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eyes as his hand went up to touch the
broken nose. And the sharpness of it
brought a measure of awareness back to
him.

A slotted square of light struck through
the batwings to illuminate the burden he
carried. Anson gave the jerk of a man
who had been quirted.

“Jeanie!” He came dragging at his
Colt as he strode from the curb. “Lord
Almighty, Bronc, what’ve you done?”

Bill slid to the ground and faced the
slender, graying man. “Put that away!”
His voice didn’t mount above a husky
monotone, but its starkness halted the
Rafter H ramrod. “Run ahead and rouse
Doc Breaker. For the love of God, hurry,
Anson!”

Anson hung back from taking orders of
a Frijole Flat squatter. He looked into
the girl’'s white features, his gun half-
drawn. After that one look he sped swift-
. ly down the road.

Lights were coming to a full flare be-
hind the drawn green shades of Doc
Breaker’s place when Bill mounted the
front porch. Someone let him in. Ma
Breaker, a colorless bathrobe covering her
lumpy figure, helped Bill lay the girl on
the big kitchen table.

“Ah, the poor, wee thing!” She was
dabbing at the blood with a wet cloth.
“Bill Bronc, what have you done to her?”

“Wagon turned over,” Bill mumbled.
“Her leg’s broke too. I splinted it up
a little.”

“Where were you two goin’ in a wagon
this time o’ night?” Doc Breaker came
in with some wood and shoved two sticks
in the kitchen stove. He was a brusque,
business-like man of forty-odd, short,
wide-shouldered and gray. The scrutiny
of the gaze he turned on Bill was direct
and challenging.

“We were eloping.” Bill said it without
shame. He heard the surprised grunt of
Paso Anson and watched Doc’s brown
eyes widen. His hand made 3 futile, toss-

ing gesture. “Can’t you work faster, Doc?
She hasn’t moved since the wagon fell on
her. . ..”

OC STIRRED the fire under the ket- -

tle. The wood sputtered briskly, but
above its sound he heard the front door
close noisily. Frowning, Doc looked past
Bill, then again he busied himself with
sterilizing his instruments. After a mo-
ment he turned abruptly.

“Bill, you'd better get out of here while
you still can! Barney Sloane’s holding one
of his stud-poker-mortgage parties down
at the Territory House. Scotty’s there
with Milt Cassiday, Tobe Leathers, and
every other Kingbolt rancher who amounts
to shucks. Anson’s gone to tell him. If
Scotty finds you here, he’ll kill you deader
than my pills can do anything about!”

Reason was not in Bill Bronc’s numbed
brain now. Looking at him, hearing his
agonized plea, Breaker knew nothing in
the world could budge him out: of this
room. “Will you hurry up, Doc?” Bill
said.

Muttering, Breaker left the room and
returned with an old six-shooter stuck un-
der his waist-band. A year ago he had
treated the bronc-buster for a fractured
wrist. In the six or seven visits they had
together, Doc heard the nester’s side of
the story. The frank way the Frijole Flat
youngster argued his point won him over.
Doc was a man who believed in honesty
and fairness . . . even to a squatter.

The physician forced Bill to sit down
while he patched his broken nose. He was
in the midst of it when the front door
opened again. Doc clamped his square
jaw hard and worked on. Bill was sitting
near the door, so that when Scotty hurried
in they were face-to-face for an instant.
Doc turned hurriedly. i

Scotty Hallett was breathing hard, his
heavy nostrils flaring with each intake of
breath. A look of dumb shock paralyzed
his red, blunted features. His wide, fight-
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Doc rushed through the back ‘deor with
his gun gripped in his fist.

Bill had not thought the blow that felled
Anson was a knockout punch, but the
foreman lay crumpled where he had fallen.-
Doc’s voice shook him. '

“Scotty! Dammit man, you promised
me— I ought to gun you where you
stand !

“It’s me!” Bill called hastily. “I’'m tak-
in’ one of your horses. Pay you back
sometime, Doc!”

He darted into the warm, pungent’

blackness of the barn, found the gray in its
stall. He fought the bit into its mouth
and yanked the bridle into place. Doc
Breaker’s low, chopped tones followed him
1s he ran the horse to the rear door.

“Bill! You know that dead cottonwood
above Scotty’s bridge? I'll hang a red
norse-blanket in it if she doesn’t pull
through. If you see it, leave this hole and
don’t ever come back. There’ll be noth-
ing to hold you.”

In Bill’s throat there was a burning,
choking pain that he couldn’t fight down.
He wanted to thank Doc. To tell him
what it meant to have one understanding
friend in a friendless world. But right then
that world was exploding under him and
he could only spur the gray across the cor-
ral and wave to Doc as he took it over
the fence.

In his wake a great roar erupted, a
many-voiced bellow torn ragged with the
explosions of short guns. Singing lead out-
ran him to the mott of creosote for which
he was spurring. Now a Winchester was
laid across the top rail of the corral and a
clear eye aimed and fired without pause.

Bill Bronc lay flat along the gray’s neck.
Riding slick, he was in danger of being
unseated and left on foot to the will of
the mob. He heard the recurrent whine
of rifle slugs at steady intervals.

Then branches crackled under the
horse’s hoofs. Bill winced from the thrash-
ing of brush against his face.

Behind him, tangled branches meshed
to form a screen. Behind, gunfire rippled
into the night. . ..

BILL stopped under the rimrock cliff

at the head of Devil’s Canyon and
stood by the head of his lathered mare.
He stopped there because he had to. He
couldn’t go on forever, galloping into the
night and trying to outrace his fears and
misery. Sometime he had to reason this
out.

A man can be hit in the head by a gun-
butt and maybe still think after a fashion:
But hit him in the heart where it hurts,
and he’s no good. It was that way with
Bill Bronc.

He hurt so bad he couldn’t cry, but his
whole body cried. The one thing he valued
in this world was dying. Something inside
Bill was slowly dying, too.

He’d been the kind of an idealistic
damn’ fool who believed in the funda-
mental good of human nature. Take it by
and large, men were usually peace-loving
and kind.

Peace-loving! Kind! A pack of blood-
lusting wolves would have shown him the
same mercy as Kingbolt had tonight.

And then the smoke of Bill’s bitter-
burning thoughts blew in other directions
and turned him dumb and sour with mem-
ories and regrets. He thought of the
Grange getting out of control and under
the influence of rabble-rousing, liquor-
peddling Hass Colley. He thought of
Barney Sloane parading around in his
store-bought clothes and boiled shirt, lick-
ing up the cream. . .

Two loudmouths, and both saloon-keep-
ers. Buying power with popping- corks.
Bill wondered how it would be on that day
when Colley and Sloane tangled.

Bill might have stayed there an hour.
Maybe two hours. But after awhile he
saw something that made his thoughts
blow up. Men were topping the mesa
rim and striking for the hills, zig-zagging
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through the gully-riven slope-land, but al-
'ways bearing on towards Devil’s Canyon.

A sob surged up in Bill’s throat. Grief
bore down on him crushingly.

“Oh, God!” he whispered. “She—she
ain’t dead. You couldn’t let her die—"

Couldn’t? Logic was a steel splinter
skewering his insides. Jeanie was dead,
and Scotty Hallett was niding for venge-
ance. Riding to blast Frijole Flat off the
map.

The thing for Bill to have done was to
ride away and never come back. Yet he
was held by a powerful tie. It would be a
massacre if the Grangers weren’t warned.
Nor would he ever believe Jeanie was
dead until he had proof. A picture strug-
gled to imprint itself on his mind. Bill
set his teeth and slammed the spurs home.
He’d see that red blanket the rest of his
life. . . .

CHAPTER FOUR

Gun-Boss of the Devil’s Grangers

ILL wound up the trail at a strong run.

The canyon walls were vertical pali-
sades of rimrock that piled up like stacks
of giant planks. After a while the walls fell
away on both sides. He was in a narrow,
sloping valley down which the Y¥sleta cut
lazy coils.

Here the trail became a road crossing
tilled fields. The musty smell of irriga-
tion ditches burdened the air. Rich, fertile
soil, germinated by ample water, covered
the wide canyon floor. High stands of
tomatoes and beans, alfalfa, black-eyed
peas and sweet potatoes, were coming to
maturity.

Bare in its stark utility, Frijole Flat lay
darkly in a sheltering elbow of the creek.
Built of the only material the country
afforded—adobe—the town was an ugly
scab on the valley’s surface. But it served
the nesters’ purpose. Barber shop, general
store, feed and fuel outfit—the few things

they must buy, they could obtain here.

For lighter moments, there was Hass
Colley’s Apache Bar. A midnight crowd
jammed the place as Bill lit down and
crossed the dirt sidewalk in a stride.

For the space of a dozen breaths he was
standing in the doorway, searching
through the crowd with a hard glance.
From where he stood, he could see the
difference in the town since Colley had
taken over.

There were five or six gambling layouts
running, cheap barrel-head games that
were a heavy drain on the slim purses of
the nesters. Colley had tripled his stock
of hard liquor and put on a new barman.
He’d brought in an epileptic piano and im-
ported some girls from Tombstone. The
piano was banging away and the crude
stomp of trail boots shook every plank in
the floor. Through it all was the guffaw-
ing laughter of half-drunken men and the
brittle music of girl’s voices. Bill saw men
who should have been home with their
families: Lee Cole, Tom Brush, Johnny
Carlin—

These days, Frijole Flat played hard.
The hoe-men langhed more, but they
smiled less.

Bill Bronc suddenly roared: “Colley!”

The noise ended on a crash from the
piano. Hass Colley stepped back a pace
from the end of the bar, his hat on the back |
of his head, shaggy red hair crowding
from under the sweat-band. He was a
muscular chunk of a man. Wide enough
through the shoulders for a six-footer, he
was inches short of that. His mouth was
equally out of proportion; and it spilled
plenty talk in Frijole Flat, Bill was think-
ing. He had a schooner of beer in his
grasp and foam en his lips.

“You don’t have to yell, Bronc,” he
cracked out. “I ain’t deef. Seems like
you were dam’ scarce at Grange meetin’
tonight!” Colley grabbed the initiative
while his quick, bright eyes studied the
other for his intentions.
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“’Low it didn’t fret you none,” Bill gave
back. Hostile gazes whipped resentment
alive within him. He'd come here for no
pleasure of his own, and he aimed to take
no sass.

Tom Brush stared across a whiskey

glass balanced neatly in three fingers of

his right hand. “Reckoned you didn’t
figger on coming back,” he dropped cas-
ually. “Hosses were turned out when I
rode by and no sign of life around the
place. Somethin’ change your mind?”
Brush was a rangy hoe-man of sixty, bald-
headed and with a lazy way about him.

He’d been Bill’s nearest neighbor and a *

good friend to him in those early days.

Bill Bronc startled them all by thrust-
ing a granger from his place at the var-
* nished pine and uncorking the bar-bottle.
He downed a hair-raiser and flung the
bottle against the unplastered adobe wall.

“I didn’t come here to put myself on
trial,” he snapped. His voice had a con-
temptuous sting to it that backed the dis-
taste in his deep-set gray eyes. “I don’t
give four-bits worth of last year’s turnips
what any of you think of me, and I guess
you savvy my opinion of you. But just so
you won’t go off at half-cock when the
Kingbolt crowd gets here—"

Hass Colley started, foam sloshing
from his glass over the front of his shirt.
“Kingbolt—! You full of corn, Bronc?
That ain’t on the level—?

Bill said coldly: “Will you keep your
big month shut till I finish? Me an’ Jeanie
Hallett tried to elope tonight. The wagon
turned over on us in Sweetwater Wash
and Jeanie’s hurt bad. The doc doesn’t
know if she’ll live. Maybe she’s already
gone, because Scotty Hallett’s bringin’ the
cow-crowd up the canyon right now.”

You could hear a gasp go through the
- room like a gust of wind. Colley’s horsey
red features seemed to go blank. Then
he came to life with a shouted curse; and
a yank of energy that sent the beer muog
into a corner.

“A hell of a time to tell us—! Douse
the lights. Any of you that ain’t wearing
guns, I’ve got extras in back.”

HE HELD still through a brief instant,
-poised on his stubby legs, glancing

this way and that as he considered the pos-

sibilities of the room as a fortress.

“This joint’s a rat trap!” his decision
came thfough the deepening dusk. “We’ve
got to spread. Four or five men to every
building along the street.”

“What’s. your plan?” Bill Bronc had
come close to him.

4 “Smear 'em!” the Grange boss snarled.
“If any man rides back to Kingbolt, it’ll
be because somebody didn’t aim careful
enough. Douse those lights, I said!”

“Oh, no!” said Bill. “They’re all going
to ride back, Colley. Sloane’s got ’em
drunk, or they wouldn’t be trying such a
damfool trick. What you’re going to do is

let them ride into town, then fire a warn-

ing shot and tell Scotty they haven’t got a -
chance. He'll be sober enough to realize .
he’s in a trap.”

“When did you begin mapping our
fights?” Colley’s voice was an audible
sneer.

The last lamp sent up a ring of soot.
Darkness came like black smoke rising
from the floor. Through it Bill reached to
jab Colley’s stomach with the barrel of
his six-shooter.

“A mad dog like you needs a strong
leash,” he whispered. ‘“This is mine.”
Only the saloon man could hear the gritty
sound of his voice. “Tell ’em to go on as
planned, but not to fire a shot unless you
give the order. Make it sound like you

.mean it. This gun will go off the first time

one of them cracks a cap.”

Hass Colley’s flat belly shrank from the
bite of the gun’s cold barrel. A second he
was silent; then: “Wait a minute, boys.
No gun-stuff unless I give the order. I've
changed my mind. Savvy?”

" A rumbling murmur answered him. The
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toward the grab-iron as the stage rolled
past and ground to a stop several lengths
nearer Wyoming.

When Runt was sure that the stage was
actually waiting for him, he waddled along
the alkali trail, kicking up his own little
cloud of dust.

Nick’s shot-gun guard moved over to
make room.

“Howdy, Runt !” the grizzled old driver
shouted down. “Swing up—an’ careful
now. Uncommon forgettin’ o’ me not to
pull a quicker halt. Mighta knowed you’d
be packin’ likker—in your pocket or
down your gullet.”

Runt had scarcely reached the box
when the six-horse team braced forward
against leather and the stage rolled on.

“Whar yuh headin’?” the driver asked.

“Back,” was all Runt could get out
between breaths. An oath would have been
too much effort.

“Reckon that means back to the ‘jack-
ass mail’.”

“Wish’t it did,” Runt said.

As a matter of fact Runt wasn’t going
anywhere in particular. Just north. Out
of the tequila belt and into the whiskey
country. But the driver’s suggestion
turned his mind back to the days when
he'd ridden the “jackass mail” into hun-
dreds of mining camps, watched the ex-
pressions on the faces of men desperately
hungry for news of home and the out-
side world. That was life!

He’d poured in with the rush of the
Forty Niners, but not for the gold. Gold
was just yeller metal. It bought Raw-
bone rum, yes. But his thirst had never
reached the point where it cost a mine full
of gold to quench it. By the slap-damn
horn-spoon—he’d get along without it
from now on!

BACK there at the diggings they’d been

glad to pay him a dollar and more
for each letter he’d delivered from home.
And he’d been making men happy to

boot! He remembered that last time he’d
traveled with Nick Nicholas, up in the
Green River country in Wyoming, when
he’d lost that fight with the jug of Raw-
bone rum—and then lost the jug as well.

He hadn’t exactly lost it; but, still in
ali, he hadn’t been able to find it either..
Runt was going to remark about it, but
then he decided he’d let Nick forget about
that, and maybe some day, should he ever
decide to take another drink, he’d look
for it. In his slap-damn, jumpih’, roarin’,
cussin’, Billy-be-damned brand of ver-
nacular, he opined, he'd find it, too!

“Runt!” Nick hollered around the shot-
gun guard. “Jerk out’n that spell yuh got !
You mind, Runt, how me an’ you throwed
in with them two trappers up on the Green
River—"

So it was coming! Leave it to Nick to
bring up the lost jug of Rawbone at a time
like this!

Nick Nicholas chuckled and talked to
his shot-gun guard. “Runt here, he said
we don’t dast go less’'n we take likker for
snake bites. So we each antes a five—
fifteen dollars—an’ we send Runt out to
buy the grub an’ some likker for rattler
bites.

“Well sir, ’fore we know it, Runt’s
back, packin’ a whole dollar’s wuth o’
crackers, an’ fourteen dollar’s wuth o’
snake bite likker! Well sir, we all set
around for a spell, tryin’ to calc’late the
number o’ rattlers thereabouts, an’ when
we all agreed that no rattler ever come
up that far, we commenced drinkin’ an’
talkin’ till half the stuff was gone. Next
time, Runt didn’t buy the grub. We got
our own, an’ Runt, he had to pack whut
was left o’ the likker.

“He did, too. That is—long as he could.
The payoff is, Runt gets tired an’ chucks
it inside a holler tree. Then comin’ back,
he can’t find that holler tree! Far as I
know, he never did find it.”

“Never did!” said Runt quickly. That
ended it, and if the snorts he let out had
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gambler would have neither of the two
ladies which were now the chore of old
Quart Denton!

CHAPTER THREE

Mountain Man’s Medicine

N HOUR into the hills, Bland cut off
over a steep shoulder, followed a
knife-ridge for a few miles, then pitched
over into another watershed. In half an
hour more, he was hunkered down above
the falls of Wet Creek. Here Kit Carson
had camped for two days on his first trip
into the Cimarron, for from this ridge the
Valley of the Pueblos was plainly visible
- in the lens-like air. The Thunderhead had
camped here, studying the Indians in the
mud pueblos fringing Taos through a pair
of army glasses. Bland had no distance-
cutters now, but few men in the Sangre
de Cristo had better eyes.

The Valley of the Pueblos was alive
with mounted men. They streamed in thin
lines toward the hills, the speed of their
pace raising tell-tale plumes of dust along
the flats. Bland grinned wryly. He
wondered if Schwind and his crew would
ride so .hard to hunt him down if they
knew that he was easy prey for a foe that
came silently and stayed from sight. He
was grateful for the pride that had kept
him from revealing his deafness.

Schwind must have been sure of him
there in the gambling house to let him see
those stolen bales. For though the moun-
tain-men at this rendezvous had taken
much, blunt evidence of open theft would
draw them together. The boys from the
high trails were a strange lot. They were
at each other’s throats tooth and nail from
October to June in the bitter competition
of running their lines for a record catch,
but once the season was done and the fur
trails were behind, the legion was a strong-
ly-welded brotherhood.

Hampered as he was by, the gossip

which named him a queer one, Bill knew
he might yet swing the tide against
Schwind. Somewhere stragglers would
yet be working in toward Taos. Perhaps
even old Quart would come through the
hills searching for him. And through one
of these, he might get word to the rendez-
vous in terms that would leave little room
for doubt.

Toward sun-down, the riders crossing
the floor of the basin came up below him
and disappeared into the breaks of the
hills. Bland mounted again and swung
higher, back over the ridge to the upper
courses of the Cimarron. A hard half
hour brought him to San Luis Pass. He
swung down, led his mount into a deep
bosque, and came back to the trail. Here
he settled himself against a steep wall
which covered both flank and rear ap-
proach.

Not long afterward, two men appeared
on the trail below. They came up to with-
in a dozen yards of him before they lit
down. One was stiff from the hard ride.
He straightened dusty town-clothes and
growled. Bland watched him carefully as
he spoke, and although he missed many
words, his training enabled him to fill in
the gaps.

“Damn poor business!” the man was
saying. ‘“Huntin’ a wild man after dark!
And I ain’t carin’ for this spot, either.
Just over the hump there, nigh spittin’ dis-
tance, is where Burdge and me tunneled
Bronson and Tipton. Buck was happy
over that, but them mangy long-hairs at -
the post is still waitin’ for them two and
the biggest catch. It was a nasty job,
and they didn’t die happy. Hell of a
place to have to come back to and pitch
down for the night!”

Y ISSEN, Mead,” the other said,

“don’t tell it so scary. I ain’t holdin’
hands with no pilgrim card-man tonight.
The Boss said to plug the pass, and she’s
plugged. Tomorrow the rest of the crew’ll
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be along and they’ll comb that wild man
of yourn out of the hills by noon. Buck
got careless and let too much out afore
that jigger slipped away. Him bein’ loco
is more talk than anything else, if yuh
ask me!”

“Well, loco or not, I'm pullin’ both trig-
gers before I shove Bill Bland!” the gam-
bler grunted. “That powder fire he set
off in the Colorado ain’t nuthin’ to what'll
blow should he drift back and find Denton
in the old stone jail, Buck’s men in his
mine, and that new gal plumb gone from
sight1”

“Ain’t it the truth!” the other rider
snorted. ~

The two men took the reins of their
mounts and worked back from the trail
fifty yards to a break in the timber where
they might make camp. With the dis-
tance too great for him to make out the
movement of their lips, Bill could under-
stand no more of their words. But he
had heard enough. Things were rolling
fast in town. That Schwind could do
what the man had said was more than
possible. The huge bill against the Lucky
Lady would serve to hold Denton, would
even afford an excuse for taking over the
mine.

As for the girl, Bill had meant to warn
old Quart about her. She was too rich a
prize in country such as this. There were
men among the legion who would damn
their souls to carry her off. And because
Schwind had seen and admired her, he
would move faster than any.

No longer was there time to cut through
the hills in search of stragglers. No long-
er could he build a fighting crew on the
slopes of the hills. There was work ta be
done in Taos. Kit Carson, ruler of the
. town and god of the trails, was gone. A
lesser man, a man who was no longer the
€qual of any in the legion, must carry un-
aided the responsibility that had been the
Thunderhead’s. Peace must be brought
back to the Valley of the Pueblos .. . by

mountain-magic, steel and powder, at fatal
odds!

FOR half an hour more Bill Bland squat-
ted at his post beside the trail. The
men from town made quick bivouac and
moved back toward the pass. As they
came, Bland rose to meet them. He maved
like a shadow, swiftly, without sound. The
two Colorado men were utterly unaware
of his approach until he suddenly emerged
from an aspen clump to face them.

The bigger of the two, the one who had
scoffed at his fellow’s fear, moved in a re-
flex of defense. He dropped to an in-
distinct crouch, his hand flashing upward
with a block-barreled derringer. One of
the four deadly charges flared out, the
heavy powder load blooming brightly
from the muzzle in the half-light of dusk.
Bland felt the tug of lead against him, but
he spun toward the shadows with the mad -
twist of a sand-flat whirlwind. Twice his
Navy pistols snarled, then the renegade
dropped his weapon and staggered.

The second man apparently cared little
for this brand of fighting, for he was gone
into the shadows. Bill snapped a hurried
shot after him and turned back to the big
man. The derringer lay in the rubble of
the trail. The big man towered over it,
his face twisted with savage fury. Bill
took one step toward him, and the man
lunged. They met with an impact that
shook Bland from his footing. He had
frantic need of both hands, and dropped
his guns. But a madman’s strength was in
his foe.

A great paw closed over Bill’s shoulder
and clamped like a vise. He felt himself
raised and half-flung through the air, The
ground looped eerily beneath him, and his
shoulder struck against the bole of a scrub
cedar across the trail. An explosion of
roaring light burned in his brain, and his
breath left him in a grunting surge.

He lay motionless a moment, agony

‘coursing through him. Then he clawed












RED HELL HITS THE FUR LANES 59

two together like a charging bull, and all
three went down in a snarled tangle.

One of the two was a breed who under-
stood this manner of fighting. He fastened
a grimy thumb deep under the frontal
bone of Bill’s eye and gouged savagely.
Bill fought as grimly as the other. His
back curled and his legs thrashed. Caught
off guard, the breed’s body slipped be-
tween the trap-like spread of Bill’s legs.
He brought the bone-grating force of a
vise crushing against the other. The breed
writhed and beat the ground in agonyy
seeking to free himself.

But Bland was inexorable. The pres-
sure increased while he sought to trip up
the other guard who was hammering at
Quart Denton with a gun butt. Twice
the old man went down under those
sledging blows, but he rose grimly each
time. Then the guard shoved the gun for-
ward like a spear, catching the oldster in

~ the midsection. Quart crumpled and lay
still.” The fellow stepped back to watch
his victim, and Bland’s white-knuckled
hands closed about his ankles.

DUST spurted from under Bland’s

shoulders as he tugged and shoved
upward. Biting pain shot through the
wound under his arm. The man with the
gun turned half over in the air and came
plunging head first to the ground. His
head twisted unnaturally to one side and
he lay still, half across the fallen form of
Quart Denton. Bland turned once more
to the man in the grip of his legs, but the
breed had ceased to struggle. He opened
his legs then, and the fellow rolled limply
away,

Bland squirmed to his feet. He smashed
the door before him with his shoulder
.and swung the portal open. Rennie Den-
ton stood within the door, white-faced and
trembling, a cleaver from the kitchen in
her hands. Three shoddy Navajo women
were crowded fearfully against the far
wall. Disregarding those who had been

her jailers, the girl’s eyes riveted on Bill
Bland. For a moment she stared. Then
a gasp tore from her lips.

“The man from the hills!” she cried.
“The madman! Get back!”

Bill had no time to explain. - His voice
was rough with urgency.

“Your uncle’s hurt!” he snapped. “Give
me some help!”

For a moment longer the girl stood
poised with the deadly cleaver ready in
her hand. Then she saw Quart Denton
staggering to his feet beyond the door.
She raced to him, and Bill was right be-
hind her. Old Quart was out of the fight
and needed attention.

Bill glanced quickly over his shoulder.
A squad of men was moving at a rapid
clip from the Colorado House, Buck
Schwind in the lead.

The girl started to speak, but Bill
whirled away. He snatched up a pair of
guns from the fallen renegades. Then he
strode mechanically into the street to face
Schwind and his crew.

Schwind paused when he saw the lone
man turn to face him. Then his lips part-
ed in a wolfish snarl, and came on with
his pack. Bill felt a sudden weariness
creeping over him. At the window of a
little Mexican cantina, he saw the face of
a trapper who had once been his friend.
A new bitterness welled within him. Not
even his friends would side him to clear
the town of a menace that threatened
them as well as him. The trapper caught
the steel of his gaze, and his lips moved
in explanation. Bill could not read the
words, but suddenly he understood.
Schwind had taken no chances. The le-
gion had been disarmed!

The distance between himself and the
renegades was short when they opened
fire against him. One leg was driven
from under him, and he fell to his knees.
His own guns were leaping in his hands
now, and each cap measured a man. But
lead was ripping through him again. A



%
WESTERY)













64

ACE-HIGH WESTERN STORIES

“It was a fair fight,” he gasped. “I
tried to arrest Brannigan for killin® Ute
Jones, an’ he chose to draw. He got his
chance to give himself up, but he tried to
beat my gun time instead.”

Fowler’s fat, florid cheeks quivered in-
dignantly. “You made a mistake this
time, you dodderin’ old fool! Brannigan
never set foot -out of my office till fifteen
minutes ago, an’ I can prove it. An’ be-
sides, everybody knows you ain’t took a
prisoner alive in five years. It's time some-
one put a stop to your high-handed gun
ramroddin’ o’ this town !”

Hat Miles shrugged his huge shoulders
apologetically. “Can you prove Branni-
gan murdered Jones ?”’ he asked hopefully.

“I sure can!” Ronson stormed, surging
to his feet. “I found this fob in Ute's
hand, an’ if it ain’t Brannigan's I'll eat
it!” '

“Start eatin’, then!” Fowler squeaked
triumphantly. “Luke Long won that from
Brannigan last night in a game over at the
Keno Palace! At least a dozen men saw
him win it!”

August’s breath burst sibilantly through
his teeth as he heard Luke Long’s name,
and Ronson sank back into his chair, shak-
ing his head dazedly.

“If that’s true,” he said slowly, seem-
ing to age years, “then I killed an inno-
cent man, an’ Luke Long’s due for a
hangin’!”

Orrin Paige stepped forward then. His
face  was expressionless, but his hand
shook as he unpinned the star from Ron-
son’s shirt and took possession of the old
lawman’s guns. It was the only visible
sign of emotion that August guessed must
be seething in his breast. Ronson had

picked Paige up when he was a down-

and-out drifter, made a law dog of him,
and had given him something to live for.
Arresting his benefactor, the one man
who had faith in him, was a bitter dose of
medicine for him to take. Fowler turned
on August suddenly as Paige and Ronson

moved slowly toward the cell block.

“The whole town knows you’re sweet
on Luke’s pretty sister,” he said with a
forced smile, “so I'm givin' you some ad-
vice. Stick to your pills an’ stay outta
this if you want to stay healthy, Doc
August!”

August jammed clenched fists into his
pockets and forced himself to keep from
smashing Fowler’s unctuous face.

“I don’t know what you're up to, fat
man, but from past history I'll gamble
that it’s” crooked as hell! Meantime,
thanks for the warnin’. I’ll be careful not
to turn my back on any of your yellow
striped gun crew!”’

He strode out of the office and headed
up the street. A worried frown creased
his brow as he walked hurriedly with the
tails of his frock coat whipping out behind
him in the wind. By the time he reached
Martha Long’s neat little dress-making
shop, his face was set grimly. Martha
herself answered his knock, and a relieved
smile touched her lips when she saw him.

“I've been waiting for you, Doctor Jim,
Luke feels better now, but—"

“I'd like to talk to Luke,” August
growled. “There’ll be a couple of other
gents comin’ to see him in a few minutes.
You better tell 'em he hasn’t come home
yet.”

Martha’s hand flew to her lips, and
alarm showed in her dark eyes as she
looked up at him.

“He’s in trouble! I can see it in your
face!”

“Nothin’ that can’t be fixed if he’s
sensible. Where is—"’ .

“Stickin’ your nose in other folks’
business again, Doc ?”

UKE shoved Martha aside and faced
August with a scowl of dislike on his
full-lipped young face. He looked shaken
and sick, and his clothes were disheveled.
August flushed and reined down hard on
his temper, o
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would foreclose on the morrow! That was
why Brannigan had been paid to kill Jones
—to prevent his making the final payment
on his mortgage. And Fowler, with his
usual shrewdness, had planned to kill
several birds with one stone. He had
framed Luke because he knew too much,
probably figuring to kill him rather than
allow him to be taken alive. He had gotten
Sheriff Ronson out of the way tempora-
rily because he feared the old lawman’s
stubborn ability for ferreting out crooked-
ness. Ronson had blocked a number of
Fowler’s shady deals before, and this time
he dared take no chances. He had even
contrived so that Brannigan’s lips would
be sealed forever by having him leave his
own watch fob in Jones’ hand, supposedly
to implicate Luke, but actually to betray
them hoth. For if the ace gunman’s liquor
hadn’t been doped, his lightning draw and
deadly accuracy would have certainly
finished Ronson!

A hacking cough sounded from behind
him at that moment. He whirled, and his
hand froze halfway to his holster. Edsen
was leaning casually in the doorway, but
there was nothing casual about the gun
that jutted from his skinny fist!

66 AKES interestin’ readin’, don't it,
Doc?” he drawled.

“I figured you was mixed up in this,”
August said tensely. “You're the ouly
man in town I ever prescribed belladonna
an’ opium for. Fowler paid you to dope
both Luke an’ Brannigan, didn’t he ?”

Edsen straightened and his cadaverous
features turned sickly white. ‘“You're
smart,” he gritted. _‘““Too damn smart to
live. Stand an’ take it, Doc!”

There could be no doubting his intent.
His skinny finger crooked around the
trigger, and he drew careful bead. With
desperate speed, August seized the oil
lamp and hurled it with all his strength.
Edsen ducked and the blast of his gun
echoed the crash of broken glass. August’s

hand sped to his gun. He thumbed one
careful shot. Edsen fired, too, but August’s
lead got to its mark first. With a choking
gasp, the lunger sank to the floor.

A sudden flare of light illuminated the
room as the kerosene from the broken
lamp caught fire. Within a few seconds,
the front room became an inferno. Then,
from outside, Jim heard a hoarse shout of
alarm, and the thunder of many hooves.
The posse had returned! A quick look
convinced him that escape through the
door was impossible. Already the fire had
spread across the entire front of the
building, igniting the sun-dried planks
as though they were oil-soaked. Coughing
from the dense smoke, he dragged Edsen’s
body to the window and  dumped it out.
He followed quickly, and by the time he
reached the street, the posse had become
a fire-fighting brigade. Fowler led them,
filling a bucket at the watering trough and
dousing the contents on the smoking of-
fice front. He stopped dead in his tracks
when he saw August.

“You did this!” he howled, aiming a
trembling finger. “You wanted to ruin me
hut you won’t get away with it! Kill him, -
men! Kill him!”

Flames burst through the roof then,
illuminating the entire scene with a ruddy
glare. August’s right hand swept the tails
of his coat clear of his gun butt, but at
that moment a tall, gaunt figure elbowed
through the possemen. It was Deputy
Sheriff Paige. There was a bitter, de-
termined look on his face.

“I'm arrestin’ you for helpin’ a criminal
escape,” he said to August. “You sent us
on a wild goose chase so Luke could get
away.”

“If you want to arrest somebody, arrest
that killer !I” August snapped.

Fowler began to back away in sudden
alarm. His pudgy hands opened and
closed nervously.

“You'’re crazy!” he gasped, “You got
nothin’ on me.”
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9

“I want to thank you—" he began. -

“Forget it,” Jim cut him off,

“I'm forgetting nothing,” said the man
harshly. “I took a punch on the jaw
from the Big Three and I let them scare
me—but by God they can’t burn me out!
I haven’t anything left with which to
work on that Badnoch contract but my
hands. If you want to fight them, Ridell,
I'll work for you; for nothing!”

HIS vehement words brought others.
They formed a tight, silent group.
“It’s too late,” said Jim solemnly. “And
we can’t expect the Badnoch people to do
all this dam work for nothing. That thir-
ty percent of the drive is just as important
to them as any of it.”

A man spoke out of the darkness. “I'll
work. If there’s a share for me, T’ll
throw it all in.”

“Me, too,” said another.

Stirred by this show, Jim got slowly
to his feet. ‘“‘The Big Three meant to
cripple me because I was the only one
standing against them,” he said. flatly.
“Sure, we haven’t any proof that they
started the fire, but we don’t need any. It
speaks for itself. You boys line up with
me and we’ll beat them yet. We'll log
that half million feet off my property,
share and share alike, one third of those
shares to go to the company. One con-
tract should get us another. You who
have timber left can work it and I’ll work
for you the same way you work for me.
In the meantime, we can reforest the
burned area. Join our forces and we’ve
a better than even chance to get through.
They’ll strike again to keep us from get-
ting to the mills, but if we stick close we
can do it. You all want to work like
that ?”’

“Count me in,” said Cliff Boyer. Ac-
ceptances ran-around the circle.

Borden ejaculated, “Good! The com-
pany will be pleased. I'll have the Eagle
Point ready by the rains.”

Jim said, “All the families who have
been burned out and want to join up, come
to my place. The women can keep us
fed, the kids can haul the firewood. It
won’t be easy, but we can beat ‘em.”

“When do we start?’ came an eager
question.

“Tomorrow morning,” said Jim. “Be
at my place at sunrise. Bring all the
equipment you have.”

Slowly, the men began collecting their
families and vanishing into the darkness.
Jim plunged his burned hands deep into
his pockets and grinned down at Gloomy
Carse. For once the dour oldster had no
comment. ’ '

The ruinous blaze started by the Big
Three had backfired on them, cementing

‘the lower Timberlock into one unit. This

would be a real community fight. Jim ex-
pelled a long breath. This would be a lum-
ber country yet. He wondered what Jer-
ry Gardner would think of the fire. . .

CHAPTER FOUR
Fighting Finish

IT WAS a motley crew that pulled into

Jim Ridell’s place with the first gray
lances of dawn. Some came in wagons
piled high with household goods. Others
walked in, their only possessions the axes
in their hands.

Swiftly, Jim got them organized. The
rains would begin in three weeks; and
two weeks after that the logs had to be at
the Badnoch mill. Laughing and calling
to each other, the women took charge of
the main cabin and sheds.. They rigged
beds and bunks and it wasn’t long before
order came out of chaos. The men,
headed by Jim and Gloomy, worked the
wooded slopes, putting their bark mark
on the trees that would be cut. When a
sufficient number had been blazed to keep
the cutters busy, the haulers scouted- out

(Continued on page 101)
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the Ox-Yoke, both with plenty of good
graze and water, to kill and be killed for
land which neither actually needed.

The Chinaman padded into the kitchen
and Rusty knew that the Oriental had
recognized him, notwithstanding the great
change that had taken place during the
four years of his absence. Luey held one
yellow finger to his lips until he was sure
that Rusty understood, then went about
getting coffee for the two men outside.

Rusty remembered the day Wolf Starr
had ridden up on him at the Flying-M
line cabin on Jerrel’s Creek and forced
him into a gun-brawl. Rusty shuddered.
Hell, he had only been sixteen that day.
He had not drawn his holstered gun be-
cause he remembered the promise he had
made, and when Wolf’s big cutter had
hammered orange flame and gun-smoke at
him he screamed in mortal terror. Keep-
ing his promise in the face of this thun-
dering death had drowned his mind in a
horror-filled well of fear. When Wolf
Starr rode away from the scene he had left
Rusty grovelling on the ground, scream-
ing madly, clenching a small black object
in his two hands . . . .

THE word had spread across the range

that old Tally Farnow’s whelp was
gun-shy, yellow. When Tally heard it
from his top hand he gun-whipped the
man senseless, then hunted up Rusty and
bull-whipped him within an inch of his
life,

When he recovered from the beating,
Rusty had saddled his buckskin pony and
left the Flying-M and Big Smoky Basin
behind. For four years he had tried to
whip the awful thing that ate at his vitals.
But now he knew that he had failed. The
feel of the gun in his back out by the load-
ing pens had turned the blood in his veins
to ice; Wolf Starr’s voice had turned the
ice into water.

The two men were seated no more than
six feet from Rusty. Tobacco: smoke

curled through a crack in the thin wall.
Wolf Starr’s companion said, “They’s
about four hundred head of stuff in them
loadin’ pens across the road, Wolf, an’
two Flyin’-M gunnies a-ridin’ herd on
’em, but I'll be a breed hoss-thief if I
don’t think ev’y head of that stuff’s
culls—" :
“That’s what I thought,” growled the
owner of the Ox-Yoke. “The old fox is
loadin’ his parlor stuff at that Flyin’-M
sidin’ ten miles west o’ here. Thinks he’s
pullin’ a-cutey.” Starr was silent as Luey
padded out with the coffee. When the
Chinaman returned to the kitchen, he con-
tinued, “Old Tally had a gather of five
hundred two year old pushed down out of

the hills two days ago. I figure they're

bein’ loaded at that sidin’, an’ that the
train should ought to-be humpin’ through
here any minute now. If anything hap-
pens to them steers—say at Thunder
Creek Canyon—"

“Yuh mean—"

“Hell, why not? It'll finish the Fly-
in’-M. Old Tally won’t be able to bring
feeders up from Texas, an’ he won’t be
able to meet a note comin’ due at the bank
in two weeks—an’ I own the note!” Wolf
Starr chuckled triumphantly.

The second man whistled softly. “An’
old Tally’ll be on thet train! He allus
tends his own shipments—"

“I'l be on her, too,” growled Wolf
Starr meaningly, “for a spell—""

Rusty heard a coin slap on the counter.
Spurs jingled as the two tnen got under-
way. Luey called out, “Good-night, Mista
Stah—thank you—" He shuffled out to
pick up the coin and the empty cups.

“I want you to...” Wolf Starr’s harsh
voice trailed off as he pushed through the
door. Then the door slammed . . . .

Rusty must have fainted. When he
opened his eyes his cheeks were stinging
and his throat burned. He looked around.
Luey had poured whiskey down his throat
and was slapping his cheeks with his open

.
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property and came to the spacious cabin.
The yard was filled with lumberjacks,
tough, hard-bitten men who knew only the
law of calked boots and fists. Jim was
surprised at their numbers. He and
Jerry were prodded up the steps and into
the living room of the house.

Keo Bastrop’s heavy featured face split
into a wide grin at the sight of Jim. Chet
Shadrow scowled. John Gardner, sitting
between them, fidgeted nervously.

Link said, “Ran right to him.”

Jim spread his hands on the ornate
desk around which these men sat and said,
“You're stooping pretty low when you
use a woman for kidnapping bait!”

Keo chuckled harshly, “Listen to the
deacon-lumberman trying to put the
hooks into us. Sorry to have put you out.”

“Shut up!” Shadrow thundered at Jim.
“We brought you here to make you a
proposition. Another remark like that—
and we won'’t make it.”

“Proposition?” Jim’s eyes narrowed.

Keo nodded. “We’ll pay off the men
you’ve had working for you, see that your
drive gets through and that you get all
the profits.”

Jim hesitated for a moment. “What will
you gain, Bastrop ?”

Bastrop became confidential. “The low-
er valley people are solidly behind you.
If you lease out to us, the rest will follow
suit. That way we can keep prices up.
We'll give you a fair deal on your land.”

OHN GARDNER rose and went over
to lean against the mantel of the stone
fireplace. Jim studied Keo and Chet,
seeing what lay behind their offer. They
would accept him into their circle of pow-
er just to crush the others. They would.
pay him a fair price to swing the rest of
them, then they would begin to starve the
lower valley out. These men would give
him power, make him one of them—a
Slowly, he shook his head.
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“No,” he said emphatically. “You tried
to stop me with fire, but that backfired
against you. Like I said—you’re done,
all of you; and I'll see to the finish.”

Keo and Chet surged to their feet,
faces writhing, Link clicked back the
hammer of his rifle and said, “I’ll let him
have it.” Jerry’s hands flew to her throat.
“Don’t!? she cried.

Then a sterner command filled the
room. John Gardner said, “Don’t any-
one move. First man who does, gets
these!” His fists were filled with the
brace of guns that hung over the mantel.
Keo and Chet had been so sure of swing-
ing Jim that they had not noticed Gardner.

The men swung on John, Bastrop
cursing, “You fool, you’re losing your
mind.”

“Maybe,” said John tersely. “But that’s
better than losing my respect for myself.
I've been willing to make every legal fight
that could be made to halt the lower Tim-
berlock. We found out through our law-
yers we didn’t have a leg to stand on.
Against my wishes you tried to burn
Ridell out, but that failed, too, and you
only succeeded in welding the valley into
a stronger unit against us. They deserve
what they’ve worked for, and by God I'll
see they get it. Get out of here, Jim.”

Jerry’s eyes were shining with pride
as Jim nodded curtly to the lumberman.
“You won’t regret this, sir,” he said.

“Regret?” echoed Gardner. “I regret
I ever listened to Bastrop and Shadrow.
There’s room for all of us to do business
here. Bastrop, you step over to the door
and tell those men out in the yard that it’s
all right for Jim to leave. And don’t
make me wait too long, Keo.”

There was a threat in his voice and
every one in the room knew he would
back it. Cursing luridly, Keo went to the
door and called out, “Ridell’s free to go.”

Jim grabbed Jerry’s hand.
coming along,” he said.
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