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<aa0K>r of ~Laad of Six-Gun Law”)

“You’re over a barrel, Mr, Locke, tee know yaw reputation,

-and gotfre just the m m toe want to wear the law badge in High«

point HnI8 you’ll rod-the lam our ismy, m i m gmfm done in the

past. Aud it you tend to forget your pirne, just remember that

we can stttl pr&w your father a murderer and your brother a
swindler!”
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fOLETCHER BANNON was

drowning his sorrow in Kirk-a's
-3®. dingy saloon when Locke re-
turned to Highpoint. Barinon had
been immersing his woes at the same
table when Locke had seen him last,
seven years before;

For a moment, Locke stood, ~un-
noticed—a tall man* v&o at first
glance seemed too thin for his height,
too finely drawn to a whip-cord hard-
ness. Skin deep tanned bjr much sun
and wind, eyes like the glint of light
alon? the polished barrel of one of
the forty- flves which he carried at
either hip. There was a sprinkling- of
gray showing at the edges of his dark
hair, and his mouth looked as though
Iaughter had long been foreign to it.

The man he looked upon, maudlin
in his glassy was ageless, Tims had
placed no lines in hie face, no fat on
his comfortably-fed frame. It had
failed even to glaze his eyes, though
beer had had its effect. His sandy
hair was thick, unchanged in color.
No one would have suspected that
Dr. Fletcher Bannon had been in his
thirties the day he had first set foot
in Highpoint, or that that day had
been nearly three decades forgotten.

Bannon lifted his head, blinked,
then came lightly to hia feet, hand
outstretched. “Orin Locke, as I'm a
sinner!” he exclaimed. “Man, it's
good to see you again!"

Locke’s frosty eyes warmed. For
a moment the two men clasped hands
silently, then Locke sank into the
chair which Bannon kicked toward
him. “You’'re like Ben Bolt, Fletcher,”
he said finally. “There never was
a change in you.”

“No,” Bannon agreed. “l don't
change. Pup still the sot | was when
you went away, Orin. Still a disgrace
to the community and my profession.
But you, now—you return to the
Wild Buttes with a reputation.”

“And little else,” Locke shrugged.
"No good in that,”

“They say that you're the fastest
man-wilfa a gun in a land of fast men.
The coldest-hearted marshal that
ever tamed a town. But it’s done
things to you; you're less than half
any age, but you look older than I

“And feel it,” Locke agreed. “| saw
a funeral procession as | came into

*
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town. That's unusual.”

“What's so unusual about it?”

“Those usually come after |
town.” The words were bitter.

“There are plenty of funerals, these
days,” Bahhon commented sadly.
“Since gold was found, right under
our noses, where the town, had
walked above it a quarter-eentury—
Highpoint has changed. That funeral
was for the sheriff, Burnt Cassell.”

"Cassell you say?” Locke's eyes
clouded. “I knew him In Dodges he
was my deputy when | wore the star
there.”

“He was a good star-toter-"-tiU
they dryguiched him.” Bannon™
eyes were mg)umng kindly. “You've
come home, Orin?

“Home? Quien sabe? The wind
blows.”

“And it brings odors. The town
could use a man of your reputation,
now that Cassell’'s gone. Your regu-.
tation and your guns.”

Locke shook his head “I'm
through with that sort of thing. Sick
of the smell of powder-smoke. All |
ask is peace. I'm going out to the-
Wagon Wheel—at least for a look
around. | want to forget that there
ever was such a thing as an officer’s
star.”

“If they'll let- you. Are- you sure
you'll find peace on the Wagon
Wheel, Orin?”

“l long ago leained that:yotf can
never be sure of anything,” Locke
returned grimly. “Is it that bad?”

“Maybe. Quien sabe?”

On that note of question Locke
arose. Outside again, he stood, eyes
ranging the town. Highpoint was
changed; a gold rush aid that to a
town. And the change was never for
the better.

hit

IGHPOINT was set upon a hill.
There were loftier mountains to

the north, and more off south. Gaunt

canyons sliced from between the
hills. The grasslands, more gentle of
slope, lay east and west,

Locke had gone away with a driv-
ing hell inside him, knowing that he
must follow the owlhoot and go to
the devil, or do the opposite. The
years had written their record, but
they had not brought peace.

He found his horse now and left
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the town behind, taking a remem-
bered road. The Wagon Wheel lay
to the west.

A hunger to see familiar faces had
hroa”~t him home. Also a hope, thin
but nmtr quite dying, that he might
be welcome. He rode slowly, hearing
the njiurraur of Queasy Greek, before
ft should swing south and east to
lose itself in a maze of hills. «

He had covered half the distance to
the Wagon Wheel when his eye
caught the light ahead, Here a road
crossed an open meadow, but he was
still under the shadows of trees which
crowded a spring. A similar grove was
ahead, and in their soft dusk a cig-
arette glowed.

Locke stopped. Presently he made
out two horses, two riders. Voices
came like a whisper. Here was noth-
ing sinister; perhaps a lover’s tryst.

He was about to ride ahead when
the cigarette made a tiny arc like the
flight! of a firefly. The gesture of a
sateless man, there is the dry duffle.
Now he was raising his voice, say-
ing ggod night, riding on up the read,
the way Locke was heading.

For a moment, recognizing the

voice, Locke sat rigid. There had
been no change in seven years. It was
still the same assertive voice that he
had come to hate—that of his young-
er brother, Ray. If belief had been
in him that time had. dulled the ache
or coated the festering hate, he knew
now that he had deluded himself; it
was still there.
.m Apparently the voice, raised in
careless leave-taking, had rasped the
nervesi of the girl as well. Her horse
burst out from under the trees, on to
the open road across the meadow, run-
ning's from the sudden wild kick of
spurred feet. Locke had time to see
flying hair, uncovered, pale gold in
the caress of the moon. A slender fig-
ure who leaned forward in the sad-
dle, fape white and set. The next in-
stant brought catastrophe.

This'was not so high up as at High-
point. The road here to the west had
been winding, dropping ever sine®
Locke ;left the town. The meadow
was dotted with tiny hummocks of
earth, some of them quite fresh—the
work of pocket gopher#. This was the
highest point of elevation which Hey.
had reached, anywhere srsraad me

Wild Buttes. But here they had been
active of late, close'beside the road.

Apparently one of t&fir tunnels
had”undermined the road. Running,
the cayuse sent a hoof plunging
through, down into the tunnel. Qw
dinarily it would have caused no dam-
age. Now, running hard, the; wrench
was disastrous. It threw the pony,

.sprawling wildly, and the girl was

tossed from the saddle to land with
a jarring thud.

Snorting, the cayuse got to its feet,
unhurt. But the girl lay where she
had been flung. She was still motion-
less when Locke reached her side.

As he stooped, her eyes opened,
wide with momentary terror. She
stared up, and for an instant he
thought she was going to scream. His
own voice was quick, reassuring,
“Take it,easy, ma'am. You’'ll be all
right.”

She had good stuff in her. The
fright passed, and amazement took
its place; she struggled to sit up.
Then, becoming aware of the dis-
array of her dress across shapely
ankles, color drove out the whiteness
of her cheeks, and she reached to re-
settle the dress more decorously. Her
eyes never left his face.

"“"What happened?” Her eyes never
left his face.

“What happened?” she asked. “It
—it was all so quick—"

“It was that,” Locke agreed. “Your
pony put his foot in a gopher hole,
and it throwed him—and you. | hope
you're not hurt?”

She shook her bead, still watch-
ing him. “I'm all right, 1 think. Bi?t

ou—haven't | seen you somewhere
efore?”

Locke shook his head. “1 Wouldn't
think so, ma'am.”

“But—I have it! You look like Ray
Locke! That's it!”

“Might be,” Locke conceded, his
face expressionless. “Since he's my
brother.”

Her eyes widened with quick in-
terest. “His brother? Then you're the
Marshal? Orin Locke?”

"I'm Orin Locke, yes.”

She looked at him a moment longgr,
frankly curious. “I've never seen s,
titd town-tamer before,” she laid.

*Some of them look almost human,"



12 COMPLETE COWBOY NOYEL MAGAZINE

Locke assured her. “Don't judge them
all by me.”

She coloreds as at a rebuke. '"‘But |
—ul wasn't,” she protested. “What |
mean is, Mr. Locke, | think you’re
Very good looking—distinguished and
all—"

He was no ladies’ man. No one had
ever accused him of it. But seeing
her confusion, he took pity of her,
“You'’ve got the advantage of me/”
he reminded her. “You know who |

wOh yes, of course.
Three Sevens.”

I’'m from the

f WAS Locke’s turn to stare.

“The Three Sevens?” he.repeated,

sThat's Jeb Landers’ spread,”
ifeook his head, Jeb
Landers’ girl—what was her name,
Virginia? She*d been a leggy Kkid,
running to freckles, when he’d seen
her last—

“You don't nean to tell me you’re
Tinny Landers?” he ended, somewhat
lamely.

She shook her head, coloring again
in quick confusion. “No. Oh no, |
didn’t mean that. I—I forgot that
tou didn't know. My father has had
the Three Sevens for years now. I'm
Eeta Cable.*

Locke doffed his big hat gravely.

“I’'m right pleased to know you,
Miss Cable,” he agreed, and won-
dered swiftly concerning her meet-
ing with Ray Locke. A girl as pret-
ty as she was—but it was none of his
business, certainly. Now she started
to gel quickly to her feet, and all but
fell, clutching at him with a little
moan of anguish.

“Oh—ah? my footI” she wailed. “It
—4t hurts!*

Her face had gone bloodless Wlth
the pain, so that he knew this was
no trick. Holding her for a moment,
her face buried in his shoulder, was
oddly pleasant, A faint, evasive per-
fume drifted about her, the moon
made gold in her hair as though mint-
ing coins. He steadied her, and she
sat down again, Locke examined the
left foot.

“No bones broken,” he pronounced,
while she watched him wide-eyed.
“But it’s swelling. You must have
wrenched it. Best tiling is to get home

and take care of it. Here, 1™ help
you.’ l .

He caught her horse, now grazing
contentedly near his own, brought it
back, and helped her to her ffset. He
solved the problem of getting iato the
saddle by picking he? up in hl£ arms
and lifting her, lightly as if she had
been a child, and depositing her in it.

"One lucky thin®, it’s not; far to
your place,” he said. “I'll g$ along
and see that you get there all: right.*

“That’s very kind of-you -thougb
hardly necessary, Mr. Locke/' she
said. “l can ride all right.”

“But you wouldn’t cheat me out of
a moonlight ride with a fair Iady‘7"
he protested.

Ha She looked at him quickly, struck

more by his words than tone. Such
phrasing did not suggest th* cow-
boy, nor the two-gun marshal of a
tough town. Though, as Dr. Fletcher
Bannon could have informed her,
such a remark was only to be ex-
pected of Orin Locke at unexpected
moments.

“Of course, I'll be glad to have
you,” she agreed. “Ray usually sees
me home—but tonight he seemed to
have other things on his miiid,” she
added, flushing with remembered an-
noyance.

“Mebby word had reached him that
1 was coming,” Locke returned. Anti
his thought ran grim. Hate dim

lf 2 S *
HE MOONLIGHT
was still ljright

when he approached

the WagoniWheel.

A lump arose in

Locke’s throat for

a moment, Up to the

time when be had

left here, fee had

virtually never been

away from home,

had known little of

the outer world, even if fie hsid
succeeded in making some [ money,
buying and selling cattle. He’d had to
learn what life was like, beyond shel-
ter, to make his own way, a bird way.
Seen under the bright moon, there
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was little oiitward change since that
day seven years ago, when he had
ridden away with his father’'s dour
curse ringing in his ears.

Lights still showed from the win-
dows of two or three rooms in the
sprawling house, A man sat huddled
in a big rocking chair on the wide
porch, the fain* creak of it audible
in the windless night. Voices came
from the bunk house, not far away,

j 1t was awarm night, this night of full
moon, and would be rather hot and
stuffy inside. Consequently, no one
was m a hurry te get to bed.

He looked again, with quick in-
tuition, at that figure on the porch.
'The moonlight reached just to its
iedge, so that the chair and the man
/ere in shadow. But, from what he
Yhed heard he was confident that this
jwould be Hay Locke Sr., his fa-
ther. A strong man until he had been
stricken with heart trouble, which,
apparently, had grown progressively
K>/erse with the years. Locke had

eard rumors that now he was all but
helpless. That word had caused him
to return.
1The rumor had been indirect, slow
in filtering across two states. No one
had sent to him direct, no invitation
g return, or any suggestion that the
past might be forgotten or forgiven.
Mo word at ail in seven years. But
hire he was, and there was his father.
Rfeport, apparently, had not lied.

sHe sat his horse a while, unaob-
served, looking around. Then he
swung down from the saddle, but as
he; started forward, a figure emerged
from the shadows near the barn and
moved to intercept him—as though
this man had been on watch against
hisr coming. Ray Locke. “So you're
back.”

If: was more like a challenge. Hard-
ly a greeting. For a moment the two
of them irontecj each other, equally
tall. There was no welcome in Ray’s
voige or eyes. None of the old animos-
ity was.dead, Locke saw. “I’'m bade,”
he agreed,~and tried to make his voice
sound friendly. “1 heard about—Pa.”

“He’s over there/’ Say said un-
compromisingly. “In that chair.”

“Sf | see” Locke held his rising
ten kr injeash with an effort. “How
was he hurt?”

“He wasn't hurt,”
“He’s blind.”

Locke stood, feeling suddenly de-
flated. Not for himself, but for the
proud, hard man who was his fa-
ther. Blind! Unable to see, to get
around, to take part in things as he
had always-done. To a man who had
always been active, that would be
particularly hard. Someway it was
worse than if he had been really sick
or injured.

“Any chance of—his seeing again?”
he asked. “How about an operation?”

“Dr, Emery says there’'s no chance
at all. It's one of those things.”

Emery! That too, had an alien
sound, here on the Wagon Wheel.
Doc Emery had come to Highpoint
about a gear before his ,owa depar-
ture. Probably he was a good enough
medico, as doctors went; but Emery
had always impressed Lock as ob-
sessed With a sense of his own im-
portance, and "that was usually the
mark of ignorance of inability.

Fletcher Bannon had always been
called in the old days when a medico
was needed. Up to the time Ray had
been thrown from a horse and
brought home, unconscious. One of
the cowboys had gotten Emery, and
Emery had brought Ray out of that
all right; from then on, apparently,
it had been Emery.

But Bannon had been the elder
Ray.Locke’s friend, just as he had
been Orin’'s. True it was that Ban-
non was generally drunk, but even
when drunk he was a better doctor
than most men—such as Emery—
ever managed when sober. But Ray
had never liked him. Now that he
was running things here, Bannon
wouldn't be called.

Locke’s lips tightened. He'd like to
have Bannon have a look at those
eyes—one of these days. Most men
had forgotten what not too many had
ever known—how really good Ban-
non could be on occasion. Far too
good a doctor to bury himself all
these years in a tiny, remote cow
town like Highpoint® Save for the
liquor, which he couldn’'t let alone,
and for the disillusion which had
been upon him through half a life-

Ray retorted.
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time. Bannon had studied in Europe,
had walked, in his day, with the great
of the earth; few would believe that

cow,

HE SILENCE was lengthening
between them. An uncompromis-
ing silence on Ray’s partj bluntly
hostile.
“That's tough/’ Locke managed.

Rear about your being back. Be a lot
Better for Mm.”

No need to ask questions. Hie fa-
ther hadnt changed—well, he had
hardly expected that he wolild,
Certainly there' would be Tittle
hope of that, with Ray at home here,
running things, having his ear—keep-
frig it poisoned. Rage surged in Locke
like the sudden blast of a bolt of

lightning, so that he had to fight it .

down. He'd ridden away, once; en-
dured seven bitter years. Now was
no time to go off half-cocked; that
wasn’t what he’d returned for.

and that way not helpful in winning
a point. Particularly with the remem*
brance of old wrongs bulking large.

Highpoint’s growth was sympto-
matic of a mushroom mining town.
There was no hotel. There would he
rooms, of a sort—over saloons, where
a man must be inured to plenty of
noise if he expected to get any sleep,
A far cry from the big, rambling:

otner peoesman nurrying rne omer
way- He started mechanically to lift
Mb hat with a murmur of apology as
he saw that it was a woman, and then
be looked more closely at the wideef.
ing eyes uplifted to his, the fresh,
** rather weary young face beneath
them. j
“Orin Locke!” she breathed,
There was a dawning smile in her
eyes, welcome in her face, For a mo-
tnent lie was at a loss, and men lie
knew her. “Jinny Landers! h® said,
‘Is it really you?” -
The freckles were a shadowy mem-

“The best thing that you can do” now, the legginess was gone in

Hay added. “Is to get on your horstf
and rids back out There was no call
to come back.” '

Locke’s big fists knotted at his
sides, his face whitened. Seeing it,
Kay recoiled a step. Locke choked
down the words which flooded in his
throat If he said anythfeig, hed say
too much. And for the gEesent he
didn't know just what he’d do. He
turned, swung back on his horse and
rode away.-

* * %

Highpoint was still awake. Its sa-
loons were full, and in every outward
aspect it was one with, the towns
Where he had worn a marshal’s star
and carried the law. Nono of which
was in Looke's mind as he left Ms
horse at the Hvery stable and came
out to tfce street again. He’d have to
find,a place to stay—and to make up
his mind about what to do.

Probably he'd been a fool to come
back,, as Ray had so bluntly intimat-
ed. The years had brought change,
but not of the sort which he had
hoped for. Yet Hay was, as always, a
fool, too arrogant for his own good,
He’d curried Locke the wrong way,

the perfection of a
colt Her hair was sleekgl, glossily
dark, “It’s me,” she agreed. 'Oht it’s
good to see you, Orin. I-didn’t kc”w.
y°1 were back.”

“l just got back,” he agreed, "~ad

eyed her with quick suspicion which

brought a strange hurt with it.
Cable had told him that the Laaders
were no longer on the Three Sevens,
And here was Jinny, on the streets
of a wild town sueh» aa Highpoint
had become, at this hour of jthe

night—

She saw the thought”onhis face,
and smSed gently, placing one hand
lightly on his atm,

“1 live in town, Orin,” she said. “I
have a little dress-making shop, and
| was just delivering a rush ordejr to
a lady who had to have ft yet this
evening.” She eyed him, half-quiz-
aically, still with that faint smile in
her eyes. “I don’t know whether it
woul I be quite circumspect ot re-
spectable to ask you into my eisfab-
Jishment at this hour to talkt;You
see, | Kve in rooms at the rear. StIH,
we're old friends—”
He knew that she had guessed his
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first suspicion, and color ran in his
own cheeks.: Her friendliness was
warming. She was tall, for a woman,
though she came only to his shoulder,
it'Her nair reminded him of the sheen
of a blackbird’'s wing, preening in the
sun, her eyes were a steady blue be-
neath. Here was no outstanding beau-
ty, but certainly she was good to
look upon. And she might a? easily
have looked at him with eyes of
scorn, as might anyone who had
known him in the old days.

“Mebby | could buy a bolt of cal-
ico, or somethln?< he suggested, “1'd
sure like to talk to you, Jinny, Or
I can come around tomorrow.”

“You can come now, if you want
to,” she said, a certain recklessness
in words and face. “We never know
what tomorrow will bring,”

“That's true enough,” he agreed,
and walked beside her, suddenly at a
loss for words. They veered to a
side street, quieter than the others,
climbed steeply where the sidewalk
ended, and stopped at a house which
he remembered vaguely. She un-
locked the door, busied herself a
moment with lighting a lamp, then
crossed to draw the shade.

HIS WAS her work room, he
knew at once, with a table and
chairs and sewing machine, and bolts
of cloth on shelves at one side. For a
mojsent she looked at him, and again
theft was a faint smile about the cor-
-ners of her mouth.

“Fm going to make coffee,” she
said, “And | don't think it's any
worse for you to sit in the kitchen
and drink 1t, than in here, do you?*

This was unconventional, but it was
warm and friendly, and he sensed that
she had known his deep need for
"friendliness. He followed her to the
little kitchen, rich with fragrant
odors of baking, and sat in a rocking
chair and watched with pleasure as
she stirred th? dying fire in the
range.

The furniture was old. The chair
in which he sat had been broken,
the back replaced with carpet tacked
in place, which had curved comforta-
bly 19 fit the back. Here was homi-
ness, and the odor of the coffee was
pleasant.

Nor was she stopping with that.

She was setting out half a cake, slic-
ing it, moving with swift dexterity.

“I'm awfully glad you came, Orin,”
she said. “1 like to make a cafee, once
in a while—it reminds me of the old
days. But even if | make a pig of
myself, it's in danger of getting stale.
Fortunately, this one is not too old,
so | hope you'll eat two qr three
pieces and help me out.”

As she talked, pouring the coffee,
Locke sensed something else. The
loneliness, the hunger for companion-
ship, which was in her.

“It’s awfully good cake,” he said.
“And good of you. But what hap-
pened—about the ranch?”

She looked at him quickly, seating
herself opposite him. “Dad died, two
years ago. After things were settled
up—well, there wasn't much; left. |
had expected that everything was in
fine shape—but it didn’'t turn out that

way.
ghe smiled then, and changed the
subject adroitly. “And you've grown
famous since you went away. Every-
body knows who Orin Locke is.”

“Never mind me,” he .said. “TeII me
about yourself.”

But there was little to tell,,she in-
sisted. She was a dressmaker, and
that was all there was to it. Not too
prosperous, Locke judged. With the
exception of Bannon, she, wab prob-
ably the only old friend he had
around here. Fate hadn't treated them
too well, either.

He. left, presently, warmed by her
welcome, with the invitation to come
again. She had made no complaint.
If he had been thinking that his own
lot was tough, her's was a great deal
worse. There were so few things that
a woman could do, but Jinny was do-
ing what came to hand. He knew that
he would call there again.

Locke paused, debating where he
should seek a room. As he hesitated,
a stranger accosted him. “Got d match,
feller?”

“Yeah.” Locke fumbled in a pocket
and produced the match. Th$ other
man accepted it wordlessly, flicked it
alight with his thumb nail, and raised
it toward the cigarette already pen-
dulous between his lips. The light
revealed a harsh, bull-dog face, a
head that seemed to hunch dejwn be-
tween massive shoulders. But there
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was scant time for Locke to make this
appraisal.

The flare of the match was close
to Ms own face as well, revealing,
and he sensed suddenly, as the matc
flickered out without touching the
tip of! the cigarette, that that had
been the whole purpose of it—to get
a look at him. And now, satisfied with
what It had shown, the man was
bringing his other hand up in swift
and deadly gesture, the muzzle of a
gun centering at point-blank range
on Locke’s chest.

/ 3 /

TARTLED, Locke
was too old a
campaigner to be
caught completely
off-guard. The look
in the other man's
eyes telegraphed
his intention. 1t was
only a split second
of warning.
The twin six-
shooters in his own
holsters were too far away. Already
the muzzle of the other gun was
centering bn Locke’s chest. But the
killer had been forced to stand close
to have the match throw its light into
Locked face. Locke's knee came up
In a pjhmging forward jerk, burying
itself in the gunman’s groin.

Gasping with agony, the other man
gave back, the gun wavering. An in-
stant later Locke twisted it away.
Rage boiled in him at the attempted
murder. While the other man still
writhed, Locke clipped him alongside
the head with the barrel of the forty-
five—a damaging blow which drove
his opponent to his knees, taking the
fight out of him. Locke poised above
him, go.n ready for a second blow.

“Who sent you to kill me?” he de-
manded. “Talk fastF*

The j gunman hesitated, cringing,
throwing up a hand before his face.
Weaponless, the tables so neatly
turned, courage had all oozed out of
him. “I'll talk,” he whined. “You're
Locke, ain't you? Well, who'd send
me aftier you-—but someone from the
Wagon Wheel?”

Her® was confirmation of what
Locke had feared. Who else would

know that he was back in this couli-
try, but Ray Locke? Ray had been
afraid, standing to lose everything
which he had built up on a tissue or
treachery. It was all horrible, but he
did not doubt that the man was tell-
ing the truth.

Abruptly he turned away, walking
fast, He came to the glare of brightly-
lit windows. Here a sign reared ob-
trusively above the sidewalk. Beer
Bottle Saloon. An over-sized beer bot-
tle was suspended in a wire loop
above the door, filled with what
looked like liquor. But liquor would
bring no surcease for what ailed him.

Today he had returned to the Wild
Buttes, drawn in part by soul hunger,
in part by a feeling of duty. Time, he
had told himself, was the great heal-
er. Hope had been in him, across the
miles.

But hope was gone now, killed in
word and action since the moon had
risen. Now the moon had Set, and it
was like a symbol. A gleam now gone,
leaving only darkness. Wearily*-
Lpcke turned toward the livery
stable. It was no use. He'd sleep in
the hay, and in the morning, he'd
ride out of Highpoirtt. For the last
time. * * %

Locke ate in a cheap and greasy
restaurant, new since his day, and
like all the new Highpoint. Like the
restaurants in so many other towns
which he had known. It was somehow
amazing, the number of places jyou
could see, all alike, across a span o f
seven years. He’'d hoped that fie was
all through with that sort of life.

His face set in the old lines, un
smiling™a little harshar jf that was
possible. A minor regret was beside
the greater today, that he would, not
see Jinny Landers again. He had a
feeling that Jinny was like himself, a
lost soul adrift with no port in sight.
They had been friends in school days,
but that was ages ago. The thought
of her held regret. But it would be
better to go.

Someone stopped beside his stool.
A slight, wispy man with straw-col-
ored hair and watery eyes to match.
He even sucked on a straw, squinting
up, to complete the picture.

“You Orin Locke?" he asked, and
his voice was surprisingly deep aritf
full.
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Locke studied Mm, caution flaring
from remembrance of the night and
old habit alike. But no one else in
the restaurant seemed in any way in-
terested, and he had a certainty that
the wispy man was no more than a

messenger—though why that he
could not conceive.
“Locke’'s my name,” he agreed.

“Why?”

“There’s,a couple fellers want to
talk to you. Business.

Locke hesitated, minded to refuse.
Business! He knew what that meant.
It was always the same when he came
to a town, for his reputation preceded
him. Still, what did it matter? What
else was there for him, wherever he
might go? The old zest was gone,
and he knew that it would never be
recaptured. Something in him, sick
ja long time, had died during the
night. He. might as well listen to
what they had to say.

He shrugged, tessed a silver dol-
lar on to the counter and stood up,
looming suddenly tall in the half-
gloom of the restaurant. “Lead the
way,” he invited. “Time is what 1've
got plenty of.”

# * * 13
LOCKE? For.
Are you crazy?” )

It was a big room, ‘and, for High-
point, a remarkable one, this office
in the rear of the Wild Buttes Saloon.
It contained luxury undreamed of by
most citizens of the town, or patrons
of the outer room. Here was fine
furniture, upholstered in leather. An
Oriental rug covered the floor; an
oil painting of obviously good taste
and considerable value hung on the
walL The other fittings showed the
same careful selection, with expense
no consideration. There was not an-
other room in Highpoint like it.

Nor were there other men in the
Wild Buttes to match these two who
now conferred together. Both were
big men, physically, but in different
ways. Grant Cable, who lounged com-
fortably in a deep chair and smoked
a long black cigar, was the perfect
representation of what the success-
ful ragpher and cattleman should be.

He was in his early fifties, a tall
jnan now putting on comfortable but
scarcely excess poundage. His dark

Sheriff!

brown hair was fringed| with gray,
and his face was big to match the
nose, strong to measure up to the
wide, firm-set mouth. Calmness dwelt
in his eyes, in his every deliberate
gesture. A slightly mocking smile
was in the back of his eyes now as
he listened to his companion’'s in-
credulous Exclamation.

No one but King Steele would have
thought of talking to Cable in such
a manner. But this was Steele’s of-
fice, just as the Wild Buttes was
his saloon. And anyone in all the
Wild Buttes could have said off-
hand that these two ngjn, between
them, held most of the power and
wealth of town and country—that
they controlled Highpoint and the
Wild Buttes, Destiny was in their
hands

Steele’'s were quick and nervous,
yellow-stained from continual rolling
of cigarettes. Scarcely had one been
consumed than he was *wisting at
another. He was considerably young-
er than Cahle, tall, wide-built a man
who walked with imperious' stride as
he jumped to his feet to !pace back
and forth, looking at the world from
greenish eyes beneath hair almost
*completely colorless. But there was
nothing colorless about the man. This
room showed that he -iad-wealth.
Those who knew Mm understood the
ruthlessness with which he had ob-
tained it.

Cable chuckled now, as he flicfeesd
off the ash of Ms cigar.

“Crazy?” he repeated. “lI don't
think so, King. You're not forgetting
that Cassell is buried?”

"Nor why,” Steele snapped. “He
was too headstrong to handle. From
all reports, this Orin Locke is even
more so. | happen to know that Cas-
sell was a disciple of his—was once
his deputy, and proud to pattern aft-
er him. Locke has a reputation over
the whole west—to match that of
Wild Bill Hicock, or Pat Garrett, or
any other of that crowd. That's just
the sort of sheriff we don't want.'3

“1'm new since Locke left this part
of the country,” Cable said comfort-
ably. “But compared to you. King,
I'm an old-timer around her#.. Maybe
I know a few things concerning local
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history that haven't come to your
ears. You'll have to admit that, so
far as the public is concerned, Orin
Locke would be the perfect man for
the job.”

“For the public, yes.” Steele sat
down jerkily, began to roll a fresh
quirly, spilling some of-the brown
grains as he did so, on to the elabor-
ate rug. He gave it no attention. “But
maybe you don’'t know one part of
recent history, Grant, It happened
last night, |1 sent Toomey Harris to
ttll this Locke, last night!”

HE TIP of the cigar twitched
Tslightly. Cable’'s eyes narrowed,

“And be only hit town yesterday
afternoon. Wasn't that rather pre-
cipitate?’

"Maybe,” The words were arrogant.
“But | run the town, Grant, just as
you run the country—thats our
agreement. And it struck me that a
man like him, coming here just* after
Cassell was buried, would be the pop-
ular choice for sheriff—and so could
be a damned nuisance. I've heard a
certain amount of local history. So
I got hold of Harris and took steps."

He scratched a match and puffed
jerkily, hia face betraying nothing of
tbe devious reasons behind this ac-
tion,

"And vsfeat happened?” Cable asked
expectantly.

Steele hunched his shoulders.
“From the way | gather it, Toomey
asked Locke for a match, scratched
it in his face to take a look and see
that be had the right man, and
brought up his gun in his other
hand at the same time. Apparently
reports haven’'t been wrong about this
star toter. He's hell on wheels, if
Toomey Harris's appearance is any-
thing to go by. After being trapped
that way, Locke took his gun away
from him and worked him over. And
I use the word advisedly.”

“"That's interesting.” Cable smoked,
a smile at the corners of his mouth.
“And you picked a hand from the
Wagon Wheel for the job, it seems.”

“l figured Toomey was the man
for such a chore.”

"You would. From your account I'm

more than ever convinced that Locke
is our man for sheriff. In fact, |
sent for him, and if I’'m not mistaken,
he’s here now. “Come in/' he called,
as there was a peculiar knock on
the door.

The wispy man opened the door,
but did not enter. He stood back, and
Locke, after a quick appraisal of the
two men in the room, went on in.
Cable came to his feet, and Steele
was quick to follow.

“Mr. Locke?” Cable asked, and ex-
tended his hand. “I'ra Grant Cable,
of the Three Sevens, This is King
Steele, who owns this saloon and
about half the town,*

Locke accepted their handshakes,
studying both men. Cable waved him
to a chair, observing that he had not
bothered with any of the polite noth-
ings. In fact, so far Locke had said
not a word.

“We’'ve heard of you, of course,”
Cable went on, “That's natural. And
perhaps you know that we buried our
sheriff yesterday; it seemed provi-
dential that you should arrive as you
did.” t

"You gentlemen, | take it, are a
committee to pick a sheriff to fill
the vacancy till the next election?”
Looks suggested.

“Exactly,” Cable agreed. “Who-
ever we recommend will receive the
appointment”

"I don't think 1'd be interested in
the job,” Locke said bluntly. “There'd
be strings attached.”

“In that, you're quite correct,”
Cable agreed with equal bluntness.
“There will be strings attached;
that's why we’re picking you.”

Steele looked at his companion in
quick surprise. Locke eyed him with
more interest “At least, you're frank
about it.”

“l can afford to be,” Cable nodded.
“You've probably guessed already
that King here, and 1, control this
country. What we want, we get But
the first rule in running a country
is to put on a good show for the popu-
lace. The Caesars learned that a long
while ago.”

“And you think 1'd make a good
front?”, ~

“We know you would, You've ex-
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actly the right reputation, and plenty
of ability."

Steele was watching, smoking furi-
ously but saying nothing* Locke
looked from one to the other. “From
all I've heard,” he said. “There’s a
lot of lawlessness in this country. It
could foe stopped by the men who
are boss—if they wanted it stopped.-
And Fve heard, since coming to
town, that Sheriff Cassell was killed
because he was trying to clean things
up.”

& Score yourself a hundred on that
answer, Mr. Locke,” Cable agreed
smoothly.

Locke's brows twitched. “And if |
were marshal—or sheriff, 1'd run a
job the same as |'ve always runit. To

clean the town up. Which, | take ft,
is what you want. So, you see, you've
got the wrong man.”

“Score fifty on that,” Cable mur-
mured. “You're partly right. We
don’t want the tpwn cleaned up; but
we have got the right man,”

“You figure you can bribe me?”

“Naturally. Every man has his
price.” Cable lifted a deprecating
hand. “Don't get toe wrong. Some
won't take money; youre that sort.
But you'll be perfect for the job,
running it the way we want it run.
And we can match your price.”

OCKE relaxed, stretching long
legs before him. “This is at least
interesting/’ he observed.

“lI hoped you'd find it so. You see,
Locke. I know some things which
most people merely think they know
about. The public had pretty well for-
gotten, or chosen to forget, why you
left the Wagon Wheel and the Wild
Buttes. You've made such a .reputa-
tion as a two-gun marshal, a town-
tamer, that you've shed a good bit of
reflected glory onyour old communi-
ty. So they've chosen to forget that
you left here with your father’'scurse
ringing in your ears, branded a thief
—in the sum of ten thousand dollars.”

Locke tensed, his face more rigid.
“What about it?” he asked toneless-
Iv-
y“Just this. As | say, | happen to
know the truth about that—which few
people even suspect. The truth being
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that you shouldered the blame for a
theft committed by your brother Kay,
who had to pay a gambling debt and
was desperate. You took that blame
because your father had a bad heart
and any shock was likely to kill him,
Any shock, that is, in connection with
Ray, who was the apple of his eye,
and who, in his opinion, could do no
wrong. What you did, however, came
as no surprise to the old man; Ray
had pulled the wool over, his eyes un-
til he believed anything bad about
you.”

Steele had ceased to puff, Locke
slowly straightened, drawing his legs
up again. He had supposed that this
secret was deep buried; it was amaz-
ing to hear it from the Ups of such
a man as Grant Cable.

“You're a strange man, Locke,”
Cable went on, and for a moment ad-
miration crept into his tones. “1 think
I've delved until I found out the
truth. You're a man. You loved your
father, despite the shabby way he’s
treated you, the opinion he has held
of you. You not only shouldered that
blame, to save, as you believed, his
life, but you returned the money-
taking every cent you'd been able to
make and save to do it. And giving
up what was developing into a pro-
fitable business in buying and selling
cattle. You paid back what you'd nev-
er stolen. You left Ray in control,
not only of your father, but of the
Wagon Wheel, half of which should
rightfully belong to you. You left un-
der that stigma, and became an exile.
You're a fool, but you're a man.”

Still Locke made no comment. He
was somewhat dazed that this should
be known, but it was the truth.
Steele was rolling a fresh cigarette
with hands which trembled. Cabled
cigar had gone out. He lit it again,
leaned with instinctive courtesy to
hold the match for Steele, and
puffed contemplatively.

“You returned, Locke, because you
had heard that your father was in
a bad way. Finding him still of the
same opinion, and in some respects
in worse shape than before, you pre-
pared to let sleeping dogs lie and
ride out again. Very noble. But you
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did it because you still love the old

“And what's that to you— one way
or the other?” Locke demanded.

"Just this: it shows your weak
point, and Steele and | are the sort
of crass materialists who play on
weakness. Your brother Ray has con-
tinued, during the years, to make a
fool of himself. He still holds your
father’s trust and affection, but your
father knows now that Ray isn't the
plaster saint he once thought him. In
fact, Ray got into a scrape hefe, a
while back—Steele knows about that,
and so do I—and t© help him get out,
your father killed a man.”

Steele’s face had lost its color.
Cable viewed both men blandly
through the haze of smoke.

“As a killing, it was quite justified,
and all that sort of thing. Still, it was
a killing.”

The room was silent for a space.
Even Steele was sitting quietly,
gripped by this strange recital.

“1 had the power to smooth things
over—which | did,” Cable went on.
"But | have signed papers, and wit-
nesses as to what happened. If | saw
fit, byusing them, | could watch
your fatherkick in a gallows. All
quite legally, but beyond the shadow
of a doubt, |1 haven't done it. So long
as you serve as sheriff, and serve as
we want you to, he is safe; but only
that long!”

-s4

T WAS checkmate,

there was no least

doubt of that

Locke mulled it

oyer, graylyi Where

Graijt Gable had

gotten his informa-

tion, he had no way

of guessing, but so

far as it concerned

himself, it was ac-

curate enough.

Probably he had been a fool. In re-

trospect, he had been able to see his
mistakes.

But he had played it that way, and

be couldn’'t quit now—not when his
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father was sick and blind and deaf.
All that he had left was his affection,
however misplaced, for the son of
his second wife. There had been a
wild strain in all the Leverings, all
save Orin’'s stepmother; she, so far
as he had ever observed, had missed
the taint. Certainly she had been good
to him, for the few brief years that
she had lived. Dying so soon, his
father had more than ever idolized
her memory, lavished his love on the
son she left behind.

The taint of the Leverings had
cropped up again in Ray, the old
wildness. Last night had given added
proof of that. But his father loved
Ray, the more passionately, perhaps,
because he had discovered the weak-
ness in him. And because he had long
since been led to believe that there
was nothing of honesty or decency
in his older son.

This older that Cable said was
probably true, too—or at least framed
to have the same effect.

But having followed a course, how-
ever mistaken, and undeniably bit-
ter, for all these years, Locke knew
that he couldn’t change at this time;
not when the price would be so much
worse than before.

And, after all, what did it matter?
What was honor, in the abstract, but
one of the intangibles? He had
cherished it in his heart. But no one
believed that he had it or ever had
possessed it—no one, with the ironic
exception of this man who was forc-
ing him to barter it away now for- hIS
fathers honor and life.

His father, the one being on earth
whom he had loved and wished to
protect, did not think that he pos-
sessed it. The public had considered
him a thief, bringing disgrace to his
family name, grief to his father. He
had the name of a bad dog. What did
the rest matter?

"It’s a funny thing,” he said, look-
ing at Cable directly. “By your own
admission, you're a scoundrel; yet |
have a feeling that if | take you up,
your word will he good.”

“Every man has his private point of
honor,” Cable replied quietly; “I'm
glad you can appreciate it, Locke. 50
long as you work with us, we'll back
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you to the limit. And you'll get your
share. You've risked your life all
these years for nothing. Isn't it about
time that you got something back?
The other has never paid off.”

That was all true. Not that it
sweetened the pill he had to take.
Locke shrugged. “1'm not doing it be-
cause of the money, or because | like
your game for a minute,” he said.
“I’'m doing it only because | have to.
| take it that you two head up all the
lawlessness in this country. | hate
that sort of thing. And ordinarily,
when | wear a star, | work to clean
up a town. But this time—well, like
| say, I'll wear your star. Not be-
cause | want to, but because | have
to.”

“That’'s showing good sense, Locke;
we understand _ each other.” At
Cable’'s nod, Steele opened a drawer
of his desk and tossed a shiny ob-
ject across. Cable caught it, handed
it to Locke. A sheriff’'s star.

“The committee will confirm our
choice,” he said; “It’s just a formali-
ty. You're sheriff, and there’'s a cer-
tain amount of cleaning up to be
done. The town has gotten rather
out of hand of late. Likewise, ele-
ments from outside are trying to horn
in—and will need to be cleaned out.
And here’s the Iéeﬁ/*to your office.”

Cable waited until Locke had gone,
walking out like a man not fully
awake. Then he looked across at
Steele. “Well?”

Steele grinned. “I'll have to hand
it to you,” he confessed. “That's a
new way of handling a man.” He
drummed thoughtfully on the desk
with long, powerful fingers,, the smile
changing to a frown.

“Maybe you can figure out this
other, too,”" he went on. “l suppose
you've heard the talk that's going
around? About forming an organiza-
tion of vigilantes to clean up the
town?"

“I've heard it,” Cable agreed. “It
sounds like a good idea to me, one
that should be encouraged.”

“Are you crazy?” Steele demand-
ed, in stark amazement. “You know
what will be directed against™—eur-
selves.”

“That's the second time you've
asked me if | was crazy,"” Cable re-
minded in high good-humor. *“Of
course the vigilantes will be directed
against us—only they don't know it.
Yes, | think the time is ripe for such
an organization. Let’s work to see that
it gets fermed, by all means. We will
be among the founders, the charter-
members, as you might say. Could
you ask a sweeter set-up?”

LOWLY Steele’'s frown vanished,

to be replaced by the grin. “Old-
Timer,” he said. “My apologies.;
you're crazy like a fox. We go along
with all the programs for civic im-
provement, for cleaning up the law-
less element. Our membership is a
guarantee of our own integrity. But
what about our new sheriff? Doesn't
this rather reflect upon him? Show
sort of a lack of faith?”

Cable waved his cigar airily. “Not
at all. In fact, quite the contrary. We
have a new sheriff of the highest
ability, of unimpeachable integrity.
But he has a tough job—more than
any one man and a small group of
deputies can be expected to handle.
Why shouldn't the honest, substan-
tial citizens, who see eye to eye with
the law, work on an organized basis
to assist that law?”

“You should have been a preacher,
or a politician,” Steele commended.
“But won't the vigilantes be rather
a hindrance? There’s that gold that
has to be shipped out of here. It can't
be delayed much longer. But if
there’s a vigilance committee, they’ll
insist on guarding their gold when
it goes out.”

“Of course they will, and what
more could we ask? You'll have a
share in that shipment. So will I. We
will be as eager as any one else to:
have it protected, 8o that a robbery
isn't staged somewhere along the
road. But that part will be simple.
We'll tell the boys that there.will be
a dummy shipment, as well as the
real one. Only, they will guard the
dummy!”

"That's on a par with the rest of
it,” Steele approved. “And you're
right; we can work much more ef-
fectively for being in with the vi-
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gflantes. Let’s see. There ought to be
fifty thousand or so in the next ship-
ment, en?”

“At least that much ought to be
risked. Though some of them will
hang* on as long as they can, to avoid
any risk of losing it.” Cable laughed
drily.

“I11 start the word moving in the
proper quarters, today,” Steele agreed
thoughtfully. “But we may be in for
trouble later on, when we get ready
to take over the claims around here.
If there’s a strong organization to
back them, .they'll be ready to fight.”

“And we’ll fight right alongside of
them,” Cable assured him. “We'll
even band together to make sure ©n
a legal basis that there can be no
claim stealing. Everybody in together
on an organization to protect
the rights of all. Something that's so
big nobody can touch it or buck It.”

“And one fine morning they'll
wake up to find that the corporation
has control, and they're out in the
cold,” Steele smiled. “That's really
perfect, Grant. It lifts the deal out-
side the scope of highway holdups
and makes it high finance. They
won't even know what's happened to
them.”

“I think the plan has merit,” Cable
agreed. “And now | 've got to be get-
ting along; there’s plenty to do.”

‘fou're right,” Steele nodded,
pocketing his tobacco-sack, '

* $ *

Apparently someone had gone
through the sheriff's office before
taming it over to him, removing ev-
erything which might prove incrim-
inating. What was left was imperson-
al, cold. Just the way | feel inside,
Locke thought bitterly.

He'd followed a long trail, with a
noose at the end of it; now he was
caught Had the noose been for him-
self, it would not have been so bad.
But it was for his father, old and
broken n®w. He experienced a won-
der that two such men, ambitious for
power, should be working together.
Probably 'they wouldn't be—long, but
that was of no help now; clapping oa
his hat, be went out into the sun-
shine.

The atmosphere of the town was
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cramped and stifling. As always, he
headed for open country, swinging
off from the road, across unfenced
lands, riding aimlessly. But it brought
no comfort; this was his land, where
he had played as a boy, and he was
betraying it. He dismounted beneath
a clump of evergreens, and it was
there that Reta Cable found him,
riding suddenly into sight.

' She pulled up, looking dcpan at
him, lips parted, eyes smiling.! Locke
stood up, removing his hat. -

“1 saw you—and of course | wanted
to say hello—and to thank you again,
after you were so helpful, last night,”
Reta said in sudden breathlessness.

“From your looks, you must b6 in
good shape this morning,” Locke re-
turned gravely. “I hope your ankle
doesn’t trouble you too much?”

“It bothers me a little for walking,
but it's fine for riding,” she assured
him. “And | think | could get down
and sit a while—if you'd help me.
And if | wouldn’'t disturb you.”

He hid a.smile at her naivete, but
he moved quickly to assist her, hold-
ing her for a moment"in his arms.
She was light, as he had found before,
a pleasant burden. Then she was
seated beside him, arranging her
dress decorously across shapely
limbs, indicating her injured ankle.

“See, it's scarcely swollen at all.”
Her eyes widened suddenly. “Ok!
You're wearing a star today! That
means you're our new sheriff!”

“Your father persuaded me to ac-
cept the appointment,” Locke agreed.

<Oh, I'll kiss him for that! It's
wonderfull You're just what this
country needs so badly!”

Having no adequate reply, Locke
made none. No whit disconcerted,
Reta went on, dreamily now.

“Somehow, it seems as if 1'd known
you for a long time—as if we were
old friends. Maybe that's because |'ve
known so much about you, and be-
cause | know your father and broth-
er. | think your father's wonderful.”

Locke looked at her with sudden
interest. “Do you see him often?”

“Oh, yes. He seems to enjoy talk-
ing to me—he gets pretty lonesome,
these days, now that he can't see, and
isn't able to move around or do any-
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thing. It’'s hard on him—he's really
quite well and strong, if it wasn't far
his blindness. He'd still”*"be able to
ride as well as ever.”

“His heart doesn’'t bother him too
much, then?”

“l don't know; he never says any-
thing aboutit. Did it bother him?”

“It used to,” Locke said briefly.
For a moment she eyed him queerly,
seeming to understand that there had
been no correspondence between
them during these years. Abruptly,
tactfully, she .changed the subject,

“1I'm glad that Dad picked ~ou for
sheriff,” she said. “It shows his good
judgment. He’s really rather good at
picking men, | think. And—and I'm
sure that it isn't what King Steele

nwould have wanted. A man like, you
for sheriff.”

“What makes you think that?”
Locke asked.

“Oh—a lot of things. The sort of
man that Steele is, for instance.” She
was absently tracing a pattern in the
short grass with one finger. “1 guess
I'm not being very clear, but what
I mean is, if Dad likes this, 1'm sure
Steele won't. And 1I'm glad,”

“Why should you be glad? Don't
you like Steele?”

Her eyes met his quickly, blazing
With unexpected fixe.

“l hate him!” she said fiercely.
“You see—well, he hasn't been in this
country very long—only about two
years. We've been here six years.
Steele came here without much of
anything. Now he’s one of the two
biggest men in the Wild Buttes, He
—he’s ruthless.”

“He has the appearance of agentle-
man,” Locke suggested,

“That’s just a pose. He knows how
to put on an act—and to spend money,
other people’s money. But | tell you
he’s ruthless. How else could he get
control of half the country in a cou-
ple of years if he wasn't without
scruple? What has worried me so
much was that Dad seemed to like
him—to be friends with him. |
thought once that they would fee sure
to clash—you know, when the irresis-
table force meets the immovable ob-
ject, or something like that. But they
haven't. But this way, now—if Dad

backs you—then | don't thihkheand-:

Steele will be friends much longer,’*

than she guessed. It was appar-
ent to him that she idolized her fath-
er* which seemed to indicate that
there were strong qualities of good in
the man, as well as evil. Apparently
she had no suspicion that he was
leagued with Steele, that he was the
same sort of man that she believed
Steele to be.

But it was clear to him now why
the two of them worked together.
Both were strong men, and ruthless,
both greedy for power. Apparently
they had come close to a clash, and
had been canny enough to recognize
the dangers inherent in such a situa-
tion, Neither had felt strong enough
at the time to risk a battle with the
other, in which one must dominate
and the other be utterly crushed.

So they had united their forces,
and in union there had been strength,
But perhaps it was an uneasy union,
as Reta was unconsciously suggest-
ing.

“You know Steele
then?” he asked.

“Too well!” she flashed, and color
surged in her cheeks. “He’s called at
the Three Sevens often-—supposedly
to talk to Dad, but mostly to see me,
I know. | didn't give him muda En-
couragement; | hate him!”

Her ready acceptance of himself,
Locke realized, could be traced to her
friendship with his brother. He
guessed that she was probably in love
with Ray. Maybe there was some good
in Ray, if she liked him. Years be-
fore, as boys together, there had been
real affection between them. Some-
where it had been lost.

"That's not a nice way to welcome
you home, is it, Sheriff?” Reta asked
suddenly. “And | do want you to feel
that you are welcome! Now, if you'll
help me back on my horse, | won't
disturb you any longer.”

Locke lifted her into the saddle,
and she smiled down at him.

“You do that very well,” she said
demurely. “If you're around, | expect
that my ankle will be slow in heal-
ing! But | do thank you—and |

LOCKE could understand more

rather well,
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meant what | . said, about being
friends. | hope that you'll feel free
to come to the Thr8e Sevens, any
time. You'll be welcome.”

She hesitated, made as if to say
more, changed her mind, and galloped
quickly away. Neither of them knew
that King Steele had been following
them, had been near enough to hear
Reta’s outburst.

ms)HDs

EADING back for

town, Locke en-
countered Fletcher
Bannon, and the

worn black bag tied
behind the saddle
told that Bannon
had been on one of
his infrequent pro-
fessional calls. Ban-
non's eyes glinted
at sight of the sher-
iffs star. “So!” he sard. “They have
picked you for the sucker, thenS

“Pm afraid your phrasing is apt,”
Lfficke acknowledged.

"Having a jlair of pitcher-like ears,
much filters into them,” Bannon
sighed; "but it might be that they've
saddled the wrong nag, eh?”

Locke shrugged. How much Ban-
non might suspect, he didn't know.
But he couldn’'t say anything, even to
his old friend.

“You've been on your professional
rounds?1 he asked.

“Professional rounds, he says!
Bless you, Orin, _for the sound of
those words! They bespeak a long de-
patted glory. But, once In a while,
when Cur good contemporary Emery
is otherwise occupied, or some poor
devil can't pay his fee, they do re-
member Fletcher Bannon. And,
jstrange as it seems, most of them get
well!

"Naturally,” Locke agreed. “Drunk,
you're a better doctor than many a
sober man. A lot of people would be
surprised to learn that you had stud-
ied in France and Germany, that you
once walked with the great, and had
big ideas!”

Bannon's eyes kindled to the re-
flected flash of old fires. “IdeasJ he
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echoed. “So | did, Orin, so | did.
Ideas which were the ruin of mel
When | tried hypnotism as an ad-
junct to medicine, and made a cure,
was | applauded? Was | acclaimed a
hero, a trail-blazer? Was | even given
a chance to explain? No. To them it
was a black art, smacking of the dev-
il! Why do | weep in my beer, like
the old, broken, defeated fool that I
am?”

“Or take surgery. Men shudder
away from it. But with the knife, pro-
perly used—and proper cleanliness-T*
much can be done. | dreamed dreams
—and | blubber in my beer! No, no,
Orin, professional rounds do not ap-
ply to me.”

“But with a friend like you return-
ing, | should be gay as the larks—
which | am. Listen! From the sound,
it's a job for you, as our new custo-
dian of the law!”

Locke heard it too. Highpoint was
close ahead, and two quick s'hots
sounded, followed after a short inter-
val by three more. Spaced as 4hey
were, they had a sound of trouble.
Locke puE his horie toa run.

Those guns shots had not spoken
falsely. Here was trouble. Hounding
on the street, Locke slowed, a sudden
coldness in him as though the tem-
ﬁerature had dropped instead of risen

ere where the building and side-
walks reflected back the heat.

It needed only a look around to see
what had happened. Two men were
there in the street, both with bandan-
as, one blue, one red, draped across
their faces, with slitted eye holes cut
in them. The door of the Highpoint
Bank stood ©pen, and a man lay
sprawled, half in, half out of the
doorway, not moving. No one was
near him.

This was robbery, a bold daylight
hold-up of' the bank. That in itself
was enough to tell Locke that these
men were his meat, a pair of bold in-
dependent raiders and no part of the
outlaw organization which Cable and
Steele controlled. They would not rob
their own bank, nor do things quite
so _crudely.

But this robbery, if crude, was ef-
fective. The street was full of mea,
aroused and disgruntled citizens who
resented what was taking place and
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wanted to put a stop to it. Despite
their overwhelming numbers, they
were beeping well back and away
from the two, cowed by their brash-'
ness.

The outlaws still had a short way
to go to reach their horses, and one
of them was weighted down with a
bulging gunny sack full of loot.
Nonetheless, they were masters of
the situation. Luck and ruthlessness
had favored them, once they had
stepped outside the bank. They had

bbed a hostage who happened to
r passing by, were using her now
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As he had guessed, the bottle was
not filled with real beer, though that
would have done well enough for his
purpose. His nose told him what it
was: coal oil.

The rancid kerosene made a shower
in their faces, spilling over them,
Locke was moving in fast, cn foot
now, taking advantage of his oppor-
tunity. One outlaw was momentarily
blinded and helpless. The other tried-
desperately to shoot back, and Locke
fired a second time, driving a bullet
through his leg and sending him in a
sprawling heap, the loot sack spilling

for a shield so that no one else dareds he fell.

try to shoot or stop them.

Jinny Landers was the hostage.

One robber held her in his arms,
and carried her along as easily as if
she had been a child. Apparently she
had tried to struggle, but he had put
a stop to that with the same brutal
efficiency which had caused the pop-
ulace to abandon any attempt at
shooting and to shrink back, appalled.
The cold muzzle of the outlaw’s for-
ty-five was close against Jinny, an
unmistakable threat.

As they walked, she served for a
fairly adequate shield in front of the
pair, and no one was behind them.
The added threat was repeated now
by the man who held her.

“Any of you try anything, and she
gets plugged!” he warned. “we're
going out of here!”

A few more steps would bring
them to their horses. Yet to try and
stop them was to insure Jinny's
swift and certain death.

HE PAIR were moving deliber-
Tately, taking their time, grimly
sure of themselves. Locke's eyes
swept the street. Then, one gun was
out of the holster and glinting in the
sunlight, its thunder a sharp savage
break in the strain.

They were passing in front of the
Beer Bottle Saloon, directly below
the gallon-sized bottle fastened by a
wire loop above the doorway. Accus-
tomed to seeing this as part of the
sign, it now held no special signific-
ance for the outlaws.

But it was new to Locke, full of
possibilities. His bullet shattered the
huge bottle, sending a rain of broken
glass and liquid spilling upon them.

It had all happened so fast that the
onlookers were dazed and not quite
certain what was transpiring before
their eyes.

Locke was in control now. His
glance fell anxiously on the spot
where Jinny had been spilled as un-
ceremoniously as the kerosene. “You
hurt?” he asked.

Her dress reeked with the oil. The
blood had been driven from her face
when they had seized her, and it was
just now starting to flow back norm-
ally. Still, she contrived to smile.

“i’m fine,” she replied, and showed
her high mettle. “But | never guessed
that beer could taste so awful!”

She turned then, away from the
clumsy interest of the crowd now be-
ginning tp press in close, and picked
her way down the street toward her
own home. There were plenty to help
now with the prisoners, but Locke
made sure that he had their weapons,
and from the corner of his eye he saw
that Jinny was by herself, forgotten
in the excitement, of the capture.
Someone voiced a suggestion.

“What they need is to be strung up!”

“Yeah, and why waste time?” an-
other bystander seconded. “The soon-
er the better!” -

Locke eyed them coldly. His voice,
brittle and hard, cut through the
rising clamor. “Speaking as a man,
I'm in full agreement with you that
it's what they deserve,” he said. “But
my name’'s Orin Locke, and I'm
speaking a? sheriff. There’ll be no
lynching; don’'t forget they're my pri-
soners!”

There was magic in that name—and
he had put it there, A few of them
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had known of his appointment, but
most of them had not. But when he
told them,there were none who failed
to understand.

A ragged cheer went up. There was
no further talk of lynching* Locke
moved across to the bank, and what
he had already suspected was con-
firmed. The man who sprawled in
the doorway was dead.

The pair would hang for it, in due
course and by process of law rather
than lynch-mob. Yet they had come
within a shade of success. Only the
bottle above the doorway had afford-
ed a solution and a way of stopping
them. The crowd was loud in praise
of what he had done, but Locke
brushed it impatiently aside. That
had been luck. In any case, dealing
with outlaws was an old routine. His
thoughts were with Jinny.

Once the prisoners were in jail and
he had sent for Fletcher Bannon to
treat the wounded man, Locke moved
up the steep side-stre”t to the dress-
making establishment. Seen under the
light of day, the building was older,
shabbier. And not in a good business
location. Only one thing could c®m-
mend it—low rental. Again he won-
dered what had happened to bring
Jinny, heiress to the Three Sevens,
to such as this. From what he knew
about Grant Cable, who now claimed
the ranch as his own, it was not hard
to glgess that there had been crooked
work.

E HESITATED for a moment

before the outer door, then
opened it. As he closed it behind him,
Jinny’'s voice came from somewhere
at the back, “I’'ll be with you in just
a minute. Please make yourself at
home.”

*TU do that,” Lock agreed. “Take
your time, Jinny.”

“Oh! It's you, Orin.” There was
relief, a swift-flowing warmth in her
tones like quicksilver. She appeared
in the doorway, twisting at a long
rope of her hair, a couple of hair-pins
in her mouth. Removing them, she
rolled the braid expertly in place and
fastened it, and the act was warm and
pleasant in his eyes.

"1've been scrubbing,” she volun-
teered* “But | still reek of coal-oiL
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Not but what | was thankful for that
particular kirid of a bath! | didn't
see what you or anybody could do—
and | was terrified!”

He saw that she had a small cut on
her forehead, from a bit of the broken
-glass. She had kept vigorously busy
at cleaning up since returning, but he
could sense the nervous reaction, her
need to talk.

“1 want a cup of coffee, and so will
you,” she said. “There’s still some of
that cake left!”

Locke followed her out to the kitch-
en. Not content with the cake, she
was scrambling eggs, putting out
bread and butter. He raised no objec-
tion, and they ate almost in silence
but in growing companionship. Final-
ly Locke pushed back his chair with
a sigh.

“That's the last of the cake,” he
said. “You won’t need to worry about
it any longer.”

“Somehow, since you've returned,
I've a feeling as if | didn't need to
worry about anything,” Jinny replied
seriously. "We've got real law here at
last—and | feel as if there was secur-
ity in the world again. | haven't felt
that way for a long time.”

“This makes me feel like home-
coming, too,” Locke assured her. In-
wardly he was far from calm. He had
made a good beginning as sheriff, a
spectacular one. People would believe
all that they had heard about him as
an officer, would have the same ex-
pectations as Jinny.

And he was in no position to deliv-
er the goods. That was what rankled.
It was Ironic even that he should stop
that pair from robbing the bank. He
was being hired to protect greater
thieves from harm when they planned
to do essentially the same. To assure
that they did their looting under the
cloak of the law.

A fly buzzed near the ceiling, and
a sleepy cat, roused from its nap,
came from behind the stove, yawning.
It blinked calculatingly, thenvrubbed
purringly against Locke’s leg. He
stroked if absently.

“How did your father lose the
Three Sevens, Jinny?” he asked.
“You didn't give me any details.”

“There was a mortgage, it seems,”
she explained. “1 hadn't known about
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it. Bad never mentioned it, and I
was stunned when | found out. But
—” she spread her hands in a help-
less gesture. “There was nothing that
could be done. They told me at the
bank that they wouldn't foreclose if
I could fkid a purchaser; Mr, Cable
took over the mortgage and paid me a
thousand dollars besides/*

“How much was the mortgage £qr?”

“A hundred thousand dollars/*

“A  hundred thousand dollars,”
Locke repeated, unbelievingly. If it
had been that much, Cable had been
generous; But none of this made
sense. There had been ho debts
against the Three Sevens when he
had lived in the Wild Buttes. He
knew that from overhearing a remark
made by Jinny’s father not long Be-
fore he had left the country.

Moreover, Landers had not been a
gambling man. That made it all the
more strange—and improbable. A
quarter of that sum, even half—but
twenty five or fifty thousand dol-
lars might have been paid off .bx
sacrificing the herds. This other had
taken everything in a clean sweep.

The implications was clear. It had
been worked through the bank, and
Cable owned the bank. Unless he
was badly mistaken, this was just
one more steal. Still, even if he had
ﬁroof at this late date, what could

e do to assure justice to Jinny Lan-
ders, living now in virtual poverty?
He too, was a part of this vicious
machinery of lawlessness.

A 6 y

INQ STEELE had
dropped a word
here and there dur-
ing the day. Small
words, rightly
placed, like pebbles
tossed into a pool;
they had set up vi-
brations which had
spread to the ex-
treme edges of the
town. A lew of the
men spoke to others in turn. So that
by evening, when thirty-odd in all
gathered in the back room of one of
the saloons, Steele could afford for
the most part to keep silent and let

others do the talking. He had already
done his where it counted.

Cable did most of it now. He waited
to be persuaded, but since he was the
biggest ranch owner and a substantial
citizen, he received plenty of prompt*
ing. Sam McCarthy, another rancher
and a man of unguestioned integrity,
turned to him.

“What do you think about this,
Cable? We all know what we're here
for—to talk about organizin’ our~
selves as vigilantes. There’s been
some talk for quite a while, and it
really got to roMin’ after Sheriff Cas-
sell was drygulched. But since then,
you've got Orin Locke for our new
star toter. And, considerin’ the start
he made today, looks like he’s as good
as reports say. Mehby he's a big
enough man to handle the deviltry m
this country by himse'f. Mebby he
wouldn’'t welcome our organizin'. |
don't know. Might look like we didn't
have any trust in him or respect for
law—which is what we want. What
do you think about it?”

“There’'s a lot in what you say,”
Cable agreed thoughtfully. “Getting
Locke as our sheriff will make a big
difference; I'm sure of that. On the
other hand, we all know that Cassell
was a good sheriff, and a hard work-
er; and we know what happened to
him. The way it seems to me, if we
go ahead and organise now, with it
understood that we're doing it to
back up the law-well, Locke has a
tough job. We might be able to give
him some real help.”

That, as Steele had expected, was
the sentiment which prevailed. Or-
ganization was effected, much as
Cable had previously discussed it
with him. There was no question that
Cable was clever—too clever. But for
the present, everything was working
out to Steele’s satisfaction.

Cable was also well pleased. Ha re-
turned home, to a light in the hcmse
and the tantalizing fragrance of
fresh-made coffee. Reta greeted him
with a smile.

“lI knew you'd be hungry, so |
fixed up a snack for the two of us,”
she explained, whereat, laying aside
hat and coat, he eyed her wfth sud-
den wariness. Grant Cable was fond
of this daughter of his. On her "he
lavished all that he had, and it was
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for her, he assured himself, that he
did the things he did, to make
money. He had known poverty in his
own boyhood, and he intended to
leave her beyond any danger of want.

For all that, he knew that she did
not usually sit up for his return from
town nor take this much trouble—not
unless she had something on her
mind.

It pame out over his second cup of
coffee. “l think you're wonderful,”
she said. “To get a man like Orin
Locke for sheriff here. He’s made a
wonderful start.”

“Excellent,” Cable agreed. “But it
could be that you're somewhat pre-
judiced in favor of a Locke to begin
with, eh, Reta?”

Reta colored slightly, but smilingly
admitted the impeachment.

"1 do like the Lockes,” she agreed,;
“I think it's a shame there’s been
trouble between them. Somehow, this
Orin Locke doesn’'t seem to fit all the
things they used to say about him.”

“He has a fine reputation as a law
officer," her father conceded.

‘I'm glad you're both on the same
side,” Reta said suddenly. “Some
folks have been saying that you were
too friendly with King Steele. Maybe
this will show them that you aren’'t.”

Cable eyed his daughter, startled.
He was no fool, and so had been
aware for some time that Steele took
more than a casual interest in her.
To him, that had seemed rather a
good thing. It welded their own prof-
itable partnership, and Steele was a
personable sort of a man, with plenty
of money.

“l was under the impression that
you rather liked Steele,” he ob-
served.

The vehemence of her reply start-
led him again. “I don't; |1 hate him!
And | don't trust him. I'm glad
you’'re not associated with him.”

* *

Lying wakeful in bed, mulling over
the conversation, Cable came to the
conclusion th~t was what she
had really wanted to tell him. Her
hate and distrust of Steel surprised
and disturbed him, but that she
should go to such lengths to say so,
to approve his being associated with

a man of the reputation of Orin
Locke, was even more upsetting. It
sounded as if she might have been
hearing rumors.

And if so, if people were talking,
suspicious that Steele was not what
he pretended to be, but was actually
the crook that he was—then they
would say the same things about
himself. Cable blanched.

He had always been the sort of man
he was, of deliberate choice. But, for
Reta’'s sake, he preferred to be
thought of as honest and respectable.
There could be no question as to
where she stood on that issue. She
was inviting him to break with
Steele—

And it | don’t, mebby it’s a ques-
tion of breaking her heart! he
thought unhappily.

Cable, contrary to his usual custom,
did not sleep well that night.

UMORS OF the organization of
the vigilantes were about High-

point the next morning. Locke,
coming down to breakfast, heard
them. His immediate personal pro-

blems had been solved by his appoint-
ment as sheriff. There was a cot in
the room back of the office, and he
slept there. That way he could al-
ways be handy when needed.

He paid no particular attention to
the reports, for rumor had a way of
running in a gold camp. Most of it
was wildly distorted, as he had long
since learned. Still, it was possible
that some of the substantial citizens
were growing disturbed at the mount-
ing wave of lawlessness. Some of
them might even suspect who the
real leaders were. In that case, they
would not put much credence in his
appointment by those same men.

The matter of a new gold shipment
out of camp was being discussed,
scheduled for some time in the near
future. That would be taken up with
him, he supposed, and he smiled
bleakly at the thought.

Whether it was these rumors of
an aroused populace, or his «wa ac-
tion of the day before, or both, which
were having an effect, certain it was
that. Highpoint was on its good be-
havior today. No incident, even a



STAR TOTES!

minor one, marred its tranquility. If
Steele held conferences in his own of-
fice, that was nothing out of the or-
dinary. If he smiled behind his hand,
even that was no matter for surprise.

Steele was taking his time, knowing
that he would do well to move fast,
but not to fast. This new vigilance
committee was playing into his hands.
He made his selection carefully,
from among the men who had been
present the evening before, men who
had joined from the highest of mo-
tives. He was doubly careful to pick
men who, he was sure, had no suspi-
cion that his own motives were not
the same as their own.

Shortly after mid-day several of
these gathered in his office.

“I don't like to do this,” Steele told
them bluntly. “And there are two rea-
sons for it, which I'm sure you men
will appreciate. For one thing, | hate
to entertain adverse suspicions of any
of my fellow-citizens, or to take ac-
tion against them. And in this in-
stance, some might think that I was
being actuated by jealousy.”

He noted with secret amusement
that his callers were impressed. Pro-
bably they didn't more than half un-
derstand the words he was using, but
their very use contributed to their
belief that he was a gentleman, and
therefore of unimpeachable character.

“But we have found it to our mu-
tual advantage to organize into a vig-
ilance society, and if we're to be
worthy of our name, we must take ac~
tion where it seems to be required,”
be went on. "1 don't feel that | should
shirk my duty, merely for personal
reasons, or because such a course is
distasteful to me. On the other hand.
| do not want to be directly involved
in this particular affair myself, be-
cause | may be prejudiced. Maybe |
am jealous of Ray Locke. If | am, you
gentlemen will understand why.”

They looked at him and at each
other, startled at the name he had
used. But they understood what he
meant.

“So, to assure fairness, | am going
to turn certain information which 1
have, over to you, for dispassionate
judgment and investigation,” Steele
went on, "Certain reports have
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reached me. | haven't cared to act on
them, as you will understand. But if
they are true, then you should find
it out—and act. If they aren’'t, then
we should know that* so. that Ra'Y
Locke can be cleared of any suspi-
cion. Now here’s what | suggest.”

What he suggested was that Ray
Locke was one of the road agents who
had been causing so much trouble of
late, and he had some good reasons
for believing so. At least, they sound-
ed convincing.

“Maybe he’s all he appears to be,
maybe not,” Steele added. "But if he
is guilty, then by following the tips
that 1've received, you'll probably
find the proof. If you find it, then
you'll know he is guilty, and know
what to do. If you fail to find it, he'll
have a clean bill of health. But we
must know, one way or another,
where everybody stands. And when
we get the evidence of their implica-
tion, then the guilty must be dealt
with accordingly. That's why- we've
organized.”

The others agreed with him, feeling
a new respect for the way he was
handling this. And they agreed to
ride out to the Wagon Wheel and
find out, one way or another, that
evening.

Steele opened his desk and brought
out a soiled envelope, of cheap paper.

"1 received this a few days ago,” he
explained. “It was slipped under my
door—and any one of a hundred peo-
ple might have done it. Or a thou-
sand, for that matter. It tells where
Ray Locke is supposed to have hid-
den part of the loot from at least
three robberies: | had intended to
turn this over to Sheriff Cassell—
but you know what happened to him.”

“l can't very well turn it over to
our new sheriff. We all know that
the Lockes don't get on together, bat
after all, Ray Loeke is his brother.
So it seems to be doubly a job for the
vigilantes. Here's the letter—which
is unsigned. And a map, showing the
supposed hiding places, | hope,
frankly, that you find nothing. But if
you do—then you’ll know what to
do."

He watched them leave, and chuck-
led to himself.
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realized now, he had subsisted on the
hope of going back, the belief that
somehow, some day, matters would
resolve themselves and be cleared up
again. That hope now seemed gone.

But what Ray Locke wanted was
no longer of much significance. Ray
had tried to get him out of the coun-
try again, but by now Ray would
know that he was staying as the sher-
iff, There was no reason why he
should not at least ride out for anoth-
er look at his old home, under cover
of darkness.

It would be a melancholy pleasure.
But it suited his mood. Locke rode
unhurriedly, once darkness had
closed over Highpoint. It was another
moonlit night, somewhat less bright
than before. He swung wide, looking
over some of the ranch. Sleepy cat-
tle lifted their heads at his passing,
faintly curious. He turned toward the
buildings, and observed that the bunk
house was dark. That would mean
that the crew were enjoying an even-
ing in town, with the ranch' practic-
ally deserted.

A horse nickered softly in the dark-
ness, at sound of his own, Locke
swung for a look at such a cayuse,
and frowned thoughtfully. Here were
six saddled horses, hidden in a coulee,
tied to trees. No one seemed to be on
guard, and he took a closer look.

- Three of the six horses were brand-
ed, and all three brands were differ-
ent. None were Wagén Wheel. This
had a look he didn't like. Prowlers,
on the night when they had probably
known that the crew would be away.
He moved toward the buildings now,
and it seemed that his suspicions
were verified, though by now these
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visitors were going openly enough.

There were several men in a group
near the front door of the house, and
apparently they had just called Ray
to the door, were questioning him.
Ray stood there, the deor shut behind
him, half-defiant, but a curiously sub-
dued Ray, as his words and voice de-
noted. They came clearly to Locke’s
ears as he paused, back just out of
sight.

“Maybe | am,” Ray said slowly.
“Maybe | am a thief. What you got
on your minds?’

That was a strange confession,
coming from Ray, But the answer
was equally startling, to both the
Lockes. “So you admit it, eh? It's as
well you do, for we got the goods on
you, Ray. We been havin’ a loolt
around, and we found plenty.”

Ray seemed surprised. Genuinely
so, Locke thought. “lI don't know
what you're talkin’ about,” he said.
“You found plenty of what? Where?”

“Plenty of loot from some of the
robberies, and we found it right
where you'd cached it. Take a look.
Here's a purse I've seen plenty of
times—it belonged to Rams O’'Toole.
Rarus was stopped on the road about
a month ago and robbed of two thou-
sand dollars, as you'll remember, and
when he didn't have more than that,
he was shot and left for dead. He
told about it before he died, after be-
ing found-~how he was murdered for
no good reason. We found this poek-
etbook and a lot of ether stuff in the
bottom of a manger out in the barn,
down under a plank!”

They showed the purse, a long red
leather one. Locke remembered Rarus
O’'Toole, recalled having seen the
purse many times in the years before
he had left Highpoint. It could not
readily be mistaken.

“And here’'s stuff from Conway’s
place,” the speaker went en, "A gold
watch that Mis’ Conway always car-
ried when she came to town. A brooch
with a diamond in it. And we found
near a thousand dollars, cash, in an-
other part of the barn, besides some
gold dust. What you got to say about
that?”

Ray had listened, bewildered and
incredulous at first, then with rising
anger. “Is this what you were talkii?
about?” he demanded. “You tryin’ to
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accuse me of stealin’ these things—
«f being oiie of the outlaws?”

“This is your place, ain't it? And
we found these things hid out”

Ray regarded them bitterly. “Who
sent you snooping around?” he de-
manded, “What right do yon think
you've got to come on my place, any-
how?”

Tempers, kept in check at first,
were rising on both sides. The Answer
was impatient. “We got plenty Of
right—not that any’s needed to deal
with your kind. But we™re from the
vigilance committee that's been or-
ganized—and we aim to put a stop to
this sort of thingP The speaker ges-
tured with the red pocketbook.

W OCKE WAS surprised at the an-
JsLf- swer and Ray appeared equally
so. “Vigilance committee ?" he repeat-
ed. “I hadn’'t heard of anything like
that.”

“If you was to live much longer,
you'd hear of a lot of things,” was
the significant retort. “l reckon
you've a right to know what that
we've a right to do this, though. Like
| say, we're vigilantes, and actin’ for
the law—"

“Law?” Ray's lip curled. “You
sound like itl 1 happen to know that
there's a new sheriff in the country,
and he has a reputation for doing his
Own jobs. He didn't send you.”

“You're damn right he didn't send
us. Whether he'd come after you if
he know about this, I wouldn’'t know.
From what | hear of him, likely he
would—but it’s a chore he wouldn't
relish, same as a lot of others that
need doing, and we're going to help
clean up this country. We re givin’
ggq ? chance to talk. Better make use

it!”

If Ray was nervous, he did not
show it. Locke felt a thrill of half-un-
willing admiration for Ms coolness.

“I'd like to hear some more about
your side of it,” Ray returned.
“Where do you think you get the au-
thority? And how did you know so
well just where to look to find stuff
that | didn't know was hid around
here? 1'd Eke to know.”

One of the other men, silent up to
now, supplied the answer.

"Steele told us—"

"Shut up, you fool!” the spokesfhan

hissed, but the damage had been done.
Ray’s face darkened.

“Steele, eh?” he nodded grimly,
“That’'s about what 1'd expect. The
man’s a crook, and everybody knows
that he hates me. And you run like
lackeys when he snaps his fingers I'*

That was the wrong tack. Partly
because it was the troth, it angered
them. The spokesman retorted harsh-
ly. “Insultin’ us ain't going to do any
good. Steele didn't send us. He'd re-
ceived a letter accusin’ you, and teil-
inr where you had stuff hid. .He
wanted us to be mighty careful to get
the facts, and be sure of what we was
doing, in case you was innocent. But
so far's I'm concerned, I've seen
plenty. You admit, when we ask you,
that you're a thief. Then you abuse
us when we ask you about this loot
we found. | reckon we've heard
enough.”

For a moment, Ray's face was a
study. As though he had temporarily
forgotten about that first incriminat-
ing answer. “You fools,” he said
bitterly. “1 thought you was talking
about something else—"

“Take his gun,” the leader said
wearily. “1 reckon we've all the evi-
dence that's needed. We're stringin’
you up—"

Up to then, no gun had been drawn,
no hostile act performed on either
side. They outnumbered Ray six to
one, and he knew that the crew pro-
bably would not return for hours—
not soon enough to be of any help.
But now, as they closed in on him, he
had no intention of submitting tamely.
All at once he went into action, leap-
ing to meet them. His fist caught one
man and flung him back, completely
off the porch. He rammed into a sec-
ond with his head, butting like a
goat, catching him in the stomach,
knocking him sprawling and wind-
less.

Even then, with the others piling
on him in a pack, he was far from
subdued.'He fought like a wild man,
and Locke, in the background,
watched with increasing admiration.
He had suffered a lot at the hands of
this half-brother of his in years gone
by, had found him completely unre-
pentant when he had returned. For
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the moment, at least, he was content
to be a bystander, to listen and see
what happened and to learn what he
could.

Already he had learned one or two
things of considerable interest. A
vigilance society had really been
formed, apparently since his return,
and Steele was a prime mover in the
organisation. That told him plenty,
thotfgh he had an idea that these men
were probably sincere enough, with
no suspicion that they were being
duped.

From their point of view, he could
hardly blame them now. Ray acted
guilty, the weight of evidence was
against him, and there had been
plenty in the past to make men sus-
picious of him. That strange admis-
sion at the start, that maybe he was
a thief—it was hard to understand,
but it had seemed to them to be a
confession.

The fight had become a wild melee.
It had roiled off the porch on to the
ground, and all seven men were mix-
ing it, the six together apparently
not enough to subdue Kay in his wild
frenzy. He realized clearly enough
that to be captured now was to be
lynched. If they had entertained ideas
of a fair and careful trial at the start,
before taking Any drastic action, that
notion had been driven out by anger.
Convinced now by his resistance that
he was guilty, they would lose no
time in stringing him up, if they
could.

It was a sizeable if. Half of the six
were just about out of the fight, and
it looked aunost as if Ray, single-
handed, might lick the bunch of them.
Locke’s admiration was steadily in-
creasing. He had had to learn in a hard
school himself, these last seven years,
and he could appreciate the struggle
that Ray was putting up.

Then a gun cracked, spiteful and
vicious. Whether it was deliberate, or
a weapon discharged accidently in
the melee, Locke was not sure. But it
was decisive. Kay saggfed suddenly,
the fight was over. Locke took a few
quick steps forward, halted, again.
Ray was wounded. Just howbadly, he
had no way of knowing. What would
they do now?
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HERE WAS no delay in the an-

swer to that question. They had
been manhandled and all but defeated
by one man, and that rankled. The
leader, panting for breath, gave the
order. “Get the rope over the limb
o' that nearest tree,” he ordered.
“We'll string him up.”

He turned then, goggling in amaze-
ment as Locke stepped forward.

“We’'ll have none of that,” Locke
said sharply. “If there's any arrest-
ing to be done, I'll do it!” He dropped
quickly on his knees beside Ray, out-
stretched now on the ground, white-
faced and unconacieu»: Fear gnawed
at him as he examined the waund. It
was ugly—a shot through the stom-
ach. It could easily be fatal, and It
was sure to be serious.

For a few moments he worked fast,
applying such first aid measures as
experience had taught him rn plenty
of sheeting cases. The first thing to
do was check the bleeding, and he
partially contrived to do that. Work-
ing so, with Ray lying white and still,
it, was almost as if the last bitter
years were swept away and they were
boys again. A wave of tendetaa&s
swept him, such as he had not felt
years.

“Here,” he said gruffly, still intent
on his task. “He needs to be on a bed.
Get something for a stretcher, and
make it fast. And one of you bwrn
leather getting to town and bring
back Doc Bannon. If yon san't futy
him, get Emery. But move ! -/

He looked up then, struck by the
sudden stillness. Then he stared and
swore. Sobered by his appearance,
suddenly aware that they were worie™
ing outside the law and that they h&L
perhaps, murdered a man, the
styled committee had undergone %
change of heart. Taking advantage of
his preoccupation, they had slipped
silently away. Now he was alone with
Ray.

Which meant that they would not
be going for a doctor, nor ha$ any C£
them remained to lend a hand. What-
ever was to be done was up to him.
Locke hesitated. Then grim-fatted, fee
stood up, stooped and lifted Ray's in-
ert form as gently as possible. He
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crossed the porch and kicked open
the door. In such manner, after seven
years, he reentered the old house
again.

E3 8 S

HERE was no light
in the house. Prob-
ably his father was
asleep. Deaf as he
was, the elder
Locke would not
have been likely to
have heard the dis-
turbance, with the

possible  exception
of the gun shot.
Whether he was

awake now, he was also blind, and so
would be helpless, forced to wait un-
til some one came to tell him what
Was going on.

Such waiting could be agony, but
it would have to last a while longer;
for the moment Ray had to come first.
Despite the gloom, memory served
Locke well. He came to a bedroom
and went in, lowering Ray carefully

. on to the bed. Then he found a coal-
oil lamp on the stand and lit it.

Now he could work, and he did his
best. In the kichen range there was
still_ some fire, and the tea-kettle,
singing softly, was half full of hot
water. He cleaned the wound and
bandaged it, making a compress to
completely check the Weeding.

He hesitated at what to do next. To
ride to town and bring Bannon would
take hours, and it might be as bad to
leave Ray alone so long as to wait and
do what he could for him, and when
the crew returned, despatch a mes-
senger for the medico. The odds were
long, either way.

But there was good reason for
staying. There was the possibility
that those vigilantes might' return.
And his father, if awake would won-
der why Ray did not come to tell him
what was-going on. Perhaps his father
could stay with Ray while he went
to town.

Picking up the lamp, Locke started
through, the silent house, half-eager,
half-dreading the meeting. Ray Locke
senior was a man of strong convic-

tions and equally strong passions. Al-
ways h& had favored his younger son
—probably because of the untimely
loss of the boy’s mother.

He had been shocked and outraged
by the discovery, which he had not
questioned, that Orin Locke was
a thief. Even the return of the sup-
posedly stolen money had made no
difference. It had, according to Dr.
Emery, saved his life by maintaining
bis belief in the son ne loved best.

If his act of sacrifice had saved his
father’s life, it had been worth it. But
Orin Locke had gone away with a
curse ringing in his ears. Now—how
would he be received? How could he
explain what had happened tonight,
without a shock which might be as
deadly as a similar one seven years
back?

Here was the room. A closer look
at the gaunt figure on the bed shocked
him. These years had aged the older
man far more than he had expected.

His father was awake, looking at
him. It took a moment for Locke to
realize that he could not see. Then
his voice came, and the words told
that, with the acute sense of the
blind, he had known that it was not
Ray who had entered the room.

“Who is it?”

Locke hesitated. Then he set the
lamp on the stand.

"It's me—Pa,” he said. "Orin.*

He waited, uncertain what to ex-
pect, not even sure that the deaf ears
had heard. Then, to his suprise, he
saw a white, veinous hand groping to-
ward him, a transfiguring smile on
the wasted face. The voice was almost
a whisper. “Orin! Thank Gawd, boy—
you've come back! Come closer.”

Incredulity and relief were Locke’s
immediate reactions. Whatever he
had expected, this was the last thing
that he had been prepared for; He
squatted beside the bed, taking his
father’s thin hand in his own.

“Pal You're not mad at me, then—
any more?” The years rolled back.

The gray head on the pillow moved
in slow negation. “No, Orin, 1'm not
mad—not any more, son. |—1 want to
ask your forgiveness—for what | said
and thought about yon; | found out
the truth—tonight.”

Something had * been happening



A COMPLETE COWBOY NOVEL MAGAZINE

here tonight™ before he came, before
the vigilantes had arrived. That
would account for the strangeness in
Ray, his subdued manner at first, per-
haps even for his admission that he
might be a thief.

“l've been doing a lot of thinkin’,
lately,” his father went on, his voice
little above a whisper. “1 began to see
that I'd been blinded by prejudice,
that a lot of things just didn't fit. |—
guess | never did give’you a square
deal, son. I'm sorry about it. You al-
ways was a good boy—a real Locke;
I want you to know that | know that.
I've been lyin’ here tonight—prayin’
that you'd come so | could tell you—
before it was too late.”

“It’s all right, Pa,” Locke muttered.
“I understand.”

“I'm glad y™u do, Son. Ray—he sure
fooled me. | guess he fooled himself,
too. He ain't all bad—he’s got some
good in him. | heard you was back,
that you was the new sheriff. And |
got to wonderin’. Tonight | asked
Ray—told him | wanted the truth,
and what | had figured out.”

RAY Locke was silent a
while, and a shadow of pain
across his face. Then, gathering his
strength, he went on. “He gave it to
me—that it was the way Fd guessed.
That he had gambled, and stole that
money. Not you. You paid the debt—
and took the blame—partly for him,
mostly for me. I—never guessed you
thought so much of your pa as all
that.”

“You've always meant a lot to me,
Pa,” Locke said huskily, thinking of
those days when, a small motherless
boy, there had existed a real comrade-
ship between the two of them.

“l sure was a fool—to think such
things about you, Son, and to treat
you like | did. I—wanted you to
know. | been tryin’ to fight down the
pain—around my heart—to keep alive
till I could tell you—"

His voice faltered. The fingers
clutched convulsively at Locke’s
hand, grew lax again. Startled, Locke
looked closer, felt for the pulse.
There was none, but there was a look
of peace on the wasted face.

For a moment he hesitated, stunned.

Events were crowding, tripping
over their own heels tonight. The pat-
tern of what had happened was un-
derstandable. Tonight's revelation,
evert if it was what he had come to
believe, had been hard on the weak-
ened old man. The shock had been too
much.

It was plain that his father had
had no inkling of the other events of
the evening, apparently had not
heard the gunshot. Probably he
thought that Ray had sent for Orin
and he himself had been fighting to
keep alive until he arrived. Now, with
that one last job done, there had been
nothing to keep him.

Perhaps it was just as well. Locke
looked up, and for the first time in
years it seemed to him that there
might be, must be, something beyond
this, something better. There had
been little of faith in him during the
last several years, faith in himself or
in his fellow men; but now ije found
that faith had been reborn. His father
had realized his mistake, tried to
make amends. And now that this had
happened, Orin Locke knew that
whatever had made it impossible for
him to believe in his fellow-men had
been removed. He could judge sanely
now...

Slowly he stood up, then moved
back. For the moment, in these new
revelations, he had almost forgotten
Ray. But now the problem was back,
intensified. There was still no sound
of any crew returning, no one to
help; but that didn't lessen the need.

There was no noticeable change in
Ray’s condition. He’d have to leave
him, have to ride and find Bannon
and fetch him. The fact that Ray, at
the last, had been man enough to ad*
mit the truth to their father, to clear
him in the old man's eyes, made him
think more kindly of his brother. It
was that which Ray had been think-
ing of, the theft of long years back,
when he had conceded that maybe he
was a thief, Apparently he was begin-
ning to really think, for the first time
in years.

Entirety aside from the gunshot
wound, Ray needed a doctor. The
fight had been bitter while it lasted,
one man against six. There was a cut
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on ills scalp, bruises all ewer fak Mo
telling how badly he might be hurt.
Locke dared delay no longer. To ride
tax help was the lesser of two evils.

He blew cut the li“ht, turned to-
ward the door, and stopped. He'had

~eard something. Was someone com-*
mg lack? The Crew, perhaps?

There was no repetition of the
sound. Yet he had a feeling that
something was wrong. Then he
caught the smell of smoke, followed
by the crackle of flames from the rear
of the house. Dry brush had been
piled on the porch against the door,
and lighted. It flamed as if soaked
with ceal-oil.

Locke wheeled, raced toward the
front of the house again, where
another pile of brush had been shoved
against the door and lit also. A third
fixe was on the side of the house, all
three spreading fast. Rage mounted,
but he fought it down, knowing, the
need for coolness.

Was this the work of that self-
styled vigilance committee, or others?
They didn't intend that anyone
should leave here alive. It was
cowardly, but there was one thing to
be thankful for. His father was merci-
fully beyond any hurt from the
flames. But with himself and Ray, it
was a different matter.

He’'d have to get outside, with Ray,
and soon. Moving his brother again
was not a good thing for the injured
man, but it was necessary. Locke
dashed into the bedroom, flung open
the window, then picked Ray up as
gently as possible.

The flames were close enough,
along with the moonlight, to give
plenty of light. As he started to step
through, a bullet shattered the top
glass of the window, striking almost
beside his head.

OCKE dodged back instinctively,
L flinching away from the impact
of the bullet. That had not been in-
tended as a warning, to -drive him
back into the burning house—it had
been aimed to kill, but the flickering
uncertain light and his own moving
body had caused a near miss.
Back inside, he hesitated, and a
frenzy of despair gripped him. If he
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had teen alone he could have chanced
it still, running fast, shooting back
at whoever was out there. The odds
would have been against him, but he
might make it. With each second of
delay, however, the chances of failure
grew as fast as the fire spread. Not
only would it soon trap him if he re-
mained, condemning him to a fearful
death, but as its light blotted out the
last patches of shadow, the gunman
beyond would have a perfect target
which he could not miss.

And the killer would need only to
keep back in the shadow, beyond fhe
fringe of light, to pick him off at his
leisure if hetried to run for it.

Still, alone, he would have a fight-
ing chance. But he wasn’'t alone. Ray
was here, and in desperate condition.
To run with him was to fee shot down.
To remain meant that they both would
die. Yet he couldn't desert Ray now,
in this extremity; Ray had played
the part of a man tonight, had made
at least partial atonement. The fight
that he had put up had excited
Locke’s admiration.

This was a strange homecoming.
The old house was doomed, and tie
and Ray with it unless tie could get
out fast. He might make it by him-
self, and, with more than excellent
luck, he might be able t0O down the
gunman in turn by locating him as he
shot at him. Providing there was just
one. With six, it would be hopeless.

But if there was just one, and he
got out and got him, by then it would
be too late to get back inand get Ray
out.

Locke considered the odds, know*
ing in advance that he was going to
stay. It wasn't one of those things to
be decided pro or con. It had been de-
cided for him already, like it or not.
This looked like the end of the
Lockes.

That was the logic of the situation.
Already it was beginning to get hot,
as the smoke and flames began to
make themselves felt. The house was
old, tinder-dry, and with several fires
started all at once and the oil to speed
them on their greedy way, it was
burning fast, But despite logic, he
was not ready to accept it or quit
tamely. He stepped doggedly back to
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tfe« window, since it would be a less
painful but no more sure death to
stop a bullet than to wait for the
flames.

Another bullet whined past, the
thin eerie screech of it like a banshee
wail in his ear. That had been close,
but it was another miss. The Kkiller
was over-eager. But it gave him
nothing to shoot back at, no target
that he could see.

He waited a moment, holding Ray,
aware that now the light was so
strong that they were clearly out-
lined. What happened then was the
last thing that he expected, but on a
parhvtvith the other events of this wild
night.

FIGURE on horseback came

tore at himself—apprehension, anger,
anxiety.

“Is he pretty bad?” she gasped.

“Pretty much so,” Locke agreed,
but added reassuringly. “He’s alive,
though.”

Reta looked up at Ray, and her
heart in her eyes. If there had been
any doubt before as to how she felt,
there was none now.

“l was to meet him tonight,” she
explained gaspingly. “He didn't come.
Then, | heard a shot. It sounded like
it was off this way—so | rode.
When | came in sight, | saw a light—
the fires. They grew so fast, and then
I heard shooting again. As | came
closer, |1 saw you and Ray—and some-
body shooting at you.”

She added no more by way of ex-

galloping up, straight through planation, nor did he need it. She had
the closing ring of flame, her hainderstood enough, even though she

catching the reflected light in wild
disarray. Reta Cable. Her cayuse
fought the bit, hating this flame—en-
crusted path, but she forced it to her
will with superb demonstration of
horsemanship.

Not waiting, Locke stepped
through the window and outside, and
here, beyond the partial shelter of the
walls of the room, the heat beat in a
searing blast. Reta was slipping out
of the saddle and to the ground, hold-
ing to her terrified horse, shouting
for him to get on it with Ray.

Since there was no time for argu-
ment, Locke obeyed. It was not easy
with his burden and the horse so skit-
tish, but he managed it. There had
been no more shots since Reta
appeared. Probably, while she was
close, there would be none.

Settled in the saddle, he steadied
Ray with one arm and took the reins
with the other, holding the horse to
a steady pace as they dodged back
through the flames which leaped as
if anxious to stop them. Reta was
running close alongside, limping a bit,
but keeping there, Locke realized,
for the purpose of protecting them by
her presence.

Now they were past the fire line,
into the merciful coolness of the dark
beyond. He could- scarcely see her
face, for the moon was gone, but it
was mixed with as many emotions as

had not seen who was doing the
shooting. She had willingly risked
her own life for Ray’s sake, knowing
that few men, even the most desper-
ate, would shoot at a woman. Though
even that might have been no protec-
tion in this instance.

Locke was puzzled. It seemed un-
likely now that it could have been the
original six who had done this. That
hardly fit, and it was more like the
work of one man. But that didn't
make sense, either. Why this frantic
desire to murder Ray, at any cost? An
impulse which could drive a man to
such lengths, knowing that their
father would be trapped in the same
dreadful fashion, knowing too—as he
certainly had—that the sheriff would
be another victim? Was it a plot to
wipe out all the Lockes?

There was a lot here he didn't know
the answer to, though he intended to
find out. For the moment, however, it
was vitally necessary to get Ray to
some place where he could rest un-
disturbed, and get a doctor for him.
Reta solved the first part of it.

“We'll take him to the Three Sev-
ens,” she said, and then the thought
struck her, and she looked quickly at
him, her face blanching. “Your fa-
ther—I just remembered him!”

“The fire won't hurt him,” Locke
returned grimly, “He died before it
was set.”
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He tinned for a moment to look
back, thankful now for that part of
itt. The buildings would ail go.
Nothing "Could save them. The sav-
agery which would use such a method
in an effort to kill was chilling. He
had met some desperate men in his
day, but mostly they were gunmen
who faced an opponent fairly in a
shoot-out. This other sort of thing,
aimed against wounded men and in-
valids, was beyond the pale.

“I'm sorry,” Reta murmered, and
her voice told him how deeply moved
she was. “l didn't know.”

“It was his heart,” Locke explained.
“And a lucky thing, the way it's turn-
ing out.”

They went in silence then, Reta
walking beside him, leading the
horse. Her ankle didn't seem to
bother her unduly. Locke had both
hands full, carrying Ray, trying to
hold him. comfortably as possible. It
was wearisome, and doubly hard on
the wounded man. There was always
the possibility that a killer who had
already gone to luch lengths might
go the rest of the way; that an am-
bush bullet might finish at any mo-
ment what had been started back
there.

But nothing happened, nor was
there any sign of the returning crew
of the Wagon Wheel while they re-
mained in sight of the burning house.
It had never been a great distance
across to the Three Sevens, but the
miles seemed multiplied tonight, be-
fore they saw a light in a window.
Reta stumbled ahead, limping worse
now, to get things ready, and to des-
patch a man to town for the doctor.

g"RANT Gable was not home. He
W arrived simultaneously with
Fletcher Bannon, and the latter went
to woi'k at once. Locke had done a
good job of stopping the bleeding in
the first place, and it had not started
again. But Ray still lay, unconscious,
scarcely breathing. Locke did not
need t© be told hew bad it was.

Cable joined him, presently, in an-
other room, his face grave.
. "This is bad business, Locke,” he
said. “Very bad business.”

"You don't know the half of it,”

’ 3?

jLocke returned gruffly, then looked
sharply at him. “Or do you, | won-
der?”

“I'm afraid |
you.”

“Probably you don't; | hope not.
Your daughter's true-blue. On the
other hand, Steele is involved fati
this—and you’re mixed up with him/’

Cable met his challenging gaze
steadily. “I give you my word, Locke,
that | don't know what this is all
about.”

Cable was an acknowledged head of
lawless men, but Locke did not doubt
his word now; there was a wide
streak of decency in him as well,
otherwise he could not have raised
Reta as he had, with such a complete
belief in &m. The good and the bad
in him were simply compounded a
little differently than in most people.

“That's goo's enough for me”
Locke conceded. “But | rode ant to
the Wagon Wheel tonight There
were six men there, who said they
were vigilantes. They’'d dug up some
evidence-some loot—from different
robberies. | d«n’'t doubt that they
found it, all right, though | figure it
was planted for them to find. Seems
Steele had sent them and told them
where to look for it.”

Cable's eyes clouded. Even without
what had happened, and he knew
little enough of it, he could see the
implications. He had known of the
rivalry between Steele and Ray
Locke, and the cause of it. That
Steele would use the newly-formed
committee of vigilance as an instru-
ment for his private quarrels was
startling, but it seemed that he had
done so,

"They were going to lynch him
then,” Locke went on. “He put up a
fight, and got shot. They’d still have
strung hM Up, only | stepped in and
put a stop to it,” His eyes probed the
other man’s, “What about these vigi-
lantes? What do you know of them?”

Cable hesitated. But he was pro-
foundly shocked and disturbed, and
after a moment he looked up again.
"l don’'t blame you for feeling as you
do, Locke,” he said. “I helped organ?
we the vigilantes. So did Steels. Out
idea was that they would be oxgtQr'-'

don't understand
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ized anyway, ahd we'd be better off
if we were in the bunch, instead of
outside, with them working against
us. But | give you my word that |
knew nothing of this other. If Steele
as using them for a private feud—and
. it has that sound—then he's doing it
all on his own hook. | wouldn't do
such a thing, against you Lockes;
you've agreed to work with me—"

“l did,% Locke cut in grimly. “But
just because you had me over a bajj-
rel. That's out, how—since the bar-
rel’s smashed,”

Cable looked surprised, “I don't
understand that,” he admitted. "But
what | Was going to say is, | knew
that Reta liked Ray. You don't think
that 1'd do anything to hurt her, do
you?”

“l think you're doing plenty to
hurt her,” Locke retorted. “She's no
fool, and you're putting yourself over
a barrel, whether you realize it or
not. But | believe you, so far as Ray’s
concerned. As to what | meant, there
was no more that happened at the
Wagon Wheel.” He went on to des-
cribe what it had been, and he saw
horror mount in Cable’'s eyes at the
recital.

“That's infamous,” Cable exclaim-
ed “Whoever was responsible—v I’'m
sorry, Locke—l truly'am. You've no
idea Who was doing it?"

"1'm pretty much stumped,” Locke
.confessed. “That part of it just
doesn't make sense. Unless there’'s a
lot here that | still don't know about,
Bat | aim to go bask there and have
a look around, and see what | can
find, if anything. And now maybe you
understand what | meant when | said
you don't have me over a barrel, any
longer. My father's dead. Ray’s likely
to he. I'm givin’ you fair warning.”

Cable considered that, and nodded
soberly. “You can see that | wouldn’'t
have overreached myself, and weak-
ened my own position, in such a man-
ner,” he pointed out. “But | don't
Maine you, after what has happened,
In away, bur positions are reversed—
but | still don't blame you.”

I owe my life to Reta, and so does
Ray, if helives,” Locke said. “l won't
forget that, or how much she likes
you But I'm going to give you some
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advice, Cable, though most folks
would rather castor oil. It's this;
Don’t go along with Steele any long-
er! Don't play the sort of game you
have been playing, from here on out.
You can make a break now—or be
broken. And | don't mean by me, one
way or the other. I'm thinkin' of
Reta.”

Cable was silent a long while. “I
figured | was smart,” he said finally,
"Thai | had everything planned so
that nothing could back-fire. Now—
all that 1'm sure of is that I'm in a
mess like you say.”

y

LETCHER Ban-
non’s face was set in
lines of professional
gravity when finally
he came out of the
sick room. He nod-
ded to the three
of them, for Reta
had joined Locke.
and her father in
the silent vigil,
Bannon, Locke Cb-
served, was more nearly sober than
usual.

"He’s resting nicely, right now,” he
told them. “And that's what he
needs—rest, a chance for nature to do
its part. And nature, after all, is the
great healer. All that we medicos can
do, at best, is to lend a hand.

“l won't pretend that he’s in good
shape. It’s far too early to tell how
he’ll get along. But there will be no
change tonight, and watching beside
him won't help him or you." So get
some sleep, Reta. He'll need nursing,
later, and if you're rested, you can
do more for him. If you're riding,
Orin, I'll go with you.”

“I’'m going past the Wagon Wheel
first,” Locke said,

“That suits me fine.” Not until
they were in the saddle did Bannon
speak again. It was well past said-
night now, the stars were high and
remote. “What happened?’ he asked.

Locke told him. Bannon whistled,
“It’s been a night, hasn't it?” he said.
“For you, especially. And" yet—none
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so bad a night,
guess.”

Locke considered that, and knew
what he meant.

"It might have been worse,” he
agreed.

“Much worse,” Bannon nodded.
“Mankind has divided into many
tribes across the face of the earth,
with many customs. Those things
which we do ourselves, which are
familiar to us, we look upon with
more or less approval. Ways which
are strange to our eyes we view dub-
iously. And yet all are customs of this
oar human jrace, all approved some-
where by useage and belief.”

He squinted at the stars, nodded
and went on. “There have been times,
Orin, when I've lost faith in a God
above us and rallied at human des-
tiny, as though we were sands driven
by the wind. But again | see the pat-
tern of the stars—and here the pat-
tern of life and death. | think to
catch a glimpse of a plan into which
all is fitted well save ourselves. And
the lack there is our own stubborness
and lack of understanding, not the
plan nor its Maker. Some day we'll
see more clearly, But what | started
to say is, that all peoples and tribes
believe in God, somewhere and under
some name, and in life- after death.
Likewise they have many a strange
and curious custom in preparing for
burial, for transition to that life be-
yond.

“In ancient Egypt the custom was
to mummify the corpse or build a
vast pile of stone in which to shield
the body through the ages until one
day the soul should waken again. In-
dians of one tribe will elevate bodies
on platforms, to get them as close to
the life-giving sun as possible. Still
others sink the bodies on weighted
rafts to the bottom of a lake. In India
they make a funeral pyre so that the
sok! may go freer from the confines
of the body.”

He turned in the saddle, and his
voice was rich and comforting.

"The point I'm trying to make,
Orin, is that what happens to the
body Is no great matter. It doesn't
touch the vital spark of life, once
that has gone out and on—to who

in some ways, |

knows what greater range across a
far divide. Personally, I've always
thought that the Hindus had hold
of the original belief in a maze of
custom and ritual.”

Locke was comforted, as he knew
that his friend had intended. By now
they were in sight of where the
buildings had stood on the Wagon
Wheel. Only smoking embers re-
mained, dully glowing. The confla-
gration had spent itself, a funeral
pyre fit for a king. But this had
come when it could do no hurt, to
the tired man who had lived here.
A little earlier it would have been
different. It had been, in some ways,
not so bad a night.

The crew had returned, and were
watching uneasily, fearful for what
had happened, blaming themselves
for having been absent, unable to do
anything tangible now. Seme of
them were new hands since Locke’s
day. Others had been ©n the Wagon
Wheel while he was there.

He gave them an account of what
had happened, questioning them.
None of them knew anything about
it; they had ridden in to town to
make an evening of it, as was cus-
tomary once a month. They had
heard nothing out of the ordinary,
suspected nothing until they re-
turned. The knowledge that Ray
Locke senior had been past all fear
of the flame, that Hay had not been
trapped in the house, reassured them
to a degree.

“You boys will have to stick
around and look after things,” Locke
told them. “Kempton, you'll be in
charge for the present. Clear away
the ruins and get new lumber, put
up a bunk house first, then a new
barn. Run things as usual.”

Kempton had been with the ranch
a long while. He was a good man,
and could be depended on to assume
responsibility.

“Sure,” he agreed. “But—uh, most
of us was supposed to ride south tn
the morning. Round-up down Red
Creek way, beginning day after to-
morrow. Men from several outfits
going" there. But now—well, | don't
rightly know—"

“l didn't know about the roundup,
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but go ahead,” Locke instructed.
"The other work can wait till you
get back. We'll not hold funeral ser-
vices here till Ray is able to attend.
Under the circumstances, | think
that's best.”

Ray would want it that way. And
for the present, Locke had a feeling
that he was going to be busy with
other matters.

He skirted the grounds, but it was
too dark to see much. There was lit-
tle doubt but that the killer who had
lurked out here and tried to drive
him back with bullets would be a
long way off now. But, at about the
spot where be knew the gunman
must have stood when shooting at
Mm, he found something—a small
object such as might fall from a
pocket,

Locke picked it up,, studying it
thoughtfully. There was no proof
that it had belonged to the Kkiller
—save its location, and the unlikli-
ness that it would have been thev
property of the crew or any usual
visitor to the ranch. It was an elk's
tooth with a gold mounting, for
shnapping on to a watch chain, and
the catch was broken. This was not
the sort of thing commonly owned
by working cowboys.

He slipped it into his pocket and
returned to where Bannon waited.
"Ever see this?” he asked.

Bannon studied it curiously and
shook his head.

"Seems to me | have,” he conced-
ed. "But | don't just remember when
—or where. Sometimes my mind gets
a little fuzzy.”

They rode on to town. It was late
—so late even that Highpoint had
given up for the night and gone
home, Bannon paused at the barn.

“I'll ride outand have another
look at Ray during the day,” he
said. "He’'s got a pretty good chanee
—thanks to the job you did.”

# #

*

IRED as he was, Locke could
Tnot sleep. Too much had hap-
pened which was personal to him-
self and his interests. He tossed for
a while, then, asdaylight came,
shaved and went

toarestaurant for parture,
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a bite of breakfast. Few were astir
at this hour, only an occasional
swamper sweeping out a saloon, a
mongrel dog prowling the garbage
boxes. The glitter of early sun re-
flected back from one of these, and
Locke looked more closely, spun
about and moved across to it.

This was unusual garbage, to say
the least. An object of considerable
value, tossed out a window, appar-
ently, and into the box, It was an-
other elk tooth, and it needed only
a closer look to confirm that it was
the mate to the one he had found
on the Wagon Wheel. Apparently '
the two of them had been joined to-
gether, and the fastening had brok-
en.

That had happened, he was sure,
out on the Wagon Wheel. Discov-
ering the loss, Pak in town, the
owner had been anxious to be rid
of the other half of the trinket.

This anxiety to dispose of it was
pretty good proof of a guilty con-
science—a fear that the one part
might be found and used for a clue.
Chance had led him to this other
half now. Here in a box near the
rear of the Wild Buttes Sateen,
King Steele’s Saloon,

Dropping the second piece inti? his
pocket, Locke went on, tiboughtful-
ly. There might be significance Mi
that latter fact—or there might Hst
It could have been tossed oat fro® a
window, or by any passerby along'
the street. There was so much here

which did not seem to fit.
* * *

But that was according to the way
you looked at it. There are many im-
pelling emotions. Love and hate;
fear and greed. Not often does one
trigger set off all these at once, like
a bunch of firecrackers still tied to
a center fuse. In the case of King
Steele, exactly that had happened.

Still rankling over the knowledge
of Reta Cables feelings about him-
self, Steele had ridden out to Wag-
on Wheel, following some distance
behind the six men he had sent as.
dupes to do his killing. He had ar-
rived in time to witness their de-
and to observe that Ray
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Locke was badly hurt. And to see
the part which the sheriff took.

Already, this star toter who had
been the terror of the lawless in
more than one town, was showing
signs of getting out of hand. Cable
had been sure that he could control
him, although Steele had been
against it. Now that he no longer in-
tended to work with Cable in any
case, it was clear to Steele that the
sheriff could quickly become a men-
ace.

Locke knew that Steele had sent
this vigilance commitee out here
to frame his brother, and the sheriff
would be likely to question them in
mare detail later—if given a chance.
Far better to remove both these
Lockes now, while the blame could
conveniently be attached to the six.
It was an opportunity which might
not come again.

His mind made up, Steele had
lost he time in putting the plan into
operation. Queasy Creek ran only a
stone’s throw away, behind the barn.
High up on its banks, cast there by
a flood tide, was a big pile of drift-
wood, tinder-dry now. Plenty of
brush handy to his purpose. And he
knew where to find the coal oil can
in the bunk house.

Only one thing had happened
which he had not counted on. The
appearance m Reta Cable and her
boldly riding up to the hou8e. For
a moment, torn between jealousy and
apprehension, Steele had crouched
back in the shadows and fingered his
gun indecisively. This job needed
to be carried through to a conclu-
sion, now that be had gone so far.
But there was risk of hitting Reta
if he shot again, as well as a likli-
hood that she might see who had
fired the shot, if he Killed the sher-
iff right beside her.

Steele’s hand jerked down savage-
ly, the butt of his gun caught on the
watch chain and something tore. In
the gloom, he paid it no attention.
Only when, back in his office, he
discovered the loss, did he realize
what had occurred and how danger-
ous it might be. Swiftly he had
raised the window, tossed the re-

maining part of the ®rnamet*t «u t«
into the garbage.

Tired and savage, he finally lay
down on a couch there in the office
and slept, not too well. Sunlight -in
his eyes wakened him, and he ieoked
out—in time to see the sheriff dis-
cover the broken bit of fob and pick
it up.

For a moment, safely hidden in-
side, Steele watched, lips drawn back
to reveal his teeth, eyes glaring. If
there had been any doubt before, it
was gone now. By his own act of
the night, Steele knew that he had
removed the last restraint Which
might have been placed on the sher-
iff. And, if Locke suspected the
truth, as it seemed that fee did, then
he had made an implacable enemy
of him.

Locke never guessed how close he
stood to death. It would be easy to
shoot through the window, to gun
him down. Easy, and perhaps safer,
in the long run. But t® do so would
involve questions which would be
hard to answer, and such a cold-
blooded murder would be difficult
even for him to explain or gloss
over. Killing Locke would remove
one danger, but it might rouse Grant
Cable, and he was not yet ready for
that. Much better to dispose of bath
of them before they knew their dan-
ger, in more subtle ways.

But it was with the instincts of a
beast at bay that Steele watched
Locke go on down the street. He
had gone too far now for half-way
measures, and he knew it.

v 10 s

OCKE slid on to
a stool in th&Chuck,
House, noting that
there was just one
other customer
ahead of him. A
man seated at o*e
of the tables, shel-
tered behind a
newspaper which
he read with avid
interest. A paper

with date-line a month old, but new
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here in Highpoint.

He was turning back to his order
when the paper was lowered. For a
moment the two men stared in mu-
tual surprise. Then Locke was off
the stool, the other man was out of
his chair, a bristling red beard of
several day’'s growth thrust forward,
horny hand outstretched.

“Orin Locke!” he grinned. “You
old sinner, you! When'd you hit
this country?”

“Where you been keepin’ yourself,
Red?” Locke returned. “Is all the
news you get-as old as in that pa-
per? | been back two-three days.
What you doing in this neck of the
woods?”

"1I'm drivin’ stage,” Red Foley ex-
plained; “Been earnin’ my livin' by
ridin’ around and enjoyin’ the scene-
ry for quite a spell. But you're a
sight for sore eyes, Orin.”

They talked, recalling their last
meeting, which had been three years
before and a thousand miles away.

“Remember, | was all for headin’
back this way and you cornin’ with
me?” Foley recalled. “Only you
wouldn’'t come, | said I'd head up
across Nebraska and be back in a
month.”

“Looks like you made it,” Locke

agreed.

“Sure | made it—in ten months,”
Foley conceded. “I kind of got
stack down in Nebraska. I'll tell you
all about that, first chance | get.
Right now, | got to tend to some
things.”

It was heartening to run on to
another old friend, and Locke was
momentarily lifted out of his som-
ber thoughts. But they returned in
full flood when he was on the street
again.

But others were early abroad as
well. A voice hailed, and he turned
to see Jinny,

“Isn't It a glorious morning?” she
said, and then stopped at sight of
ts$ face. “Why, what's happened,
Orin?”

He told her, and she listened in
quick sympathy.

“Oh, I'm sorry,” she breathed. “If
—if there's anything that | can do

to help—any time—you must let

“I'll remember,” he promised, and
went on, comforted by her concern,
After a visit to his office he rode
out to the Three Sevens, and was
surprised to find Bannon already
there.

"Thought I'd have a look,” Ban-
non explained. “And there were a
few more things | needed to do, any-
way. He must have given quite an
account of himself in that fight, be-
fore they got the decision. There are
contusions and bruises all over him.”

There was no particular change in
Ray's condition, but Bannon was
cheerful about that.

“He’s doing fine, just the way he
is,” he said. “While he’'s unconscious
he's quiet. A restless patient can
do himself a great deal of harm. |
remember one time | had to hypno-
tize one particularly bad case ™o give
nature a chance.”

“Did that work?"

“Perfectly. Not feeling pain, he
lay quietly, and recovery was rapid.
You 'see, there was no one to nurse
him, and something had to be done.
Had there been anyone, they would
probably have mobbed me for such
treatment. But the patient recov-
ered.” _

Locke knew what his friend meant.
More than once he h?d gotten into
trouble by venturing to try some
new and, to his audience at least, un- .
orthodox method of treatment. But
Locke was willing to trust him with
Ray, whatever he might want do do.
Results were what counted.

Grant Cable "ad ridden for Red
Creek with the most of his crew,
to take part in the roundup, Locke
guessed that he would be glad of a
good excuse for being away for a

few days. It would help to postpone ¢

a decision which might lead to a
show-down.
|

ACK IN town, Locke observed
B certain quiet activity on a
side street. A lumber wagon was
pulling out, a canvas tarp thrown
carelessly over the load in the box,
the horses trotting easily with, the
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weight of'it. Outwardly there was
nothing different about this than
with plenty of other wagons, noth-
ing to excite much interest*

But %several men on horseback
were picking this particular time to
leave town also, some riding far
ahead of the wagon, as though in-
tent on business of their own. Others
followed after it, though keeping
well back.

No one had bothered to tell him
just what was going on, but Locke
had heard enough to be reasonably
sure. This was the gold shipment,
being started, and these riders were
the vigilantes who intended to guard
it. With such an escort, it should
be safe enough.

Providing that everything worked
as planned. Locke was too old a
hand at this sort of game to have
much confidence that it would do
so, when Steele and perhaps Cable
would have a hand in the planning.
There was supposed to be at least
fifty thousand dollars worth of gold
in that shipment, and that was a
tempting sum

Locke pulled up as the stage pre-
pared to leave town, observing that
Red Foley was on the box, handling
the reins for six horses with expert
ease. Two men came out from the of-
fice, carrying a wooden box which
seemed to be heavy, aind lifted it up
to the boot. There was-ndthing there
to attract any particular attention,
but one fact was noteworthy. There
were no passengers getting on today.

That could be a coincidence, even
a natural occurrence. But Locke
didn't believe it was either. Usually
there were several to ride the stage
west and south from here. If it ran
empty today, there was, to his mind,
a similitude- to rats which had al-
ready left a sinking ship.”

The stage, ostensibly, was carry-
ing a dummy shipment of gold; The
real shipment was supposed to be in
that lumber wagon which had left
some time before. It looked as if all
this must be an open secret. For
everyone should know, such being
the case, that the stage would b®© al-
lowed to go through safely, with-
out molestation.

4s

But, whatever the apparent facts,
no one was risking riding the stage
today.

Foley waved a hand, settled him-
self, kicking off the brake, and let
his horses run. The six yanked the
lightly laden stage along af though
it was a feather In the breeze. Locke
turned down a side street, swung bis
cayuse, and rode out of town. He
took a short-cut, and was alongside
the road when Foley casae in sight,
two miles farther along.

At his wave, Red pulled the hors-
es to an easy trot, and Locke swung
his cayuse alongside. “1 think I'll
ride with you, Red,” he suggested.
“Strikes me it might be a good idea.”

“Sure.” Foley’s grin was broad and
pleased. "Whoa, there!” He pulled
the horses to a stop, kicking on the
brake, as Locke dismounted and left
his own horse. “Hop right up with
me, Orin. | dunno what you got on

yore mind, but I'll surj. be glad of
comp’ny,”
“lI think I'll ride inside,” Locke

retorted. “1'd rather be up with you.
But if anything happens, it might
work better, down inside.”

“What you figure’s likely to hap-
pen? This is a dummy express box
I'm carryin’ today. You know the
real load's gone on ahead, don't
you?’

“Yeah, | know,” Locke agreed dri-
ly. "And from the signs, everybody
else in the Wild Buttes knows all
about it, too.”

Foley spat thoughtfully, holding
the restive horses with a practised
hand. “You figure there's some shen*
nanigan somewhere?” he asked. “If
I’'m stopped, 1I'm supposed to let 'em
have it without no trouble.”

“You do that,” Locke agreed.
“Your job is to drive the stage.”
He settled himself comfortably in-
side, closed the door. “Since they
didn’t provide you with a gun-guatd,
you'H be doing all that's expected of
you.”

"Dang it, Orin, you're gettin’ me
nervous as an old maid peerin’ under
the bed,” Foley protested. “I'm half-
way believin” mebby there’ll be
somethin’ under it, even when I'm
danged sure there can't be. You got
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a hunch?”

“Mebby we better say | got time
on ray hands.”

And a pair of hawg-legs at yore
hips,” Foley grunted, “Well, if there
should he anything, there’s nobody
1’d rather have to side me than you,
Orin. 1’'m,going to be kind of regret-
ful about leavin\this country, now."

"How do you mean?”

“This is my last trip, drivin'
stage,” Foley explained. “Then I'm
going back to Nebraska. Got me a
girl, at Scott’'s Bluff. That's what
took me so long when | come
through that way. Ever see that big
bluff, risin” up there like a sore
thumb, Orin2wv

“I've never been that way.”

“Some bluff. Wide an’ solid. Go-
ing to admire it more’n usual when
I see it this time. Gettin’ married
when | get there. Her pa,, he runs
a blacksmith shop, and I'll be work*
In® with him. That’s the way she
wants it. No hills to speak of, or
dug roads twistin’ a mile high above
nothin’, like out this way, but I'm a
pretty fair hand at fittin’ a shoe to
a filly’s foot. Only thing is, 1 kinda
hate pullin’' out of here, just as you
get back to the country. We used
to have some good times together.”

W E RELAPSED into meditative
JEB> silence, intent on his job. And
a man tooling a stage along these
rsads had to be watchful as well as
skillful. Mountain dug roads, such as
this one through the Wild Buttes,
ware no boulevard.

And these were the real Wild
Buttes, from which the country had
taken its'name. The few compara-
tively level miles of Country, which
led off to the ranches lying west,
were behind them now. Queasy had
wandered off there and then swung
guiltily back again, and, as though
with a secret to hide, was trying to
lose itself now in the depths of these
Mils, were the road climbed and
twisted.

The breath of pine came from be-
low as well as above them, a water-
fall, fed partly by a'spring, partly
by melting glaciers, took a wild leap
off at the side. It plunged and broke,

before gathering itself together
again to hurry breathlessly to a
junction with the yellow thread of
Queasy Creek. Highpoint was miles
behind now, and save for the single
evidence of the road, there was lit-
tle sigif here that man had ever pene-
trated this wilderness.

It was only a few miles farther to
a mountain meadow and a log sta
tion with corrals behind it, where a
fresh team would be hooked into
the traces. The dull rumble of Quea-
sy came up from a deep-wallecl gorge
far below, where it fought Itg way
along a boulder-studded course.
Then, out in the sun again, was rio-
tous across a meadow.

A deer watched from a point
above the road, then moved leisure-
ly away. A hawk floated in the still
air off at the side—high above the
valley floor, but below where the
stage toiled now, Locke’s ears
popped with the ratified air.

“Sure going to miss this,” Foley
called back. “lI plumb hate it, driv-
in' a road like this, but it kinda gets
in yore blood. Oh well, sometimes
I can climb the bluff and call it a
Mil—"

They were among the trees now,
straight-reaching pines with a girth
that a man could barely reach around,
close-growing on either sid® of the
road. The dizzy depths of the valley
which had showed a moment before
were shut away a* they rounded a
turn, and. exclaiming under his
breath, Ked Foley kicked on the
brake and swung his weight hard on
the reins.

It was a matter of no choice. A
log was across the road, toiled lab-
oriously into place, Locke guessed,
by saddle-ponies straining at drag
ropes. One end was elevated into tha
crotch, of another half-fallen tree,
forming a solid, formidable barrier
to further progress..

The trees were massive here, their
tops uniting to shut away, most of
the light, so that there was scant un-
dergrowth. Wide reaches of foeest
aisle w *» carpeted deep with th*
brawn needles of the ages, and Locke
knew that .-the*'Other wagon had not
passed this way. Probably It had
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taken a aide road, miles back.

But men had raised this barrier
and waited in a sure confidence for
the coming ©f the stage, and now
they were ready for it, Locke saw
two of them, stepping out from be-
hind trees as the stage stopped with
squealing brakes. One of them raised
a rifle to caver the man on the box.
That, of course, was only a normal
precaution.

But he .did not stop with that.
Even as the gun came up and the
black barrel centered, it seemed to
split asunder in a roll of lancing
flame. The splitting was purely il-
lusion, caused by the half-dark of
the shadows under these massive
trfces. But the thunder and the hurt-
ling lead were no illusion.

A look ©f hurt, ef incredulity and
unbelief, was spreading across the
face of Red Foley. Both hands on
the reins, he had been too busy with
stopping and controlling. the team
to do anything else, even had he
been so inclined. None of that had
made any difference.

A red gash started at his chin
and spread upward, almost splitting
his face, where the heavy bullet had
coursed, spreading. Foley pitched
drunkenly, hands loosing their clasp
uPon the reins. He struck the rump
of the left wheeler and bounced
while the horses started nervously,
then hit the ground and rolled, to
lie in a sprawling heap.

11

ILENCE descend-

ed momentarily as

the echoes of the

gun rolled and mut-

tered among the

further canyons

and on to oblivion

across the ridges.

Locke crouched,

shocked by the

wanton brutality of

that completely un-

necessary murder, the bitter abrupt-

ness of it. One thought obtruded in
his mind.

It’s your last trip» a// rights Red—

but you’ll sever leave the hills for
the bluffs of Nebraskal

“What'd you want t© go kill him
for?” the second man demanded, gad
his voice held shock and anger. Both
outlaws had paused. They each wore
masks, bandanas draped 'below their
hats to cover their faces, with slits
cut for eye-holes. A wisp of smoke
curled lazily from the muzzle of the
rifle. The team trembled and
stomped uneasily, but with the bar-
rier of the log directly in front of
the leaders, and the big trees grow-
ing close on either side, they could
do nothing but stand.

“A dead dog don't yap!”'was the
gruff response, and it seemed to
Locke that there was something fam-
iliar about the voice. “Now we won't
be bothered. What the—”"

Apparently he had seen something,
or thought he had. Or perhaps it was
the finely-drawn perception ®f
nerves stretched tight which sent
some warning along the ganglia. He
started to swing the muzzle of the
rifle toward the door ©f the stage,
and Locke had to shoot.

This was a business he hated. Life
was a gift beyond the power of man
to bestow, though any beast with a
gun might take it away in an ill-con-
sidered instant. Loc&c hacf had over-
much of that sort of thing in thc
past. But here there was no choice
and in this instance it was Kke
stomping a deadly snake.

There was a pattern of savagery
in the outlawry here, a tracery be-
gun the other evening back at the
Wagon Wheel. Every new develop-
ment showed the ruthlessness of the
master-hand which guided. Here it
was Kill or be killed.

That was for Red Foley—and for
the girl who would wait in vain for
his return. But even as he squeezed
the trigger, Locke's suspicion that
there would be more than these two
on the job was confirmed. There
was movement off at the side, not
made by waiting horses, A glint of
light rippling on a gun-barreS.

Now they knew that he was here
—and with one man dead on both
sides, it -would be a fight to the fin-
ish!
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Mis hunch had been right. The
gold was here, in this supposed dum-
my shipment; they had made sure of
that. And the orders for the attack,
including the elaborate farcery of
the wagon and its escort, would have
originated in that office At the rear
of the Wild Buttes Saloon.

The man who had killed Foley,
whom he had shot in turn* pitched
Wildly sidewise, An outreaching
branch caught his mask and tore it
aside* exposing his face. Toomy Har-
ris, of the Wagon Wheel. Toomey,
who had tried to murder Locke In
town the other night—who had said
that the reason was obvious.

But now Locke was beginning to
understand. Apparently  Toomey
Harris was one of the regular out-
laws, who took his orders from
Steele. That explained a lot, includ-
ing how the loot had been hidden
on the Wagon Wheel,

It also went a long way toward
absolving Ray £rom that attempt of
the other night. That information
was as pleasant a& it was enlighten-
ing.

But there was no time to think
about such matters. The -other two
then who had put in an appearance
were running, crouching low. They
did not know how many guards
might be Inside the stage, and that
could be vital. They had been sure
tipat flo passengers were along to»

and this development had
caught them off-guard, but not
«aueh. Now this second pair intended
to slip asound to where they could
r bullets Into the stage from the
side, while their companion con-
trolled it from this one.

If they got' there, it would be dis-
astrous. This made four of them—
and there might be others. Locke
swung his gun and drove two quick
shots, and knew that he had missed.
Bat the bullets checked their rush,
at least for the moment. By then,
however, the other man had leaped
Back to the cover of a tree, andwas
shooting with cold deliberation to
spray his lead through the door, low
aown.

The horses were stamping and
jerking restively, but that was all

they could do. But lead was com-
ing through the flimsy panels of
the door without noticable obstruc-
tion, and to stay in here was to be
riddled or trapped. Locke crawled
back and through the opposite door,
and as he pushed it shut again an-
other bullet crashed through it
where he had been only an instant
before.

He glimpsed a |nan, dodging from
one tree to another, and snapped a
shot. Bullets drove back at him from
two angles, kieking up dead pine
needles in a small eruption, stirring
the solid dirt underneath. But the
running man had sprawled in a
stumbling slide, and there werti no
more new guns joining in. The odds
had been whittled down by"half.

But the two remaining had learned
caution, as well as a healthy respect
for their opposition. They knew by
now who he'was, of course—the
sheriff. And Orin Locks was no man
to trifle with.

HEY WOULD aim to come at
him from opposite sides, doing
it with all the stealth and skill they
gpssessed. That way, one of them
would be pretty sure to get him.
Locke glanced up at the trees over-
head, and reluctantly abandoned the
thought of climbing to a perch,
"W3tb smaller trees, or low-growing
branches, it might have been worth
the risk while they were getting into
new positions. Here it was impossi-
ble, The trees were too big, with no
branches for thitty or forty feet up.
The absence of undergrowth made
it better for his enemies. A bold
game here would be less risky for
him than a waiting one. Locke
shrugged out of his coat and draped
it on a stick, and stood that beside
the trunk of the tree, like a man
croaohkig low. He set his hat care-
fully to top it, and so far nothing
had happened. Then he moved, al-
most crawling, off to the side. Twen-
ty feet away was a slight depression,
and he crouched in it, burrowing
among the waste.
The horses had ceased to stamp
and snort, the silence of the big
trees crept back again as though it
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had never been broken. Then a gun
tore it apart, three quick shots as
fast as a man could squeeze the trig-
ger, One of them had seen where he
crouched.

But the shots were mostly on
guesswork, and betraying in turn.
Locke swung the muzzle of his own
gun, and fired once, with no waste
of lead. He swung the gun again,
to where the remaining ,outlaw, a
hundred paces to the opposite side,
was incautiously moving into the
©pen, confident that it was all over.

It came close to being, for him,
but bow quite. Locke saw then that
it was to be no gun duel between
them—not if the one man remaining
could help it He had seen what had
happened to his companions, and he
had no stomach for continuing what
had become now a matter of even
adds. Locke sent two more shots
after him- as he ran, but the range
was long, the trees close together
off there, and the light which filt-
ered down from above was decep-
tive.

As Locke had guessed, the outlaw
was running for the horses which
the quartet had ridden to this place,
and had left off there. Locke heard
the pound of hoofs before he could
get close enough to see. He had one
glimpse of the man on horseback,
and then he was gone.

The horses which the others had
riddsn were still there, of course.
But he had been in too big a hurry
to turn them loose or take them with
him. He was one scared hombre, for
the present.

But Locke knew pretty well what
the outlaw's next move would be.
Safely out of gun-shot, finding that
he wasn't being pursued, he would
think coolly again. Likely he knew
his way around, in these mountains
—probably better than Locke did.
When you used hills for hide-outs,
it made a complete course.

The odds were long that there
would be other outlaws in seme of
those hide-outs, and he would lose
no time in getting to them and re-
turning with help. The gold was still
waiting for whoever could take it.

It wag the gold which decided

Locke, He was sheriff, and that geld
was a part of his job. More t&an
that, it was a key to the bigger
fight he had on his hands, for this
all tied in together. The attempt at
murdering Ray and himself, the kill-
ing, so f%r as the wearer of the elks’
teeth had known at the time, of a
blind, helpless old man caught in an
inferno.

He went back to the stage, *nd
after a moment’'s hesitation, lifted
Red Foley and leaded him inside*
where he had ridden on the trip out
to Highpoint. Considering the
miles between, he knew that he'd
have need of hick.

For one thing, he had a team
which had already gene their dis-
tance. But the road was impassable
for going ahead, so he must go back.
He ogathered up the reins and
climbed to the box, and then backed
the team, no easy matter with the
big trees close on both sides as they
were. It was necessary to lack a
ways, then go ahead half a length,
into the deeper gloom between the
big trees, to where he could back
again. It was slow, calkKng for skill
in such restricted quarters, but pres-
ently he had the stage turned.

The horses were rested and an-
xious tc run, as leery of the place
as himself, anxious to put distance
between. Tooling a stage along these
roads was a job for a master rdfts-
man like Foley, but Locke had been
raised in the hill country fnd he
knew horses. His chief wonry for
the moment was whether |he outlaws
would come uptin him from ahead,
strike out of a fresh ambush, or be
late in coming up so that he would
have warning. He had scant hope of
getting back before having to fight
again.

There was not even a chance of
night coming to his rescue. It was
still some hours to darkness. They'd
aim to have a settlement, long be-
fore that.

N THE heights the air was
rarified, cool. When out from
among the trees, the wind nearly al-
ways blew. But down below, there
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in the valley bottom from which
they hud climbed, where Queasy
took its uneasy way, there would
be a breathless hush, the air hot and
humid, the flies sticky.

That was one sign of storm. Up
here other signs were Vvisible—
clouds off in the northeast, begin-
ning to pile like swarming bees. A
lightning storm at these heights
could be mean business.

Now the road was leading back

down. The sensation was something
like sliding down a corkscrew, since
some of the grades had been built,
not by engineering calculation, but
by the simple expedient of digging
whereever there was room for aroad.
Now the breeze from the heights
was gone, and the heat made itself
felt. Abruptly, they were among the
trees again, the light dimming.
A rifle bullet whined like an an
gry fly, the sharper crash of the
gun sounding an instant later. It
ome from behind, nearly half a
mile. Here was a side valley, narrow
and deep, canyon-like, and the gun-
man had come out of that With him
were at least half a dozen others, all
-trying to overtake the stage, Des-
mite the long range, that first shot
had been close.

This was about What Locke had
figured on. The outlaw, not handi-
capped by the need to folow the
toad, knowing where it wound and
that the stage must follow, had
taken a short cut through the hills.
They had hoped to dodge through
that canyon and be on the road
ahead of him, and it had been close.

There was scant liklihood of run-
ning into anyone who might help—
not until he caifle much closer to
town, and it would be settled long
before. Off ahead again was the wa-
terfall, the brawling creek not far
from it, close beside where the road
ran.

Several of the horsemen were do-
ing their utmost to narrow the dis-
tance between, but a couple of them
had chosen another method. They
halted on a high point of ground,
were depending on lead to bridge
the distance between. The stage and
six horses, even at this speed, made

a good target, and they were shoot-
ing down slope.

The wisdom oi their course was
demonstrated as the off-leader
squealed and floundered in the trac-
es, badly hit. It fell, dragging the
others to a ragged stop. Lack saved
the stage from overturning, as it
would have done a scant fifty feet
sooner, where the pitch had been
sharp.'

But if this was luck, it was a
mixed affair. They had stopped him,
and would not be long i» catching
up. So confident were they of their
full control of the situation that the
gunmen had started forward again,
and, like their companions, were hid-
den by bends and dips of the road.
But that would not last long.

Locke jumped down, minded to
cut loose the dead horse and go on
with the remaining five. It was a
hopeless race, of course. The outlaw*
would soon catch up, and the odds
increased by the minute. But to try
and stand them off here was still
more unthinkable.

He hesitated, studying the trou-
bled waters of Queasy, so conveni-
ently at hand. Here the side-stream
which came from the waterfall, re-
covered from its rude tumble, had
just gathered itself together like a
dog unexpectedly set back by a
stronger adversary. Charging again,
it spilled its unsullied *tide into
Queasy, so that for a short distance
half the creek ran clear, the yellow
refuse of the gold camp pushed back
to the side, not yet able to reclaim
the whole.

What he might do was take one
of the horses and ride on, leaving
the spoils to the victors. If the gold
was left for them, they'd be willing
to let him get away—for the present,
at least.

But there was a stubborn streak
in Locke, and here, whether they
had intended it that way or not, the
outlaws had given him a chance. His
glance ranged back to the creek, even
<as he jerked open the lid of the
boot and tugged at the box usdef
it

Not far out from the edge of the
creek was a hidden boulder—a stone
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set solidly in the stream’'s path. A
monster which had refused to budge
through the years. The creek came
up against it and shoved with a per-
sistent annoyance, making a swirl
which showed below in angry froth.
Here, long years before, when the
waters had been crystal-clear, Locke
had pulled more than one big trout
from behind the barrier of that
boulder.

Carrying the box, he hurried to-
ward it now. If weight was any in-
dication, the full shipment of gold
was here, all right. He staggered
out into the stream, and the current
struck with a rush against his legs,
as though intent on upsetting him.
Now the added weight helped him
to keep his footing. He reached the
boulder and lowered the box, behind
its shelter. The gold inside would
hold it in place, and water would do
no harm to the contents.

Turning, Locke scrambled back
out, cut the dead horse loose, and
climbed back on the box. The out-
laws must be close by now, though
they were still hidden from sight.
Queasy's ill-colored waters hid the
box, and since the stage was going
on, the riders would assume that the
gold was still in it. Once they found
out their mistake, they might figure
that he fed cached it when he cut
the horse loose.

But by then, if he had a little luck
first, darkness would be at hand,
making any search of the creek im-
possible. By morning—if he was
alive—he would be back after the
box.

S

HE CREEK was
left brawling by it-
self as' the road
wound and twisted,
returning to the
valley lands south
of Highpoint There
were scallered
clumps of trees

here, cottonwood
and pine and box-
elder,, but not

enoug adequate shelter, and

#

again the hard-riding outlaws were
coming into sight behind. It was more
difficult driving five horses, smge
the leader had a tendency to swing-
too far to the side.

The cayuses were nervous, strung
to a high tension, running Hfee wild
antelope. Even so, the pursuers on
horseback had an advantage, and now
they were starting to use him las a
target again.

A triumphant yell arose above the
clatter of hoofs and wheels. Locke
glanced back. They were gainiag,
strung out along the road, completely
confident Some of them rode mask®!.
Others had not bothered even to hide
fheir faces.

Locke shifted the reins to one hand
and reached for one of his own guns.
The odds were as long as the range
was for a six-gun opposed t@ rifles—

Thunder let loose overhead with a
crash which sent lightning streaming
through”~and as though it li*u3 torn a
hole in the clouds, rain began to spill.
The mist of it blanketed those behind,
shut them away as the downpour real-
ly let loose. The valley was narrow
here—not over a quarter ©f a mile
wide, often less. At its edge, a solid
heavy wall of water pushed its way
above the valley rim and seemed to
hang poised for a moment, then ad-
vanced, spilling. The h«rsés regarded
it in terror, trying to stop, to turn
around.

Locke felt some of the nameless
dismay which had taken possession
of them* He had seen bad storms be-
fore, had been out in more than one,
but none of them had been, compara-
ble to that gray impenetrable column
of rain, still split and shaken ire light-
ning which played like thunderbolts
of the gods. There was about this
storm a primeval force, descended-out
of the days when chaos ruled the
earth.

All at once it reached and closed
over them, wet and smothering, more
than ever with an effect of solidity.
It might have been a lake lifted and
dropped. This was cloudburst, in the
sense which old-timers used tike term.

The horses stopped, uncertain,
dazed; no longer even trying to turn,
Above the marching beat of the storm
another sound began—a 'mounting
rumble to rival the thunder. The
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deatfc-agony of tress being uprooted
orStiapped off, of landslides fumbling
down the slopes and spilling out
across the valley as .the torrent of
water commenced its tearing rush,
seeking escape.

Tons of water were falling all
astound, too fast for the thirsty
ground to drink it in. Rivulets grew
to streams, and in lengthening sec-
onds the horses were splashing fet-
lock- deep. There was no longer any
sign of those who had pursued them.
ErCbke tried to hold the team steady.
It would be better to wait here, Be
liecided, if they could last it out. An
untimely dark had come with the
storm, the hazards milling in that
murk were beyond guessing,

What had been dry ground only
minutes before was a lake, denon*
haunted to judge by its wild turmoil.
The lake was turning into a river as
it gained movement Locke saw that
they mast risk the hazazd of blind
trawl and move also, that the only
safety was on higher ground. But
as the horses started splashing ahead*
they snorted and tried desperately to
turn, tangling themselves wildly in
the traces. It was impossible to see
as far as the leader, but now Locke

n what they had sensed be-
.fere it fatt-—a wall of water, plunging
out of a side-coulee, stage high. A
moment later it-had engulfed them.
--_The hois® were trying to swim,
tangled and all but helpless. The
Bta”e teetered precariously, went over
«n its side like a drunken man trying
owlishly to keep his balance. Debras
was pourhsg along with, the washing
currtet—dirt and trees and rock be-
ing -iweni along relentlessly* boul-
ders pushed like marbles.

T OCKE FOUND hipself in the
M ji water, ©tie more bit of helpless
fksatsaxn Buffeted, half-drosmedL he
was swept against a tree which
still stood defiantly. He clutched at
a branch which normally would have
been well out of reach, was almost
tom ~ose, but clung and climbed
higher to an uneasy perch.

How long he perched there, while
the tree swayed and threatened to
give way, he had no way of telling.
Time lost its meanings, while the
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storm beat relentlessly. Cold air had
come with it, and he was chilled to
the bone, growing so numb and dazed
that he feared he would lose his
hold and tumble.

After what seemed hours he no-
ticed that the rain was slackening,
then a rift in the clouds appeared.
The sue lanced through, then, as
though horrified at what it found,
drew back; more rain came grayly, be-
fore slowing to a drizzle. Light came
back like a slow dawn. It revealed
water everywhere, and devastation. _

Apparently the full brunt of the
storm had centered here. The water-
shed of the surrounding hills had
been poured at this valley, and get-
ting rid of the surplus had taxed the
resources of all outlets. The waste
which had been moved into it showed

emore clearly—a mountain of it

where the stage had first halted, on
level ground. Mud and sand and trees
and boulders, some of the latter as
big as small houses, made up the
mound. Not far from Locke's tree
a stoiie man-high had come to rest If
it had hit the tree, it would have
snapped like a match-stick.

Bully he surveyed the new-made'
hifl. Above it, incongruous in stfch a
setting, showed part of a wheel. That
was all that remained of the stage,
Probably the-rest of the vehicle was
buried somewhere there. But, seeing
the vast pile, the size of those massy
boulders, Locke knew that it would
stay there.

Red Foley, of course, was buried
with it But it was a fitting grave-
for a man who had tooled a stage in
country such as this.

There was no sign of the team. No
Vay of telling whether they had
broken loose and reached safety, or
drowned in the flood.

Locke let go his hold and tried to
climb and slide to the ground, and
lost his hold and tumbled, sc cold
and stiff that he had almost lost con-
trol of his muscles* He picked himself
up and splashed through the receding
waters, turning toward the town. He
moved mechanically, too tired to
think. Night same down while h«
plodded, ushered in by a ragged pan-
orama of wind-swept clouds, tinted
to wild glory by a harried sun. He >
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had no eyes for any of it.

Exaustion, the chill of the storm,
was in the marrow of his bones. He
fell, and lay a while before rousing
enough to get up and stagger ahead.
He came to almost dry ground, where
the storm had barely reached, but he
was too beat out to notice the differ-
ence.

It was late when he finally reached
the town. So late that the streets were
mostly deserted, and now he moved
mechanically, like an automaton. One
idea was in hfe mind. To get to his
office, fb his bunk, and sleep. But
effort had become mechanical, like
the plodding of his feet

He weaved drunkenly, collapsed.
He was there, on his knees, trying
to get baek on his feet and not quite
able to make it, when he became
aware of a helping hand under his
arm, a voice In his ears. Jinny's
voice.

Locke tried to respond, but the fog
was too dense around him by now. He
walked, as his steps were guided, but
without any sense of where he was
going, or why. The oblivion that had
been crowding close upon his heels
for the last hours was everywhere
now, hem*ming hirp in...

HE BEWILDERMENT of utter
Texaustion, caused largely by the
long chill of the water, had been
upon him like a smothering blanket
when he went to sleep. There was
bewilderment still when he awoke, a
sense of unreality such as had not
come to him in years. Locke looked
around with growing incredulity. He
jpt up, conscious of stiffness in every
protesting muscle, and looked around,
and his wonder grew.

He was in a bed, between white
sheets. A softer bed than he had been
accustomed to, and there were lacy
curtains at the window, a pink gera-
nium in the windowsill. There was a
dressing table and mirror, with a stool
before it. And besides these incon-
gruities there were articles distinctly
foreign to his own rough experience,
things unmistakably feminine. A
comb and brush, a snail hand mirror,

. a bottle of colored lotion.
“Good Lord, whafs happened to
e?” Locke wondered. "Where am

1i” He sat up and swung his legs-to
the floor, and the accumlated aches
and stiffness of the long exposure
creaked through his muscles. He
looked anxiously around for his
clothes, and found no sign of them.

There was a small rug on the floor,
and he rested his feet on it, moved
gingerly to a curtain which walled
away a corner of the room, and
peered half-hopefully behind, then
drew back, abashed. There were gar-
ments there, but certainly not his own.
nor the sort that he could wear.

His dismay was growing. But as he
Heard a light step in the room beyond,
he jumped hastily back for the shel-
ter of the bed clothes, blushing scar-
let. Jinny’s voice came from beyond
the door.

“Are you awake in there, Orin?”

Relief drove out part of the dismay.
He knew now where he was—this
must be Jinny’'s house, her own room,
her own bed. How he had gotten here
was still past his understanding, but
that it was Jinny rather than a total
stranger was reassuring.

“I'm awake,” he croaked, still not
too sure whether he was, or if this
would turn out to be a dream at the
tag-end of nightmare. The door
opened, and she came in, cheerfully
smiling, his shirt and pants over hex
arm. Both had been dried and
cleaned and neatly pressed, after the
sodden immersion of the day before.

“Good morning, Orin,” she greeted,
as matter-of-factiy as if this was an
every-day sort of happening. “l hope
you're feeling better.”

He eyed her with astonishment,
mingled with awe. “I’'m fine, thanks,”
he agreed. “But how on earth did |
get here, Jinny?”

"I brought you here,” she ex-
plained. “1 found you on the street
last night, almost in a state of col-
lapse, You had fallen, and were past
going another step, it seemed. But it
was only a little way here, and you
did manage to walk with me helping
you. But you were asleep as you
walked, | think. I don’t supposeyen
even remember it.” '

“l don't,” he confessed, and shook
his head. “The whole thing seems
like a nightmare—"

“You were caught in the cloud*
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burst, weren’'t you?” she nodded.
“1've heard reports of how bad it was,
a few miles from town. You must
have almost drowned.”

“It was bad enough,” he agreed,
and came lack to the present. “But
you shouldn’'t have brought me here,
Jinny.” Dismay surged in him. “It
isn't right! What will people say?
I'd never have come here if I'd
known what | was about.”

“l don't suppose you would,” she
agreed. “But | couldn't get you any
farther, and besides, you needed
taking care of. No one need say any-
thing—or know about it. I'm sure no
one saw you come here, in the dark.
When you leave, you can step out
with a package under your arm, as
if y«u’'d just dropped in to get some-
thing.”

Her calm acceptance of the situa-
tion somewhat eased his worry. She
studied him with calm appraisal. “I
guess what you needed 'most was
rest,” she decided. “I expect you'll
be rather stiff and esore for a few
hours, but you're pretty strong—
which is something to be thankful for.
Here are your clothes. | did the best
1 could with them. Breakfast will be
ready in a few minutes. And if you
swant to shave, I'll get Dad's old
razor.” *

"Looks lik» I could stand a shave,”
lie agreed, glimpsing himself in the
mirror. She left the room, and he
dressed, color flooding under his skin
as he realized that slw must have
gotten him out of his soaked gar-
ments and into bed. But she had acted
with good sense and resource, not
afraid of conventions or inhibitions
when greater things were-at stake.
And by so doing, she had probably
saved his life.

He knew that he would never have
reached his own room, without help.
If he had fallen and spent the night,
unobserved, lying out at this high
altitude, cold as it became at such an
hour and following a storm, soaked,
exausted and unconscious—probably
he would never have awakened.

Or if he had been discovered by
any one of the several who followed
King Steele, who made this town
their headquarters—than he would
have been in a worse fix. Jinny had

realized all that. She had done, the
sensible thing, without hesitation or
question.

HE CHEERFUL odor of hot
Tcakes and coffee greeted him as
he stepped into the next room, and
Jinny turned from bending over the
stove, her cheeks flushed with the
heat

“Sight over there,” she said, and
indicated the razor, a mirror-and bowl
of hot water. Locke shaved, nor did
she question him until they were
seated at the table.

“You're feeling better?” she asked.

“I'm going to be fine, thanks to
you,” he agreed. “I can never thank
you enougo, Jinny.”

“Jhat’'s a rule that works both
ways,” she returned. "l think you
probably know how it feels to be
friendless, to feel as if you were all
alone in the world, without"a single
one who mattered. It's pleasant to
have a friend again—one whom you
know is a friend.”

Because he could understand that
so well, he had no reply. But if these
years had been bad for him, he saw
now that they must have been even
worse for her.

“Here are your guns,” she said,
once the meal was firiish«d. “l've
oiled and dried them, and | think
they're in good working order. But |
doubt if your cartridges will be de-
pendable.”

“I'll stop at the hardware and get
fresh ones,” he said, amazed anew at
her attention to every small detail.
But she realized that a gun meant a
lot to a man in this town, and doubly
so to him now. He had not told her
of Red Foley, or the attack on the
stage. Merely enough of being
trapped in the flood for her to Under-
stand what had happened. But he
knew that she had a good notion of
what was happening in Highpoint,
the savage cross-currents in exist-
ence.

He realized, quite suddenly, that
there were a lot of things which he
wanted to tell her—matters which
had all at once become vital between
the two of them, But this was scarce-
ly the t&ne or place for that. Par-
ticularly when he had such a Job as
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lay ahead, a task which could not be
tthirked or dodged, and whose out-
come was not too certain.

“I'm not going to try and thank

, Jinny," he said. “Not now. But
r—there’s a lot | want to tell
you."

“I'll be ready,” she promised, and
he knew that she understood, that
she would be ready. The realization
of it strengthened him.

~Don’'t forget those cartridges,
Orin,” she warned.
"1 won't,” he said, and stepped out

into the sunshine. And was surprised
to see that it was already past the
middle of the forenoon.

v 13 v
URY HAD shaken
King Steele much
as a terrier shakes
a rat. A rage which,
for a few minutes,
had him in its com-
plete control. The
full story of what
had him in its com-
ing the afternoon,
and the final cer-
tainty that the gold
shipment was lost, had burst upon
him like an incredible chapter out of
a tale of Arabian Nights. That one
man could so circumvent the many
arrayed against him, was all but un-
thinkable.

Then, as he began to regain con-
trol of himself, Steele grew danger-
ous. He was directing his anger now,
but it still prodded him like sharp-
ened spurs. Nothing had worked out
as he planned. But apparently two
things which had happened Awvere
good. They might be turned to his
own ends in such a manner that the
whole episode, in the long run, would
prove more profitable than otherwise.

"You say the sheriff's dead?” he
demanded sharply, of one of the men

who had brought the story. “Sure
of that?”
Big Mule shook his head. It had

been a nickname once, Big Mule,
given him because of his physical
size, coupled with a streak of stub-
borness to match thatpfany mule. It
had clung to him when his real name

had been conveniently forgotten*.

“Ain’t a trace of him to be f6*feid,”
he said. “And if you'd seen how that
water come down there, the stuff it
washed—stones as big asdiouses—the
way it buried stage an' all-—= he
shook his head. “We found two o' the
stage team, half a mile away, where
they'd been washed—an’ lodged on a
bank, six feet higher'n the valley
floor. Reckon he's dead enough.”

“It sounds that way,” Steele con-
ceded cautiously. He drummed on his
desk top with long, powerful fingers,
staring at the darkened window. The
happenings of the last several hours
had made a big difference to him and
to his plans. But since events had
taken this turn, it might be sensible
to crowd his luck a bit. One bold
stroke now, and he would have the
control which he had so long worked
toward.

“This whole thing, of course.” he
added, “was an accident.”

Something in his .tone caused Big
Mule to look more closely at him.
“Yeah,” he agreed. “Sure was. Some
accident.”

“You know where Cable is now?”
Steele asked, and Big Mule studied
him carefully. That question sounded
irrevelant, as though he was changing
the subject. But Big Mule knew fits
employer well enough to guess that
it was all a part of one pattern.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “He’s down Red
Creek way. To the roundup.”

“And accidents sometimes happen
at a roundup,” Steele mused. “Fatal
accidents.”

Big Mule’s lips grew tight, as slow-
ly relaxed again.

“Yeah. Sometimes thejrdo.”

“1 like 'em better—when they look"
like accidents,” Steele added. "It
ought to be a good nlght for ridin’'
south, Big.”

Blg Mule stood up and stretches™
mighty arms, flexing fingers thsdr
were like well-stuffed, uncooked sau- :

sages.
“Reckon I'll be moseyin',” ht
agreed, and went out.

$ * *

Morning seemed to bring confirma-
tion. Many men had ridden out for a
look, where the full flood of
cloudburst had poured, to see the
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vaaiafion. The area of it was eomfasra-
tivdy narrow—a circle of only a few
miles of circumference. But inside
that circle it had really spilled.

No one, reporting back, hjkd
brought any trace of Orin Locke. Mor
had hi* bed at the sheriff's office
been slept in. Locke, apparently, had
found a grave there with the stage.

"And serves him right," Steele re-
flected, with a flash of his old anger.
“How the devil did he figure out
ab®ut that gold, when everybody else
wm fooled? There'd have been no
hitch if he’d kept his noae out of H.”

BJot too much of the real happen-
ings of the day before was known.
Though afiart of the truth had fea&ed
out. The vigilante guards had ridfien
four hours, watching the lumber wag-
on, before Someone made the discov-
ery that their freight was just a dum-
my box, far too light in weight to
contain the gold that it was supposed
to hold. They ted returned to town
in fnsy, but certain other episodes of
the day before could only be guessed
at, since both Red Foley and the sher-
iff were missing. And those who had
reported accurately to Steele were
not saying anything in public.

"We’'ll let you rest in peace,”
Steele decided, "The great two-gun
marshal, dying ireperformance of his
duties.” His lip curled. "And It's
lucky for you that you're dead al-
ready, Locke,” he reflected. “You
were making too much of a nuisance
of yourself.”

- He stepped out into the sunshine,
and halted in staring amazement. A
man was just emerging from the
hardware store, his belt stuffed with
cartridges which gleamed with new-
ness. Sheriff Orin Locke.

IG MULE knew when to move
B fast, and when to take his ease.
He had lost no time in riding out
of town to do King Steele’s bidding,
swinging off to the east and south, be-
yond the mountains, down through a
placid foothill country, where Red
Creek flowed. Though the community
of that name was many miles on
down. But once out of town, beyond
tiie liklihocd ©f being seen or report-
ed by any chance rider, he made camp
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and slept the rest of the night.

“And once this job’s done,” he re-
flected. “I'm gonna have me a few
drink* uh whiskey. Killin’ is dry busi-
ness.”

It was nearing mid-forenoon when,
unexpected”™, he encountered Grant
Cable on the mad. Riding north, and
alone, even as Male rode south.

Cable was, for the fisst time in Ms
career, a prey to doubts and uncer-
tainties. He had been sure of himself
across the years; knowing what he
wanted to do sad how to get it. His
was a clever mind, trained to follow a
devious course and do it so adroitly
that he had long filled a dual role
and not even his daughter had sus-
pected it. It had seemed to him, up to
a few days ago, that he was far too
clever to ever need to wo*ry.

That talk with Reta had shocked
HYm out of his complacsmcy. And the
following interview with Locke had
jarred him to the depths. When you
played such a game, jrou dealt, of
necessity, with men of little scruple.
And in dealing with any man, it
was always well to tetaenAer that
what the other fellow would do was
unpredictable. A combination of
causes might make him follow exact-
ly the* opposite of the course which
he would normally be counted upon
to take.

King Steele had done so, and the
result was that the sheriff was no©
longer under their control. That had
been only a first step. But what wor-
ried Cable now was not so much what
might happen to himself, as the
other, firer possibility which Locke
had suggested—what w®uid happen
to Reta when she*found out?

He saw that he had been living in
a fool's paradise, a house of cards
already collapsing of its own weight.
He had welcomed the chance to go to
Red Creek and the roundup, as a few
days delay in feeing the issue. But
as soon as he had arrived at Red
Creek, he had realized that it was not
so simple.

This was something which had to
he faced, fought through. And the
sooner the better, with Seta at home
and events moving as they were. Aft»
er a nearly sleepless night, Cable had
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saddled a horse and started north
again. His mind was made up.

He’'d, aide with the sheriff, since
that was what Reta wanted. What
would come of it was obscured by un-
certainty, but for the first time in
years his mind was at peace. This
was what Reta would want him to do.
- He was even toying with the idea ol
making restitution to certain victims
of past injustices, chief among them
Being Jinny Landers. But that, so far,
was only an idea.

He recognized Big Mule just as the
latter noticed him, but without much
surprise. Big Mjile was probably
bringing some sort of a message from
Steele. Cable pulled up. "Howdy,
Big,” he greeted.

Big Mule was not much surprised.
He had seen already that Cable was
alone, had guessed that he was re-
turning, and recognized that this was
a streak of luck. At the roundup,
a_rnonf% dozens of men from many out-
fits, ft might be difficult to contrive
the proper sort of “accident” and at
the same time assure that it w » suf-
ficiently final in its effect. Here*
with just the two of than along a
lonely road, it could be far simpler.

“Howdy, Grant,” Mule ®etumed af-
fably, and pulled his own horse to a
stop. “You headin' back a'ready?*

“Thought | would,” Cable agreed.
“You got some news?”

“Plenty,” Male nodded* and swung
his own horse. “If you*re headin
back, saves me going any farther.**

That was only what Cable had ex-
pected, that he was bringing some
word lor him. It did not rouse his
suspicion. “What is it?” he asked.

"Been a cloudburst, up that way,
since you left" Big Mule said, and
went on to recite the series of inci-
dents as they were commonly known,
giving also the inside details which
he knew Cable would expect—how
the four attackers had been beaten
off by the sheriff, who had unexpect-
edly been with the stage. How Locke
hadskilled three of them, the escape
of the one outlaw and the subsequent
pursuit of the stage, and how, just
when they had been certain of suc-
cess, the cloudburst had struck, forc-
ing them to turn back and flee for

their lives.

Cable listened, appalled. This was
the wfiy he had outlined it to Steele,
But later he had told Steele, bluntly
enough, that no attempt would be
made on this particular gold ship-
ment; Steele, he saw now, had taken
matters into his own hands. The wan-
ton killing of Red Foley, the subse-
quent disaster which had overtaken
the sheriff, left Mm with mixed emo-
tions.

But it seemed clear to him that
Steele, having shown his hand, was
now willing to play along with him
again, since the sheriff whom he
feared was out of the way. Why else
should he send Big Mule with word
of what had happened? And the
death of Locke did alter the situation.

Big Mule observed him as he
talked. Gable was intent on the story,
completely unsuspicious. A plan was
forming in Mule’s mind as they rod*.
Steele wanted an accident. Here, on
this little-traveled roadr it could be
easily contrived.

These were foothills, low as com-
pared to the mountains which made
Up the heart of the Wild Buttes
where Red Foley had tooled the
stags. But fair-sized hills, for all that,
climbing to the sun. Here were dug
roads, narrow trails dug out of the
side of the hill, barely wide enough
at most places for one vehicle to
travel, with not much room to spare.
There were occasional turnouts
where one wagon, meeting another,
could wait for the other to pass.

Below and ahead was a steep,
grassy slope, shelving sharply 'down
for thirty feet to Red Creek. The
Red was utterly placid today, un-
disturbed by the storm which had
poured its waters into Queasy the day
before. Big, bxight-hued dragon flies
sported just above the stream, A
kingfisher gave Ms rattling cry from
the opposite shore, perching upon the
dead branch of a willow.

IG MULE, as befitted his own
B size, rode a big horse—half as
large as most cowboys pre-
ferred. He swung it now, with a sud-
den sharp touch of the spurs which he-
knew from long experience'would set
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it rearing and plunging, Then
"turned it so that its first wild lunge
sent it crashing against the plodding
horse -which Grant Cable rode, there
on the outward edge of the road, di-
rectly above the steep slope.

Belatedly, caytise and rider alike
awoke to their danger and tried to do
something about it. Even then, for a
moment, Cable did not guess that the
act was deliberate. Not until he
glimpsed the triumphant look on Big
Mule’s face did he begin to suspect,
and by then it was too late.

Caught off-balance, the lighter
caytise was Sprced over the edge in
one quick shove. It tried frantically
to regain its feet, to stop its sliding
plunge down the slope, the grass as
-aKpjrory as oil. Ordinarily sure-footed
as a mountain goat, it had no chance
here. Its feet had been knocked out
from under it by the shove, and there
was no footing to "be found.

Above, Big Mule watched closely,
his hand hovering close to his bol-
stered gun, alert to the possible need
for it. A quick raking glance in both
directions bad already assured him
that there was no one else around to
see what was happening.

There would be no need for the
-gusu A thing like this was a matter
of chance, Or luck—good or bad, ac-
cording to the way you looked at it.
A horse might take soeh a tumble
and land at the bottom none the
worse. Or it might fall half that dis-
tance and break its neck in the doing.

This time, it was doing better than
that,. Big Mule saw it come to a quiv-
ering stop in the shallow edge of Red
Creek. It kicked two of its four feet,
spasmodically; and was still, lying
on its back in the water, all four feet
upraised, head twisted at a grotesque
angle under it. The Kkingdfisher,
squawking racususly, flew away, the
dragon-flies mow! a little farther
down stream and resumed their dart-
ing. Nothing else moved.

Grant Cable was equally still with
the horse. He lay in the water, planed
down by the saddle-horn which bored
into his chest, the whole weight of
the dead caytise upon it. And his
face was in a pool which flowed com-
pletely above his wide distended eyes.

sl4 s

yrfjgring steele
1 Mr stopped, more
| shocked than he

r ivv? cared to admit. He
I j i t hadaccepted the ap-
_ patently established

m fact that Orin
y g y Locke was dead.

| Now, to see him -n

. n the flesh, plainly

jfY fjj} "“Mnrunharmed by Ms

experiences of the
day before, was unsettling.

Moreover, Locke's neatly pressed
clothes gave no indication that he
had been caught by the cloudburst.
Here was a minor mystery in itself,
but Steele dismissed that in the great-
er implications of the sheriff's return.
The fact that hewas here was enough.
There was not the least doubt in
Steele’s mind that Locke knew of
the part he had played in events or
the reaction which would follow.
Only the method was in doubt, and it
behooved him to move first, to fore-
stall the star toter.

'I't had been a risky game, up to now.
But from here on out it would be a
contest with no holds barred, a fight
to the death. Steele had no doubts.

He saw, with gratification, that a
crowd was already beginning to col-
lect, men as surprised as himself to
see the sheriff alive, A crowd could
be useful or dangerous, depending on
how it was swayed. Nearly everyone
here, including many of his own fol-
lowers, were apt to be friendly to
the sheriff if he gave them a chance
to be. They were thinking of the two-
gun marshal of tradition, the man who
had handled the bank robbers so easi-
ly the other day, It was time to move
fast.

Steele did. He came across to eon-
front Locke, and others were coming
up to listen. Steele’s greeting sounded
friendly enough. “So you're alive
Locke! Everybody has been giving
you up for lost, after that cloudburst.”

Locke eyed him warily. He was
stiU alittle stiff and sore, though the
night's rest and breakfast had dose
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much to restore him. But this morn-
ing, he knew, he’d be inclined to be
slow with a gun—not much, but it
took only a fraction to mean the dif-
ference between success and failure,
life and death. And the promptness
with which Steele had begun this, on
sight, told him that the out-law boss
was heading for a show-down of one
aort or another.

“l hope everybody won't be disap-
pointed,” he retorted.

Steele’s reply took the onlookers,
at least, by surprise. “That depends,”
he said. “I won't mince words, Locke.
There’s too much at stake, for this
whole community, just as there's
been too much going on. Where did
you spend the night?”

Locke returned the stare. He cer-
tainly wasn't going to answer that.
There had been nothing wrong, noth-
ing but genuine friendliness in what
Tinny Landers had done, an act which
had undoubtedly saved his life. But
if he was to tell what had happened,
a® one would believe him or accept
the true version of the story. He
shrugged.

“I’'ve been Mound,” he said.

“So it seems,” Steele agreed. “It
might have been a damn sight better,
Locke, if you'd died in that flood-—
died as the hero you've made folks
think you were. Now we want some
explanations. Seems you knew that
that gold shipment was going out on
the stage yesterday, though every*
body else thought it was in a wagon.
And you’re the only one who did
know it wss to go on the stage! How
did you know?”

The gathering crowd had become
suddenly quiet, as they sensed' that
something out of the ordinary was
about to happen.

“I had a hunch,” Locke retored.

“A hunchj” Steele rolled his eyes.
“It looks to me as if you had some
inside information that nobody else
knew—or was supposed to know. But
I suppose you'll say you went along
m sheriff to guard that gold. We’'ll
believe you—if you tell us where it
is. nowJ”

Locke saw that Steele was scared,
desperate. No need to doubt that. But
la such a mood he was doubly dang-
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erous. He played a risky game, but he
knew that Locke would hesitate to
denounce him, to tell what he knew
about him. Such a story, without sup-
porting evidence, would make the
others believe that he was trying to
lie to his way out of 'a bad situation.
It would increase sympathy for
Steele, and Steele knew it.

What could he say? That Steele
and Grant Cable had put him in as
sheriff because they were the leaders
of the outlaws? No one would believe
that. It would raise other questions
even harder to answer.

“You seem to know what happened
on the stage, and to it,” Locke an-
swered. “The gold was in it.”

“It was in it,” Steele agreed. “But
I’'m beginning to pack strong doubts
that you left it in. Looks to me like
we made a mistake, Locke, puttin’
you in as sheriff. You had a reputa-
tion. But before you left this country,
you had another, not so good. And the
other Lockes have had a reputation
that's not so good, either. Likewise,
there’'s been a lot going on around
here that needs plenty of explainin’.”

He waited a moment, and as Locke
made no reply, stepped forward.

“Cable’'s away for a few days. So
I'll have to act for the committee
again, Maybe, I'm makin’ a mistake
but 1'd rather be right now than sorry
again, after what's happened. We put
you in to serve as sheriff, temporarily.
Since a change seems desirable, we
can make that, too.”

He reached across and unpinned the
sheriffs star which Locke wore.
Locke Jet him do it, his face set in
grim lines. Maybe Steele did have
the right. Maybe not. But a piece of
tin wasn't going to make much dif-
ference in the final outcome here, one
way or another.

What Steele was doing now was
seeking to blacken him in the eyes
of the townspeople, to tear him down
where he had been built up. He was
forced to accept it for the present.
His story against Steele’s, right now,
would get him nowhere.

“For the present,” Steele added de-
liberately. “I guess I'll have .to wear
this myself. 1 don't want the job,
but there has to be a line drawn some~
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where, and | propose to do it.” He
turned then, strode away without
another word.

Locke watched him go, tight-lipped,
This was build-up to show-down, and
he had no one to blame but himself
that it had come this way. The others
watched him, silent, their half-voiced
greetings dwindling in their throats.
As he made no defence, gave no an-
swer, he saw suspicion grow in their
eyes. It was working as Steele had
hoped, so far.

He had intended going to his office.
But it was no longer his office. He
turned instead, to the livery stable,
and got his horse which had returned
of its own aeccfrd the day before. Pre-
sently he rode out of town, toward the
Three Sevens. He'd see how Ray was
getting along, and after that he'd
make other p ms

Reta met him at the door. A dif-
ferent Reta than he had know be-
fore, with tired lines under her eyes,
but a determinedly cheerful smile on
her face.

“l can't tell you how glad | ass to
«® y®w Orin,” she said, using his
first name as a matter of course. ®?d
heard that you might he lost, after
yesterday—and Ray has been ask&g
for you- He didn't really believe you
ware killed—hut | was afraid, just the
same.”

“I'm doing fine,” Lock” assured
her, and was relieved that she did
not notice the absence of his star, or,
if so, did not attach any significance
to ks not being in sight. “How is
Ray?”

“l don't know.” Her voice was al-
most mwhisper. "l try to think he’s
better-—but | don't know. He’s asleep,
right now. But when he’s conscious,
he is s®restless—nd keeps asking lor
you, though | don't think he quite
knows what he's doing. He seems so
fwrisb, so—so awfully ill.”

“At least, he's alive,” Locke said re-
assuringly. That was considerable,
considering the nature of his wound.
It was surprising that Ray should
think of or ask for him, even in del-
eritum He must be pretty sick.

Asleep, Ray looked white and wan.
He had a good deal of fever, and
Reta kept sponging his face with *
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cold wet doth. He stirred restlessly
but did not waken. Reta followed
Locke out of the sick room again.

“l feel so—so helpless,” she con-
fessed. “"Though if we can keep him
quiet, I think he may get along better.
But—I'm frightened, Orin. Hot just
on account of Ray—I don't know
‘what's come over me. But | have a
feeling as if something dreadful was
about to happen.”

That, Locke supposed, was a wom-
an's intuition, a premonition* or a
huneh. Call it what you would, he was
afraid it might be based en substantial
grounds. Steele would not be content
'with haM-way measures now. He
knew that he had gone too far to
draw back or ev«n to hesitate.

And he would be aware, as mm
Locke, that the «®ws of the Three
Sevens and the Wagon Wheel were
both a long day™a ride to the south
now, that they would be there for an-
other week at least. These were the
only two crews of men who might
seriously oppose him in aaytfeing that
he would suggest.

The situation had moved far faster
than Laeke had anticipated, coming
to a head with a rush. There had
seemed little Ixklihood of such speed
when he had agreed t® Jet the crew go
away as scheduled. Certainly Cable
had not had any real inkling of trou-
ble when he had gone there with his
own men.

But now, if Steele chose to make
some drastic move, he had everything
on his side—even the cloak of the
law!

Reta, looking out of th6 window,
gave an exclamation. “Here comes
Doctor Bannon!”

LETCHER BANNON swung
down from his horse and came
up the walk, looking ageless as ever.
Watching, Locke saw his eyes go to
Locke’s horse, and he seemed to be
relieved. But there was Kttle of the
old puckish manner-about him today.
“l hsar that you're a man of mys-
tery, Orin,” he greeted. “But at least,
you're alive. That's the big thing.”
He went in to the sick room and
remained there a short while, tfeen
came out again.
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“Ray’s doing as well as can be ex-
pected,” he said. “Somewhat better
than | had a right to think—though
he’'s a long wajf from being out of
the woods yet. So are we all, for that
matter, | guess.”

He hesitated, and it seemed to
Locke that he was ill at ease. He
strove for his old half-mocking hu-
mor, not to successfully,

“l don't know what it is, Orin,
whether it's the prestige of you and
the Cables trusting to my professional
services again, or if it's Just one of
those streaks that come now and then,
but I'm really being kept busy again,
professionally! Having to make my
round of calls. I'm so out of practice
that it seems strange.

“Right now, Fve got to go over on
the west branch of Queasy to the
Simpson farm. And I'll have to keep
traveling right along, in a race with
the stork. For the first time in years
mwhen | crave leisure, | find myself
busy.”

“You'd ought to like that Flet-
cher,” Locke protested.

They were outside the house now,
the door closed behind them. Ban-
non’s pseudo joviality dropped from
him like a dog shaking itself of water.

“Damn it, | don't” he snapped.
“1f it was .anything but an emergency
of that sort, I'd not go a step! 1'd stay
here with you. | can still use a gun
pre\'g\%welt”

“What do you mean?” Locke asked.

“Plenty.” Bannon™ voice was grim.
“The main reason | rode this way
instead of straight to the Simpsons
was in ths hope of finding you here.
There’s the devil to pay, Orin. You've
stirred Steele up, got him scared—and
when he's scared, he'll stop at
noshing. He's letting it be fehown
that fee vigilantes found proof on
the Wagon Wheel that Ray*was one
of the outlaws—and he’s saying that
you're a Locke as well, with fifty
thousand in gold missing on account
of youI’

cannon’s face was strained as he
leaned down from the saddle. “He’s
gone to tfa® judge—trust him to ob-
serve the form of the law while he
flouts the substance—and obtained
warrents for both you and Ray. And

he’'ll be along any minute to serve
‘em! | feel like a blasted coward,
having to ride away and leave you
now—for I'm convinced he means the
death of both of you before the day is

s bbs
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be said in contradic-

tion of the doctor's

appraisal. Locke

figured it the same

way. Steele was out

to finish the Lockes,

this time—Ray, be-

cause he stood first

in Reta's affections,

and Locke himself

because it had come

to a point where one and only one of
them could survive.

Steele considered that he had the
situation well in hand. He was doing
this under the cloak of the law, strik-
ing when there were few to oppose.
The fact that moving Ray would cer-
tainly kill him was being counted on.
If Ray managed to survive rough
handling, more would be added.

And the bitter point about it was
that there was so little to do. All that
they could do was wait for Steele to
play his hand—and it looked as if he
had all the aces to begin with. All,
with the exception of the gun$- in
Locke’s holsters.

He turned, finding Reta by his side,
her face strained and anxious. “What
is it, Orin?” she asked. “What’s hap-
pening?”

"Steele has warrants for Ray—and
me," he explained. “He took my star
today and is wearin’ it himself. He'll
likely be along pretty soon.”

The little color that was in her face
drained away. “But he can't come in
the house without a search warrant,”
she whispered.

“Maybe that 11 delay him,” Locke
agreed. He did not add the obvious,
that a few hours of delay would make
little real difference. Or bother to
point out that Steele, if he felt like
it, was a man to brush aside technical-
ities, legal or otherwise. They both
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knew that.

It was a strange situation. Little
had he thought, when he returned to
the Wild Buttes, that he would be
risking his neck for the sake of Ray.
The times were out of joint. But, like
it or not, the Lockes were in this to-
gether.

There was nothing to do but wait.
Reta, after a moment, went to confer
with the two men who had remained
on the ranch—both of them too old
for the rigors of a round-up trip.
Toby, the cook, had fried steaks and
chopped hash for forty years. He was
like the fence-rider, who also had
been a good man in his day.

Both were willing, eager in this
crisis, but their hands trembled as
they lugged out almost forgotten guns

applied oil. Those weapons
lacked big and formidable when
strapped in holsters, but they would
not impress Steele or those who rode
with him.

Reta saw them coming, an hour
later—a dozen men, Steele at their
head. He was making sure that he
had force on his side, and plenty of it.

“You keep back out of sight,” she
said to Locke. “Let me talk to him.
After all, I'm a woman—"

Locke placed little faith in that,
and he knew that she felt the same
way. But some of those who rode with
Steele might look askance if he tried
to get rough with a woman. Particu-
larly when this was her own house.
Locke agreed to keep out of sight
ferhile she tried. Reta waited, with the
two old-timers- lounging in the door-
way beside her, doing their best to
look cocky.

The passe halted, and Steele ad-
vanced, sweeping off his hat. With
the assurance that had control, he was
in a pleasant mood.

“Good afternoon, Reta,” he gretted,
“I'm ri'ghtdown sorry to come out
here this way. But a job’s a job, and
when I'm given a warrant to serve,
I 'm the instrument of the law—to hav-
ing any choice.”

Retws lip curled.

“Since when,” she demanded, “did
you become an instrument of the law?
!fftfpought Orin Locke was the sher-
iff?”

Steele eyed her closely, uncertain
whether this was bluff on her part, or
if she really did not know. He smiled
deprecatingly.

“Locke was sheriff,” he admitted.
“But only on a temporary basis. When
evidence turned up which seemed to
indicate that he was not the man for
the job—proof that he was one of the
outlaws, in fact—there was nothing
to do but make a change.”

“l don't believe it,” Reta flashed.
“And in any case, you've po author-
ity to make any changes until my
father returns. He appointed Orin
Locke in the first place. You can't
remove himJ'

Steele scowled impatiently. Parti-
cularly as he observed that some of
the posse were following this argu-
ment closely, and impressed by it.
Half of the men were Ws owa hench-
men, in his employ. He could count on
them to go as far as he wished and no
questions asked. But, anxious t®
pear to do all legally, he had dtM]$n
several men from the town™* men
no axes to grind. He saw haw that Md
been a mistake.

“The committee and the court have
both concurred in the change,” Steele
said atiffy. “I have a disagreeable
duty to perform, but no choice; but
to do it. I have two warrants here—
one for the arrest of Orin Locke. One
for the arrest of Ray Locke. Do you
want to see them?”

“l’'m not interested,” Reta retorted,
“l expect that Orin Locke will be aMe
to take care of himself, wherever he
happens to be, if you're unlucky
enough to catch up with him. But as
for Ray—surely you aren’'t in earn-
est? You know, of course, that he has
been shot and is desperately ill. It
would probably kill him to try and
move him ndw. And it coidd certainly
serve no useful pappose, since he can't
get away in any case.”

“l have my duty to perform,” Steele
snapped. “If Ray is here, htfs a
wanted outlaw—and it m”~ht be a lot
easier and nicer fos him if he didn't
live to hang!” .

“Them it's as I've long suspected,
Mr. Steele—you haveat a spark of
hamanity in you!”

Steele colored uncomfortably, his
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temper rising. “1’'m not here to argue
about what is right or wrong, but to
do ajob,” he growled. “I've explained
what it is. Will you stand aside?”

Reta fronted him, defiance in every
line of her. “I will not!” she retorted.
“And what are you going to to about
it?”

Thought of Ray Locke, here in this
house, being nursed by Reta, further
frayed Steele’s uncertain temper,
“you’re askin’ for it,” he warned her
thickly. “If you don't get out of the
way, there’ll be trouble!”

“The same sort, | suppose, that
there was at the Wagon Wheel?”
Reta demanded. “You'll bum the
house over our heads, to get us out—
or kill us?”

HE WAS watching closely as she
made this charge, and saw the
look which came into his eyes—a look
which confirmed her earlier suspi-
cions, assuring her that with this wild
accusation she had scored a bull’'s-eye ?
She knew, with certainty now, that
it had been Steele who had done that.

In the nest instant she was cold
with terror, having that certainty con-
firmed, seeing the look which came
saw. What would have happened, in
tfae lace of his mounting rage, she did
not know. But at that point the cook
dioee to take a hand.

"Don't get techy, Steele,” he
warned. “You ain't got no right across
this door—and there’s a pair of guns
here to stop you!”

Steele glanced at the two old
tmnys, and there was only contempt
la his eyes for than. But Reta quickly
took advantage of it.

“Toby’s right/’ she said. “You can't
©ome in here without a search-war-
rantl A mere warrant for arrest isn't,
enough,”

Steele was having a hard time,
fighting for control. Her barb about
burning the Wagon Wheel rankled
doubly, since be was not sure how
much she knew. She had been there—
always it seemed that she was' under-
foot at the wrong time, spoiling Ms
plans. And Locke, he knew, had found
those elks teeth. But there was an
uneasy stirring in the ranks of'the
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posse. One of them-spoke up gruffly.

“She’s right, Steele. Can't enter a
Ihouse without a warrant. That's the
aw.”

Steele cursed™ under his breath. |If
he had had a posse made up entirely
of his own men, he would have
stopped for no technicalities. But as
it was, acting as sheriff, making a
play that he was only enforcing the
law, his hands were tied.

“If that's the way you want it, we'll
get a search-warrant,” he growled,
“Then we’ll'be back!”

He swung abruptly, walked back to
his horse and climbed into the saddle.
It would, after all, be better this way.
What he did would be done legally.
And he would leave half of this bunch
behind when he got back to town, re*
placing them with men that he was
sure of.

It would mean delay, but there was
time enough. He was seething with
rage. It had been his hope that t&s
job could be done without too much
fuss, that Reta would yield to the
majesty of the law. Now he realized
that he had made a double fool of
himself, in wearing this star in the
first place. There could be no recon-
ciliation with Reta now. The only way
that he would get Ray was by force,
and the only way that he'd ever tame
Reta was by showing her that he was
master. The thought was pleasureable.
Trr:ere’d be a lot of satisfaction in
that!

Reta stood in the doorway, ramrod
straight, until the posse had disap-
peared from sight. Then she turned”®
about, suddenly drooping.

“They'll be back,” she said. “And
nothing will stop them, next time!”

Locke, who had kept back out of
sight, nodded soberly.

“Your father would be proud of
you, Reta,” he said, “But you're right*
He'll be back.”

“l wish Dad was here,” she sighed.
“But Steele knows he won't be back
for a week—that's why he dares do
this.” Her eyes widened as she looked
at him. “He’ll go to any lengths—if
fee has to!"

Locke knew what she was thinking.
That, if he used his gun and put up
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a fight,, with Reta and the two old-
timers helping, they could make it
hot for a posse, for a while” Just hot
enough .that Steele, enraged, would
resort in blind fury to the method
which he had used before, burning the
heme ever their heads.

When he came back next time he
would have picked men who would go
along with him in any measure, A
fight, under those circumstances
would be hopeless

Yet if they didn't—that would mean
that Steele would take Ray, making
sure that he never lived to reach the
town.

Locke crossed to the window,
looked out. There was oae gain from
Beta's defiance. The sun was setting,
and it would be dark long before
Steele ceuld return. Which would
suit the outlaw well enough, having
a cloak of darkness for what he in-
tended to do.

But it gave one possible chance. To
move Kay again might be to-kill him.
But it might also save his life, which
was forfeit otherwise. Since he would
be moved in any case, it had best be
done by himself, not by Steele atid
his cohorts.

“Siteh a team to the spring wagon,"
fee instructed quietly. “Fill the bed
with straw, and we’ll move Say out
there. The® 1'll take him to a new
place. You'll have to stay here, Reta—
you and the others. When Steele re-
turns with his search-warrant, let
him search as much as h@ pleases. The
longer the better. When they fail to
find him, there’s nothing they can do,
here.”

Reta understood what was in his
nsind; Tfae game nagging fear had been
in her own, try as she would to fight
it down. That, if they resisted, the
house would be burned down around
them. Steele had demonstrated al-
ready that he was capable of such
action,

“1 suppose it’'s the best chance,” she
agree#, dry-lipped* “But—but where
can you take him?”

“l don't know,” Locke confessed.
“But anywhere is better than leaving
him here. It's not only the best
chance—it's the only one,”

y 16 s

HEY WORKED
swiftly, doing the
necessary things.
Toby and the fence
rider harnessed *
team and hitched
them to the spring
wagon, filling the
hex with straw.
Locke bundled Hay
in the blankets and
fixed a stretcher
out of a couple of planks, using
this, they moved him with as little
strain as possible.

Locke doubted if Ray knew what
was happening. He was awake, but
far from rational. In the grip of
fever, his eyes were bright, his me&nd
obviously net under control Only
desperate ,expediency could justify
moving so sick a man.

*Yo»'ll let me know—as soon as
possible?” Reta begged. Her heart
vlgas in her eyes as she looked down at

ay.

"Trust me,” Locke replied gently.
“And now, keep a stiff upper lip a
little longer, Reta. | wish | couhf be
here when Steele return&—but this
way, you'd ought to get along fine.
And my presence might make mat-
ters worse.”

“1'll be all right,” she agreed mech-
anically. “But what are you going to
do?”

Locke was still wondering about
that as he drove away. He swung off
across a field, which would take him
as far as possible from the road along
which the posse would return. With
darkness te help, and the delay be-
fore they discovered what had hap-

ed, there was not much danger of
$’|g found tonight. But with day-
ight, the enraged Steele would leave
no stone unturned to find the Lockes
and finish his vengeance. "

And where could he go? Had Ray
been in good health, it would be sim-
ple enough. The two of them would
simply take to the wilderness of the
Wild Buttes, down in that maze of
mountains. Working together, they
would be a formidable team.

But Ray was sick- He had to be
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gotten to a place where he could rest
undisturbed, where he could receive
the best possible care. But did such
a place exist? No cave in the hills
would do. The fact that the sick man
\I/vas Hay Locke complicated the prob-
em.

Ray, over the years, had been a man
of decreasing popularity, in the com-
munity. He didn't have many friends.
But to take him to the house of any
of those few whom he did possess
would be the worst possible move.
Even if they would run the risk of
giving him shelter, those were the
places Steel would look first.

The house of an enemy was out of
the question, And that left exactly
no houses at all—

Locke, driving as carefully as pos-
sible in the gloom, stared hard at a
star on the horizon ahead, without
seeing it. Jinny] Could he do it—
should he do it? He doubted if any
one knew of his owa visits there, so
It was unlikely that Steel would
think of the dressmaking shop as a
possible hiding place. And Jinny,
Locke knew, would gladly give Ray
shelter and all possible help. She
would do that for his sake!

His face burned at the thought.
This was a poor way to repay her
kindness to himself, to bring a fugi-
tive .sick man to be cared for. Far
worse than that was the risk which he
would subject her to if Steele so
much as suspected where Ray was
being hidden. Each hour of frustra-
tion would add to his fury.

Balanced against that was Ray’s
need, the fact that he could think of
no other place. Jinny would say to
do it, £f she knew. She was that sort
of person.

He swung the horses, heading for
a little-used back road which would
bring him finally to the town. It
would be late when he got there, and
guite dark. With any luck, he might
get Ray into the house unseen.

It had been the better part of a
decade since he had followed this
back road, and apparently few had
.used it during those years. It was
overgrown with brush, rutted and
rocky. He used all possible care, but
the jouncing wagon was no easv
place to ride, even with the load of
straw, A couple of times, when they
crossed small streams, he stopped to

bring Ray a drink of icy water and
to bathe hts face.

IGHPOINT was quiet when

final(lj?/ they came to it. A dog

barked i
away, and somewhere a door slammed
and the silence which followed that
sound was more lonely than before.
He tied the team not far from Jin-
ny’'s house, which, like all its neigh-
bors, was dark. Then he crossed and,
knowing now where she would be
sleeping, rapped softly on the win-
dow-pane.

He rapped againf hearing nothing.
But knowing how frightened she
might be of such a .summons at such
an hour, he spoke softly, face close
up to the glass.

“It’s me, Jinny—Orin!”

He heard a stir then, and an in-
stant later the window was raised.
He could see a white-clad figure, a
dim face and hands. Jinny's voice
was anxious.

“What is it, Orin?” she whispered.

“It’'s Ray,” he said. “l've got him
out here in a wagon. Steele came out
to arrest him—it would have Killed
him if they'd taken him. | had to
get him away first—”"

She did not even wait for him to
finish. “Of course,” she breathed.
“Bring him right in—at the back
door, Or do you need help?”

“I'll manage,” he said, filled with
new admiration for her quick grasp
of the situation, her readiness to help
despite the risk. “1've got no right to
ask this of you, Jinny—"

“What else is a friend for?” she
demanded. “Bring him in, Orin.”

That was unanswerable, but it was
like Jinny. He went back to the wag-
on and lifted Ray as carefull?/ as he
could, still wrapped in the blankets.
He seemed asleep again now, not
stirring, but Locke knew grimly that
it was probably closer to a coma. This
night was doing him no good, save
that it was removing him from the
certainty of death to a fighting
chance for survival.

No light showed, but-Jinny held
the door open as he came. She closed
it again, and the room was so dark
that he could see nothing. Her
voice came. “H1 light a tamp—just
one moment.”

n desultory fashion and slunk



64 COMPLETE COWBOY NOVEL MAGAZINE

A match flared against the black-
ness,’ a tiny virulent speck of red
which she drew across the wick of
the coal-oil lamp. Then, as she ad-
justed the chimney and turned it up,
soft light flooded the room, and he
saw that she had carefully drawn the
shades. She was still in her night
dress, but had thrown a robe across
it. Now she led the way to her own
room again, to the bed where he had
awakened only that morning,

Following her, Locke felt that this
was a dream, from which he must
soon awaken. So much had happened
In so little time. It seemed far longer
ago than morning that he bad been
here, and with the sense of comrade-
ship which had grown up between
Jinny and himself, it was as though
there had been no seven years break
in old friendship.

In the brief time at her disposal,
Jinny had worked wonders. He saw
that she had stripped away the sheets
teams from her own slumber, had re-
placed them with clean fresh ones.
He laid Ray on the bed, observing
thankfully that the wound had not
bled afresh. But there was little more
than that in his condition to encour-
age.

Jinny was back, acold wet cloth in
her hand to bathe Ray's face. Then
she looked up at him.

"You'd better get the wagon away,
Orin,” she said. “I'll look after him.”

"You're an angel,” Locke sighed. “I
hated to bring him here, Jinny, but
there was no other place.”

"You did the right thing,” she as-
sured him. "No one will know.”

That was voicing his own hope, but
suddenly he saw how difficult it was
going to be, to care for Ray and keep
his hiding place a secret, He would
need visits from Fletcher Bannon,
and the doctor would be watched.
Jinny would need help in caring for
Ray, and he could not stay here with
her. There were so many factors that
P_e had failed to take into considera-
ion.

“Do you mind if | bring Reta
Cable to help you with him?” he
asked. “She loves him—and then you
wouldn't be alone..

“That will be fine,” Jinny agreed.
"If you hurry, you should be able to
get her back here before dayjight.”

“I'll hurry,” Locke agreed, and re-
peated what he had said before. “You
really are ah angel.”

She laughed, but without looking at
him. “1 lack more than wings* I'm
afraid. Run along, now.”

He let himself out of the house,
looking back to observe that no light
showed. The wagon wheels sounded
loud in the silent street as b£ drove
away, but this time not even a dog
barked. He took the back road again,
driving fast as soon as he was safely
out of town. Relief was in him when
finally he came in sight of thfe Three
Sevens and saw that the dark bulk
of the buildings sprawled peaceful-
ly as before.

HERE COULD be no doubt that
Steele had returned, and he

would have searched. Locke could

picture his rage and disappointment
upon failing to find his prey. Prab-
ably it had nev6f occurred to him
that so sick a man would be moved
again, even before so dire a threat.
Had he suspected that, he would not
have delayed to obtain a search war-
rant.

There was the possibility, even the
liklihood, that he might have left
some one behind to keep an eye on
the place. Locke drove carefully,
stopping some distance away. Then,
leaving the team and wagon, he
scouted ahead on foot. Mo light
showed anywhere, but he did not
make the mistake of going to the
house. Instead he made a .feint of
doing so, crossing open ground to-
ward it, doubling back in the shadows
and circling again,

He waited, breath in check, won-
dering if his hunch had been right,
if his ruse might work. Then he 4aw
a shadowy figure that moved stealth-
ily, off by the barn, slipping toward
the house as weH. There was only
the one, and Locke moved again.

Coming up behind, he could be
sure that this was one of Steele’s
men, left to keep iMatch. There was
something vaguely familiar about
him, and Locke knew that he had
seen him in town. He was right be-
hind him, the cold snout of a six-gun
jabbing the other man in the back,
before the outlaw suspected that
anything was amiss.
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“Reach!” Locke hissed, and em-
phasized the command with a prod
of the gun barrel, while with his
other hand he helped himself to a
gun. “Where are the rest of you?”

“T-they ain't no others,” his cap-
tive assured him, with teeth which he
couid not quite control. “It—it's just
rne”

Locke believed him, since that
made sense. He knocked at the door,
and when footsteps sounded inside,
called softly.

“1t’'s me—Lockel!”

Reta opened the door, fully
dressed, and relief came into her
face at sight of Locke. But it seemed
to him that there were traces of tears
on her face, deep trouble in her eyes.
Which, under the circumstances, was
not to be wondered at. He signed
quickly to her for silence.

" “Where's Toby?” he asked. “This
fellow was hangin' around outside—
watching for me, | figure.”

“1'll get him,” Reta said, and turned
away. Presently she returned with
Toby, hastily buttoning his shirt, his
hair disarrayed from sleep, Locke
guessed rightly that the two men had
slept in the big house at Reta’'s re-
quest, to add to the security by all
remaining in one place.

“Gome along, %ou danged buzzard !”
Toby adjured the captive. “lI know
just the place for you—and I'll sure

enjoy puttin’ you there!”

The fence-rider appeared then,
and Locke instructed him to brings
up the wagon, putting it where it had
atood the evening before, and to care
for the team. Then he turned to
Reta. -

“l took Ray to Jinny Landers’
dressmaking shop in town,” he ex-
plained.

“Jinny Landers’'? Reta echoed,
and there was dismay in her voice.

“Yes,” Locke agreed impatiently.
“l don't think anyone saw us. It was
the only place | could think of. If
you'll get ready and we hurry, you
tan get in there before daylight, to
help her look after him.”

“P1 hurry,” she agreed. “That was
probably the best thing to do.”

She did not stop to ask questions,
knowing how fast the night was go-
ing. “I'll be ready in ten minutes,”
she added.
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“Fine. I'll saddle a. couple of
horses,” Locke said, and went out to
do so.

He explained what he thought nec-
essary to Toby, and presently, when
Reta came out, they rode off togeth-
er, again taking the back road.

“What happened?” he asked.
“Steele came back?”
“Yes,” Reta agreed. “He had a

search-warrant, so of course we let
them search. They were surprised,
and he was furious, not to find a
sign of Ray. He wanted to know
where Ray was,”

For a moment her depression lift-
ed, a smile touched the corners of
her mouth.

“l acted as innocent as you please,
and asked him what made him think
Ray had been here any of the time.
He said 1I'd admitted that Ray was
here when they were out before. But
of course | hadn’'t admitted any sucti
thing. All Fdrsaid then was that to
try and move him would probably kill
him. But | certainly hadn't said that
he was here.”

She laughed at the recollection,
sobered quickly.

“It would have been funny—if it
hadn't been so serious. But after they
had searched, there was nothing they
could do but go away again. It was
i:l]gver of you to catch that spy he
eft.”

It seemed to Locke that something
else was troubling her, though it was
probably, he decided, her normal ap-
prehension for Ray. He strove to re-
assure her on that point, and dark-
ness still held when thez came to
Highpoint. Though daylight was not
far off. Leaving the horses in an al-
ley, Locke led the way. He knocked
softly at the door, and Jinny prompt-
thgpened it when he identified him-
self.

The two women looked at each
other for a moment, Reta’a face white,
and Locke suspected that there was
old antagonism here. Reta Cable had
lived for years on the ranch which
Jinny had had eyery reason to be-
ifeve was her own. But after a mo-
ment, Jinny crossed to Reta with
arms outstretched.

"You poor dear,” she said. “You
love him, don't you—and you've {been
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going through purgatory! But he's

resting quietly now.”

sl s

INNY had break-
fast ready for them,
having known that
he could not stay

long, but certain
that he would need
food. “We're all

hungry,” she added.
“What are you go-
ing to do now,
Orin?”

AR “l aim to put a
crimp in Steele’s plans,” Locke an-
swered. “We’ll see what turns up.”
He gavE no details, and presently he
slipped out of the house and back to
the horses. It was still dark, but the
day was building fast*scross the east.
By the time he was out of town, ob-
jects were taking on shape and sub-
stance.

He was bone weary again. It had
been another™long, hard day, lasting
through the night. He left the horses
deep in a coulee bottom, and moved
off a short distance to a grassy spot
surrounded by brush, where the sun
was beginning to strike. For three
hours he slept, then, as he had
planned to do, awoke refreshed.

His plan was simple. To return to
Queasy creek and recover the gold
which he had left there the other
day. Then to take it in to town and
tell his story. That would forcefully
repudiate the tales which Steele had
get afoot concerning him. It 'would
put Steele on the defensive.

From there on, he had no illusions
as to what would follow. It would be
the same old story, with variations,
that he had encountered in other
towns with other men. Judge Colt
would decide the matter. Gun law—
vvlr|1ich, at times, could be no law at
all.

Here was where the cloudburst had
struck, and the ground, a lake when
lie had last seen it, was still little
better than a morass of mud. But he
was still pretty well beyond the
fringe of it again when he reached

that part of the road where the horse
had been killed, halting the stage.
The horse, he observed was still there,
and wolves or coyotes had feasted.
Magpies clustered about it now.

The storm had spilled only its
fringe here, but the full weight of
the water dumped into Queasy up
above had surged past this point.
Signs of it were plentiful. Debris
piled along the banks, changes in the
creek channel. Mow, however, the
run-off was past, the creek back at
its former level. The same swirl de-
noted the boulder still stubbornly re-
sisted the pushing tide.

The water was deep, swift. Locke
hesitated, then slung his cartridge
belt around his neck and waded out.
He had a few uneasy moments as he
groped behind the boulder, unable to
locate the box. It was heavy, well
anchored by the weight of the gold,
but such a flood as had passed might
have rolled it like a pebble, if it
caught the box right. If it was gone,
then his hopes were gone with It.

He relaxed as he found it, half-
buried by fresh sand. Presently he
waded back to shore, carrying it with
him. -«

It was far too heavy and clumsy
to carry on horseback, in its present
form, but he had foreseen that. He
pried open the lid, and inside, soaked
out still substantial, was sack after
sack of gold—dust and nuggets, the
various sacks tightly tied anti marked
with the name of the owner.
Transferred to a pair of saddle-bags,
they could be carried comfortabl?/ on
horseback. He had almost completed
the shift when a voice from the
fringing brush startled him.

“You can take yore choice, Locke
—put up yore hands, or stop lead! It
don't make much diff’rence to me,
which! Don't reckon it does to the
rest of the boys either, eh, Steele?”

Locke tensed, motionless. He had
heard nor seen nothing, though the
noise of Queasy as it brawled along
covered all lesser sounds. Off by the
dead horse, the magpies Still flapped
and bickered, giving no alarm. But a
%un muzzle poked its ugly snout at

im from the brush beside the road,
and Steele’'s voice chimed In oh a
sardonic note.
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“I'd sooner he'd try for one of
those guns}”’1

Since that was what they wanted
him to do, Locke was careful to make
no move toward his guns. He'd kept
as good a look-out as was possible,
seeing no sign of anyone, but he
knew now, bitterly, that he had been
too optomistic. Apparently Steele had
left a watcher at some high point
back in the hills, on the theory that
he might have cached the gold and
return for it. Sighting him, he had
signalled others, and they had had
time to gather, sneaking up as he
worked.

They stepped into sight now, bold-
ly and no longer bothering to wear
masks. The man who had spoken,
holding the gun on him, was Big
Mule. Besides the Mule and Steele,
there were three others. They took
his guns..

Steele was in a jovial mood. A lot
of things had gone wrong, but this
was a stroke of luck which promised
to make up for all the rest.

“l rather thought you'd cached
this stuff somewhere,” he comment-
ed. “Nothing like applying the pres-
sure to bring things to light.”

Locke made no comment. There
was a bitter taste in his mouth. He
had no illusions. This was defeat,
and Steele was not one to take an
chances once this job was finished.
He would be finished with it.

A few days before, that prospect
would not have been too unpleasant.
More than once, during the last years,
Lock had gone out to meet danger
with the knowledge that he might
very likely be killed, and had gone
almost eagerly. Death would settle
a lot of things—finally, decisively.
And perhaps in the best possible
manner.

Dismay was in him now at the
imminence of that final solution.
What would happen to Jinny, and to
Ray and Reta, if he was killed now?
It was not pleasant to think about,
knowing the ruthless nature of the
man who stood before him. And now,
for the first time in years, he had
something to live for. Life had come
to hold a rich promise which had
been absent before.

TEELE was eying him sardonic-

ally, as if reading his thoughts.
“You're quite a guy, Locke,” he com-
mented, and his tone was not un-
friendly. “If you had a little Sense
of the right sort, we could get along.
In fact, there’'s no need—now—for
you to start pushing up the daisies.
Use a bit ot good sense, and you
can ride out of this country. Fve got
control again, and this time I’'m keep-
ing it. You should be able to see
that. Help me out a bit, and I'll give
you your life for payment. Which
iIs being more than generous, since
111 get what | want anyway.”

Considered from his point of view,
that was probably true. Though, on
the other hand, there was the un-
disputed fact that Steele’s word was
no better than he chose to make it.

"All 1 want to know is what you
did with that brother of yours/'
Steele went on. “I'll find him any-
way, and you know that. Also, you
know how he’s treated you, how he'd
answer such a proposition if if was
put up to him. Better not be a*fool.”

Locke regarded him levelly, fold-
ing his arms across his Chest. “I'm
afraid 1've been a fool too long to
change now, Steele,” he retorted.

“It’'s up to you,” Steele shrugged.
“But I'm not so blood-thirsty as you
might suppose. I'd much rather do
business on a sensible basis.” He
seated himelf on a flat stone beside
the road, crossing his legs. “1 might
even throw in a couple of those pokes
of nuggets. That would make your
trip worth while.”

He was hiding a desperate eager-
ness beneath a casual exterior, Locke
saw. Which meant that he was not
half so sure of himself as he tried to
make out. Though what good' that
might do Locke was hard to tell, with
five armed men watching him, while
he was weaponless.

"Don’t you think that you're going
kt this whole business backward?”
Locke asked. Talk consumed time,
and there was always a chance that
something might turn up.

“How do you mean?” Steele de-
manded,

“What you want,” Locke said
blunty, “is Reta Cable. Your meth-
ods are making her hate you.” Wt <
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Steele fluked, half got to his feet,
then sank back again. Big Mule guf-
fawed suddenly, but was as quickly
silent as Steele turned to look at
him.

"My methods,” Steele said coldly,
“have the virtue of working, Locke.
So long as they work, other things
don't matter. But we’re wasting time.
I'll give you one more chance. Better
take it. Watch!”

One of the magpies, full-fed,
flapped lazily into the air. It was a
long pistol shot, but Steel's hand
darted to his bolstered gun, lifted
in a flash of sunlight on gunmetal,
and the gun spat angrily. The mag-
pie collapsed in mid-flight, tumbled
in a heap of falling feathers. The
others took in the air in alarm. It
was an exhibition of shooting Locke
could not have bettered.

“How”about it?” Steele

"“That's one of your
Locke returned.. “Which doesn't
work.”

“In that case,”

.“Put up your ‘'lands—high! | mean
it,” he added as Locke stillfaced
him, arms folded. “I'm giving you
the best of the deal this way—better
take it.”

Something in eyes and voice de-
cided Locke. Steele was perfectly
capable of killing an unarmed man
hi cold blood, Locke raised his arms,
and as he did so, Steele’s guntilted
again.

“You've had this coming a long
time*'—and you're asking for it,”
Steele said coldly, and fired with the
words. Two quick shots which blend-
ed almost into one. Locke felt the
shock of the bullets, like red-hot
irons driven through his flesh. Blood,
spurted redly, running down inside
his shirt sleeves, dripping on down.
His arms fell, sagging at his sides,
each with a bullet through it. The
pain lanced sharper, more sickening-
if, so that he had a hard time to
stand steady.

Steele was eying him sardonically
as he punched the empty shells out
ai his gun and replaced them with
fresh cartridges.

“l reckon I've dehorned you,” he
nodded. “ For a two-gun man, that will
be worse than killing—which is the

Steele snapped,

gritted,
methods,”
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reason |'ve done it that way. Ail
right, boys, let's get going.”

worse than the pain was the contempt
of Steele, the knowledge that he had
succeeded, as he put it, in dehorning
the law man. A gunman with a bul-
let hole through each arm is helpless.
Everything that he had tried to do,
up to now, was turning to failure
before his eyes. Red Foley had died,
even while he was along to try and
help him. The gold had been saved,
only to be regained £y Steele and his
gang. Now they had put him out of
the fight, and the rest of it could be
handled pretty much at Steele’s own
leisure.

The mental agony of defeat was so
sharp that it blunted the physical
for a moment. Not for long Then,
as the receding hoofbeats died away,
Locke knew what he was up against,
Shot through both arms, between el-
bow and shoulder, left helpless for
whatever might happen to him—cast
aside as no longer of any importance,

The first wild gush of blood had
subsided somewhat, which was pretty
good proof that no arteries had been
hit by those bullets. He wouldn't in-
evitably bleed to death in a matter
Of minutes, as would have happened

that had been the case. But there
were four holes in him now—the
steel-jacketed bullets had plowed
cleanly through flesh and out again,
And four holes, unless something was
done, could drain away a lot of blood,

Plenty to dan?erously weaken him.
Perhaps to kill; Knowing that, the
outlaws had callously gone off and
left him to his fate. Steele probably
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figured that he would die this way—
a slower, more unpleasant death than
if he had driven a bullet through
head or heart, but just as certain.
With two broken, bleeding arms, a
man couldn't help himself, and he'd
stand little enoJgh chance of getting
to someone else for help.

Locke moved his left arm a little,
flinching with the pain, setting his
teeth. He moved the other, fighting
back a crimson haze that made him
dizzy. But the suspicion that had
come to his mind was confirmed.
Whatever Steele had intended—and
it was probably the worst—his bul-
lets had missed the bones. Neither
arm was broken!

Those were clean wounds, holes
bored through flesh, which had al-
ready bled enough to cleanse them-
selves. Given good treatment and half
a chapce, they should heal without
much difficulty, in due course. A
matter of weeks. Locke’s lip curled
sardonically at the thought. Show-
down was a matter of hours—if this
was not already it, so far as he was
concerned.

But the knowledge that Steele had
failed to cripple him so badly as he
had figured offered a ray of imme-
diate hope. Aside from the searing
pain of movement, he could use his
arms if he had to—not much, for the
pain was too great. But he had to
use them enough to get a bandage of
sorts around each one, to check that
bleeding.

He was sweating, gray-faced, when
the job was done. He’d used his ban-
dana for one, another bandana which
he carried for a handkerchief for the
other. He had made no attempt to re-
move his shirt, but had done things
the simplest Wagl—a twist around the
arm of the folded cloth, drawing it
as tight as possible and tying it with
teeth and fingers. Then a repeat job
on the other arm.

Two or three times it had seemed
impossible. Yet it was that or count
himself finished, and he had driven
protesting muscles to do his will.
Now, arms hanging limp again, the
bleeding was at least pretty well
stopped, though they throbbed and
shot pain deep into his body, a pain
which weakened and sickened. But
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he'd done something which Steele
had figured impossible.

They had left his horse, as a part
of the whole contemptuous gesture,
Locke crossed to it. The cayuse shied
away nervously at the smell of blood,
then steadied. It had been grazing
with dropped reins. Getting into the
saddle wouldn’'t be too bad, under
ordinary circumstances. It was the
chore of gathering those reins up and
getting them where they belonged
that made Locke blench again.

He solved it more easily than he
had hoped—by getting both leathers
in his teeth and holding them there.
It was risky then, putting a foot into
the stirrup, balancing and swinging.
He was weak and nauseated, and a
sudden swing away by the skittish
cayuse at the wrong moment could
send him tumbling under its hoofs.
But it stood, and he managed, using
one hand again to aid.

In the saddle he had a hard time
for the first few minutes, as the cay-
use broke into a run. If it had tried
bucking, he’d have been finished.
Even so, and though it was taking
a course back toward Highpoint, he
had to fight to keep his teeth on the
reins, both of which were on one
side of the horse’'s neck. To hold
fast and to keep from losing his bal-
ance and tumbling.

Then, as the horse tired and slowed,
he grasped the reins with his left
hand, where they sagged almost be-
side it. The worst of the pain was

past.

He'd be able to keep riding, with
luck, back to town. With luck, he
might get to Bannon and get his
arms fixed. But that would help only
himself. He would still be helpless to
fight back against Steele, for he was
under no illusions. It would take a
fight, with guns. There was no oth-
er way. And no other man who stood
a chance against the outlaws in that
battle. Yet what chance did he have?
Steele had moved to dehorn him, and
he'd done the job just as he calculated
on.

TEELE figured to play it smart.
That meant taking the gold Ship-

ment back to town and returning it %

to the express company. It meant the
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loss of that much booty, for which
several men had already died, but that
was a cheap price to pay for the ben-
efits which would accrue.

Secretly, Steele had long aspired
to we”™r the sheriff's star. He had

known that it was out of the ques-.

tion to even consider such a thing,
so long as he divided rule of the owl-
hoot with Grant Cable. But now that
Cable was out of the way and the
star in his possession, recovery of
the gold shipment would vastly en-
hance his prestige. If he had done
certain things, or might have to do
others which were a bit shaky, peo-
ple would be inclined to forget that
If they had their gold back.

Moreover, it was necessary to com-
plete his case against Locke. And in
any event, it was no real loss—only a
delay. The gold would still have to
be shipped out, and could be recov-
ered in due course.

Only Big Mule was inclined to
kick about this, when Steele men-
tioned his plan. “Hell,” he said short-
ly. “I been workin’' for a cut of that.
I figger | got my'pay cornin’. I want
money to get me plenty whiskey and
have a big drunk.”

“You can have all the whiskey you
want, without paying for it,” Steele
told him. “This other is business.”

Big Mule regarded his boss, not
entirely mollified. Thoughts were
moving behind his rather pig-like
eyes, but he craftily refrained from
voicing them. Only the promise was
important for the moment. Whiskey,
and plenty of it, was what he had
been craving for quite a while. Kill-
ing a man took something out of
you. After such a chore, he needed
plenty of liquor.

He was already going on toward
Steele’s big Wild Buttes Saloon
while the others stopped in town, and
Steele unloaded the bulging saddle-
bags.

“Here it is,” he announced jovially
to the gathering crowd. “We got it
back by watchin’ Locke. Like | fig-
ured, he'd cached it, and was aimin’
to pick it up and make a get-away!
Only it didn't work out for him.”

“What happened?” someone
asked.

"Not much,” Steele shrugged. “He

tried to put up a fight. He stopped
a couple bullets. 1 don't figure he'll
get far.”

That seemed confimation of what
Steele had said before, proof which
could not well be brushed aside. The
fact of the gold, and that Steele had
returned it, appeared to refute the
suspicions which had been half-
voiced, against him.

“Everybody come and get their
own nuggets,” Steele invited. “No-
body loses.”

“What about Ray Locke?” some-
one asked.

“The Lockes are both crooks, like
we suspected,” Steele retorted. “But
I'll round Ray up, too—that's the
next order of business. There's a
good reward for anybody that finds
where he’'s hiding,” he added care-
lessly.

Big Mule' was just emerging from
the saloon. He was not a social man
when he chose to get drunk. Big
Mule liked to get his supply of lig-
uor and go off by himself to con-
sume it without interruption. Since
he generally became uglv before his
spree was ended, none who knew him
made any objection to his doing so.

He halted now, a gunny sack with
several clinking bottles in it, clutched
in one big paw. For a moment his
eyes narrowed cunningly at Steele’s
remark, and he chuckled to himself.

“Reckon | could open yore eyes—
ef'n | was a mind to,” he ruminated.
“But when that's done, | aim to be
there—and this dlinkin' comes first.
Longer you whew around and don't
find Ray, better price you'll be willin'
to pay to find him! Cheat me out of
my share of the loot, will you?”

Muttering to himself, he crossed to
his horse and climbed, not too stead-
ily, into the saddle. Bystanders
veered away, and he rode out in sol-
itary grandeur.- Something more than
a mile from town he pulled off from
the road and began the serious busi-
ness of getting drunk.

With Big Mule, it was a business.
For long intervals he would go with-
out taking a drink, but about twice
each year he felt the craving. Where
an ordinary man would be drunk,
under such conditions, with two cr
three drinks, Big Mule was again
different. He had reached town late
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the night before and started in on
his thirst, consuming vast quantities,
but his appetite had only been whet-
ted when Steele had interrupted with
a new job of following on Locke’s
trail.

Now, resuming, Big Mule drank
his whiskey*straight, emptying a bot-
tle as though it had been a mild sort
of soda pop. Steele had known what
he was after when he invited him to
get as many bottles as he wanted. Big
Mule was on his third bottle, still
showing few outward effects of it,
when he heard a sound and glanced
up to see Locke riding toward town.

OCKE'S horse was walking,
choosing its own gait, and the

man in the saddle looked gray ark®

drawn. But to Big Mule’'s wide-eyed
amazement, he was riding, both arms
bandaged. Mule’s eyes still focused
accurately enough that he could tell
that those bandages had been con-
trived *and tied by Locke, despite his
handicap. Something like admiration
stirred in the Mule, and he heaved
himself to his feet.

“Here,” he said, and advanced,
holding out the half-emptied bottle
of whiskey. “Hell and horned toads!
You _ought to be dead! But you need
a drink!”

Locke eyed him, stirring to interest
again. He had.been sunk, for the last
few miles, in a pain-filled apathy
which took no account of the pas-
sage of time or distance. The shock
had set in, and only a dogged resi-
lence kept him in the saddle at all.
The fingers of his left hand still
grasped the reins with clamped grip,
and the cayuse had stopped of his
own accord.

“Blazes? Big Mule added, awed,
“I reckon you're damn near's good a
man as | am.”

That was a simple tribute, the high-
est which Big Mule could pay. See-
ing Locke’s condition, he held the
bottle for him, and Locke drank—a
choking at first, then with the color
returning to his cheeks as the fiery
liquor coursed in him. In his present
state it was life-giving—more than
enough, normally, to get him drunk.
Now it merely combatted his exhaus-
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tion and helped to restore him to
something approaching normal.

"Thanks,” he choked, as Big Mule
tossed the bottle away. “That
helpfd.”

“You needed it,” Mule nodded. “I
got plenty.” He gestured toward the
half-dozen bottles laid out in disar-
ray beside where he had sprawled on
the grass. “Only trouble is,” he con-
confided disgustedly. “They don't
make good whiskey any more. Jusb5
dishwater.”

His own throat still burning from
the liquor, Locke shook his head in
wonder. He felt immensely better
for the moment, almost like himself
again.

“Dishwater!” he repeated. “What
rt of a man are you?”

“l ain't so bad as what folks think,™
Big Mule protested mournfully. “I
don't do things to be mean—general-
ly. I do jobs like the boss wants ‘em
done. Tha's all. Nothin’ personal.
Like when | killed Cable. Jiis’ a job.
I didn’'t have nothin* ’'gainst him. |
I—kind of liked him, far’s that goes.”

He was drunk enough to have his
tongue loosened, Locke saw, and mar-
veled that it was not much more than
that, at sight of the empty bottles
scattered about. But he listened in
horror to what Mule was revealing.
Cable—killed!

“Reckon they'll have found him by
this time,” Big Mule added moodily.
“Looksh jus' like an accident,
though. Thash what's supposed to
look like. But the’ wan't nothin’
pers’hanal about it.” *

He stooped mechanically, swept up
a bottle in mighty paw and struggled
with the cork and the foil which held
it in glace. By now, his huge fingers
were becoming clumsy, and it resisted
his efforts. Impatient, he took his gim
barrel and knocked the neck off in
one quick blow, tipped the bottle up
and allowed the contents to drain
down his throat like water.

“Dishwater,” he repeated disgust-
edly. “No wonder Steele’s rich—sell-
i’ dishwater for whiskey. Damn
cheatin’ trick. Wants to find y*r
brother Ray now—raisin’ hell all
over, lookin’ for him. | could a told
him how | saw you bring Reta there
to that house of Mis’ Landers early
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this raornin'—might have, if he'd
asked me!”

Big Mule was talking mostly to
himself now, staring unseeingly at
space. Locke listened, his faculties
alert again, shocked at what Mule was
saying.

“He c¢'n keep right on huntin'—
till I'm good an’ ready to tell him,”
Big Mule went on. “He won't find
fem—you’re too damn smart for him.
Too smart for anybody ’'cept Big
Male. Steele, he wants Ray—and
Reta. C'n have her too, f'r all | care.
I like Jinny Landers. Reckon I'll look
after her, when we go there. Ain’t no
other man t’corapare with Big Mills,
anyway.”

His mumbling sank to an unintel-
ligible monotone for a moment, came
back strongly again.

“Yeah. Steele, he wants to find
Ray—an Reta. I'll tell him—when
I've finished thish whiskey—dishwat-
erl Take me till about supper time.
Let him stew till then. They can't get
away. I'll show him, then—and he
better pay me good, thish time! |
don't like killin’ my friends—not ’less
I get good pay for it!”

He swung back'to find an unopened
bottle, and Locke rode on and but of
sight, unnoticed.

y 19 v.

HAT BIG drink of
whiskey had done
a lot for Locke.
Unused to it, the
strong stimulant
had been what he
was most direly in
need of. His arms
still throbbed pain-
fully, but he could
think again and
ride straight in the

The first thing that he had to do
was get to Fletcher Bannon. First,
to have his friend look after his
wounds and consult with him, and
then to send him to look after Ray.

So much might be managed, with a
fair degree of skill and a sprinkling
of luck. Beyond that he was not so
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sure. Showdown would come a little
before sundown, according to what
Big Mule had said, and Locke had
no reason to doubt him. He knew
something of Big Mule from years
before, from stories he had heard of
him. The big man was a.-strange con-
tradiction. But his ability to do a Job
when he set out to, his mulish obsti-
nacy in the face of every obstacle, had
helped earn him his name. He'd re-
port to Steele at about the time he
had set.

And then, what? That-was the
clincher. Under ordinary circumstan-
ces, Locke would know what to do.
He’'d solved more than one situation,
out of dire necessity, with the pair of
sixes which hung at his hips. But
Steele had forseen such a possibility,
had dehorned him with a bullet
through each arm. They had taken
his guns—though others could be ob-
tained. But what could a man in his
condition do with guns—or without
them?

The answer added up to futility.
So too, did anything else which he
could think of, in the crisis looming
ahead. He needed his guns—and the
ability to use them!

A startled light came into Locke’s
eyes. For a few moments he rode, so
abstracted that he was no longer con-
scious of the painful throbbing, the
sharper sting of pain as an arm was
moved. He was crazy, of course—

Maybe crazy like a fox.

The excitement in him was heady
as the whiskey had been, a stimulant
to keep him going as the effect of the
other wore off. Highpoint was ahead,
now, comparatively quiet at this hour,
with most of the men working in the
mines. He circled, choosing a back ap-
proach to reach the cabin which .had
been home to Fletcher Bannon for
many years, thankful that Bannon
had preferred a remote and lonely
spot.

Hope was desperate in him that he
would find Bannon at home. To seek
him through the town would spell
disaster. But luck was with him. Ban-
non was home. He stared in amaze-
ment as Locke stepped quickly
through the door and inside, almost
stumbling now that he was on his
feet again.
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“Great day in the afternoon!” Ban-
non exclaimed. “What's happened to
you, man?”

“Steele put a bullet through each
of my arms,” Locke said simply. “He
figured to dehorn me. What's hap-
pened in town?”

Bannon's lips tightened, as he
reached to stir the fire in the stove
and make sure of hot water in the
kettle.

“It’s close to a reign of terror,” he
growled. “Steele is on a hunt for Ray.
He'd turned the country upside down
without findin%; him, but everybody
knows he'll kill him on sight. Here,
let me get at those arms.”

Carefully he began cutting away
the coat and blood-soaked shirt, pau-
sing for a moment to survey the odd-
ly contrived bandages.

”WQ% fixed these?”

“I did.”

“You—" Bannon stared, went to
work again. “The devill”

“Fortunately, his bullets misled the
Bones,” Locke pursued, still tense
with the bigness of the idea which
had come to him. “Listen, Fletcher.
I met Big Mule, back a few miles.
He had enoUgh whiskey bottles to get
an army drunk, and was just drunk
enough to be feeling good, to have a
loose tongue. He gave mMe a drink—
which was all that kept me going.”

“One score for the devil,” Bannon
commented grimly.

“He told me two things,” Locke
went on, as Bannon started to cleanse
the wounds, working with the gentle
touch of a woman. “For one thing, he
killed Grant Cable yesterday, in such
a way as to make it look like an acci-
dent!”

“Cable, eh?” The doctor nodded
without surprise. “They just brought
his body in to town an hour ago. Said
his horse had fallen on him.”

“Big Mule said he killed him. And
he intended to finish his whiskey,
which would take till about supper
time. After that, he's planning to tell
Steele what he wants to know—where
to find Ray.”

“How does he know?”

“It seems he saw me carry him into
Jinny Landers’ home early this morn-
ing.”

“Jinny’'s  house?”

he demanded.

Bannon. whis-

tled. “So that's where he ist”

“That's it. And Reta Cable is there
with them. You know what that
means, Fletcher?”

Again the doctor’'s nod was grim.

“It means the devil to pay—if he's
allowed to see Steele,” he agreed. “I'll
put your arms in traction splints for
a few days to keep them from being
used. It will be uncomfortable, but
the best and quickest way. As soon
as | get them fixed, I'll ride out and
shoot the Mule.”

Locke stopped him with a shake of
his head. “No, Fletcher,” he said.
“Neither the one nor the other.”

Something in his tones made his
friend regard him seriously.

“What do you mean?” he demand-
ed. “Why not? He’'s got to be stopped
—and tell me any other"way?”
"“There isn't any other way,” Locke
retorted. “But it wotild be suicide to
try it. Big Mule’'s hardly human,
when it comes to whiskey. He'll keep
on drinking, but he won't be really
drunk. If you tried it—and | know
that you're reasonably good with a
gun—he’d kill you. ,He’s never too
drunk to outshoo”™ most men.”'-

Bannon shook his head stubbornly.
‘T can do a good job of trying,” he
growled.

“Not good enough, | tell you. And
we need you alive.”

“1 could sneak up and shoot him
before he knew | was there.”

GAIN LOCKE shook his head.

He was so filled with excite-
ment, Bannon observed professional-
ly, that he scarcely seemed aware of
his wounds.

“You know you couldn't do that,.
Fletcher. You're no murderer. You'd
have to give him warning—a fair
break. And that would ruin it.”

“Then suggest something-better,”
Bannoflt protested. “Good Lord, Orin.
Don't you know what will happen,
when Steele gets there—not alone to
Ray, but to those girls as well? He’s
a mad dog let loose. And he’s wanted
Reta for a long while.”

“1 know,” Locke agreed. “We’ll for-
get Big Mule and concentrate on
Steele when the time comes. As soon
as you get me fixed up, can you go
there, in some sort of a disguise so
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that nobody will guess it's you, and
look after Ray? He'll need your at-
tention, Going to the shop' in the
guise of a customer should work.”

“l can manage that, and nobody
will guess that it's the town bum/
Bannon grunted. “But what good
will it do to look at him if he's to
die tonight?”

“Not the splints, for my arms,”
Locke protested. “Just bandage them
up again, Fletcher—so they won't
start to bleed again, but so they're
not bulky or clumsy.”

The doctor paused to stare hard at
him. "You sound as if you aimed to
use your guns again?” he remarked,
half in derision.

“1 do,” Locke said calmly.

“You—what did you say?”

“With your help,” Locke added.
“Or rather, your guns, since they
took mine. Listen, Fletcher. There
are nb bones broken, you'll observe—
nothing worse than a couple of holes,
one in each arm. | knew that, when |
managed to use them a little, though
it hurt like the devil. But fundamen-
tﬁlly there’s nothing else wrong with
them.”

“Nothing in the world,” Bannon
agreed. “Except a bullet hole through
each arm. And you tell me that I'm
too slow to matgh lead with a killer I

“So would | be—now. It would hurt
so that | couldn’'t even lift a gun. But
if you hypnotize me, Fletcher, so that
I won't teel the pain— 1'd ought to
be able to use my guns tonight t’

Bannon stared at him in silence for
a long moment, clearly startled by the
notion. Yet Locke knew that it was
npt a new thought to Bannon, He had
believed in the Use of hypnosis in
medical practice, had used it in the
past, even though it had drawn down
bitter criticism upon his head,

"If you hypnotize me now, I'll not
feel the pain,” Locke went on. “I can
eat a meal and get several hours of
sleep while you look after Ray and
keep watch. By the time Steele starts
after him, | should be in pretty good
shape again. And not being bothered
by pain—I'll stop him, Fletcher, It's
the only way,”

Slowly, a grin spread over the doc-
tor’s puckish face.

"l. haven't had a drink of beer for
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two days,” he said. “And 1’'m so sober
that at first | didn't trust my ears.
But | believe you've hit it. It's rad-
ical—but it will work! Whether your
arms will have sufficient speed left
in them, with a hole in each one, even
though you don't feel the pain—I
can't say. It's a risk. But if you can
deal with Steele, then the girls and
myself can tell what we know, and
get a hearing. After all, with Steele
out of the way, there’'ll be nothing tS
worry about. But Steele is something
else again. Even at your best, do you
know what you'll be up against?
Steele is one of the best gunmen who
ever brought hell to the high coun-
try.”

"Name a better way, under the cir-
cumstances,” Locke challenged.

“I can't,” Bannon conceded. “This
is a long chance—but | think it's the
only one. And it will take Steele com-
pletely off guard, that's one merit.
All right. Don’t try to resist me. Fm

going to d%Iny payt.”

HE PAIN, of course, was there.

That was an abstruse fact, like
the question of the existence of sound
where there would be no ears to hear
it. But the flesh no longer felt the
pain. Being ignorant of its existence,
it acted as if there was no pain.

That was a layman's explanation,
rather than a scientific one, but it
suited Locke well enough. It was
startling, little short of a miracle,
Bannon reflected, even though he un-
derstood it all well enough. In a mat-
ter of minutes Locke had become a
new man. He saw the bandages on his
arms, but gave them no further
thought. In his present state, Bannon
knew that he had forgotten them or
what they stood for, just as he had
forgotten his wounds.

Ordinarily, this was not what Ban-
non, as a doctor, would approve. The
treatment, yes, but not the procedure
following it. To use his arms as they
must be used, as though there was
nothing wrong with them. That might
not particularly harm them, but by no
stretch of the imagination could it be
called ari aid to healing at the present
stage. But it was a drastic remedy for
a drastic situation.

Locke was sleeping when Bannon
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left him a little later. During his
student days in France he had done
some acting on the side. Now he was
so adroitly disguised that passers-by
on the street stared at him, wondering
who he might be, with no guess that
this was the beer-guzzling medico. He
walked with a curious exhilaration,
having no fears for Locke. He had
locked the door at his house, and no
tne, if they thought to look there,
could break in without first arousing
Locke. And a pair of six-shooters
were handy to his side.

Locke was still sleeping when the
doctor returned from his call, carry-
ing a small package under his arm
which he had ostensibly purchased
at the dress-making shop. The after-
noon passed in a lazy somnolence, the
sun warm overhead, with nothing to
disturb the peace. Whatever hunting
Steele was doing, it appeared to be
elsewhere.

It was about supper'time, some-
thing more than an hour short of sun-
set on this long summer evening,
when the doctor awakened Locke.

“They're coming,” Bannon said
quietly. “Steele and Big Mule, and
half a dozen more of his crew. Looks
like they're headin’ toward the dress-
makin’ shop!”

Locke glanced out the window,
alertly. With a fresh clean shirt on
now, over his bandaged arms, nothing
showed. He was still under the in-
fluence of the hypnosis, as Bannon
had planned, and he seemed to have
forgotten that there had ever been
anything wrong with his arms as he
slipped the guns into their holsters.
The sleep, together with a meal and
the treatment, had made a new man of
him. Steele, the doctor guessed grim-
ly, was in for a surprise.

“Ray’s considerably better, this aft-
ernoon,” Bannon added. “He’'s made
the turn, | think.”

The posse were on foot, going pur-
posefully, but no hurrying. Having
kept a careful watch, Bannon had
made sure that they still had some
distance to go. Locke could take an-
other course and arrive there ahead
of them.

“I'll ' be along to back you up,”
Bannon added, and gave his patient
a ferfr last words of instructions, to

make sure that he would play his

rt as scheduled. Though there was
ttle fear of that. The fears which
caught claw-like at the doctor’s heart
were of a different nature. Locke
might no longer even be aware of his
disability, but would injured arms
respond as fast when it came to a
show of speed? Life and death hinged
on the answer, and that was beyond
the power of any medico to calculate.

Locke moved swiftly, choosing a
course which kept him out of sight
of those others heading for the same
destination. He reached the shop and
circled to the rear, to the kitchen
door, rightly judging that Steele
would also head there, though leaving
some one to watch the front of the
shop. As he reached the door, tfae
others came in sight less than fifty
feet away.

s 0s

IG MULE had con-

sumed his liquor
as scheduled, and
he still showed few
outward effects of
itt. To him, as he
named it, it was
dishwater. Only
from the fact that
it loosened his
tongue and made
him a creature of
utterly contradictory and unpredict-
able moods, could one be sure that he
had been drinking.

He walked beside Steele now, both
of them silent. Big Mule because he
had suddenly lost his volubility,
Steele because he was tense and
eager. He had made sure during fee
day that the town was completely
under his domination. Men knew
whom he was hunting for, and what
would happen to a man in Ray
Locke’s condition when arrested. But
word of the death of Grant Cable had
spread, of the shooting and discredit-
ing of Orin Locke. This one final
gesture would wipe out all effective
opposition, and men, though they
might hate him, would fear faSn more.

Steele halted abruptly, jerked Ciit
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of pleasant contemplation by sight of
the lounging figure there before the
doorway. He blinked for a moment
and stared again, more shocked and
startled than he had been by any-
thing in a long time.

But there was no doubt about it.
That was Orin Locke waiting there,
arms folded across his chest, rather
than hanging at his sides—arms
which showed no blood nor sign of
the shattering forty-five slugs which
he, Steele, had sent crashing through
them only a few hours before. He did
not.seem like a sick man. And the
I0<I)fk on his face was a warning in it-
self.

“Did you want somethin’, Steele?”
he asked softly, and took a slow step
forward.

Steele stared, still not quite believ-
ing the evidence of his eyes. He was
badly rattled, and his first question
proclaimed it “What the devil are
you doing here?” he demanded.

The answer was equally chilling.
“I'm here to kill you, Steele.”

The others'were watching warily,
Big Mule with renewed interest. Sud-
denly he guffawed. “That whiskey
musta done you some good, Locke,”
he said. “Gran* ol’ dishwater!”

Steele was beginning to get a grip
on himself. He was at a loss to under-
stand what had happened. It was clear
to him that Locke was still a danger-
ous man, a factor to be reckoned with.
But what did it matter? He knew
that appearances were deceptive, that
Locke, if it came to a show-down,
could do no more than bluff. The re-
flection was reassuring.

Likewise, he had plenty of men to
back him up, men who, like himself,
would stop at nothing. In addition, a
-considerable number of people were
/saiptching, keeping at a discreet dis-
tance, but avid with curiousity. This
had to be gone through with. His
prestige depended on it. “l don't
want to have to kill yqu, Locke,” he
said shortly. “l tried to-make that
plain before. But I'm here in my of-
ficial capacity. So stand to one side.”

“l don't like Killing,” Locke re-
turned simply. “If there was any oth-
er way, 1'd take that. But it's me or
you, Steel©&—*nd you're here to mur-
der a sick and helpless man. After
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I've settled with you, I'll tell the
folks here of the part you've been
playin'—how you and Cable appoint-
ed me sheriff-—

Steele clutched at that straw, eager-
ly. “We appointed you,” he interrupt-
ed. “And when we found you were a
crook, | kicked you out of the job!”

“When you found | wouldn't do
your dirty work, you mean,” Lpcke
corrected. “You've played a smooth
game, Steele, up to and includin’
havin’ Cable murdered, because you
were afraid of him. But you're the
leader of all the outlaws in this sec-
tion of country, and | can prove—"

He got no farther. Steele had lis-
tened in mounting rage and alarm,
curiously reluctant to come to grips
with this man who by rights should
be dead, or nearly so. It seemed to
him that here was something bigger
than a man, something which it would
be folly to battle against. Yet he must
act, or Locke would reveal the truth
in such a way that everyone would
know it past doubting.

It was a task which was his to do,
Steele realized. His men seemed to
feel some of the same dread which
was in himself, knowing what had
happened to Locke. Several of them
had been there, to see him standing,
shattered and helpless, blood pouring
from his wounds. They wanted no
more truck with such a fellow. This
was Steele’s job.

Steele tried again to reassure him-
self, to remember what had happened
to Locke and get a grip on the fact
that this was bluff—pure bluff, which
could be nothing more. He flung him-
self to one side, half-turning, hi«
hand stabbing for his gun. Knowing
that he was a bit off balance, nerves
ragged, yet still fast.. Let even any
whole man match lead with him!

He was in the middle of his draw,
the gun clear of leather but only that,
when a bullet drove him back, hitting
him in the chest with battering pow-
er. Locke was standing, arms no long-
er folded,.but with a gun in each
hand, one of them smoking. As Steele
faltered and tried to lift his own gun
higher, a second slug pounded at him,
and he half-turned and fell, and
seemed to grovel in the dust. Above
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the echo of gun-fire, Locke’s voice
came, sharp and edgy.

“Reach, the rest of you! Fletcher,
lift their hardware,” he added, as the
doctor appeared, and watched in si-
lence while his order was carried out.
Even Big Mule seemed awed and of-
fered no resistance.

“And now, git!” Locke snapped.
“I'm speakin’ as the real sheritf! If
you're in town tomorrow, or ever
again, it'll be the worse for you!”

He became aware, as from a time-
less distance, that Bannon was be-
side him, a pile of guns at his feet,
the doctor's arm throw” across his
shoulder.

“It's a clean-up, Orin,” the doctor-
chuckled. “Complete and finished,
right now, if you ask me! Folks don’'t
need any explanations—they know
plenty! And after the job you've done
—hanged if I won’t have to revise
my whole opinion of my career!
You're one patient that I'm so proud
of 1 could blubber!”

Then, being first and last a doctor,
he looked keenly at his friend, know-
ing the unguessed weariness and
strain, and turned to the door which
was open behind them.

“Let’s go inside,” he said. “I think
therﬁ are those here who want to see
youl! & &

HAT WAS no overstatement.

Jinny was holding the door open,
waiting lor him, and there was wel-
come in her eyes—that and a mirror-
ing of other emotions which caused
them to swim with unshed tears.

Locke found himself alone with
her in the kitchen, Bannon having
gone on in to the sick room. And at
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Presently, with a discreet cough, the
door appeared in the doorway again.

“1f you can spare a little tk*je,whe
suggested. “There are others who
would like to see you. And after that,
you're going back to my place and to
bed. 1’'m more than pleased, as a doc-
tor with a theory which has been so
well verified, but as a plodding med-
ico, | know that flesh should not be
subjected to too great a strain. Here
he is, Ray.”

Ray Locke was conscious, and, for
the first time since his own wound-
ing, he seemed in reasonably good
condition. His fever had abated con-
siderably, there was a rational look
in his eyes. To Locke's amazement,
it was almost pleading as he came
over to the bed.

“He wasn't set back by last night's
jaunt, luckily,” Bannon said softly.
“And he wants to talk to you, Orin.
But not for long. He's a sick man
still.” -

“Orin,” Ray said, his voice just
above a whisper. “Reta’s told me—
what you did. | want to beg your par-
don, Orin—to ask your forgiveness.
I've been—such a heel—”

“Of course it's all right, Ray,”
Locke retorted. “Don't let that worry
3EU Just get well—for my sake, and
Reta’s.”

“I will,” Ray promised. And his
look at Reta sent the color flooding
into cheeks which," Locke noticed
now, had been more than usually pale.
Presently they were back'in the other
room. Reta seemed as mystified as
she was pleased.

“He’'s so changed, since he grew
normal this afternoon, Doctor,” she
said. “I—I've always liked him. But

what he saw in Jinny’s eyes, he knew--he’s so much more—well, the sort of

all at once a deep content, a sense of
homecoming which had been long
absent. Now there was no obstacle in
the way to coming home.

“Jinny!” he said. And reached out
hungry arms. Jinny came to them
without hesitation.

"Oh, Orin,” she murmured, after a
moment. “Your poor arms! But you
seem to be able to use them all right!”

He was a little puzzled, but it did
not matter. The things which did mat-
ter were clear enough, and Fletcher
Bannon would take care of the rest.

man that I've wished he was—the
sort that it seemed to me he might
be.” She looked around, confused in
her own mind, groping for an expla-
nation, and her eyes fixed on Locke.
“So much more like Orin,” she fin-
ished.

Bannon nodded placidly. “You'll
find him that way from now on,” he
agreed, “It was as 1'd long suspected,
observing him, remembering how dif-
ferent he had been as a boy. You
thought it was bad Levering Wood

(Continued On Page 97)



The Dead Laugh Last

by MIKE B1ENSTOCK

end Rocky Gaines couldn’t get the last laugh, in any other way
than by dying!

The rider lay forward on the horse,
his breath coming shallow and fast,
his eyes glazed, skin stretched taut
over his cheekbones. Blood dripped
from the ugly hole in his side; his
life ebbed with each spurt of gore.

With a supreme effort he pushed
himself erect in the saddle and twist-
ed around. The riders back on the
rough trail danced in his blurred vi-
sion. His eyes narrowed as he gauged
their distance. Suddenly he swung
forward and with a low, animal snarl,
dug his heels into the side of his
straining horse. The game little
mount leaped forward while the dy-
ing man’s thoughts whirled back to
the streets of Mesa City.

OWDERY dust billowed up

and caked on his lean, drawn

face as the horse picked its way
down the main street. Rocky Gaines
wiped sweat from his tan forehead
with a stained shirtsleeve and eased
his mount toward a low, unpainted
clapboard building bearing the legend
“Golden Eagle Saloon.”

He swung long legs from the sad-
dle and twisted the reins around the
rail. Slowly, almost deliberately, he
stepped up the creaking wooden
stairs and halted. Wearily he squinted
up and down the sun-baked street. He
blinked dust out of his red-rimmed,
steel-grey eyes.

The same old cow town—the
thought struck him with a dull im-
pact. Just like the scores of others
he'd seen in his drifting. Dusty
streets, false-fronted buildings, a few
idlers lounging in the shade of the
overhangs. An old Mexican leaning
against the rail across the street. And
the sun a brazen ball of fire, beating
down incessantly.

Rocky’s thin

lips twisted in a

mirthless grin. It seemed to him as if
he'd been passing through the same
flyblown town for most of his life.
The rutted dirt streets, faded build-
ings, the shrill babbling of a couple
of kids in the distance seemed a part
of him.

It was no different from that other
one, five years before...Gawd! was
it only five~years?. ..when he lit out
in a hurry after a gunfight. Maybe
it was his bullet in the loudmouthed
traildriver. He hadn't waited to find
out. They weren't in a pretty mood,
those cowpokes, and he had no stom-
ach to decorate the end of a rope.

He was eighteen when he had
started out to see what Texas was
like, He found out in a hurry. And
he had kept traveling ever since. It
seemed as if trouble dogged his foot-
steps wherever he went. It followed
like a faithful pup. In one town it
would take the form of a woman, in
the next, cards. But always it was
there. He wondered, idly, what it
would be like to settle in one place
for a while.

The batwings behind him crashed
open with a loud clatter. A short,
chunky individual in a loud shirt and
expensive Stetson staggered from the
saloon, his beady eyes flicking brief-
ly over Rocky as he lurched past.
With a faint grin the slim drifter
turned and strode toward the cool-
looking interior.

A dull thud stopped him dead. He
spun around. The man lay in the
street, apparently out cold. Tripped
on the steps, Rocky thought as he
started toward him. He stopped short
in surprise. The old Mexican was
shuffling hurriedly across the street,
then bent over the prostrate figure.

“Senor Jason,” the leathery-
skinned old man rattled, jerking at
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“Get to

your feet
before |

kick you upi"!

the limp arm, “Are you all
senor?”

Jason lifted his face from the dirt,
shook his head, puzzled. He looked
up at the man, then rolled over like
a snarling praire wolf. He glared at
the Mexican, . his mouth twisting
savagely.

“You damn’ old greaser,” he
snarled/“Keep your filthy hands off

right,

Eyes venomous as a rattler, he
slithered erect, snaking out his six-
gun. The old man shrank in terror.
He scuttled back, arms upraised ovfr
his blanching face. Jason leaped, Ms
features distorted in hatred, gun.
whipping. The Mexican screamed life®
a stuck pig when the barrel cracked
into his head.

‘Benor Jason,” he whimpered, blood
streaming down his face, dripping

™
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from his chin to muddy the dirt. “I
only follow your father’s orders.”

“To hell with my father. I'm old
enough to wipe my own nose with-
out a filthy Mex doing it for me,”
he growled, raising his gun once
more. “I told you to stay away from
me.”

A low rumble grated from Rocky’s
throat. He remembered a dog he
owned when he was ten. And he re-
membered his father beating it to
death in a drunken rage. He felt the
old hatred in his soul rising like a
fury. The Mexican slumped to his
knees, face buried in his wrinkled

hands.
Blind anger tightened across his
chest. The Kkilling wurge surged

through him as it had that other time.
He exploded into berserk action.

The short man spun around as if
-warned by some sixth sense. His pig
eyes blinked at the sight of Rgcky’'s
swift charge, his heavy mouth sagged
open.

By almost reflex action the pistol
lashed around in a vicious cut as
Rockty crashed into him. The drift-
er wrenched his shoulder into the arc
of the gun, felt the stinging shock
of It as the metal cracked into his
xollar bone. Pain stabbed through
him, nearly forcing a scream through
his clenched teeth. He bit his lip,
locked his fingers around Jason's
wrist, and twisted.

A sudden swift intake of breath,
the limp fingers released the
weapon. With speed belying his bulk,
Jason stepped in, lashed up at
Rocky’s groin with his right- knee.
The drifter saw the blow, attempted
to leap back, but succeeded only tn
catching it just below the chest.
Bright stars whirled like pinwheels
through his head. Gasping tor breath,
he staggered.

TRASON grinned, bored in, cocky,
CP ready for the kill. Rocky remem-
bered his father, remembered the
man’s fist beating into his face when
he had stepped between man and dog.
He could see the stubble on the chin,
the red-rimmed eyes, could hear the
quick gasping of the man’'s breath.
He could remember wishing his fath-

er dead as he took the blows.

He blinked, chopped a desperate,
side-of-the-palm cut at Jason’s wrist
as the long left sang past his ear. He
connected, felt the bone snap. The
short man squealed in anguish.

Releasing all his upsurging,hatred,
Rocky looped a right that started
from his- knees. His gnarled fist
smashed into Jason’'s teeth, sent him
crumpling to the dust.

Blood trickled from a corner of the
stocky man's mouth. Gradually he
pushed himself to a sitting position,
eyes glassy, shaking his head in dis-
belief. Spitting blood and dust, he
groaned softly.

“Get to your feet before | kick you
up,” Rocky ordered, voice strained,
chest having. He booted the sixgun
out of reach. Warily, though still
dazed, Jason struggled'to his feet:
Gradually, comprehension dawned in
his eyes. He glared at Rocky.

“This isn’'t the last of it, mister”
He wiped his lips with his good hand,
winced as he grasped the other wrist
tenderly. “I’ll be seeing you again,”
With a last venomous glance he shuf-
fled down the street, the loud shirt
dusty, the hat still lying where it had
fallen.

Rocky’s eyes held a troubled look.
Slowly turning, he strode toward the
saloon. A wizened lounger sidled up
to him as he approached the 'wings.

“You picked the wrong one for ar-
guing, mister.”

“Everyone’s a bad customer when
it comes to a fight,” Rocky’'s smile
was lopsided.

“But he’s sure the wrong one to
tangle with 'round here.” The wrink-
led face looked up at him, toothless
gums working. The squeaky voice
continued: “Like as not you'll find
him waiting...sometime.. .when you
step out a doorway.”

“Don’t worry, pop,” Rocky grunted
as they leaned on the half-empty bar.
“Gun slinging’s my game.”

“Not worried about your ability,
son.” The old man hawked, spat to-
ward a handy spittoon, missed by in-
ches. “But | can sure see you don't
know much about these parts.” He
turned toward the bartender. “Whis-
key, two glasses.”
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Turning to Rocky. “That was Ralph
Jason you tangled with.” He licked
his dry lips. “You found out quick
he’s the slimiest buzzard in the terri-
tory. His old man’s no better.

“The biggest cattleman in these
parts, John Jason,” he added confi-
dentially.

The bartender slid a bottle and

glasses in front of them, wiped a spot,

of dampness with a dirty rag.

“You're a dead 'un if you ever get
Old Man Jason riled at you,” the bar-
man muttered.

Rocky flipped a coin to the bar.
“Isn’t there any law around here?” he
raised his eyebrows questioningly.

“Jason’s the law,” the old man
snickered. “If you know what’'s good
for you, you'll move out pronto.”

Pouring two drinks, he raised his
glass to eye level. Squinting long and
hard at Rocky over the rim, he tossed
down the whiskey. He hawked, spat
again, then shambled away.

HE DRIFTER lifted his glass

and stared at the amber liquid.
Funny how things work out, the
thought struck him all at once. His
fathe”had died, and he had left Wyo-
ming, He drifted from one job to an-
other, never sticking, always moving.
Then, after the shooting, he knew it
was in earnest. He'd keep moving un-
til they planted him.

He shrUgged, gulped down the
fiery liquor. The off-key pounding of
a piano drifted over to him, inter-
mixed with the low rumble of voices
at the bar. Rocky looked up, a dim
fear ghosting along his spine. He
could feel a thin line of coolness as
a blob of sweat rolled slowly down
his back.

Gradually, the noise in the room re-
treated to the far recesses of his con-
sciousness. He stared at the bright
outline of the doorway, cut by the
motionless batwings. Thin streamers
of sunlight notched their way in,
resting lightly on the rough wooden
floor.

He stepped away from the bar,
heels tapping softly, holstered six-
gun slapping against his thigh. The
pulse in his forehead throbbed an in-
sistant warning. He grimaced, not in
fear, but rather from the tenseness

built up within him.

There was danger out there. In-
stinctively, like a dog sensing an en-
emy, he knew it. His caution, schooled
by countless scraps with sudden
death, whispered to him to leave by
the back way. He struck out fiercely
at the thought.

This was how it was meant to be,
a voice whispered, hollowly in his
brain. He laughed to himself wooden-
ly, the sound barely escaping through
his taut lips. No one would make him
turn tail anymore, he decided stub-
bornly. He would ride out of Mesa
City alive, taking his own good time,
or he would lie still in the dust, wait-
ing for the scavengers.

At the door he halted. Pushing at
a 'wing cautiously, he peered through
the crack. The street was empty, as
far as he could see. Palm patted
against leather holster, moved to the
butt of the gun. It had a reassuring
feeling.

Slamming the ’'wing open, he
slipped outside as silently as a wraith.
The street was deserted. The frontier
always recognized trouble. Some in-
tangible feeling seemed to warn peo-
ple of danger.

His horse nickered gently from the
rail. Right hand cocked close to his
side, eyes whipping to every possible
ambush point, he stered warily
along the board sidewalk.

A slug tugged at his shirt at the
same instant he heard the shot. In a
fluid motion 'he leaped to the slim
protection of a doorway.

His eyes raked the street, lithe
muscles tensing beneath his denims
as he crouched, pantherlike. Another
slug bit splinters inches from his
face. His gun leaped into his hand
as he spotted the ambusher. He could
see the brim of a Stetson as the man
peered from the protection of a build-
ing diagonally across the street.

Rocky waited tensely, body partial-
ly exposed to lead. A muscle in his
cheek ticked once uncontrollably. The
amhusher’'s arm jerked up, a bit more
of, his face was exposed. The drifter
flattened as another slug whined un-
comfortably close.

Then his hand moved in a flicker-

ing motion, his gun bucked once. A
figure staggered from behind the wall
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of.the building, twisting grotesquely,
then slumped to the ground like a rag
doll flung carelessly from the hand
of a child.

Rocky holstered his gun and som-
berly moved to the body. The slug
had made a bloody pulp of the fea-
tures of Ralph Jason. The drifter
dug his nails into his palms savagely,
turned away. Tired resignation re-
placed the fierce anger that had
burned within him. Like buzzards cir-
cling a dead steer, men drifted toward
the corpse.

From the saloon doorway,
toothless old man watched him.

“You sure knew what you were
talking about, pop.”

The old man tightened his lips
against his gums, switched his gaze
to the body. “Take my advice, son,”
;he rasped finally. “If you value your
health, get moving.” He spat in the
dust and turned on his heel.

“Just a minute,” Rocky grated, ir-
ritation edging his voice. The old man
halted in mid stride. “You can tell
whoever wants me I'll be in the Stock-
man’s Hotel.”

Shaking his head slowly, the old
man walked off without a backward
glance.

the

OCKY'’S head ached fiercely as

he lay on the hard bed. The pic-
ture of the gunfight still stood out
vividly in his mind four hours later.
He tried to banish it by recalling
childhood memories. One by one they
sprang before his eyes, those wonder-
ful days in the rolling hills of Wyo-
ming, when his father wasn't mean
drunk.. .when his mother was alive.
The cool stream to splash around in,
the light breeze Kkiting through the
cottonwoods. Lord! why did it have
to turn out this wa™.

A light tap at the door roused him.
Swinging lithely to his feet, he
moved toward the panel. Flattening
to the wall beside the thin wood, he
drew his gun.

“Who's that?” he grunted.

“It is I, senor,” came a low voice.
“The one you aided this morning.”

Rocky covered the door with his
gun, He hesitated a fraction of a sec-
ond. If it were a trap, he knew, he
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didn't stand a fighting chance. He
gambled on the risk, leaned over and
twisted the key.

“Come,” he answered.

The knob turned and the panel
slowly opened. The Mexican stared at
the gun, his liquid black eyes puzzled,
then shifted his gaze to Rocky'’s face.
There were still traces of dried blood
on the old man's features.

Waving him in, the drifter peered
cautiously into the dim hallway.
Grunting in satisfaction, he kicked
the door shut, locked it. He turned
to his visitor, a question in his eyes.

“l1 wish to thank you, senor, for
helping me,” the old man began, his
eyes boring into Rocky'’s.

“Never could stand snakes.”

The dark man inclined his head
slightly. “You are a gentleman,” he
said. “There are not many, in this
territory.”

Rocky grinned derisively. “Okay,
mister, a gentleman. Now, what
brings you up here?” he continued.
“It wasn't just to thank me.”

“Es verdad. | came to warn you
there is not much time left.” His
soft voice quickened, a note of fear
crept in. “l...work for the elder
Jason.” His fists balled as he talked.
“Senor, when he heard of the death
of his only son, he swore a terrible
oath of vengeance. He swore on the
Holy Book that he will, personally
hang you from the nearest tree, even
if he must follow you to the end of
the earth.”

The room was still for a long mo-
ment. The low buzzing of a fly was
faintly audible.

The Mexican stepped forward, a
tense look on his drawn countenance.
“He is like a mad bull when aroused,
senor. He will give up everything
until he had tracked you down atld
seen you kicking from the end of
a...”

Rocky’s voice cut in harshly. “I
don’t scare easy. Tell your boss I'm
not moving till I'm ready.” Then
slowly, deliberately: “Tell him to
come and get me.”

He strode to the door, his nostrils
flaring in anger.

“m\Wait,” the Mexican called hastily.
“You do not understand. If he knew
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I warn you, he would shoot me like
adog.” His eyes slitted> lips narrowed
against his white teeth. “I have no
love for that family. Everyone hatea
Jason, for good reason. Even his son
hated Him.” He hesitated a brief mo-
ment. “But the boy was his heir. So
he will kill you.” He said this calmly,
as if reciting a grocery list.

"You wonder, senor?” he continued.
Then quietly: “My daughter. She was
the boy’'s mother. ..She did not live
long,.

Rocky stared incredulously. The
Mexican shook his head, managed a
slight smile. “I do not blame you. He
was all bad. But because his father
made him so, he was bad. Not from
my Maria.”

The silence hung like an impene-
trable curtain. Finally, Rocky cleared
his throat. “I appreciate all you're
doing for me,” he said softly. “But
I'll take my chances with any man.”

“Senor," the Mexican answered
with a start, as if awakening from a
dream. His voice held a desperate
note. “He comes with ten of his va-
queros. You do not stand a chance
against such numbers.” He spread
his hands impatiently. “1 beg of you.
Go while there is still time.”

Rocky’s eyes narrowed as he stared
at the man. It was true. He could
never get out alive facing such odds.
And he would stand alone. Nobody
in this godforsaken hole would stand
with him. They were browbeaten by
Jason.

He'd have to run again. The words
mocked him. Runl Run! Run! They
fluttered around in his brain while
he stabbed at them futilely. He
laughed derisively. True to form, he
thought.

Finally he answered, his voice
level, no trace of emotion edging past

the steel exterior. “How soon will
they be here?”
The Mexican shrugged. “l rode as

fast | was able,”

Rocky grabbed his hat from the
bureau, stepped to the door, un-
locked and opened it in one swift
motion. He walked out, the old man
trotting to keep up with his long
stride.

Downstairs, they moved cautiously

for the front door. The desk clerk
watched curiously fora moment, then
went back to his work. The Mexican
peered put the front, stepped out. He
glanced cautiously up and down the
street. Satisfied, he motioned to
Rocky. The drifter slipped outside,
dashed to his horse at the rail. He
vaulted to the saddle.

Rocky leaned over and took the
-reins from the old man. He looked
down, a half smile on his tight lips,

“Here’'s hoping we meet again,
pardner.” He reached down, offered
his hand. The Mexican grasped it
eagerly, gripped it tightly for a long
moment.

" Gracias, amigo,” his voice broke,
eyelids blinked rapidly, “1 hope we
shall meet again, sometime...”

FLURRY of hoofbeats broke

into his words. A band of horse-
men burst into the far end of the
street, kicking up a cloud of chalky
dust. A tall, heavily built individual,
riding easily in the saddle, headed
the group.

The Mexican gasped, spun around,
“Go, amigo,” he yelled, running with
surprising speed toward the riders,

Rocky pulled at the reins, kicked
his horse savagely. He turned his
head as he pounded away. The Mexi-
can had whipped a short pistol from
under his skirt. The old man halted,
raised his gun. It snapped once, al-
most a futile sound among the clatter
of hooves,

A fusillade of lead from the on-
sweeping horde staggered him, sent
him slumping slowly to the ground.

Rocky cursed fluently, snatched at
his gun. The Mexican lay in the
dirt, twitching like a rabbit caught in
a hail of buckshot. The lead rider
pounded up. He stopped, stared down
at the form for an instant, then shot
him through the guts.

The drifter's brain exploded in
hate, a blood-red mist obscured his
vision. He snapped up his gun, the
sights fixed on the lead rider. As he
pressed the trigger, the swaying horse
jounced his tend. The slug caught
another man, knocking him kicking

to the ground.
(Continued Ob Pag® 9S)



SMILIN" BILLY RIDES WITH
CURLY BILL

by HAROLD PREECE

(author of “The Hanging at Snuff-Box Church-House”) -

Smilin’ Billy Breakenridge was a lawman and Curly Bill Broctus

an outlaw, but the lawman of the old west rarely had any per-

sonal grudge against outlaws. So there was no reason why law-

man and outlaw couldn't get together on a friendly mission when

the badge-packer had no partigular charge to press in the line of
uty.

ombstone called him Smil-
T in" Billy Breakenridge. He

smiled at the punchers he
locked up to sober up; most of them
claimed it was plumb pleasant to be
arrested by him. And if he had to
send a man boots on to Boothill, he
smiled when he did it.

This morning in 1881, he was smil-
ing at his namesake, Curly Bill Bro-
cius, boss outlaw of the San Simon
Valley. Every man of that robbers’
roost called Galeyville had turned
out to see the meeting of those t™o
in the settlement's top gambling
house.

They stood facing each other at
the bar. Smilin’ Billy had bought the
drinks. Now, he was answering the
sharp questions of the handsome,
curly-headed gun-slinger. “How many
men come with you, Deputy? And
where are they holin’ up?

“Nobody, Curly—Just me and my-
self. Man don’'t bring an array when
he's paying a sociable visit.

“Galeyville’'s kind of particular
about its visitors, Deputy—'specially
when they come wearin’ stars.”

“Oh that,” Smilin’ Billy’s finger-
nail flicked a dust speck off the star
on his shirt. “Been wearin’ it so long
I'd feel downright naked without it.”

Curly Bill's face thawed a little.
His mouth opened in a slight grin.
“Smart answer, deputy,” he drawled.
“Maybe the right answer—maybe
not.”

“There’s a lot 0’ reward money out

on us fellers.” He waved his glass
toward the crowd in the gambling
house. “Maybe, Billy, you got the
notion of collectin’ it.”

You could feel the hot silence in
the room as the crowd waited for
Smilin’ Billy to speak. Smilin’ Billy
drained his glass, looked Curly Bill
straight in the eyes, and said cheer-
fully: “Nope, didn't come collecting
reward money. Come collecting tax-
es.”

A roar of laughter swept the room.
Outlaws plopped down at tables and
laughed till they cried. The bartender
was so tickled that he dropped a bot-'
tie of fancy whiskey on the floor
and it sopped into the wood, un-
noticed. A swarthy Mexican wearing
a big sombrero, embroidered with
flowers, laughed a long deep belly
laugh. Curly Bill doubled up over
the bar and his sides shook Every
time, he looked at Smilin5Billy, just
standing and smiling, he started
laughing again. Then he stood upr
nodded his head briskly until he could
control himself, and sang out across
the room:

“All right, you fellers, shut up that
cacklin’ and fork over. If this feller's
got the gall to come to Galeyville
and collect taxes, we got the gall to
pay 'em. Come on up here, you cussed
cow-rustlers and bank histers. Shell
out, you stage robbin’ sons o’ guns.
We done beat Arizona Territory out
of our necks; but we ain't beatin’ it
out 0’ no money.”

A



The first one who sauntered up
was the swarthy caballero. He
plunked down two twenties and a
ten on the bar. Curly Bill's hand
reached out and gripped the Mexi-
can’'s wrist in an iron vise.

“You'll have to raise the ante on
that, Pedro,” he said in a hard even
tone. “If you cheat on taxes like you
cheat on poker, I'll be sendin’ you
back across the Rio Grande where
pickin's is slimmer. Two hundred'll
be about right for you.”

“Si, senor,” the Mexican said hasti-
ly. He peeled off a hundred and a
fifty. One by one, the other hard-
bitten citizens of Galeyville came
forward and put down whatever
amount that Curly Bill decreed.

“Reckon this'll straighten me up on
your books,” the outlaw said when

Breakenricjge smiletf
when he sent out-
laws to Sooths!!.

the last man had come across. He
pulled out two one thousand bills

.and laid them on the pile.

The biggest smile that anybody-
had ever seen was on -Smilin* Billy's
face as he scooped up the cash.
“Thanks, boys,” he said. "County's
in the red mighty bad. Sheriff Johnny
Behan's been hopping mad about all
this tax money being out over here
in San Simon Valley.”

Then he turned to Curly Bill.
“But this is just part of the job. Now
I got to collect the rest of the taxes
in the Valley. Being as you know
everybody around here, Curly, |
figured you'd like to ride with, me
and help do the collecting.”

Curly Bill's jaw dropped at that.
He swallowed hard, poured Smilin'
Billy another drink oat of a bottle,
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and then filled his own glass. Before
he could find words to answer,
Smilin’ Billy pulled another star out
of his pocket. He pinned it on Curly
Bill. “Raise up your right hand,
Curly Bill Brocius. I'm swearing
you in as a special deputy sheriff to
collect taxes.”

Curly Bill's hand shot up. He re-
peated after Smilin’ Bill the words
of the deputy's oath. Then he took
out his big red bandana and wiped
his face. “If anybody had of ever
told me, 1'd be a deputy sheriff,” he
said kind of dazed. “If anybody had
ever told me that there’d be such a
critter in Galeyville as a deputy
sheriff—" He looked at himself in
the mirror behind the big bar. He
saw the star reflected in the glass
and thumbed it like a child inspect-
ing a trinket. Then somebody called
out: “lI swear, Curly, you sure look
a whole lot better with that star

~wrapped on your chest then you'll
look some of these days with a rope
wrapped around your neck.”

That broke the spell. Everybody
had a big laugh and a big drink with
Deputy Sheriff Curly Bill Brocius
setting 'em,up. .

RIGHT AND early the next

morning, Smilin® Billy and
Curly Bill were saddled up for the
long ride across San Simon Valley.
"Might as well have a momin’ brac-
er 'fore we git gpin’,” said Curly Bill.
They got down and stepped into the
booze and faro palace. At that mo-
ment, a man walked in carrying a tin
bucket of water. Mockingly, he
picked up a glass from the bar, dipped
it in the bucket, and saluted the two.
“Here’s wishin’ you good ridin’,
deputies,” he said.
Another man rose from where he

had been lying on top of a card table..

A gun barked out, shattering the
glass.

"Ned, ain't | told you before about
drinkin’ that piztn,” the man on the
table called. “Reckon this'll learn
you.”

"Reckon you're right, Jim,” the man
with the bucket chuckled. *Except
you could use some of that pizen to
clean up your face.”

A third man rushed in, “Jim, damn
it,” he roared. “Your boss is dead out-
side. Dropped down like a potted
pigeon when a bullet cornin’ from in
here killed him.”

. Everybody rushed outside. The
bullet had crashed through the frame
wall after smashing the glass. And
Jim's horse lay dead as a tribute to
Jim’s marksmanship.

“Hell,” said Jim to Ned. “Serves
me right for hornin’ in.

“Oughta let you gone ahead 'and
pizened yourself.”

“Killin" that good boss'll cost you
ten bucks more in taxes, Jim,” Curly
Bill said, holding out his hand. The
trigger man produced the ten spot.
As the two deputies rode away,
Smilin’ Billy looked back to see Pe-
dro, the caballero, gazing evilly at
them.

For two weeks, they rode across the
yucca and mesquite jungles of San
Simon Valley. Curly Bill led him up
dim trails that led to outlaw roosts
of tents and plankboard shacks. And
as they put the miles behind them,
Smilin’ Billy’s saddle bags were bust-
ing open with bills and bullion.

One man argued stubbornly with
them. “Curly, have you plumb lost
your senses,” he growled. “Wearin*«
deputy’s star and collectin’ taxes to
build gallows that'll hang us all.”

Curly Bill laughed and clapped him
on the shoulder. “Blast you, Bob,”
he said, “when it comes, I'd rather
be strung up from the gallows proper-
like with a preacher sayin* a prayer
over me than be swingin’ like a dead '
dog from a mesquite tree. So wo»M
you. Reckon you're owin’' five hun-
dred. Just hand it to Smilin’ Billy
there and he'll write out your re-
ceipt. Which-one o'f your names you
want it made out to?”

Afterwards, they hit a deep se-
cluded canyon.

“We're seein” a man,” he said,
“who’s brought in a big herd o cat*
tie from Mexico. And he’ll be payin’
a right smart of taxes.

Smilin’ Billy threw back his head
and laughed. “Arizona taxes on steers
stole from Mexico,” he said.

(Continued On Page 9£)



The Decoy

By E. E. CLEMENT

Killer Kubilius was hiding out,
right in plain sight, for a very
special reason!

HERE’'S twenty men, none of

them true and damn few, i£ any,

good, all of them beating the
brush for Killer Kubilius' scalp; de-
scending like the wolf-pack they are
upon every hoeman and small ranch-
er in the county; talking up their
brags; grabbing chuck, fresh horses,
red-eye, tobacco, and everything else
they can take from timorous folk'—
and where is their quarry? Sitting at
a broken-down piano in Ben Ellen’s
Palace, a pitcher of beer at his elbow
and a quirly stuck in his lips, trying
to pick out a tune.

“Dang thing’s drivin* me loco,” the
killer says as he gulps down another
glass of beer and wipes his lips with
his sleeve. He’s a tall thin one, this
Kubilitis, light-haired, and sorrowful-
looking. Gets a dreamy look in his
eyes every now and then, like he's
trying to see across the world to the
old country, | reckon—though he
don’'t talk- about it none. Some gents
have mistook that dreamy and sorrow-
ful attitude, and you can read their
obituaries in various baothills around
the* country; they drew first, but it
didn't help them a bit. Which is how
Kubilius got the rep of Killer.

"Can'’t sleep o' nights,” he mourns.
This tune starts goin’ around inside
my skull and then it stops and | dis-
remember how it ends..,. Lookin’
for me, are they? Mebbeso I'll still be
here when they've et all the dust in
Rainbow and come back draggin’ their
tails, huh?” He takes another swipe
at the piano and someone says, “By
grab, that there keyboard ain't goin’
t' sit still and take heatin’, from you
forever, Killer. Sometime it's goin’
to swipe back atcha, mark my words.”

Kubilius’ right hand sort of drifts
toward his gun butt and Jthe heckler

shuts down pronto; ain't no one here
cares to see how close they can come
to shootin’ second, nohow we like,
the Killer. Damn sight better human
that what passes for law and order
in these parts; the sheriff's nothin’
but a fancy errand-boy for the big
ranchers, who don't care a hoot in
hades about what happens to folk in
general so long’s their own interests
are protected-—which same Larson
manages to do. That is, when he and
his ragtag, bounty-hunting posse
aren’t ridin’ down anyone at all who's
likely to bring a reward when deliv-
ered on a shutter.

Ben's daughter Mary, who has at
least a -dozen cowboys simultaneously
plottin’ to commit matrimony, and her
dodgin’ the lot of them but bein’
friends nohow, comes up with:a fresh
pitcher of beer, and says, “You aren’t
going to let them take you? You
didn't bushwhack that cattle-buyer
and steal his money.”

Kubilius goes into the beginning
of the tune—which we can all whis-
tle in our sleep by now, having heard
it at least a thousand times (though
| suppose you'd call it variations,
since the Killer can't seem to remem-
ber exactly where the notes were the
last time he found them)—and we
figger if he don't go loco pretty soon;
we will. Then he looks up at Mary
Ellen, only he’s more like looking
through her, and says, “Nope. Never
bushwhacked anyone in my life. |
take mine while they're lookin' at
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me, with their aands up.”

“But they say you're the boss of
the Canyon bunch.” Mary Ellen’s
mighty concerned and her bosom's
moving up and down fast. “They say
you've done awful things, and you'll
be hanged—maybe lynched.”

“That's downright annoyin’” re-
marks Kubilius. “Yuh know, | almost
had it this time.”

Over at a table, a gent who's some-
how, managed to sleep durin’ the con-
cert lifts up his head. “The Canyon
bunch is operatin’ somewheres in this
.part of the country, | hear tell.”

“I ride ajone,” states the killer. He
glances at Mary Ellen for an instant,
almost as if he's seein’ her, and says,
“Knew a gal once who looked a lot
like-you.”

Mary don’i act like she’s bein’ com-
plimented much.- She sort of tosses
her shoulders, and walks away like
she’s plenty mad. The gent who just
spoke up—some pilgrim driftin’
through—gets up and ambles over to
the piano, “That there tune sounds
sort of familiar to me,” he allows.
“What's she called?”

“Dunno,” says the Killer.

“Too bad,” sighs the pilgrim. “But
if it's the end of it that’s slipped your
mind, maybe so | can remember it.”
He robs his stubbled chin for a sec-

ond, then starts to whistle. “Some-
thin’ like this.”

Kubilius frowns, then shakes his
head. “Nope.” r

“Naw, that ain't it exactly. But it
was somethin’ like that.... Lemme
try again, now.” He licks his lips and
contemplates the pitcher of beer.
“If'n you don’'t mind my wettirf my
whistle a bit; it's got sort of dusty.”

“Sure, help yourself,”

The pilgrim stares at the ceiling,
and in a sort of absent minded way

icks up the pitcher -and tilts back

is head. When he finally stops for
breath, there’'s maybe enough left for
a fly to drown in—if it was a sickly
fly that couldn't stand gettin’ damp,
that -is.

“Maybe you need a bit more to
help your memory,” suggests the. kill-
er, We watch thege gomVon* figur-
ing that the pilgrim had better re-

member that tdne now, for his own
sake as well as everyone else's. Kubi-
lius ain't never shot a man in cold
blood, far's we know; but sometimes
a gent can get irritated tj the point
where he don't realize what he's
doin’, and the Killer has that dreamy
look about him now that spells trou-
ble, He calls for Mary, and she comes
back with another pitcher, still look-
in" put out. Hard to tell but what
maybe she's tryin’ to keep from cry-
in'; it’'s dang hard to figure the she-
stuff, whether it runs on four legs or
two. “You fool,” she says as she sets
the full pitcher down and picks up
the empty.

The pilgrim reaches'for it, but Ku-
bilius takes hold of the gent's arm.
“Maybe you ought to try to remem-
ber first.” He pours himself a glass of
beer and starts drinkin’ it slow, look-
ing as if he was a,sitting duck.

“Yeah...well, y’know, that snifter
did sort of help,” the gent opines.
“Let’'s see, now...” He squints out
the window, then whistles something
and the Killer’s hand comes down flat
on the pilgrim’s back with a slap that
sounds like a pistol shot.

“That'? it, pardner!” He turns to
the piano and plays the tune-from
beginning to end—well sort of—only
stopping and starting again four-five
times when he hit a wrong note.
Maybe it't a pretty tune, | dunno by
this time; | just don't want to hear'
it again, even if it's good. Before the
gent can claim his reward, Mary El-
len lets out a scream. “They’re com-
ing back!”

HE GRABS hold of Kubilius.
"They’ll hang you—you've got to

get out of here, quick! I'll show you

the way...”

But the Killer is shaking his head
and pushing her aside. “No, Miss EIl-
len,” he drawls, “I'm right anxious to
meet up with the sheriff.” Before she
can plead with him further, Larson
and four-five of his posse shoulder
their way in. Larson stares like he's
seein’ a ghost, and Kubilius. is just
standin’ there while the pilgrims has
picked up the pitcher anyway and is
about to take another sample.

“Kubilius! Grab for a piece of sky,



THE DECOY

you polecat; I'm arrestin’ you- fer
murder, armed robbery, and ramrod-
din’ that Canyon bunch of varmints!”

The Killer says quietly to the pil-
grim, “Is this the one?”

There’s five guns covering the two
of them, and Kubilius acts like he
never saw a gun before and don't
inow what it's supposed to do. Then
the pilgrim moves so £a8t we think
maybe it was lightnin’. He shoves
that pitcher of beer head first into
Larson’s face and the sheriff is sud-
denly drenched and covered with
foam, while the unknown has dropped
down behind the piano and snapped a
couple of shots at the posse. The rest
of ua find that we can move pretty
feist in a crisis, too; we make for
under the tables and behind the bar
where the lead isn't so likely to come
our way.

It’s a mite hard to see under these
circumstances, but | can tell that Ku-
bilius has his guns out, and there’s a
shootin’ spree goin* on—which same
don't last too long, seein’ as how the
ragtag sidin* the sheriff had breaks
for the great outdoors as soon as their
ttuarry fights back. That is, most of
them; there's one on the floor, ready
for the skypilot to say last words
over, and one sittin’ down holding on
to a busted arm. It’'s mostly cordite
stink in the place, then Larson holler-
in’ that he gives up.

We decide it ain't no longer neces-
sary to prove that discretion is the
better part of stayin’ alive, and we
come out in time to hear Kubilius say,
“You got your boots mixed up, Lar-
son.” He reaches into his breast pock-
et and takes out a badge, tosses it onto
the table. “By my authority as fed-
eral marshal, 1’'m talcin’ you into cus-
tody, and 1'm charging you with the
actions you just spoke of yourself.
And my witness here can prove that
you murdered a woman six months
ago.”

The pilgrim nods. “That’s the one,
all right.” He walks over to the piano,
sits down, and we are assailed with
the beginning of that dang tune
again—just the beginning, because he
hasn't played very much of it before

(C<mtSrae4 Oa Pag-e 90)
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(Continued From <P*|e 89)

Larson, hollers, “No! For gawd's sake
don't play that. | can't stand it!”

“Y'see,” explains the killer, “Colby
here didn't see t"e renegades very
welL They knocked him out and tied
him up, but when he came to he heard
Julie playing this tune on the piam”
they were masked, and their voices
were muffled, but he could hear her
playing,* and hear her screaming for
help before they Killed her. Then
they set fire to the house, but Oolfay
managed to get away in time..,

“We figured that this tune would
be something that the leader of 4h6
Canyon bunch couldn’t stand hearing .
and he’'d give himself away if he dM
hear it. Didn't know for sure whether
Larson,was our man, or whether int”
was someone else around town here£-
we were pretty sure he was around
town.”

"So you're a lawman,” |
Kubilius.

“1 offered to help the law this onftig, ~
playin’ the part of decoy." He picfeed
up the badge and pinned it oh his
chest. “And 1'll stick to this commfcs-
sion until the job is finished. We
still have to round up the rest of the
Canyon bunch. Maybe Larson will
help us.... After all, without any law
here except me, and with me being
occupied, Larson might not exactly
be safe in his own jail unless he co-
operated.”

The ex-sheriff snorted. “What the
hell for; I'm goin’ tuh be hung any-
how.”

Kubilius finished his beer. Y 'know,
I've heard tell about lynchers nb®©
figured that hangin* was too good for
some crimes. Figured that a more M»-
gerin’ -punishment was called lot.
Strictly illegal, you understand, bat
when there’s no law around,, some-
times these sort of things are done
and gotten away with.,,. And
something tells me I'll be unpinning
this badge once you're locked up and
turning it over to someone else—"
when that gent arrives, of course.”

Mary Ellen said, “But yon'& not
going backto...”

(Continued Qo Page t8>
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THE DECOY
(Continues! From Pape 91)

Kubilius smiled, sorrowful-like “A
saaa takes one road and there’'s NO
turning back. Someday maybe I'll
meet someone who can shoot faster,
or who's lucky, or maybe I'll dance'
on air.” He looked at Larson. “Could
be that | might have changed my
life, only, only...”

Then that dreamy look was foaek
in his eyes and he.was passing his
guns over to the pilgrim. “Keep us
covered, Colby; I'm going to ques-
tion the prisoner right now.,. Put.
up your dukes, Larson.”

The one-time sheriff showed all
the bravery we’d come to expect from
him; he made a feeble stab.at fight-,
ing back, then howled like a whipped,
dog as Kubilius went after him. Lar-
son had never been a good-looking
hombre, but he was decidedly poorer -
looking without most of his teeth
and his face puffed up like a rattler
had bit him. He lay on the floor and
whimpered.

Kubilius lifted a boot, then put it
down. “What-the hell, this won'tbring
back the dead.... Colby, you ride
out and get Marshal Bledsoe; I'll .
keeﬁ things straight until you get
back.”

“Then you're leaving?” asked Mary
Ellen.

“Sure... They say there’s gold up
in Alaska. Reckon I'll look up Buck-
skin Frank Leslie and see if'n he'd
like to go prospectin’. Hear tell he's
feelin’ st of bored with things these
days.”

THE END



THE DEAD LAUGH LAST
(Continued From Page 88)

The lead rider looked up in sur-
prise, shouted to his men. Spurring
their mounts, the band pounded after
Rocky, The drifter ducked low in
the saddle, kicked his horse. The lit-
tle animal spurted, forward,

The trail led through rough foot
Mils, paralleling a swift, narrow river.
The riders pressed close behind him,
an occasional shot whining uncom-
fortably close.

The horse gradually tired. He could
feel its labored breathing matching
his own.

Only a matter of a couple of hours,
his thoughts whispered, before they

. run you down. Maybe less, Rock boy.
Then you'll decorate the sunset from
the end of a rope. This is the way
you knew it would- end, didn't you,
Rocky? Didn't you.. .didn't you...

The mount stumbled at a treacher-
ous turn and threw him. Unhurt, he
leaped for the milling animal, grasped
the saddlehorn, As he swung back
on his horse, the pursuers drummed
around the bend, guns flaming in sta-
catto thunder. A sharp, knife-like
pain lanced into his side. Swaying,
he felt his brain reel with the rhy-
thm of the horse’s stride. Fire- bathed
him in agony, gradually cooling to
a blessed numbness. The gallant ani-
mal tapped a hidden reserve of
strength, surged*at?efid.

The rider lay forward on the horse,
his breath coming shallow and fast,
his eyes glazed, skin stretched taut
over his cheekbones. Blood dripped
from the ugly hole in his side; his
life ebbed with each spurt of gore.

With a supreme effort he pushed
himself erect in the saddle and twist-
ed around. The riders back on the
rough trail danced in his blurred vi-
sion. His eyes narrowed as he gauged

(Contlwned On Page 94)
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their distance. Suddenly he swung
forward and with a low, animal snarl,
dug his heelds into the side of hiti
straining horse. The game little
mount spurted along the trail.

He slumped in the saddle like a
sack of wheat. His hands, gripping
the reins until the knuckles showed
white, slowly relaxed and slipped
from the leather. The horse plunged
forward unheeded.

Skidding at a sharp turn, the ani-
mal reared in fright. Rocky, half-
conscious, spun from its back. He
landed with a smashing jar in a clump
of underbrush, yards away from a
narrow, almost invisible crevice in
the bare rock surrounding him. Free
of its rider, the horse plunged Into
the swift-moving river, headed out of
sight.

He was dimly aware of the riders
pulling to a halt on the trail a few
feet away. He knew he was unseen,
bit his lips to stifle a groan.

John Jason gnawed at his scraggly
white mustache as he peered down at
the scuffled tracks.

“He jumped his horse into the
river, boys;” he spoke harshly. “He
don’t fool me. Half of you cut across,
and we’'ll follow him downstream. He
won't get away from a Jason.”

Rocky’s cracked lips stretched in
a smile. He could hear the voice ©f
the old Mexican, as if from some
great distance.

“He will never rest until he has
hanged you. He will follow you to
the ends of the earth. He will never
rest... never rest..."

Rocky laughed, a shuddering, sack-
ing sound. He dragged himself to-
ward the crevice, slowly...slowly,..



SMILIN' BILLY RIDES WITH
CURLY BILL

(Continued From. Page S3)

“Wouldn't the border customs out-
fit like that? But the county needs
cash.,Lead me to it.”

They rode into a camp where a
dozen hard-faced men were busy
branding mavericks or busy changing
brands on bellowing steers. “Fellows,”
Curly Bill announced, “this is Depu-
ty Billy Breakenridge out hustlin’
taxes. Now us good peaceful citizens
know we can't keep this county
goin’ without ever’ gent payin’ his
share to keep it goin’. And Deputy
Curly Bill's ought to see that we all
do our part as good citizens.”

The rustlers looked pretty mad
when they shelled out. But they paid

up. * * ”

EXT NIGHT," the taxes were all
Mcollected. Smilin’ Billy and Cur-
ly Bill made their last camp under
the forbidding Chircahua Mountains.
Smilin’ Billy felt something tight in
hi” throat as they laughed and joked
over the fat young jackrabbit that
Curly Bill had shot and fried up
for supper.

“Curly,” he said, “I never rode with
a man | like better*than you. Ever
think of giving up what you been
doing, and settling down to something
better? 1'd sure hate to come back
snootmg at you.”

The outlaw puffed on his pipe a
long minute. Then he kicked at a
burning stick that had fallen out of
the fire. “It’s like this, Billy,” he fin-
ally answered. “You told me about
runnin' away from Wisconsin when
you was sixteen. You been out here
nineteen years, and you done took
up with one kind of crowd. | reckon
you'll stay with it.”

Curly Bill's voice was a little bit
husky. “I ran away from home when
I was a kid, too,” he said. “I took up
with a crowd but it was a different
Tare. | have to stay with it; that's the
way the chips fall* for a man.”

"And, Billy, if you ever come shoot-
in' at—me—.

‘Well, that's what we been collectin’
them taxes for—to pay you for doin’
your duty.”

When morning came, they were

(Co&Uawed On Pay© 98)
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silent over their bacon and coffee.
After breakfast, neither wanted to
make the first move to break compa-
ny. Finally, Curly Bill took off his
star and handed it silently to Smilin’
Billy. Then the two shook hands with
a f ew awkward words and rode in
different directions—Curly Bill to
break the law and Smilin’ Billy to
enforce the law.

Smilin’ Billy cut back through Sal-
phur Springs Valley, after leaving
San Simon, and headed toward Tomb-
stone. As he neared the county seat,
he began feeling that he was being
trailed from both sides of the road.
Suspicion troubled him. Had this
been Curly Bill's way of letting him
collect a big sum of cash that would
be histed later? Had he, a deputy
sheriff, been taken in by the king out-
law of Arizona?

At a bend in the trail, he saw a
horseman wearing a Mexican sombre-
ro blocking his way. He slowed up
and recognized the bandit, Pedro.

Smilin’ Billy drew out his pistol
and advanced cautiously. He could see
the Mexican reaching for his gun.

Then from the other side of the
roads & lone horseman flashed out.
The rider's gun hit the Mexican
square in the middle of the forehead.
Pedro, the cut-throat, fell dead across
a cactus patch.

The horseman turned, waved his
hand to Smilin’ Billy and was gone.
The deputy never knew who he was,
but he knew who had sent him.

Curly Bill had helped collect that
tax money. And he was going to ass
that it got where it was intended.

AR



: STAR TOTER

(Continued From Page 17}

cropping out In him, Orin, but it
wasn't that. And though | hate to
say anything reflecting on a fellow-
practioner—still, we all make mis-
takes.

“The plain truth of the matter is
tfetf when Ray was in that accident,
teek before you left the county, Orin,
he was hurt worse than he or Emery
ever guessed. He fell on his head,
and there was an injury to his skull.
A slight pressure of the bone on an
area of the brain—’ll not go intc
the medical phrases, but what it
means is that this continuing pres-
sure affected him. To the point where
it not only changed his whole dispo-
sition, but induced criminal tenden-
cies. As | say, | suspected this. And
when he was so battered in that fight
the other night, and | was called in,
I verified my suspicion.”

He paused, cleared his throat. “It
was a delicate operation, and rather
dangerous. But once | was counted a
good surgeon, and with him uncon-
scious anyway—I decided that |
might as well risk a complete cure
as half a one. | operated to relieve
that pressure. Already you can see
the effect, restoring him to his nor-
mal self. He'll be a real Locke from
now on, and a husband, Miss Reta,
that you can be proud of.”

“And you, old friend,” Locke said
softly. “Are a success in your career.
You can be proud, too,”

“Well, | feel more like aman than |
have for quite a while, and that's a
fact,” Bannon conceded.

Reta- was twisting her hands in her
lap. With a doctor’'s practised eye,
Bannon crossed to her.

*| think I'll-give you a pill so that
you'll get a good sleep for yourself,
Reta,” he said gently. "This has been
hard on you—especially the news-
about your father. But don't take it
too hard.”

HIS RAISED a strained face to
him. “That's bad enough—
though in a way, I'm almost glad,”
she whispered. “This way—he’s safe!”
“Safe? What do you mean?’ Ban-
non questioned.

“l mean—he and Steele were part-
ners,” she explained. “I think that
Orin knew it. | —didn't, not till last
night. Though 1'd had some dreadful
suspicions. But last night, knowing
that you'd probably be coming back
for me, Orin—I was afraid of what
might happen at the ranch, with
everybody gone. So | took some of
Dad'’s valuable papers.”

She was silent a moment, fighting
for composure. Then she went on.

"1'd never seen any of them before
—and | didn't intend to_4°°k then,
only just enough to be sure that I
got what should be taken. But there
was something On one—and it made
me look at others. | knew—then. And
the worst of it, Orin—and you too,
Jinny—it was all a steal, the Three
Sevens. There never was a mortgage
—that was all faked. Oh—you’ll alf—
hate me—Ray won't want me when he
knows—"

“Ray does want you,” Ray’s yoke
came in contradiction from the other
room. “There’s nothing wrong with
your record, sweetheart—which is
more than can be said for mine—"

“Of course. And nobody will hate
you,” Locke added sharply, “I'll be
mighty proud of my sister-in-law.
And i£ it will make you feel better,,
as it should, 1 can tell you that your
father was killed because he'd decid-
ed to break with Steele and go
straight, and Steele knew it.”

That brought a measure of comfort.
But she was not done.

“The Three Sevens belongs to you,
Jinny,” she said quietly. “I'll see that
you get it back."

Jinny hesitated, looking at Locke.
Reading what was in his eyes, she
nodded.

“If that's the way you want it,
Reta,” she agreed. “Orin and | will
have the Three Sevens, and you and
Ray the Wagon Wheel. It will work
out nicely.”

That, Locke saw, was something be-
yond which Reta had thought, but it
was as Jinny had said. It would work
out nicely. It was sunset outside, but
there was a rosy glow of promise
across the west.
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most comfortable gir- support whereyouneedit mosf. Simply adjust the laces and PRESTO your mid sec-
dle | ever had. tion is reshaped, yourback is braced and you look and feel younger!

MORE UP-LIFT AND HOLD-IN POWER!

The UP-LIFT ADJUST-O-BELT takes weight off tired feet and gives you a more
alluring, more daringly feminine, curvaceous figure the instant you put it on. It
gives you lovely curves just in the right places, with no unwanted bulges in
the wrong ones. It whittles your waist line to nothingness no matter what shape
you may now have. It's easily adjusted—always comfortable!

TEST THE ADJUST-O-BELT UP-LIFT PRINCIPLE
WITH YOUR OWN HANDS!

Clasp your hands over your abdomen, press upwards and in gently, but firmly.
You feel better don't you! That's just what the UP-LIFT ADJUST-O-BELT does
for you only the ADJUST-O-BELT does it better. Mail Coupon and test it at home
ior 10 days FREE at our expense!

APPEAR SLIMMER, AND FEEL BETTER!

The UP-LIFT ADJUST-O-BELT lifts and flattens unsightly bulges, comfortably, guick-
ly, firmly. It readjusts easily to changes in your figure, yet no laces touch your
body. It gives instant slenderizing figure control. It fashionably shapes your figure
to its slimmest lines. Like magic the UP-LIFT ADJUST-O-BELT obeys your every wish.
Pounds and inches seem to disappear instantly from waist, hips and thighs. You
can adjust .it to your slimmed down figure as your figure changes. It gives the same
fit and comfort you get from a made to order girdle costing 2 to 3 times the price. It
washes like a dream. Style: Panty and regular. Colors nude and white. It's made of
the finest stretch material in any girdle with a pure satin front panel and made
by the most skilled craftsmen. It's light in weight but powerfully strong.

It won't roll up, bulge or curl at the'top. It gives extra-double support where you
need it most. No other girdle at any price can give you better support, can make you
look better, feel better or appear slimmer. Sizes 24 to 44 waist.

ONLY . ... . $3.98

SEND NO MONEY

Money-Back Guarantee
With A 10-Day FREE TRIAL

If the UP-LIFT ADJUST-O-BELT

isn't better thar_1 any sup.porter ADJUST-O-BELT CO., DEPT. 61
Yok will look like you ever had, if You don't feel 1025 Broad Si., Newark, New Jersey
and feel like this more comfortable, if you don't Bush your new and improved UP-LIFT ADTUST-O-BELT for
) ) look d feel if $3.08 'In_size and st le checked. O Regular, n Panty.
beautiful model in 0ok an eel younger, It your U Send C.0.D. I will pay postage plus “handling.
your new and im- shape isn't 100% IMPROVED, if O | enclose $3.98. You pay postage plus postage. J
proved  Up - Lift you are not delighted with it SHEEK 3%55_303 5"5 XL(25-2(6),32; DMXQ,_ 81:523;
Adjust-O-Belt. return itand your money will a XXXL (38-40); O XXXXL (42-44).
be refunded in full. NAME o
New amazing NYLON laces will be ADDRESS
I KEiKBa st *ee your acer- 7YY tem
instead of your regular laces. You CITY oo : ZONE STATE
. T understand if not delighted with the TJP-L T-O-
may keep them FREE even if you return the girdle. BELT 1 can return it in days for full purchase price refund.

SENT ON APPROVAL!



i
MANUALSJ\JT
you DO IT? *LV

Now A ny

See How to Repair—Quickly and Easily—Any
Car Built Since 1935! Over 200,000 Service
and Repair Facts—More than 2100 "How-to-
Do It" Photos, Drawings, Diagrams! Over 200
"Quick-Check" Tables! 795 Pages of Easy,
Step-by-Step Instructions!

ERE’S the huge, illustrated
"How-to-Do-It” volume

you NEED to "whiz throughHAVE to tune up, service or’

any service or repair job on
any make or model car built
from 1935 thru ”~ 1949 I'f Save
work on those "ornery’ jobs
that can be such a “headache” !
Make MORE money by doing
more jobs in LESS time!

W hether you’'re a trained spe-
cialist or a beginner mechanic,
you’ll quickly get the “"know-

” from MoToR’s Auto Re-

idanual. Just look up the

v, model and job in the
Insc”nt-Reference Index. Then
go to it! Easy step-by-step
pictures make every operation
‘duck soup” for you!

LIKE 150 SHOP REPAIR
MANUALS IN ONEI
Here, in detailed "Quick-
Reference” tables and concise
"How-to-Do*It” words and

Same FREE Offer on
MoToR's TRUCK MANUAt
| Covers EVERY lob on
tEVERY truck made from
[1936 thru 1946 ! 1400 pic-
1 hires 952 pages, 300.0UU
mfacts.” AH i,YP« GD -°eh,

iHefsTImans.Fuel Systems

ernor
Ilgnl on, SStan!ters Clulch

(es, Axles, Brakes, etc.,
o covers many
tractors, contractor

land road building equip-
Iment, dillonar® r A a.
chinery.
Check
box in
coupon.

pictures, are the official facts

and instructions 'you MUST U_L;_ A%y) COVERS ANY

repair any car! Priceless help
that saves you "guess-work"—
eliminates trial and error!

Factory engineers from every
automobile plant in America
worked out these time-saving
standard procedures for their
own motor car line. Now the
editors of MoToR have gath-
ered together this wealth of
"Know-How” from over 150
Official Factory Shop Manuals,
"boiled it down” into clear,
readable terms in one handy,
indexed book!

EVERYTHING fOULL NEED
TO KNOW

MoToR’s Manual takes noth-
ing for granted. Starts at the
very beginning; tells you how
to identify all 697 car models.
More than 2100, easy-to-follow
Photos, Drawings, and Dia-
grams guide you step-by-step
right through each operation.
795 big, readable pages are
Crammed with Factory Specifi-
cations and Adjustment Tables,
Tune-Up Charts, Tables of
Measurements and Clearances,
Overhauling and Replacement
facts, and Much MORE!

SEND NO MONEY

Just mail coupon! When the
postman brings book, pay him
nothing. First, make it show
you what it's got! Unless you
agree this is the greatest time-
saver and work-saver you've
ever seen—return book in 7 days
and pay nothing. Mail coupon
today! Address: MoToR Book
Dept. Desk 4710, 250 West
55th Street, New York 19, N.Y .

Published by MoToR, The
Leading Automotive
Business Magazine*

ondNovy / CAR BUILT

SINCE 19351

American Bantam
Auburn Cadillac

Austin  Chevrolet
Chrysler buick

sley
De Soto Dodge
Ford Frazer

Graham Hudson
Hupmobile
Kaiser
Lafayette
La Salle

Lincoln

Lincul.i *ephyi*
Mercury
Oldsmobile
Nash

packard
Pierce Arrow
Plymouth
Pontiac

fieo
Studebakei*
Terraplane
Willys

Just 2 of the Many Letters of Praise

“ MoToR's Manual paid
for Itself on the first 2
jobs, and saved me val*

“ Instructions  so clear
have no trouble learning
anything aboul any car.

uabie time by elimi- Now working as me-
nating _guesswork. chanic In b’ plant.i—
—-W. SCHROP, Ohio SAM ORDO Cal.

MAIL COUPON NOW FOR 7-DAY FREE TRIAL

MoToR BOOK DEPARTMENT
Desk 4710, 250 West 55th Street, New York Id, N. Y.

Rush to me at once: (Check box opposite book you want)

O MoToR's AUTO REPAIR MANUAL. If Koo will remit $1
In 7 days, (plus 35c delivery charge), then $2_monthly for 2
months, and a final payment of 95c a month later. Otherwise | will
return book postpaid in 7 days, (Foreign price, remit $8 cash
with order,

O MoToR's TRUCK REPAIR MANUAL. (Described at left.) If
O.K. | will remit $2 In 7 days, and $2 monthly for 3 months, plu*
35c delivery charge with final payment. Otherwise | will return
book promptly. (Foreign pricc, remit fi0 cash with order.)

Print Name.......... .Age..

Print Addre

.City & Zone No tate

SAVE 35c delivery charge by enclosing WITH COUPON check
or money order for full payment of S0.95 for Auto Manaal (or
$8.00 for Truck Manual). Same retum-rgfund privilege applies.



