement, he said slowly, “That dog
didn’t quit!”

Rusty glanced over his spectacles. He
saw the hard grin of admiration on Ted’s
face. It startled him. He remembered
that inspired look after Ted left. And as
he nursed old blind Homer he remem-
bered those words, “The dog didn’t quit!”

When he knew that Homer was going
to live, Rusty left him swathed in blankets
on the bunk and made a bed for himself
on the lengthwise bench under his shelves
of bottles and cans and firing irons. Here
he slumped, exhausted, and dozed off.

He did not really sleep. He talked to
himself. “Ted’s goin’ on with the fight.
I got to stop him. The casino men will
kill him. They won’t give him a chance
again, knowing he’s a sharpshooter. They
will gang up on him.”

He mumbled on, “Murgatroyd will
come Injun on him. So will the Bullard
kid and Hiko. Hiko, being town marshal,
will bottom-deal, so the killers won’t be
outlawed. I got to stop the kid from buck-
ing that. He’s blind. I simply got to stop
him !”’

When he jerked up his head, catching
himself napping, his lugubrious eyes
looked out at the new day.

“It’s the big day!” he said, with the
feeling he always had when he awoke at
the end-of-rodeo week, when there was
to be broken bones, which meant lots of
work for him. No, it was not a rodeo.
He had forgotten something. Yet it was
The Day!

Now he remembered. He had dreamed
endlessly of stopping Ted Nevers from
hurling himself over a cliff. He had
stopped him from fighting three big
brands and their scores of riders. He had
snatched him from a pack of wolves.

But Ted, half dog, half man, kept fight-
ing. He had dreamed of tussling with
him, wrenching the gun out of his bhleed-
ing hand, clipping him on the chin, sav-
ing him by knocking him out.
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Awake, Rusty yanked on his floppy hat,

buckled it with a miniature cinch under
his lantern jaw, and leaped out to the
snow drifts. The sun was high over the
Bench when he got the bogged wagon
out of the drifts and hit the trail. -

- WITH the dog still sleeping in the

bunk, Rusty drove over the hill to
Ted Nevers’ shack. Ted's harrow and
plough and pot-bellied stove were in a
wagon. The nesters and Loretta had seen
to that.

The girl had packed his air-tights and
pots and pans in a neat squaw pack. Ted
was ready, it would seem, to join the trek
to Oregon with the rest of the beaten
homesteaders. But he was not in his
shack. And his paint was not in the
brush corral.

Rusty did not drive to the neighboring
squat, although, over there, he saw a
nester and his family loading a wagon.
Doubtless all the homesteaders, including
Seth McGill and his daughter, expected
Ted to join them any minute.

Rusty had no time to leave the wagon-
track trail and tell them what was on his
mind: “There’s no use waiting for Ted
Nevers. That was what he had in his
mind: There’s no use waiting for Ted
not hear him, but he shouted across the
wind at them, nevertheless, “Ted’s not
riding with you folks today. Or tomor-
row! Or ever!”

He drove on down the switchbacks
from the Bench, his horses stretched to
a hammering trot, heading, when he
reached the bottoms, straight for Ten-
Lode.

He found the sleepy cowtown awake
and tense. Something had already hap-
pened. At the can dumps and the outer-
most saloon of the town he called to the
first man he saw. A barkeep had been
spreading the morning sawdust, but he
was tucking his apron in his waist, snatch-
ing up a sombrero and hiking into town.

“A fool nester tangled horns with Bob
Hiko, the town marshal,” the barkeep
said. “And, what I mean, they shot each
other up about right.”

“What you mean, about right?”

“I mean if ‘they’d aimed any worse
they’d still be fighting, and if they’d aimed
better they’d both be dead.”

That, Rusty thought, was to be expect-
ed. If neither man were killed it amounted
to a good deal. At least it would stop Ted
Nevers from making another suicidal play.

As Torvester drove up Ten-Lode's
main street he found it deserted except
at the farther end. Here the doorways
of saloons, the hay-and-grain store, the
false-fronted hotel, were crowded with
waiting, silent men.

In the middle of the wide street a horse
sprawled in a heap. Rusty accurately
judged it had been shot under the shoulder
blade. The whole thing was clear. The
morning sunlight poured down on every
warped plank and knothole of the shacks.
The light was dazzling, thrown by the
snowy buttes which, in that air, seemed,
not their actual distance of thirty miles,
but overhanging and bright as silver.

Ted Nevers lay stretched out so stiffly
behind his horse that he looked dead. But
his head was lifted. The horse doctor was
aghast that a whole town would just stand
there, scorning a wounded man. But,
having shot the town marshal, the man
was an outlaw, and it was not the busi- ’
ness of good citizens to help him out.

Rusty whacked his horses, the wagon
wheels banged sharp in the silence. The
blast of a gun seemed more in tune with
the vibrations of the air. It came again
as Rusty drove on. Then again.

Ted Nevers was not dead. He was
fighting. He had fired all three shots
across the horse’s belly, aiming at the
swinging door under the casino’s wooden
awning.

“Get that wagon out of the way, Doc!”
a man called to Rusty from the casino.

Rusty glanced under the wooden awn-
ing to see who had called. Lam Bullard’s
thick body was pressed against the door
jam. Rusty knew all about Lam Bul-
lard. Although his father, the Old Man
of the biggest brand on the Bench, did not
believe in promiscuous gunplay, Lam
Bullard kept up this persecution of the
nesters purely for the love of smoke.

He had ridden, off and on, with the
Bad Bunch, and it was only because his
father was a “wheel-horse” in politics
that he had managed to keep out of jail.
Rusty decided not to truck with a man
like that. He drove the wagon over to
the opposite side of the street.
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But he kept on, heading for the dead
horse and Ted Nevers. It was his firm
intention to pick up the wounded man.
It was his duty as a doctor, even as a
horse doctor. The whole town of cowmen
would respect that prerogative. So, per-
haps, would Lam Bullard.

But as Rusty passed one saloon, then
the barber shop, he saw a rider in an
empty lot, shoving his horse against the
wall of a shack, staying out of Ted Nevers’
sight. It was Murgatroyd.

EVIDENTLY Ted expected to find
this gunman, Murgatroyd, inside the
casino he owned. At any rate he hadn’t
bargained for this kind of a cold deck.
But he should have, knowing Murga-
troyd’s reputation.- Without being actually
in the pay of the cowmen, Murgatroyd
had appointed himself their ace bully. His
reward was the patronage of the cowboys.

He was a grifter at cards and a crack
shot as well. In the past he had ridden
as shotgun guard on an Overland stage,
then traveled with a rodeo company as a
carnival marksman. Yet, with all his skill
at the trigger, he was avoiding a straight
shootout with that wounded man. Mur-
gatroyd was hiding so he could snap a
bushwhack shot into the play.

Torvester reminded himself of the blind
dog fighting a wolf pack. He checked his
wagon directly between Murgatroyd and
Ted Nevers. Rusty saw that Ted was
badly hit. His head moved up groggily
over the horse’s flank until he saw the
veterinarian. Then his gray lips tight-
ened, and he grinned.

Inside the wagon old Homer barked
as he dreamed of his battle with the
wolves. His magnificent roar was only a
gentle yap, like a ewe’s that has dropped
a lamb and turned half dumb as mother
ewes will. But the pitiful dream of cour-
age was just audible enough for Rusty
to hear. He glanced back quickly at his
dog.

Homer whimpered. Doubtless, many
wolves were slicing him. His horses and
his home were lost, unless he fought to
the death. That was the dog’s dream.
And that was Ted Nevers’ dream. The
contagion of its madness had spread from
one to the other, from the dog to the man.

Rusty Torvester had the stark picture

of a man losing a fight to save his home,
of a girl who had pleaded desperately
against his fighting, knowing she would
have to wait more years.

Rusty had just seen that whole tragedy
on Ted Nevers’ face. Ted’s blood-drained
eyes were like Homer’s eyes. His teeth,
bared by pain-drawn lips, were Homer’s
teeth. Dog and man were akin, seeing
nothing, fearing nothing.

Rusty called down to Nevers. ‘“Murga-
troyd’s in the sand lot behind you, Ted.
Get set to salt him when I drive this
wagon out of your way.”

Nevers lifted himself to his knees. One
arm was limp.

Rusty drove on.

Ted’s left armn threw a shot across the
belly of his horse. “I’'m lone-wolfing this
table, Murgatroyd!” he yelled. “You ain’t
even in the game any more!”

Murgatroyd jerked back from the slug,
tried to pull leather to keep himsclf on
the horse, then toppled headlong.

The air was strangely still when that
shot’s echoes died. Then, of its own ten-
sity, it seemed to shake. The dog Homer
felt the change in his bones, a vibra-
tion caused by the rumble of wheels. The
sound, even though it came from far down
the wagon-tracked road, jangled on his
nerves. The dog jerked his toes in his
nightmare. Homer dreamed that his
wagon—that is to say, his home—was
plunging wildly down slopes of timber.

Actually it was another wagon, a buck-
hoard rattling into town. A girl was driv-
ing, a gray-haired nester clutching the
seat with both hands.

The sight of Loretta McGill must have
given Ted new strength. He stiffened his
arm, lifted his head, dragged himself over
the body of his horse. He got to his feet
in a crazy lurch, as if falling upward in-
stead of down.

Perhaps no one among all the store-
keepers and freighters and stockmen in
Ten-Lode was as astounded as Lam Bul-
lard. Lam had stepped out of the casino
door and into the scalding sunshine. He
did it with a big flourish, knowing the
whole town was watching him. He en-
tered the stage as he had done at rodeo
contests, his gun still in its leather. He
could not lose. For, as he thought, Mur-
gatroyd was backing him up.
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effectively bars the path of generations
of hardy prospectors striving to reach it.

The tale of this mine has been handed
down from family to family, different
stories springing up as to its exact size
and location. Only the Apache, Chief Na-
“na, knows the truth . . . and he will not
speak :
The mine is the lost Adams Diggings
and the effort to locate it has added leg-
end and drama to the thrilling saga of
gold mining in the southwest. Scores of
men have given up their lives in the ef-
fort to find it.

Adams, the man for whom the mine is
named, is a somewhat shadowy figure.

He was engaged in freighting goods
between Tucson and Los Angeles, and
upon reaching a village of the friendly
Pima Indians one evening, he found him-
self the center of interest.

A crowd of miners had collected and
were eager to give him anything in re-
turn for his twelve sturdy horses. The
explanation was that someone had struck
gold in the vicinity.

One of the Indians turned out to be
a Mexican who had been captured by the
Apaches when a young lad, and had been
raised by the savages. He was called
Gotch Ear, one ear being horribly muti-
lated. Gotch Ear had been astonished at
the commotion raised by these gold
seekers.

“I know a place,” he had declared.
“where in one day you can get enough
gold to load a pack horse. There are
golden nuggets as big as acorns.”

It took only a short time for the ex-
cited miners to convince Gotch Ear that
he ought to lead them to this fabulous
mine. ,

Gotch Ear agreed, on condition that
he would be given money, horses, guns
and ammunition. But, they had no hors-
es. And here Adams entered the pic-
ture.

By lending his horses to the expedition,
Adams, was given command of the out-
fit. On August 20, they started out,
twenty-two men and pack horses, with
Gotch Ear in the lead.

THE exact direction taken by the par-
ty is still in the realm of specuiation,
but later Adams claimed that they went

north-east, passing the White mountains
of Arizona and crossing the historical Gila
river.

At any rate, the men traveled for days,
going deeper into endless mountain pass-
es and wild, uninhabited country.

Gotch Ear appeared to know his di-
rections, at length reaching a trail over
which wagons had passed recently.

“Remember this place.” he said. “This
trail leads to the fort where you.can buy
supplies.” It was believed he referred to
Fort Wingate, New Mexico.

One morning they passed through a
canyon so narrow the riders could reach
out and touch both sides with their .
hands. At noon, they seemed to be head-
ing straight toward a steeply-walled prec-
ipice.

One of the men asked Gotch Ear if
they had to climb that sheer wall of stone.

He smiled and said, “In a minute, you
will see.”

Skillfully, he guided them around a
huge boulder which seemed from afar to
be part of the canyon wall. Behind this
boulder was a small passageway, the so-
called secret door for which men have
searched vainly ever since.

Twisting and turning endlessly, Gotch
Ear finally led them into a wider canyon
covered with grass and trees. The men
halted beside a stream of crystal clear
water.

Gotch Ear pointed to the running
stream. “There is your gold. You have
only to pick it from the gravel.”

" The men let out a great cheer and
scrambled wildly to the water’s edge,
eager to try this new found El Dorado.

Shouts of “Gold! Plenty of it! Look
at this!” echoed from the canyon walls.

Gotch Ear warned them not to make
too much noise because of the presence
of Indians nearby, and then abruptly ask-
ed for his promised reward. He was giv-
en horses, guns and money. Showing his
contempt for the gold, Gotch Ear wished
the men luck and immediately took his
leave. He was never heard from again.

There was very little sleep obtained in
the camp that night. The men were too
excited by their new-found riches.

Gold for the panning, water for their
horses, wood, grass and plenty of game
for the shooting. . . This was paradise.
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NEXT day, as they were busily pan-
ning gold from the stream, the
men were startled to look up and see
veteran Chief Nana and a group of his
Apaches idly watching them. Their
stealthy approach should have been a
warning to the miners, but on this oc-
casion the warriors seemed to be on a
friendly mission.

“You find gold here? Good,” grunted
the chief. But, pointing his hand beyond
the canyon, he shook his huge head,
“White men stay away from there. My
people camp there.”

The gold-seekers readily agreed to the
old chief’s warning and silently watched
the redskins depart. But some of the
men had doubts about the peaceful inten-
tions of the savages.

They decided to build a cabin, store
the gold in one central place and divide
it evenly among themselves.

Ten days later, provisions began to
run low and a party of six men set out
for the old fort trail that had been point-
ed out by Gotch Ear.

When the cabin was near completion,
a fireplace in one end was chosen for the
gold cache. A flagstone was used as a
cover, being replaced each day as the
gold was deposited.

With plenty of gold within reach of
their hands, one would think these men
would be satisfied to work their diggings.
But gold-seekers are a race unto them-
selves. The temptation to violate Chief
Nana’s warning and stray above the can-
yon proved too much for-them. Stealthy
visits were made to the forbidden ground,
and each time the men returned with
good-sized nuggets. And each time Ad-
ams cautioned the men about their prom-
ise.

Nine days after the party left for pro-
visions Adams became worried. The men
should have returned. He set out with a
companion to look for them.

At the secret entrance to the canyon,
Adams found them. Every man was
dead, scalped, and the provisions scatter-
ed over the rocks. All signs pointed to a
surprise attack by Indians.

Quickly the two men hid the bodies in
the rocks to protect them from wild ani-
mals. :

“Nana and his band are out to kill us

all,” said Adams. “I warned the men this
would happen. We'll go back and warn
the rest of them.”

They hurried back along the trail un-
til they came to a high point from which
the cabin was visible. As they neared
the top wild yells and screams were
heard from the direction of the camp.
The men exchanged significant glances,
but neither dared to speak his thoughts.

IT was even worse than they had fear-
ed. The cabin was in flames and hun-
dreds of Apaches were riding and run-
ning about, waving scalps in their bloody
hands. .

Adams knew that he and his compan-
ion would be missed. They ran back to
their horses, threw away the saddles and
sent the horses galloping in a different
direction. Then, with the blood-curdling
yells still ringing in their ears, they hid
themselves behind a hastily erected barri-
cade of rocks to await the coming of
darkness.

Under cover of night, they crept cau-
tiously back to view the camp. Shadowy
forms of Indians could be seen stealing
away from the smoking ruins until all
were gone and a deathly stillness settled
over the area.

After a whispered conference, they de-
cided to attempt to reach the burned cab- -
in, get the gold from the fireplace and
hurry away. There was over one hund-
red thousand dollars in gold stored there
and it was worth taking the risk.

Warily, they crept down to the smok-
ing ruins and, after listening, assured
themselves no savages were about.

They reached the fireplace and discov-
ered that smouldering beams and white
hot rocks effectually barred their path to
the golden hoard.

A few moments with the axe and a
few buckets of water would fix every-
thing, but the noise might bring back the
Indians. They decided to wait and see if
the rocks and beams would cool sufficient-
ly to move them.

But time was precious and dawn was
approaching swiftly. Gold was in their
blood, but life was more to them than the
yellow metal. Reluctantly, the two men
abandoned hope of bringing out any of
the gold.
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They turned back and hit the trail, the
only exit they knew. Their return to civ-
ilization was a nightmare of suffering.
Traveling only at night, not daring to
show themselves in the light of day, they
realized the savage Apaches would be

__searching for them. During the day they

hid in sheltered rocks and woods, taking
turns getting a little sleep when they
dared. Afraid to discharge their guns
for game, they lived only on nuts and
rain water left in rock crevices. At
length, Adams, desperate for food, shot
a rabbit, their only solid food for days.

One morning they heard the sound of
horses and, peering from their hideout,
discovered a troop of soldiers from Fort
Apache, Arizona. The troop picked
them up, two wild, unshaven, famished
men with fear-crazed eyes.

At the fort, the soldiers gave them
food and a tent in which to live, while
they slowly regained strength.

But Adams couldn’t get the spectre of
the wild Apaches from his fevered brain.
His nerves, shattered and on edge, he
awoke one morning in his tent to see a
group of Indians peering in at him. Sud-
denly he drew his pistol, killing two of
the red men.

NFORTUNATELY for him, they
were friendly Indians on a peaceful
mission and Adams was seized and plac-

ed in the guardhouse to await trial for
murder. The army at that time was bent
on making peace with the Indians and
the rash act of Adams was not going to
help matters along.

But Adams spent only a short time in
jail.  One night he escaped and, stealing
a horse, made his way to Los Angeles,
where his wife and children waited.

Settling down in his home, Adams
had all intentions of re-establishing him-
self and going back to the diggings at
the first opportunity.

He set himself up in business, running
a livery stable and then a furniture store.
Sometime he would save enough money
to organize another expedition.

However the necessary money seemed
never to be forthcoming and Adams fin-
ished his life far from the war cries and
arrows of the savage Apaches.

But the Adams Diggings lived on
long after its namesake.

The Diggings have been a jinx and a
death trap for hardy souls with the spell
of the yellow metal in their veins. Many
expeditions were organized to ferret out
the treasure, even one by airplane. But,
all met with ill luck and dire misfortune.

Prospectors believe that over the fabu-
lous Diggings hovers the spirit of Chief
Nana and his Apaches, leering in deri-
sion at the futile efforts of the paleface to
wrest the gold from its final hiding place.
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The presence of death hung over the
room like black crepe. That was some-
thing that followed Val McGrath wher-
ever he went.

An exhilarating feeling of power built
up in him, mingling with the fumes of
Iicohol that rioted through his brain. The
evening looked promising. Maybe events
would shape themselves into the familiar
pattern: Some drunken gun bender who
thought he was tough would come lurch-
ing into the place looking for trouble, and
through ignorance of Val's identity or
because he wanted to build up his own
gun rep at the expense of Val's life. . . .

Val grinned wolfishly. That was just
the kind of gent he liked to meet up with.
Maybe he could add another notch to the
grip of his sixgun and get past the fatal
thirteen that was his present tally. He
had been a little nervous when he carved
that thirteenth notch but then, he re-
flected, there comes a time in every gun-
slinger’s career when he has a score of
thirteen—unless he happens to be lucky
enough to knock over two at once, at the
right moment.

Young Val had acquired a black out-
look on life at an early age. For one
thing, his mother had been possessed of a
lamentable tendency to name her children
from significant dates on the calendar.
That had been all right in the case of his
older sister, June, who was born in that
month and it would have been all right in
his own case if he could have picked his
day, St. Patrick’s for instance, but he had
first seen daylight on February the four-
teenth and had immediately become
Valentine McGrath. _

The name, with its implications of
lavender and old lace had been a con-
stant target for his schoolmates’ ridicule,
and he was forced to win many a hard-
fought battle before it was shortened to
Val.

This alone was not responsible for
turning him into a gunman, but it helped.

The main reason for young Val’s
warped viewpoint was the fact that he
was the son of Tom McGrath, owner of
a beggarly little shirttail spread, so situ-
ated that.it was constantly being ground
down between the mill stones of the big-
ger outfits on either side of it.

Existence on the ranch had been a

never-ending struggle against drouth,
mortgages, rustlers, and the encroach-
ment of stronger neighbors. There al-
ways had been the pinch of poverty, and
always the McGraths had been pushed
from pillar to post and forced to play
politics with the jangling factions about
them in order to be allowed to remain
on the range at all.

And Val was just “that McGrath kid,”
a furtive-eyed youngster with a haircut
like it had been chewed off by a horse,
and his clothes held together by huge
pie-shaped patches of oft-color material.

BUT all that ended in one blazing day
of glory.

Dude Verlane, a snake-eyed gambling
man, made gutter remarks about Val’s sis-
ter June; remarks that called for gun-
play. The loafers told Val about it for
the fun of watching him take the bitter
humiliation of it.

He listened, then went home and got
his father’s Peacemaker and called Ver-
lane out into the street and killed him
there in the dust with the Saturday after-
noon crowd watching from the sidewalk.

Val liked to live those moments over
again in memory. He had given Verlane
his chance at a draw and then had coldly
and methodically outdrawn him and
killed him to the tune of Green Grow the
Lilacs, gushing from a hurdy-gurdy in a
nearby saloon. The music had ground on
endlessly while he stood, gun poised,
watching Verlane crawl painfully through
the dust in a dying effort to reach his
gun.

He heard someone say, “My God—
almost as fast a draw as Frank Dea-
con’s!”

He felt a slight stir of resentment in
himself at the words, as if they were try-
ing to steal some of the red glory of the
moment from him by placing him below
the great Frank Deacon.

“If there's anyone €lse here got any-
thing to say about the McGraths, just
step out!” he shouted. “And from now
on, watch out—all of you, because I’m
not through!”

Gunmen, gamblers, merchants, cow-
boys, tanchers who could buy out the Mc-
Graths a hundred times over—they were
all there, a wavering blur of faces, as
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though he were seeing them through a
rain-washed window. But no one stepped
forward. They respected the mad rage of
this sixteen-year-old and the fistful of
death he held in his hand.

His mother and June cried when he
walked in the house with the old Peace-
maker strapped to his hip and told them
about it, and his father’s face got long
and sober. Not that they weren’t proud
of him for protecting his sister’s name,
but they didn’t like the way he told it,
down to the last twitch of Verlane’s face.
They didn’t like the way he laughed
when he told about how funny Verlane
looked trying to crawl through the dust
toward his gun.

His father studied him bleakly when
he related with a show of resentment
how he had been rated almost as good as
Frank Deacon, and there was a tortured
look in his mother’s eyes when he hinted
darkly that someday he might have a
chance to show people a thing or two
about just how good Frank Deacon was.

They gave up the ranch and moved to
Solana not long afterward. That didn’t
have anything to do with his shooting
Verlane; they couldn’t have held out any
longer, anyway. So they just moved off
and left, getting what they could out of

their stock and leaving the range for the.

Scissors outfit and the Sawbuck outfit to
fight over.

Which they did. For a year the Solana
Basin rocked with gunfire and young
Val McGrath drew gun wages, riding for
the Scissors outfit. His reputation grew,
but he had no friends. He became known
as a lad to let strictly alone. He hated
his saddlemates as much as he hated the
riders for the Sawbuck and he let them
know that it mattered very little to him
which side he was on so long as he got
paid.

After the war was over he drifted on.
To hell with Solana and the Basin!
They could have it. Nobody liked him
around there anyhow, and his mother
just mooned around all the time because
she’d raised a gunman, and June came
home from the store where she worked
and nagged the life out of him to settle
down and quit wearing his guns.

What the hell did she expect him to
do? Help the old man raise, vegetables

for those dirty so-and-sos around there?
That'd be a fine thing for a gunslick like
him to be caught doing! And he was get-
ting damn sick of hearing people tell how
good Frank Deacon was. He reckoned it
was about time he hunted this jasper up
and had a little talk with him. . ..

IT HAD been three years since he'd

left Solana, but he’d never run across
Frank Deacon yet. When he was drink-
ing and got talkative he let it be known .
that he was looking for him, but no one
seemed to know anything about what
had become of him. He guessed maybe
someone had blasted Deacon or else the
pup had nost his nerve and was hiding
out somewhere. . . .

Val idly studied the little groups of
men there in the Crescent. The novelty
of his presence had worn off somewhat
and they were laughing and talking and
joshing among themselves as if he
weren’t there.

Val often wondered what people found
to laugh about. Val himself never
laughed. And whenever he got near a
bunch the laughter always stopped and
they started being polite and cautious, and
before long they'd always commence to
drift away.

He knew they didn’t like to be around
him. They were scared of him! They
knew he didn’t take anything from any-
body. Well, to hell with ’em! To hell
with every mother’s son of ’em!

It got kind of lonesome though. . . .

Val poured himself another drink. The
display of bricabrac on the wall back of
the bar caught his eye. There was a buf-
falo head above the bar mirror with a
Sharps rifle pegged to the wall under-
neath it. A dust-coated golden eagle and
a snarling, rather moth-eaten badger
flanked the head on either side. On the
wall, directly in front of him, was a
fan-shaped spray of arrows, surmounted
by a pair of crossed, feathered lances.

But what caught Val’'s eye was the
display of pistols nailed to the wall un-
derneath the arrows. They were ar-
ranged like the spokes of a wheel, bar-
rels pointed inward toward a card in the
center, which read: These guns were left
here by dead men.

Val identified the makes: Navy Colts,

N
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Peacemakers, a Frontier Model with the
trigger and guard removed, ornate little
derringers and even an old Spanish gun.

He sneered. All of these guns had
been owned by second-raters, men who
weren’t quite good enough. . . .

——

HE JERKED around as the half doors
bellied in, protesting thinly on dry
hinges. A tall, homely waddy came
stalking into the room. Just inside the
doors his head collided with the bowl of
a hanging lamp, sending a play of light
and shadow careening about the room.
He stood there for a moment, rubbing

“his head, a rueful grin twisting at his

lips. He calmly sized up the crowd, then
catching sight of Val, he sauntered up,
leaned heavily on the bar beside him.
Val noticed with disappointment that
the intruder wasn’t wearing any guns.

“The stranger drummed his knuckles
on the bar. “Another glass here, bar-
tender!” Then to Val, by way of conver-
sation, “Lord, but I'm dry!”

“Listen—Pilgrim,” Val rasped. “I'm
not hankerin’ for any company, so you
can just drag your carcass away from
here, pronto!” :

If the stranger noticed Val’s hands
fingering the grips of his guns he didn’t
show it. He poured himself a drink,
took his time about drinking it, then
stared regretfully at the empty glass.
“Happens I'm different,” he announced
calmly. “I like company.”

“Listen, Jasper,” Val breathed in a
tone of deadly casualness, ‘“did you ever
hear of a gent, name of Val McGrath?”

“Yeah, sure—you’re him.” He lowered
his voice. “And I'm Frank Deacon.”

Val stiffened, looked the big man over
cautiously, then sneered openly. -“So
you're the great Frank Deacon. I sort of
figured you'd gone yellow. Well, you
saved your life by comin’ here without
your guns.”

Deacon was studying Val closely.
“You look a lot like your sister, Kid,”
he said. “Same eyes, same color hair
—yeah, you look a lot like June.”

Val's eyes narrowed. “Just what do
you know about my sister?”

“Quite a lot. You see—I married her.
'Bout a year after you high-tailed it out
of Solana.” :

-

“You married June!” Val snorted.
“Why she hates gunmen like they was
poison!”

“Don’t I know it! Especially one
named Frank Deacon. She sorta figures
this Deacon hombre was responsible for
her mutton-headed kid brother goin’
wrong—says he hit the gun trail tryin’
to be as good as this gent—"

“I'm as good as you are, any day of
the week!” Val retorted hotly. “Go get
yourself a gun, Deacon, and I’ll show you
how good—" ‘

Deacon raised a silencing hand. “Now
the wife don’t know that me and this
Deacon rascal are one and the same, but
I sorta feel guilty about it, anyhow, so
I takes myself a little pasear to hunt up
this button and chase him home. That’s
how come I'm not wearin’ my guns—
figured I'd have a better chance to bring
him back alive, without ‘em.”

Young Val McGrath was almost too
furious to talk. “You talk like a damned
law-dog,” gritted. ‘“You'll be almighty
luﬁ(y if you crawl back there alive your-
self.”

All this talk had taken place in a low
tone and an unnatural quiet had settled
over the room. Curious ears were strain-
ing through the silence, trying to pick
up the conversation. The pop-eyed bar-
tender was casually inching his way to-
ward them, wiping at the bar for an
excuse. '

Deacon waved him away with an au-
thoritative hand, then turned to the gap-
ing crowd. :

“All right, folks,” he said quietly.
“Just go on about your business.”

There was a guilty stir among them
and an attempt to appear nonchalant, but
Val could see that they were still curious.
If he could talk this big son into getting
himself a gun he’d show them something.
Deacon was yellow, all right. He knew
Val’s code wouldn’t let him beef an un-
armed man. ,

Val reached for the bottle and slopped
a drink into his glass. Deacon took the
bottle then and set it out of kjs reach.
“Better be careful of that stuff, “he said,
reprovingly, “or you’ll have a head-ache
tomorrow.”

Val opened his mouth to snarl some-
thing but this last affront had left him
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down his own blood cousin, Pepe hoped.

Pepe cursed the rain and wished now
he had not forsaken his ancient plow and
machete for the glory of the sword—
even to be called EI Capitan. Of plows and
crops he knew much, of soldering, noth-

-~ ing at all. It would have shocked Pepe’s

simple brain had he realized that Pancho
was cognizant of this shortcoming. Pancho
was aware, and for that reason had ap-
pointed Timoteo to act as Pepe’s ad-
visor in all things military. Pepe longed
for advice, now. But Timoteo had been
absent for hours. Pepe cursed both Timo-
teo and the rain.

Before Santa Eulalia on the plain,
Villa was holding his main force. Rain
was no trouble on the flats. But Pepe’s
fifty men, and their eternal camp women,
were in the downslope of a mountain can-
yon, sent there by Pancho to make a
flanking attack. The rain came straight
down on them. It cascaded off the side
walls of the canyon. And it came down
the rocky bottom, where they crouched,
in a turgid current which sought con-
tinually to roll them under.

A very bad place, and sad. Nor did
it stop with the rain, Somehow their
plans had leaked out. For below Pepe,
in the canyon narrows, secure in a de-
serted house whose roof was yet good, a
Federales patrol had taken up its vigil.
They were armed with one of those
new-style guns which spew death like
water from a pump-hose.

And Pepe knew, with great bitterness
of heart, that without the distraction of
his flanking attack, his. illustrious cousin,
Pancho Villa, was helpless before Santa
Eulalia. Pepe hoped again that Pancho
would be just when he meted out punish-
ment for this failure.

Pepe knew further gloom when a small
patrol he had sent out to see about the
Federales in the narrows came back, carry-
ing two of their number—dead. It was
then, in Pepe’s darkest moment, that
Timoteo came baying down the waist-
high water of the wash to Pepe’s saturated
shelter.

Pepe almost smiled his relief. Now,
from the solid knowledge of his soldier’s
trade, Timoteo would conjure up a judg-
ment for Pepe to voice.

But Timoteo, the great soldier, Pepe’s .

“back from thi§ one called Rosa.

crying need in this dire hour, cried out,
“Senora de Los Angeles! This I can-
not endure! Capitan, I must have help.
I shall die. I cannot live the hour!”

Pepe gulped, gave a careful glance
at his plainly locoed aid, daggers of
uncertainty stabbing him.

“The Federales!” he guessed desperate-
ly “They attack? You have been shot!”

Through his hurt, Timoteo grimaced.
his disgust at such a hazard. “The Fed-
erales!” he snorted. “Ha! Would I
weep, patron, were I so careless as to
let those dogs put one ounce of their
feebly-aimed lead into my belly? No! So
much the worse, this is, I tell to you!
Rosa—my chiquita! Come quickly, Capi-
tan. For a certainty, I shall die!”

IF there was a subject about which he
knew less than warfare, it was women.
Thus Pepe Amalia was not one small
amount relieved when he was led into a
pocket among the rocks, where the camp
followers of his band were couched, and
learned that Timoteo’s agony was not
first, but second-hand.

There was a young woman among the
harridans who marched with his men
and served their pleasures according to
the dictates of Villa, who had sufficient
beauty of face to stir even Pepe. And
there was a look in her eyes toward
Timoteo which might have unseated the
reason of a man much older than the
young soldado. In honesty to his advisor,
Pepe admitted this fact to himself. But he
permitted no more of this admission to
find voice than a vague clucking behind
his teeth.

“She is sick?” he asked carefully.

“Sick!” Timoteo howled. “She is
dying!”

Suddenly he broke off his tirade with
a queer look at his capitan. He spoke a
quick word, and the other women drew
The
woman was revealed as more than a
face. Pepe backed up a little and sat down
with his head between his hands.

This Rosa was sick, of a certainty.
Sick with the sickness which came each
spring to the women of the village where
Pepe had lived his years. Was it not
enough that there was rain when the
skies should have been clear for Villa’s
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army? That the Federales were where
they should not be for the success of the
plans that had been made? It was too
much that a woman must, in the midst of
these things, give signs of presenting, to
the best soldier and wisest war-maker of
the company, a child!

For quite a long time, there in the
rain, Pepe fought desperately with the
same reasonless panic which had made
a worthless thing of Timoteo and his
wisdom. And he might have lost the fight,
even then, had he not repeated to him-
self with savage insistence that he was
old . . . that hoth the woman and the
coming child belonged to Timoteo and not
to him.

This argument at length checked the
panic, and he went on with it. Rosa’s
condition filled him with fear, not for
her, but himself. A situation was arising
which was clearly not within the duties
of even a capitan for Villa.

He could, Pepe decided at length,
be stoical in the face of defeat and the
loss of Timoteo’s counsel. But not in the
face of Rosa’s impending motherhood.
Something must be done swiftly. For in-
stance, there was a gringo medico among
the Villistas. A very able man. Before the
revolution he had been. rich with the
rewards of one who tends well the women
of the great haciendas. A very noble man,
who could, in this hour, be of assist-
ance to a harried capitan.

It was an inspiration, that thought.
Pepe recognized it immediately. And to
have sired it, unaided,. filled him with
such pride that he made no note of the
stubborn fact that the gringo medical
man was with Villa himself, on the plain
before Santa ILulalia. .

What did that matter, if he could
free himself of an experience that filled
him with horrible anticipation? It was
nothing ! Pepe felt he had a grip on things
again. He stood up and pulled his belt
around so that the sword his cousin had
given him was where he could reach it.
He pulled the blade out into the rain.

“It is too wet here!” he remarked
to the surrounding faces, which turned
toward him in surprise. “We will go.
Vayamos!” .

Hardly anybody made a move for a
moment. A number of the soldados turned

toward Timoteo, but he only hovered in
tortured nervousness over Rosa’s com-
placent form. Then one of the harridans
caught the wink of steel in Pepe’s hand
and even perhaps an inkling of Pepe’s
intent., For she rose up, shouting to her
man. -

“Jose! Andale! We march!”

The cry caught and went on up the
canyon. The sodden forms of the solda-
dos came from the brush, keeping their
rifles dry as best they could. Pepe saw
them all in motion and waded out into
the current which covered their only path-
way to the plain. In but moments they
had rounded a twist of the canyon and
come to that place where the machine-
gun of the Federales might reach them.

The lead from the devil-gun made very
unpleasant, warning talk in Pepe’s ears.
A small voice deep inside him swore that
the talk it made was good advice. But Pepe
would not permit himself to heed it. There
was, after all, Rosa. And the gringo
medico was beyond the devil-gun, some-
where beyond the plain.

It was a difficult matter, getting to
the Federales patrol in that old hacienda.
And had there been among them a des-
perate farmer who might guess what an-
other of his own.breed might do, Pepe
would never have made it. It was ob-
vious the chattering devil-gun made it
impossible for a living man to get down
the canyon to that house. So it became
the duty of a dead one.

EPE climbed out on the rocks above

the flooded canyon bed and clung
there a moment. When the first bark of
the gun came from the hacienda, before
it could find and test its mark, Pepe
stiffened, flung his arms wide, and
plunged backward into the muddy flood.
His rifle went wide in the fall, and as
the water closed over him he remembered
dully that he would have to answer per-
sonally to Pancho, as must any man of the
army who lost a precious weapon.

But these were desperate moments
in commission of a desperate enterprise.
So Pepe forgot the gun and Pancho, and
turned himself to keeping air and life
in his body as it tumbled down with the
water, and yet giving no sign of the exist-
ence of life, to the marksmen who

————
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watched their victim wash toward them.

There were rocks and considerable
rubbish in the current, and they beat
at Pepe with pleasure. For a moment he
wondered at himself. But there was
Rosa, and no other cot®®e was left open to
~him.

One man of the Federales came out of
the house into the rain and worked down
over the steep bluff to that place where
Pepe Amalia permitted himself to be
washed ashore. The man came, Pepe
knew, for plunder. What he found, Pepe
did not know. Certainly not the dead
Villista he expected to rob.

Pepe leaped at him. There was shock
against his muscles. His hands and feet
and teeth did things beyond his direction
or control, He threshed on the ground in
silence. And his fingers must have been at
the other’s throat from the beginning, for
there was no sound.

It was done in the time it takes a
man to strangle. An impossible piece of
business. Certainly not one Timoteo
would have proposed, had there been no
Rosa to distract him. But thus far suc-
cessful, for all of that. There was, as a
consequence, pleasure in Pepe Amalia, and
a further cunning.

For an officer of the Villistas there
were, as a usual thing, honor, glory and
safety. But no splendor—no uniform.
Not even one link of braid. Nothing
but the mestizo rags in which he had
left his village. But this Federale—ha!
He was a handsome one, dressed to a
fine style. Pepe changed clothes pleasur-
ably with him on the muddy brink of the
stream.

And, in this instance, vanity was
wisdom—nearly as powerful as the hand-
gun Pepe found in the man’s belt. For,
without " the uniform and his slow, un-
studied approach to the door of the old
house, he would never have lived to use
the gun in his belt.

The door swung inward to his hand.
He stepped in with a gust of rain. The
three remaining members of the devil-
gun patrol stared stupidly at him until
-he had cut one of them down with a

clumsy shot. The second sought to tug -

the devil-gun from its place at the win-
dow and whip its barrel around and into
the room. Only the third was wise. And

his wisdom cost Pepe Amalia a queer,
burning numbness in his left side before
this one, too, became bloody and surprised-
looking, and fell to the floor.

Realization had just come upon Pepe
that he had been shot when the first of his
own men poured into the house. They
waited there, secure from the rain, until
all had gathered. Even the harridans
and Timoteo and his troublesome Rosa.
And while this gathering was in process,
there were further plans to be considered.
With the effort planning cost him, Pepe
forgot his wound and was sorry he had
lost Pancho’s sword. It was a comforting
thing to have and to wave when a man
couldn’t think what to say nor how to
say it.

HE shelter of the old house after the

misery of the rain was a tempting
thing to them all. But although Rosa still
made her own awkward way undisturbed,
Timoteo took up his wailing afresh and
redoubled his efforts to ease her pain.
So Pepe plunged once more into the rain
and the punishment of the canyon flood.
And his command strung out behind him
with pride. The most ease-seeking of them
all would not have it said he feared to
follow where a capitan who had been a
mestizo farmer could find sufficient
courage to lead. )

In this fashion the company at length
debouched from the hills. None of them
happy, Pepe knew. Most of them weary,
uneasy, grumbling unwillingness. But they
held together in some form until they
sighted -Villa’s main force, far across
the plain before the town. And they held
together after that until Villa had sighted
them against the hills and mistaken the
reason for their appearance as the success
of his plan.

He signalled the launching of the full
attack, and Pepe Amalia moaned bitter-
ly to himself. What if the gringo medi-
cal man should be killed in the fighting?
What if Rosa should not wait until the
attack was done? Pepe moaned again and
hurried toward the rear, where Timoteo
walked with his woman.

They were now as close to the ancient
walls of Santa Eulalia as they were to
Villa’s force below them. Pepe looke:d
eagerly at Rosa. Her smile had attain-
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ed a seraphic quality which struck fore-
boding into his heart. And Timoteo was
babbling and beseeching. These were
desperate and bitter moments for Pepe
Amalia. Turning, he watched his mag-
nificent cousin swing a frontal attack
against the town.

Timoteo clawed pitifully at his arm.

So, against such poor judgment as he
possessed, Pepe at length ordered his
men, also, against the walls of Santa Eu-
lalia. Some would have stayed with the
women, refusing madness even for the
sake of Timoteo and his woman. But
Pepe, who was a patient man of a patient
race, had a gnawing wound in his shoul-
der and had already endured more than a
plain man’s share of the misery of others.

A strange and welcome tide of right-
eous anger welled within him. He drew
his borrowed gun and spread his borrow-
ed uniform across his chest. He made
certain promises to those who would
have lagged. He gave teeth to his words
with a pair of badly-aimed, but no less
convincing, shots from the gun. So that
in the end, every soldado moved with
him, even the white-faced Timoteo. And
they drove swiftly for the low east gate
of the town.

BY the time they had reached the gate
a premonition came to rest in Pepe
Amalia that he was bound to nobler souls
in this hour. That, for the first time
since the beginnings of Mexico, a farm-
er’s corded hand was shaping history.
Santa Eulalia was a supply-center. How"~
important a one he did not dream until
he, himself, felt the desperate defense
which met the assault of the Villistas.

But desperation, even in defense of
supplies which might govern the course
of the whole revolt, was no match for the
fury of Pepe Amalia. Santa Eulalia lay
between himself and the gringo medico.
Rosa was couched just beyond the town,
waiting. Timoteo was a swampcat, gone
mad at his side. And time was all-im-
portant.

He was on top of the wall. There
were three heads. He shot at them. The
heads were still there. He kicked one of -
them and leaped upon the other two, car-
rying them, their owners, and the lad-
ders upon which they stood, to the

ground inside. A knife shredded his
cheek. He found it and broke its blade
off in a green- jacket. A man shoved a
rifle at him. He caught the muzzle, slant-
ing it sharply upwards. The weapon ex-
ploded and burned his-hands. Then he

had it and found its long barrel easierta___.

aim than the hand gun he’d dropped on
top of the wall.

A man was on top of Timoteo. Pepe
broke the fellow’s head with the gun-bar-
rel. Timoteo fired from the ground and
blew away most of a savage face behind
Pepe’s shoulder. Pepe ran, then stop-
ped and worked the rifle, and ran again.
Once the rifle ceased to fire. Timoteo
did something with it and it was a good
weapon again. They got in the door of a
church. Pepe’s shoulder hurt him like a
weight,” dragging him down. Some of
his fifty men came up, running low, and
crouched beside him.

Timoteo was not moaning, now. He
saw something, and said words, and they
all ran again, and Pepe’s shoulder ceased
to hurt. There were a lot of other run-
ning figures in the street. Some Pepe
shot at and some he didn’t, and all of
them kept running, just the same. Tim-
oteo barked out a chuckling word. Two
or three of the company, who were close,
laughed, and one of them slapped Pepe
on the back, on the side that was wound-
ed—but the blow felt good and he shot
at some more running men.

After an interminable time they came
to the square. They, themselves, were
like a dull knife, sawing at the press of
Federales there. And from the other
side, something else was sawing. For
suddenly the pack before the cathedral
parted, broke, and crumbled into scatter-
ed, scrambling men, dropping their guns
and seeking holes like rabbits. It seemed
strange to Pepe that the fighting should
end so suddenly.

He did not understand what it could
mean—auntil he saw the man at the head
of the ragged company plunging into the
other side of the square.

He was a big man, generous in size
from foot to lion’s head. And he had a
great voice which boomed out over all
Santa Eulalia. »

“Pepe!” it thundered. “Pepe Amalia!”
" Villa! That_cousin Pancho! Pepe
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No one knew why the Angel called. For
two months Captain Jack Lacey and his
Los Angeles Rangers had been trying to
answer that question. They had asked the
governor for help—and he had sent them
Slim Jim Bell, Ranger at Large, who was
coming now to report to his friend, Cap-
tain Jack Lacey. He had failed on his last
two assignments, Slim Bell reflected grim-
ly, and this was to be his third and final
chance. The governor had made that plain.

Then Slim Jim saw the beggar. The
man was crouched against one of the
white-washed gate posts. He looked like
a bundle of dirty white rags, save for the
dark thatch of his hair and the mahogany
brown of his face, hands and sandaled feet.
He struck a discordant note.

Even as the thought crossed Slim’s
mind, he saw two strapping mozos, in
laced Mexican calzonera breeches and yel-
. low silk shirts, stalk through the gate to-
ward the beggar. Slim single-footed his
palomino, Del Oro, closer.

He heard one of the charros say harshly,
“Begone, beggar! Don Gabriel orders it.
Your presence is like an open sore on a
pretty face. If it is dinero you want, here
is a handful of gold—to choke you!” The
charro stooped, and with one swift motion
ground a fistful of coins into the beggar’s
face. ’

Slim Bell’s grip tightened on Del Oro’s
reins. He saw the beggar topple back
against the gate post, sprawl sidewise to
the ground. A boot swung swiftly, caught
the beggar in the pit of the stomach.

The man'’s groan of anguish came clear-
ly to Bell, as did his reply. ““Sefiores,” the
beggar cried, “have mercy on this poor
one! Mercy! I come only to speak with
El Capitan Jack Lacey, of our blessed
Rangeros de los Angeles. Call him to me,
and I will leave this cursed place as though
the plague were here!”

“Capitan Lacey is busy, garron,” one
of the charros said roughly. “He has no
time to speak with the likes of you. I"ayas!
Begone!”

SLIM JIM BELL'’S interest quickened.
The thick dust muffled the sound of
his approach. He reined in. Neither the
charros nor the beggar had noticed him as
yet.

Groveling in the dust, the beggar an-

swered his tormentors. “I will not go,”

he said stubbornly. “I must see El Capitan
Lacey—"

The suplicante’s face was caked with
dirt and grime. He appeared bent with the

weight of years, gnarled like the crookedk_\-

oaken staff that lay beside him. That was
about all Slim Jim Bell could make out, for
the loose cotton clothes that covered him
hid the shape of his body. He squirmed
on the ground like a wounded animal, his
hands clasped tightly across his middle.

The charros, standing above him, might
have been twins, from the look of them.
They had the same broad noses, and wide,
flat lips. and sooty black eyes. Hair, un-
ruly as wire, hung across their brows.
Their short, thick-set bodies showed the
strength of bulls. Slim decided they must
be brothers.

One of them swung another kick to the
seat of the suplicante’s loose cotton breech-
es, and the other reached down a hairy
arm to grab the beggar’s shirt.

Cloth ripped as the beggar twisted to
free himself. The front of his blouse split
from collar to waist. Slim Bell caught a
glimpse of the man’s brown chest—and
of something else.

The charro who had ripped the. shirt
jerked erect with an exclamation of sur-
prise. For an instant the bestial-faced
mozo stood like one frozen. His brother,
likewise, seemed rooted to the spot. Even
the suplicante was quiet, unmoving.

And while that breathless pause held,
Slim Bell studied the belt that had been
exposed under the torn shirt.

It was a biricu, an ancient sword belt,
made of fine, golden-grained Spanish
leather. Time had given it a luster that
polish couldn’t duplicate. About four
inches wide, the belt was a maze of intri-
cately carved medallions and scrolled lines.
Two chased silver buckles caught it about
the beggar’s waist.

For the space of a minute, the silent
tableau held. Then the beggar’s hands
moved frantically to claw the front of his
shirt together. Those hands, Slim Bell
noticed. were smooth. He had no time,
though, to give the matter any thought, for
the beggar’s move to hide the belt seemed
to break the spell that held the two char-
ros. :

“Por Dios!” one of the brothers cried.

-



BRINGER OF GRINGO LAW

85

“It is the Belt of Joaquin! Por Dios!”
The other wasted no words. A bone-
handled knife came into his hand, swung
high, sunlight glittering on the bright
blade.
Slim Bell spoke for the first time. His

_- -voice crossed the ten feet of space separat-

ing him from the combatants. ‘‘Daylight
is no time for murder, sefiores!”

HE mozo with the knife whirled like a

man stung. His round, sooty eyes
studied Slim Jim Bell. The charro saw
the tall, broad-shouldered, wasp-waisted
American dressed in fawn-hued breeches
that fitted his slender legs snugly. He
took in the dusty blue shirt and small
neckscarf the rider wore, and passed up
across Slim Jim’s cleft chin, firm lips and
high-bridged nose. Slim was wearing a
tuck-crowned sombrero, with some of
the yellow road dust caught in the curl
of the brim. A silver ring snugged the
buckskin lanyard strings of the hat be-
neath his chin.

There were two matched Colts in sad-
dle holsters strapped to the pommel of
his plain black saddle, but the flaps of the
holsters were buttoned. Slim Jim Bell
had the air of a man who could take care
of himself, but the charro disregarded
that.

Slim read the mozo’s intent in the sooty
eyes. He kicked free of his stirrups as the
man’s arm whipped back. He twisted
sidewise out of the saddle—as the charro’s
knife came at him like a streak of light.

He heard it hum through the air above
him as he struck the roadway. The charro
wanted that belt mighty bad to be willing
to kill for it, Slim thought, as he came to
his feet. One springing lunge carried
him half the distance to the mozo.

“Gringo cabrone!” the Mexican spat.
“Death misses but once!” A small der-
ringer, deadly as a diamondback, slipped
from his sleeve.

Slim Bell swung forward in a long,
frantic dive. He had expected the knife,
but not the gun. Don Gabriel Senati’s
charros came well-heeled. Pale flame
bloomed from the muzzle of the little
weapon. Slim felt the ball slice through
the crown of his hat and knock it back, to
hang by its lanyard strings between his
shoulders.

’

Then his loeng arms circled the mozo’s
legs just above the knees. The Mexican
went over backward. He struck at Bell’s
head with the derringer. Slim took the
blow on a lifted shoulder and swung his
right fist. It was a looping, overhand blow
that caught the charro behind the ear. Slim
felt the man’s wiry body relax beneath
him. He gained his feet, wondering why
the other charro hadn'’t interfered.

Slim saw the reason as he turned. The
second Mexican was on the ground, ankle
caught in the crook of the beggar’s oak
staff. As the charro squirmed free, the
staff rose and fell. The stout oak stave
shivered against the man’s skull. He
buried his face in the dust a second time.
He was out cold when Slim Bell rolled
him over to keep him from smothering.

The Ranger was smiling when he
straightened. The smile made wrinkles
form at the corners of his eyes.

To the beggar it appeared that this
lanky gringo found pleasure in putting his

. fists against knife and gun. And he was

not far wrong.

Death was no stranger to Slim Bell. He
had faced it in American river gold
camps, on the San Francisco Embarca-
dero, on the burning sands of Death Val-
ley. He had faced it in the line of duty
to an infant state, for his was an unusual
commission. Tucked in the money-belt
he carried beneath his shirt were his cre-
dentials as Ranger at Large, signed by
Governor Lee Tuckerman of California.

There were few who knew Slim Bell
for what he was. An occasional newspaper
editor cautiously mentioned that a person-
al representative of the governor had aided
sheriffs, marshals, Vigilantes or Ranger
companies in breaking up the organized
outlawry that was gutting California of
its wealth in this vear of 1854. There were
also a few who knew the tall, slim Ranger
for the quality of his mercy. And there
were another few who knew the speed of
his guns, but they were mostly dead.

CHAPTER TWO
The Twelkth Man Dies

LIM BELL watched the beggar
clamber to his knees and pull himself
erect with the aid of his staff. The supli-
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cante had folded his shirt together, hiding
the belt again.

As Slim looked at the man, he won-
dered why that belt was worth murder.
Hg hoped the beggar would offer an ex-
planation. He tried to put the suplicante
at ease.

“Mucho gracias,” he nodded. “You’re
handy with that crutch. You're damned
handy with the crutch.”

The beggar kept his eyes lowered. “It
is I who should thank you, sefior,” he
said humbly. “You have saved my life.
So, many thanks, sefior.’

Slim waited for the man to mention the
belt, but he had nothing more to say. Per-
haps he would tell Jack Lacey about it.
Slim turned toward the gate. “Let’s go in
and find the captain,” he suggested.

“Me, sefior ?”’ the beggar cried. ““I dare
not go beyond this gate.”

Slim glanced at the unconscious charros.
A dry smile moved across his lips. “You
won't last long if you stay here,” he said
succinctly. “Those hombres are going to

wake up with blood in their eye, and you'll .

get it in the neck.”

Bell beckoned to Del Oro as though it
were human. The palomino came toward
him, stepping daintily to avoid trailing
reins. The Ranger led the way through
the open gate, the beggar hobbling at his
side, the horse following.

Across the tiled patio sprawled Casa
Gabriel—a _great, red-roofed adobe, with
many wings shaded by cool, tile-roofed
verandas. The patio itself was full of
vibrant life. One glance at the swirling
crowd was enough to show Slim Bell that
Lacey was going to be hard to find. Men
and women were everywhere. Some
watched the whole steers barbecuing in
the pits, others were dancing, still others
were gathered about the wine casks set
in the shade beneath a drooping pepper
tree.

“One comes, sefior,” the beggar said,
“who will know the whereabouts of El
Capitan Lacey.”

Slim Bell saw her then, a tall, slender
girl who was all in white save for the red
ribbon banding her waist and the red
slippers that peeped from beneath her
wide skirts. Others, too, were turning
now to stare at the erect, sandy-haired
gringo and the golden palomino that fol-

lowed him like a faithful dog. Curiosity
was in their eyes, but it turned to disgust
as they saw the beggar in his filthy clothes.

There was neither disgust nor curiosity
in the warm eyes of the sefiorita as she
paused before the Rgnger. Slim read warm
welcome and his sudden indrawn breath -
paid her beauty an unspoken compliment.
He guessed that she was the Sefiorita
Maria de Avila, Don Gabriel Senati’s be-
trothed.

Her smile included them both imper-
sonally. Then Slim saw her study the
beggar more closely. A sudden change .
came over the girl. The smile turned to a
grimace that might have been terror. Her
slim body became tense as a ramrod. Slim
saw her nails bite hard against her palms.
She acted, he realized. as though she
recognized the tall beggar.

With an effort she brought back her

smile. “Buenos dias, seiior,” she said to
Slim Bell. “I bid you welcome to Casa
Gabriel.”

Slim bowed with the courtesy of a
Californio. “We are not guests, sefiorita,”’
he explained. “We'd like a word with
Captain Lacey. Could you direct us to
him?”

He watched the girl's eyes turn to the
beggar. He thought he read a question
in them, but her pause was so slight that
he couldn’t be sure. She smiled at the
Ranger again. “I saw El Captain Lacey -
enter the casa, sefior. The end room—"
She gestured toward a wing that over-
looked the San Fernando Valley.

Slim nodded, murmured his thanks.
He watched the girl turn. Only a power-
ful effort of her will seemed to keep her
from breaking into a run. Slim looked at
the beggar. The man had his head
averted.

Lips tight, Slim led the way across the
patio. He promised himself that this
strange beggar would answer some ques-
tions when they found Jack.

Flowering hibiscus screened the ver-
anda. They found the door the girl had
indicated.

“Wait here,” he said briefly. “I'll get
the captain.” He had his knuckles raised
to rap on the door when he saw a blot
of dark, red liquid staining the sill. A
deep, startled breath shook him. The
liquid was blood.
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HOOF S churned across the patio be-
hind him, their beat sending crisp
echoes against the white walls. Slim Bell
whirled. He heard the door creak open
behind him, but he was too startled to pay
_any attention, for Del Oro was racing
across the yard toward the iron gate, with
the beggar in the saddle. A beggar from
whom the trappings of age had dropped
like a discarded cocoon!

The charro brothers came running
through the open gateway. Slim Jim saw
then leap toward the rider. Del Oro
turned, at a touch of the reins, and thun-
dered straight toward the six-foot wall
surrounding the patio. Slim waited, every
muscle in his body tense. He could guide
Del Oro over that wall himself, but he
didn’t know what would happen with a
strange rider in the saddle. A shiver ran
up his spine.

He saw the palomino seem to crouch,
the rider settle, then lean forward as
though to lift the big animal over the bar-
rier. Del Oro rose like a golden bird,
tucking in his heels.

+Slim Bell felt himself breathe again as
he listened to the fading beat of galloping
hoofs. Del Oro had made the jump safe-
ly. His horse was gone, but he had a
hunch he would see it and the beggar
again—and the Belt of Joaquin.

The door behind him creaked once
more. Slim swung around, remembering
the blood.

Don Gabriel Senati stood in the open-
ing. Slim recognized the man from a de-
scription given him by Lieutenant Dade
Cutler at Ranger headquarters in Los
Angeles. Cutler had said, among other
things, “It beats me what this Sefiorita de
Avila can see in Senati.” Slim Bell could
agree with the lieutenant, he thought, as
he looked at Senati.

Under normal circumstances Don
Gabriel might remind one of a Gila mon-
ster lurking beneath the sand to attack
the unwary. He had the same gross body,
the same sleepy expression. Swarthy-
faced, the folded flesh .of his jowls was
flabby as the wrinkled wattles on a buz-
zard’s neck. A red sash banded his bulg-
ing middle, the fringed ends trailing to the
bend of his knee.

He stood there now, blinking, and Slim
caught the same expression on his gross

face that had crossed Maria de Avila's
when she had recognized the beggar. Don
Gabriel looked as though he had seen a
ghost. _

Then Slim saw the scrap of parchment
Senati clutched in his fingers.

Senati followed the direction of Slim’s
gaze. “Yes, sefior,” he said huskily. “It
is El Angelo’s calling card. The Angel
of Deatli has visited us!”

LIM BELL crossed the porch in two
long strides as Senati stepped aside.
He looked about the room. Chairs were
against the walls. A dark oak table oc-
cupied the center of the polished tile floor.
A couch stood against the opposite wall,
beside an open door. That drying pool
of blood on the sill was the only reminder
that there had been a struggle here. Slim
stepped across the room, to the open
door. He ducked automatically as he went
through it. Lintels were frequently too
low for his six-four height. A trail led
from the steps down a sage-brush hill to
the golden floor of the San Fernando Val-
ley.

Two horses had stood at the foot of the
steps. Their hoofs had scuffed up the
ground. El Angelo Del Muerto had taken
Jack Lacey with him. Slim felt a sense of
quick relief. If Jack Lacey were dead,
the Angel would not have bothered to take
him away.

“He is the twelfth man, sefior,” Don
Gabriel Senati said.

Slim swung around.

Senati was leaning against the table,
and in the dusk of the room his face ap-
peard pasty pale. “The twelfth man,” he
repeated. “I wonder who will be the
thirteenth ?”

Slim, himself, was wondering that, with
the same growing helplessness that had
caused Jack Lacey to send for him.

“What do you know about this?” he
asked the don.

Senati shrugged. ‘““Nothing, sefior.”
His voice was smooth and soft. “I saw
El Capitan Lacey enter some time ago.
He did not come out. Por Dios, I thought
perhaps he had been taken ill, so I come
to ask if I could serve him. The blood and
this—is all I find.” He gestured toward
the scrap of parchment he had laid on the

table.






BRINGER OF GRINGO LAW

89

big place, and we couldn’t give every don
a bodyguard. Now things have speeded
up, mucho plenty. Two men in two days.
Don Julian Ortega disappeared right off
Upper Main Street yesterday. The Angel
left a death’s head, and wings on a wall to
" let us know how it happened. Sometimes,”’
he growled reflectively, “I wish Murieta
and his pards were still on the loose. This
damned black Angel wouldn’t be grabbing
the likes of Carrillo and Ortega if
oaquin was alive.”

“Why?” Slim Bell was listening with
only half an ear, for he could hear a run-
ning horse rapidly nearing Ranger head-
quarters. ,

“Every danged man that has been
visited by this Angel was a friend of
Murieta’s at one time or another, and folks
didn’t bother Joaquin’s amigos if they
valued their ears. What in hell’s that?
What in—"

Wood splintered outside as though a
spent horse had stumbled blindly into the
hitchrack at the edge of the boardwalk.
Slim stepped to the door. A foundered
horse had struck the rail. The animal
stood there now, head between his knees.
Even as he watched, the horse sank for-
ward, seemed to melt into the earth. A
peon in dust-covered breeches and loose
shirt staggered forward, caught Bell about
the waist, blubbering out unintelligible
words.

Slim pushed the man into the room.
“Talk straight,” he gritted. ‘“What’s
happened ?”’

“That’s one of old Juan Avila’s cabal-
los,” Dade Cutler said.

His words seemed to quiet the peon.
The man nodded violently. “Sefiores,”
the words tumbled out, “mi patrone, Don
Juan, ees gone. EI Angelo—that black
consort of the Devil, called no more than
one hour ago. Sefiorita Maria, she ordered
me to take a fast horse and fly here.”

“Did anybody see the Angel come?”
Slim jerked out the question as he led
the way back inside.

“No one saw him, sefior, but I—I saw
him go, like a great black bat on a black
horse. And on another caballo was mi
patrone, with his hands bound tight be-
hind his back.”

“The thirteenth man!” Dade Cutler
said harshly. “Bell—"

E DIDN’T have time to finish the

sentence. The soft whicker of another
horse had caught Slim Jim’s ear. He ran
to the door. He went through it and
across the boardwalk with one long step.
A summier moon hung in the fogless night
sky, lighting the white dust of the streets,
and pooling shadows down the length of
Nigger Valley, where saloons and honka-
tonks sent a raucous invitation into the
night.

A figure was heading toward the alley
at a fast run. Slim Jim caught the flutter
of ragged pants and shirt, even as his
eyes supported the opinion of his ears that
the whicker had come from Del Oro. The
big palomino, looking none the worse for
wear, was standing near the dead Avila
horse.

Slim caught up the reins and straddled
the saddle. He whirled the palomino.
Spurs weren’t needed to set the animal
into racing run. Slim loosened his riata,
built a loop, and let it hang over his shoul-
der. Rapidly he overtook the fleeing fig-
ure. If he could dab his loop on the
beggar, their troubles might be over. At
least the man could tell them more than
they knew now.

The beggar glanced across his shoulder.
He saw the rope as the Ranger sped it
from his fingers. He dodged, and the
rope brushed his shoulders. Then he was
gone down a black passdge too narrow
for Del Oro to enter.

Slim Jim heard the fading patter of the
man’s feet as he reined in. He thought a
moment, then deliberately called down the
alley, “Thanks for my caballo. I'm going
to need it. We just got word that Maria
Avila is a prisoner of The Angel!”

Lieutenant Cutler was watting out front
of Ranger headquarters with the peon
when he rode back. ‘“So you missed him,”
Cutler said. “I knew damned well you
would. Bell, why’d that hombre bring
back your caballo? Why’d he run away in
the first place? Why'd he want to see
Jack? What’s the belt he’s wearing got
to do with The Angel?”

Slim Bell smiled down at the red-faced
lieutenant. “I don’t know,” he replied,
and told Cutler what he had done. He
ended, “I’m bettin’ my chips the beggar
will be headin’ for Casa de Avila pronto.”

Dade Cutler grunted. “I hope so. I
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“I hope and trust this visit is just social ?”
“So to speak,” said fat Sheriff McCune.
He fumbled in his pocket, found a yellow
sheet of paper and handed it to Colby. “I
got me a telegram from Hank Route,”
McCune offered.
Colby saw the following:

HURD BORSAK BANK ROBBER RE-
PORTED GETTING MAIL SILT COLORADO
UNDER NAME GEORGE DODGE INVES-
TIGATE BORSAK IS SIX ONE BROWN
EYES SANDY HAIR HOOK NOSE AR-
ROWHEAD BIRTHMARK RIGHT SHOUL-
DER DANGEROUS

HENRY ROUTE U S MARSHALL

Lige Colby nodded.
true.”

“Yeah,” McCune said. He mopped
sweat from his moon face with a big ban-
danna. “According to the Silt postmaster
this Dodge jasper is camped at the old
Pattison homestead in Little Park. He
just sorta moved in. He only got one
letter, and the postmaster never got much
of a look at him. Nobody else, either,
seems like. I thought mebbe you’d know
if he wore the right brand marks. Thought
mebbe you could help me out.”

The freckled cowman shook his head.
“Heard somebody moved in there,” he
said. “That’s all I know—I never saw
the gent.”

“Hank Route builds him up somewhat
scary,” the fat sheriff said. “Along
about the time I was ten miles outta La-
porte I got to thinking mebbe I oughta
brung along a deputy, in case I needed re-
inforcements. Then I remembered you. I
figured I'd pick you up here, save a man
a ride from town and at the same time
slip you an easy day’s pay as deputy.
Which would leave everybody satisfied, I
figured.” '

“You're somewhat careless with your
figures,” Colby said. “If this jasper turns
out to be Borsak—"

“He won’t,” the fat man said gloomily.
“I've made these trips before. He'll turn
out to be a bald-headed little guy with a
wife and mebbe six-seven kids. Hell, Lige,
what would an outlaw be doing camped
out there? Only I got to ride out, and you
might as well come along. Go ahead and
saddle a horse.

“Interesting—if

[N

ALF an hour later the two men rode
down on a little cabin perched on
high ground between trees. Weeds and
sagebrush were crowding the sad-looking
homestead cabin. A wisp of smoke hung
above the chimney. The door was closed.
The sheriff and Lige Colby dismounted.
McCune pounded on the door.

It opened at once. The man who stood
in the doorway was tall. He had sparse
sandy hair and a thin beak of a nose
jutting out between a pair of watery brown
eyes; he had, in brief, all the brands men-
tioned in the telegram.

He didn’t look like ah outlaw. He wore
neither gun nor gun-belt. And, quite evi-
dently he had been washing dishes, for
he still held a dirty dish towel and a tin
plate in one hand. He stood there, blink-
ing.

“Howdy, gents,” he said.

“It’s this way, Borsak,” Mike McCune
said. “I’m the sheriff—"’

The roar of a gun drowned out the
sherift’s voice. The gaunt man had not
moved, had not changed expression.
Standing there in the doorway he’d shot
Mike McCune at point-blank range—shot
the fat sheriff through the heart with the
gun he’d kept hidden under the dish towel.
Even as McCune was falling he ripped the
towel away and turned the gun on Colby.

Luck saved Lige Colby. The hook-
nosed killer had struck with a rattler’s
speed, and Colby needed luck. The gun
was pointing straight at him, death an
arm’s-length away, when McCune’s body
hit the gunman’s hand and knocked the
Colt out of line.

Lige Colby hurled himself aside; his
gun was out when he flattened against the
cabin wall. He was thumbing lead fast
when the door slammed shut. And Borsak
was inside the cabin.

Silence came down as Colby crouched
against the log wall, neatly trapped be-
tween two windows. Fat Mike McCune

- lay sprawled on the porch in the sunshine,

a dark pool of blood spreading beneath his
body. Colby knew Mike was dead. And
he could picture Borsak inside the cabin,
waiting for him to make a break for
shelter.

What Lige Colby did next was nowise
sensible. But the murder of the sheriff
had turned everything red, and he was
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just a little insane. He wasn’t even care-
ful. He kicked spent shells from his Colt,
replaced the bullets; he stepped over and
lifted the dead lawman’s gun from the
holster. Then, one hundred and eighty
pounds of concentrated fury, Lige Colby
__hit the cabin door like something flung
from a catapult.

The door flew open under the impact.
Colby hit the floor, rolled over; he came
to his knees with a gun in each hand—
both vomiting flame and potential death.
He was fanning lead in a wide arc when
he saw a gaunt figure materialize before
him. The room was full of smoke and
roaring sound. Fire touched Colby on the
cheek. Then he saw the gaunt man stag-
ger, go down in a heap. He leaped to his
feet, crossed the floor and kicked the gun
out of the man’s hand.

Suddenly rage washed out of him,
leaving him sick, shaken. He stood still,
staring stupidly at this abandoned cabin
where a human being had reached trail’s
end. The room was bare, almost empty.
A sagging roof, a table, a broken stove and
a couple of smashed chairs.

Hurd Borsak was lying face down on
the floor. In one corner was something
that looked like a discarded garment.
And in the next instant the big cowman
wondered if he were seeing things. That
garment . . . looked like a child. . .

T WASN'T possible, of course. In-
credulous yet, despite the evidence of
two good eyes, Lige Colby went across
the room. He dropped to his knees, then
caught his breath as he stared at the still
figure of a child. The little boy could have
been no more than four years old, a boy
with straw-colored hair and a dirty face,
bare-footed, in faded blue jeans and a
shirt which had been white before the
blood spattered over it. And he seemed
to be dead . ..

“My God!” Lige Colby whispered. “A
boy—a baby . . .”

He touched the dirty face. It was still
warm. He fumbled for a pulse, found it
and felt the faint valiant beat of a small
heart. He carried the boy to the table,
cut away the bloody shirt and looked at
the hole a heavy caliber bullet had made.
Lige Colby’s bullet . . .

Afterward, there were parts of it that

Lige Colby didn’t remember clearly, Re-
alizing his utter helplessness, he lost his
head for a moment. There was nothing in
this abandoned shack—nothing; not even
a clean rag to use to try to clean the
wound. Lige Colby remembered tearing
his undershirt into strips to make a ban-
dage. He remembered picking up the
child in his arms, carrying him outside
into the clean sunlight. Then, somehow,
Lige Colby was in the saddle, the child
cradled in his arms, and they were rac-
ing down the long road to town. It was
seventeen miles to Laporte and the near-
est doc. )

Although parts of it were vague, Lige
Colby remembered always the long flight
of stairs leading up to Doc Hazen’s office,
when he didn’t know whether the boy he
carried was alive or whether he’d died on
that terrible ride. He remembered kicking
the office door open, remembered putting
the body on Hazen’s operating table.

“He’s shot, Doc,” Lige Colby whis-
pered. His tongue was like sandpaper:
his voice dry as ashes. “Maybe he’s dead.
I wish you’d do what you can.”

Hazen went to work. He was a bony-
faced, capable little man. To Lige Colby
it seemed an hour before he looked up.

“He’s alive,” Hazen said. “That’s all.”

“Is he . . . can he make it, doc?”

“I don’t see how.”

There were more hours then, when
Lige Colby and the doc. and the doc’s
wife sat in a quiet room and watched
a tiny figure in a bed cling tenaciously to
life.

The doc and his wife moved in and out
of the silent room, but Colby sat in a
chair beside the bed as though carved out
of stone. It grew dark, and Hazen lighted
a lamp, turning the wick down until the
light was just a dull glow in the dark-
ness.

Night wore on, and Lige Colby still
sat in his chair. Dawn crept in through
the windows, and Lige Colby put one
hand on the bed. .

“It’s morning, kid,” he whispered
hoarsely, although he knew that the small
boy was far beyond his voice. “Morning!
You hear me, kid? You've got to hold
on now!”

* * *

Lige Colby misseéd Cheyenne that year,
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although he’d laid plans to make his usual
swing around the rodeo circuit. More im-
portant matters interfered. For one
thing, using the prize money he’d been
piling up during the years, Lige Colby was
building a new house. When it was fin-
ished he made arrangements for Juan
Trujillo and his wife to move in with him,
the idea being that Juan was to ride for
Lige while his wife served as cook and
housek=eper.

On the face of it the move didn’t seem
too smart, since there’d never been enough
work on the place to keep Colby more than
half way busy. But Colby figured it was
the proper thing to do. Lige Colby had
accumulated a family.

When it became certain that the boy
whom Lige had accidentally shot was go-
ing to recover, there had been considera-
ble discussion regarding his case. That
he’d been the son of Hurd Borsak, slain
outlaw, seemed pretty certain, although
even that was not established beyond
doubt, since there were blanks in Bor-
sak’s past which the law had never man-
aged to fill in properly. At any rate, the
boy was an orphan, and nobody was very
much interested in a killer’s son. There’d
even been talk of putting him in an institu-
tion.

Lige Colby put an end to that. He hired
a lawyer and adopted the boy. When the
last paper was signed the boy’s name was
James Edward Colby. It was all done le-
gally, strictly according to Hoyle.

OFFICIALLY, the boy was James Ed-
ward Colby—otherwise he was just
Little Lige. A tow-headed youngster with
big blue eyes and a sunny smile, he could
always wrap Big Lige around his fingers,
right from the very start. He changed the
whole plan of Big Lige's life. The kid
would need clothes and an education ; he’d
need a chance at all the things Lige Colby
had missed. He’d need money over the
years ahead. So Big Lige set out to get it.

The boy was four years old when Colby
adopted him. Colby was twenty-eight. By
simple arithmetic, when the boy was
twelve, Lige Colby was thirty-six. Big
Lige was on his way then. He'd specu-
lated in land and cows. He’d made money
hand-over-fist. Luck brought some money,
hard work brought more. Colby’s Brad-

ded S was a big outfit now, with a bunk-

house full of riders working for Lige Colby

and his kid.

This was the year Frank Heber paid a
call on Colby. Heber owned the Star
Cross outfit, over the hill. He was a di-
rector in the Laporte bank. He was also
a member of the local school board. It
was in this latter capacity he called on
Lige Colby.

“It’s about the kid, Lige.” Heber, a
gnarled, oak of a man, settled himself
deeper in the easy chair in Colby’s living
room. ‘“His teacher says she can’t do any-
thing with him. Says he’s always fighting,
always raising hell. He knocked a couple
of teeth out of one of George Dover’s
kids.”

Colby glanced at him. “You ever do
any fighting when you was a kid, Frank?”

“Some,”’ conceded Heber. He hesitated.
“There’s something else—” He ap-
proached it warily. “I think you'd want
to know this, Lige,” he said. ‘“Seems like
his teacher cashed her school warrant the
other day. The money was in her purse,
and the purse was in a drawer of her desk
in school. When she checked up that night
a twenty-dollar bill was missing. She fig-
ures Little Lige got it.”

The color left Colby’s face. “Is she . ..
sure of that?”

“She’s pretty sure, Lige.”

Lige Colby stood up. His voice was
like ice. “You tell her,” Colby said, “to
be damned sure before she says anything
like that about a kid of mine.”

After Heber had gone, and after some
of his rage had subsided, he called Little
Lige into the living room. “What about
this fighting at school ?”’ he asked. “What
about that fight with the Dover kid ?”

Little Lige shifted uneasily. He was a
gangling youngster now, all arms and legs
and freckles, but you could tell that some
day he would be a big man. His face got
red.

“You mean—Pinkie Dover?”

“I reckon it was Pinkie,” Colby said.

The_story came from Little Lige in a
rush of words. “Pinkie said you weren’t
my dad,” he said. ‘“Pinkie said my dad
was a bank robber and a killer. He said I
had black blood.”

Big Lige let himself sink deeper into

(Continued on page 96)















OWLHOOT ORPHAN’S GLORY RIDE

the door on shaky legs ; felt his way down-
stairs and dropped into a chair in the dark
living room. He heard voices in the kitch-
en.

He called, “Juan!” and white-haired
Juan Trujillo came in. He struck a match

... and lighted the swinging lamp. “You call
me, Lige?” he asked.

Co]by nodded. “Where’s Little Lige? ?”

“Town. He rode in, hour or so ago.”

Colby frowned. “Saddle me a horse,
Juan.”

“Right now?” Trujillo said. He hesi-
tated, staring at the big man in the chair.
“You feeling all right, Lige?”

“Never felt better,” Colby said.

There was no strength in him as he
pulled himself into saddle and turned to-
ward Laporte. He set his jaw grimly. He
had to get to town. He had to get to town
and settle Duke Herndon’s hash. He had
to find Little Lige before the kid turned
crazy.

The road seemed longer than usual but
the night air was cool against his face, and
by the time he reached Laporte he felt
almost as good as ever. At the first street
light he looked at his watch. It was twenty
to nine. On impulse he pointed his horse
toward the courthouse.

In soft darkness he rode a circle around
the big stone building. A light was above
the front door, and more light showed
through two windows on a ground floor
corner. That corner was the treasurer’s
office. Then Lige Colby saw something
clse. . .. A lone horse was standing in a
pool of shadow cast by the great cotton-
woods flanking the courthouse on the far
side of the town.

The sight was like a blow in the face.
He’d been so sure of Little Lige! All these
years he’d been sure of him, and now he
wasn’t sure at all.

Lige Colby rode around the building
and tied his horse to the courthouse hitch-
rack. He cut back across the lawn afoot.
His boots made no sound in the soft grass.
He kept on until he reached the treasur-
er’s office window. He could just about
see inside.

He could not have timed it better if he’d
planned things with a stop-watch. He saw
the white head of old Bill Tollman as he
bent over his desk ; he saw the office door
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But Little Lige was gone, and Big Lige
was lying there alone, with the warm
ground under him and a moonlit sky
above. Not a bad way to die. . . .

He was worried about the kid. His dad
had been a killer, and Lige Colby could
remember all the years when people had
waited for the black blood of the father to
show up in the son. They’d say that this
was it. They wouldn’t know how Little
Lige had changed his mind.

Colby lay there quictly on the ground,
thinking it over. Remembering when Lit-
tle Lige had been a baby. . . .

Lanterns were coming from three direc-
tions at once. The doctor got there first,
with Little Lige holding a bull’s-eye lan-
tern, and looking white and sick above the
yellow glare. Sheriff Sim Ferguson was
right behind. So was old Bill Tollman.
Tollman had a rifle in his hand. The doc-
tor went down on his knees beside Colby.

BIG LIGE grinned weakly. “You diag-
nosed me—wrong—doc,” he said.
“You said—heart trouble. It's—lead poi-
soning—"’

The sheriff said, “It’s Lige Colby!
What in hell—”

Big Lige looked up at the lawman. “ Just
a damned fool, Sim,” he muttered. “But
” He was
curiously drowsy, and it was hard to talk.
“Tried to get it—with a gun—"

“Lige!” Tollman cried. “You mean to
say_-—”

The ghost of a grin twisted Big Lige
Colby’s lips. His voice was just a whisper.
“Had to laugh—locking you—in closet—
Bill—

The whisper faded out . . ..

* * *

Very much to his surprise Lige Colby
woke up between white sheets, in bed in
a darkened room. Sheriff Ferguson sat
at the bedside. Colby lay quiet for a spell,
staring up at Ferguson and trying to get
things straight in his mind. He spoke at
last, carefully.

“Where’s . . . Little Lige?”

“In bed,” Ferguson said.

“In bed?” repeated Colby.

The sheriff leaned forward. “Fool kid
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Casa Gabriel. It only made him angry
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tion for sale, patented or unpatented? If so, write Char-
tered Institute of American Inventors, Dept. 81, Wash-
ington, D. C.

Catalog 10c.

Inventions Wanted
CASH FOR INVENTIONS, patented, unpatented. Mr.
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lie there. The next question was, could he
make it there and have enough strength
left to fight for the girl and Jack Lacey
and any of the dons who might still be
alive? Slim Bell didn’t know the answer.
The numbness was down to his legs now,
but they would still move.

A fourth dead man lay at the base of tlie——

slanting bluff, a guide to handholds that
had been chiseled into the rock. Slim
looked up the cliff. A spot of light
glowed halfway to the rimrock.

Clumsily he started climbing. Lead
weighted his arms and legs. Then a voice,
crying angrily through the silence of the
night high above him, made him forget the
clumsiness of his body.

He could hear the man plainly in the
vast stillness of the canyon. It was Don
Gabriel Senati’s voice. “The gold is not
here!” the voice cried in Spanish. “Cab-
rones, you have tricked me!”

“But this is the cave.” It was Maria de
Avila answering him. “My father swears
it. Was he not the last man of twelve to

* Classified Advertising
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GOLD $35 OUNCE. Ship old gold teeth. crowns, jewel-
ry, watches—receive cash by return mail. Satisfaction
Guaranteed. Free information. Paramount Gold Refining
Co., 1500-C Hennepin, Minneapolis, Minn.

Patents

Songwriters, Interesting Proposition. Write PARA-
MOUNT SONG-RECORDING STUDIO, L-54, Box 190,
Hollywood, Calif.

POEMS WANTED to be set to music. Free examina-
tion. Send p McNeil, Master of Music, 510-A South
Alexandria, Los Angeles. Calif.

INVENTORS—Don’t delay. Protect your idea with a
Patent. Secure ‘‘Patent Guide” and *“Record of Inven-
tion” form FREE. Preliminary information furnirhed
without obligation. Write CLARENCE A. O'BRIEN,
Registered Patent Attorney, 1B26 Adams Building,
Washington, D. C.

INVENTORS—patent your invention. Secure booklet
“How to Protect Your Invention.” No obligation. Mec-
Morrow and Berman, Registered Patent Attorneys. 150-B
Barrister Building, Washington, D. C.

PATENT your invention. Your ideas may be worth
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WANTED—Poems for musical setting. Submit for
consideration. Phonograph transcriptions made. Keenan’s
Studio., PP, Box 2140, Bridgeport. Conn.

SONGS—SONG POEMS WANTED. No Charge For
Melodies. Free examination. Hollywood Recording Stu-
dios. 87D5 Preuss Sta., Los Angeles.
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Costs. Radio Music Company, Dept. PP, 55617 Carlton
Way.“H_ol!y_wood.

WANTED| _ORIGINAL SONG POEMS.
Brothers, 30 Woods Building, Chicago.

SONGWRITERS, Write for free booklet, Profit Sharing
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