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“Butch is comin’ up here,” said the man
firmly. “If one of yuh interfere, I'll kill
the sheriff and his dumb pardner. I mean
it.”

“Yo're bluffin’,” called Windy.

“Try it and see, you knot-head! I ain’t
got anythin’ to lose. Come here, Butch!”

“What'd he say?” asked Butch. “I can’t
hear a danged thing.”

“Shall we take a chance?” asked Windy.
“I think he’s bluffin’.”

“What’d yuh say?” asked Butch.

“Oh, go on!” snapped Windy.
holdin’ up the show.”

“He thinks he’s holdin’ up the fence,”
said Speedy.

“What’s all the talk about?” queried
Tombstone blankly. “I'm as deaf as a
post.”

“This,” said Speedy,” is a fine situation.”

“Butch!” yelled the man at the window.
“Come here!”

“Yo're

UTCH looked over at the stable
_doorway.

“Didja hear that?” he asked.
he want?”

“Go up and find out!” yelled Speedy

Butch nodded dumbly and headed for
the house. He was not too secure on his
feet and he limped on one leg, the effects
of the shin-kicks delivered by Tombstone.
He finally went into the house.

“What’s our next move?” asked Windy.

“Dig the dirt out of Tombstone’s ears,
I reckon. Tombstone, how come you and
Butch fightin’ out there?”

Tombstone got enough of the question
to reply:

“I captured him, but he jumped me and
we fell outside. He’s as strong as a bull,
that feller, I'll bet every one of m’ ribs
are sprung.”

“What'd

“Didn’t yuh see that man tryin’ to
shoot yuh?”
“Pardner,” replied Tombstone soberly,

“when that feller gits holt of yuh—yuh
don’t have no time to ad-mire the view.”
“We ain’t gettin’ no place foolin’ around
like this,” complained Windy. “We've got
to git Happy loose.”
Speedy looked at him critically.

“Git Happy loose, huh?” he said. “Win-
dy, by any chance, did you git hit, too?”
“I mean the sheriff, Happy Holiday.”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot him. Who's the per-
son with him?”

“l dunno—some big feller—wearin’
store clothes. Wait! Say, I'll bet he’s the
detective the Blue Chip sent for.”

Tombstone grinned.

“I wish he'd git out his magnifyin’-glass
and tell us what to do next.”

“T’ll bet he ain’t short on clues,” added
Speedy. “Associatin’ with Butch and Jim
Cravens, I'll betcha he knows who killed
Cock Robin.”

“Is he dead, too?” asked Tombstone.
“That makes three—if yuh don’t count
Tex Evers and Dick Rose. I've got me a
idea.”

“Sounds like yuh might have,”
Windy. “What is it?”

“There’s only one winder that faces
south. I can circle the place and come in
on that side. Mebbe I can do some good.”

“Yuh better keep yore head down,”
advised Speedy, as Tombstone crawled
out past the loose board at the back of
the stable. He grinned at the two captives,
who merely looked straight ahead. But as
Tombstone stepped over to the corner Ed
Wheeler spoke.

“Who got killed with all them shots?”

“Cock Robin,” replied Tombstone, and
slid into the dry-wash.

Things were very quiet around there.
Crows winged their way up and down
the dry-wash. A magpie scolded from a
post of the lower corral. Except for a
sprawled figure on the porch, and one out
beside an old fehce, south of the house,
there was no menace at the Lazy W. Spee-
dy and Windy relaxed and waited for the
next move.

Tombstone had been gone about thirty
minutes. Inside the ranchhouse Jim Cra-
vens was getting nervous. They had the
sheriff and the detective securely tied, but
they knew that this deal must come to
an end very soon. Butch wanted to leave
the place and get away.

“They’ve got Ed and Tommy tied up,”
he said. “Monk Mahley is dead and so
is Bing Heppner. We can’t do nothin’, Jim.
If they git us, we’ll all hang.”

Jim Cravens looked at the sheriff and
detective.

“I've got a idea how to git Tommy and
Ed loose,” he said. ‘“You stay here, Butch,
and I'll go down to the stable. I'll tell ’em
that unless they let Ed and Tommy loose,
you’ll shoot the sheriff and the other
galaot.”

“I'll do it, too,” declared Butch grimly.
“Go ahead.”

“Now, listen, Butch. If there’s a shot
fired—you go to work. I think they’ll lis-
ten t' me. If I can git Ed and Tommy
loose, we'll be four to three. Anyway, we

agreed
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NDY put 8 grin on his face and hoped

it looked better than the way he felt

inside. He guessed Rose wouldn’t care much

for any fellow who acted scared of a danger

as remote as Milt's returning to Aspen
County.

“I ain’t forgot,” he said. “But like yuh
say, Milt won’t risk comin’ back.”

“Milt would be a fool to come back where
people know him.” Malloy nodded. “But yuh
can’t always tell how a mind like Milt's will
work. I was just ridin’ by and thought I'd
stop and kind of put yuh on yore guard.”

“Much obliged,” Andy said. “I'll keep my
eyes open.”

And, watching the sheriff ride away, he
somehow felt better. Malloy was a good man
and kept the weeds out of his county. Be-
sides, when you got right down to it, Milt
would be a fool to come back where everyone
knew him. And Milt wasn’t exactly a fool,
even if he had let a trick box with a little
window in it get his goat.

Bareheaded—he’d lost his hat some place
in the house—Andy went back to his work-
shop and started to smooth down a walnut
board that he expected to become part of a
table top. In a couple of minutes, he was so
busy that he forgot about the sheriff and
Milt. The sanded woad had a sweet smell in
it, and the grain was bright and straight. His
lips puckered, and he whistled “Old Zip
Coon” as he worked. The feel of good wood
under his sensitive fingers always made him
whistle. ,

The clatter of hoofs jerked him around to
the door of his shop, and what he saw made
his lean jaw sag. Rose Lovell, hair flying,
face white, had ridden up on a paint pony
hearing the Star brand. That meant she had
borrowed the horse from little Eddie Star,
one of the school kids. But why?

That was as far as he got in his thinking
before she saw him.

“Andy, Milt's back!” she cried.

He stared at her, understanding her and
vet not quite grasping the significance of her
words. Afterward, he guessed the reason he
hadn't felt any fear was because he was
thinking how pretty she was standing there
with the warm sun tangling in her hair and
her soft lips parted just enough to show her
even white teeth.

“Right after school,” Rose hurried on, “I
overheard Jimmy Melick tell another boy
that his Uncle Milt came to his home at noon.
He said his uncle was taking a nap this after-
noon, but when he got rested, he was going
to fix Andy Kretlow! Andy, I didn’t know
what to do. I borrowed this horse and came

right out, because—"

She stopped, and her face colored up some.

Andy still felt no fear. All he could think
of was that Rose was afraid for him. Maybe
now was the time to show her how he had
fixed up the old house. Maybe, if he could
keep the gravel out of his throat, he'd pop
the question.

He saw Rose staring her eyes wide open.
She screamed and put her hand to her throat.
That scream ran along Andy’s nerves like a
file against steel. He turned slowly, guess-
ing what he would see. His guess was right.
Milt Melick had stepped out from behind
Andy’s sawmill, and he held a double-bar-
reled shotgun in his big hands.

“I was goin’ to wait till dark to do this
job,” Milt said, grinning, and showing his
long yellow teeth, “but now I reckon it
can’t wait that long.”

Milt slouched forward a few steps. Andy
guessed that the big killer wore a pair of his
brother’s overalls, since they were about four
sizes too small for him. In three years of
prison life, Milt’s flat, ugly face had become
a muddy gray in color, but his pale eyes
hadn’t changed. Killer's eyes, they had been
when he had gone to prison, and killer’s eyes
there were now. And running over with an
insane hate.

“Heard you and the sheriff talkin’ a while
ago,” he went on. “So yuh thought I wouldn't
come back! Guess yuh don’t know how it
is to be shut up for three years. How yuh
keep plannin’ for the day when yuh can get
back at the jasper what put yuh behind bars
by trickin' yuh!”

Andy could feel the cold clammy sweat
working through the pores of his skin. He
was scared. So scared that his knees threat-
ened to give way. But not for himself. He
shot a glance at Rose’s white face. She had
come here to warn him and had stepped into
a death trap. It was for her that he felt fear.

He swallowed his rising panic.

“She didn’t have nothin’ to do with sendin’
yuh up,” he said hoarsely. “I reckon yuh'll
let her go.”

“I reckon I won’t!” Milt snarled. “She’s
the schoolmarm yuh’re sweet on. Hate to see
her hurt, wouldn't yuh, trickster?”

“Don’t worry about me, Andy,” Rose said.

HAT struck Milt as funny. He threw
back his big head and roared. Andy took
a step toward him, and the man leveled the
shotgun and sobered instantly.
“Yuh're close enough, trickster!” he grated.
Andy halted.

‘Milt's glittering cyes narrowed. “Guess
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Thining as she studied Wampum’s clean
ines.

“Thanks,” Raine smiled. “I sorta like
Wampum.” )

His smile faded when he saw Sheriff
Ott Noland galloping towards him along
the bench. Sam Braddock and Bud Shaw
were behind the sheriff, spurring their
mounts to prevent being left behind.
Raine heard Helen Shaw cry out sudden-
ly, and knew without asking questions
what the trouble was. He, too, had seen
the bright sheen of handcuffs that linked
big Bud Shaw’s wrists together.

“You’ve arrested Bud, regardless of
what Tom Raine said about his inno-
cence!” the girl charged as the sheriff
reined to a halt. Bud Shaw looked pale
and scared, but managed a crooked grin.

“Braddock still thinks you’re bluffin’
about knowin’ somethin’ that'd keep my
neck out of a noose, Raine,” he explained.
“So he told Ott Noland to go ahead and
arrest me.”

“So you finally came out in the open
with one of your rotten schemes, did
yvou?” Helen Shaw said so scathingly that
Raine glanced quickly at her. The girl
was looking steadily at Sam Braddock,
who squirmed and reddened under the
lashing stare.

“Now don’t misunderstand, Helen!” the
merchant-trader said sharply.

“I’ve never misunderstood your actions,
Sam,” the girl told him gravely. “Oh, I've
pretended to be taken in by your smooth
lies and doublecrossing, because I needed
time to plan some way of scotching your
schemes for sending Bud to prison or the
gallows, and to keep you from stealing
the fortune my father.so unfortunately
left within reach of your greedy hands.”

“Helen, why didn’t you let me know
how you felt about this yellow-eyed buz-
zard?” Bud Shaw burst out.

“Helen, stop talkin’ nonsense!” Sam
Braddock said in a thin, tight wvoice.
“Youll be ashamed and sorry for the
things you’ve just said when you find out
why I told Ott Noland to go ahead and
arrest Bud.”

“There goes that oily tongue again!”
Bud Shaw said through grinding teeth.

“All right, why did you have Bud ar-
rested, Sam?” the girl asked after a
strained silence.

“I had Bud arrested because I think
Raine can help him, Helen!” Braddock
said. “But that Injun-raised Raine cuss
is as tight-mouthed as a clam with lock-

jaw. I was afraid he wouldn’t explain
anything to me or the sheriff, and got to
thinkin’ what a mess Bud would be in if
somethin’ happened to Tom Raine before
he got around to tellin’ somebody what-
ever it is he knows. Raine is a badgeman
same as Ott Noland, and badgemen usual-
ly help each other all they can. So I
figured if I had Ott arrest Bud, Raine
would blurt out whatever he knows to
keep Noland out of trouble.”

Helen Shaw was more than just sur-
prised. Raine watched a slow flush of
confusion and embarrassment brighten
her cheeks.

“Sam, if I've wronged you, I'm terribly
sorry,” she told Braddock. He met her
eyes in stony silence, a hardness in his
expression that made Raine uneasy.

“Raine, I think you can understand my
wantin’ to get this confab over with as
quick as possible,” Braddock said. “If
yuh do know anything that’ll keep Bud
Shaw’s neck out of a noose, why not say
yore piece while there are witnesses?”

“You still think semethin’ might hap-
pen to me before I could testify in court?”
Raine asked slowly.

“If yuh come pokin’ around here for
the reason I think you did, there’s mighty
liable to be a bullet in yore hide before
yuh’d have a chance to tell a court any-
thing you know,” Braddock retorted cold-

ly.

“Why do yuh think I came to this Agua
Dulce country?” Raine countered.

“My hunch is that yuh come here to
investigate the death of a feller named
Vic Kimball, who was drygulched near
Agua Dulce, four months ago,” Braddock
answered promptly.

Navajo Raine stiffened in surprise, but
not because of what Braddock had said.
The ranger’s green eyes swung sharply to
Helen Shaw, as he heard her cry out.

“What’s wrong, Helen?” Raine asked
quickly.

“Blast you, Raine, you was just string-
in’ me along!” Bud Shaw roared before
his sister could reply.

Raine turned to face Bud, green eyes
narrowing as he saw the big man’s twist-
ed face and blazing eyes.

“What’s got into you, Bud?” he snap-
ped sharply.

“Why stall about it?”  Shaw choked
furiously. “Yuh did come in here to in-
vestigate Vic Kimball’s killin’, didn’t
yuh?”

“I did,” Raine admitted. “But why
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“Yore actions out there give that the
lie, Braddock,” Raine retorted. “When I
mentioned that Vic Kimball had been a
deputy U. S. marshal, Sheriff Noland,
Helen Shaw and Bud Shaw were badly
surprised. But you didn’t turn a hair, so
I knew right then that you'd murdered
Kimball and turned his pockets out to
make it look like Bud Shaw had killed
and robbed him.”

“Lies!” Braddock croaked.

“But you killin’ Kimball gave Jerry
Cotter and Luke Pryor a new hold over
you,” Raine went on. “They probably
told you to start payin’ off again or they’d
tell the rangers who beefed Vic Kimball.

“Evidently you refuséd, knowin' that
they wouldn’t go that far. But just to
make you sweat, they did write a note to
ranger ' headquarters, and signed their
names to it, askin’ that a ranger come up
here if we wanted to know who killed
Vic Kimball.”

“They signed—"” Braddock broke off
quickly, leaving the sentence unfinished.

“Jerry Cotter and Luke Pryor didn’t
aim to give me any information that
would prove you killed Vie Kimball,”
Raine declared. “But they threw a scare
into yuh by lettin’ yuh know that they
had written a letter to the Arizona Ran-
gers. That scared vuh plenty, so you got
hold of Luke Pryor, wired his wrists and
ankles together, and held him captive for
several days, tryin’ to make him tell you
what was in that letter.

“Pryor wouldn’t talk. but Jerry Cotter
rode into town after I left his camp last
night. He told you that I'd come in an-
swer to that letter him and Pryor wrote.
Cotter knew that you had either mur-
dered Pryor or that you had him captive,
because Pryor was two days overdue at
Jerry Cotter’s claim.”

“I didn’t see Jerrv Cotter last night,”
Braddock said harshly.

“You saw Cotter, all right,” Raine said
grimly. “He threatened to tell me plenty
unless you produced Luke Pryor, pronto.
So you pretend to give in, admitted that
you had Luke Pryor captive, and agreed
to take Jerry Cotter to Pryor.

“Instead of that, yuh put a rifle ball
through Cotter’s back the minute yuh
caught him off guard, then went to where
yuh were holdin’ Luke Pryor and beat
his brains out with a club, or mebbe that
gun yuh pack.”

“Jerrv Cotter was Yilled out there at
his claim, you fool!” Braddeck shrilled.

“He must have been standin’ right on the
edge of that shaft, otherwise his body
wouldn't have fell into the hole.”

“With Jerry Cotter and Luke Pryor too
dead to ever talk, you got to feelin’ so
much better that crooked brain of yores
started workin’ again,” Raine answered
grimly. “Jerry Cotter had mentioned that
he’d sent Bud Shaw away from the mine
that day, and yuh saw another chance to
frame Bud, get him hanged so’s you could
marry his sister and claim the fortune Ed
Shaw left his kids. So you lugged Jerry
Cotter’s body back to the claim and
dumped it down the prospect hole—which
was a bad mistake on yore part.”

“Jerry Cotter was either shot while he
was down in that hole at work, or fell into
the shaft when the bullet hit him in the
back as he stood out on top,” Braddock
managed to bluster.

“The bullet that hit Jerry Cotter be-
tween the shoulders flatted on a bone,
ripped his chest open as it came out,”
Raine said harshly. “His clothes were
soaked with blood that had dried. If he
had been shot while he was down in that
hole at work, or if the bullet that killed
him had knocked him into the mine, the
bottom of that shaft would have looked
like a slaughter pen. Yet there wasn't
one single blood smear on the rocks at the
bottom of that shaft! So obviously Cot-
ter's body was dumped in there hours
after he was killed.”

“Prove it!” Braddock said in husky
tones.

“I'm afraid I can’t,” Raine said calmly.

AKEN completely by surprise, Brad-

dock stared. There was a sharp oath
of amazement from old Eph Somner, a
rumble of excitement from the tense
crowd banked just beyond the office door-
way.

“I can’t prove that you're one of the
three bandits who held up a train in Kan-
sas, six years ago and helped murder
three unarmed men,” Navajo Raine said
slowly. “I can’t prove that you murdered
Vic Kimball, and framed Bud Shaw for
the deed. Nor can I prove that you mur-
dered Jerry Cotter last night and dumped
his body in that shaft.”

Sam Braddock was like a man awaken-
ing from death. He seemed to expand, to
grow in stature, as he watched Raine out
of first incredulous, then triumphant eyes.

“You know what I'll do to you, Raine,
for this dirty bunch of lies you've told
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about me,” Sam Braddock’s voice rang
with triumph. “You'll be kicked out of
the rangers, jailed, fined, branded as a
doublecrossin’ liar of the worst kind. Ott,
take his guns, and lock—"

“But there’s the murderer of Luke
Pryor, Braddock,” Raine said in a slow,
hard voice.

Sam Braddock had half turned as he
talked, one hand lifted to beckon Sheriff
Ott Noland. His head whipped around,
the grin wiped from his lips.

“More of yore lies, eh?” he rasped.
“But Luke Pryor’s body bein’ found here
in my office don’t worry me none. There
ain’t a speck of blood in here, so any fool
could see somebody sneaked Pryor’s body
in here after he was killed, tryin’ to frame
me.”

“You brought Pryor’s body here, aimin’
to sit at that desk of yores, there, and see
that nobody opened the closet door to-
day,” Raine droned. “Tonight, you aimed
to sneak Pryor’s remains out in the desert
and bury him in a grave that likely never
could be found.”

“Prove it!” Braddock invited almost
jauntily.

“T aim to,” Raine told him calmly. “You
held Luke Pryor prisoner for at least two
or three days, then clubbed his brains
out. There would be plenty of sign where
you murdered Pryor, and I don’t think
yuh’ve had time to clean up all such sign
yet, Braddock. Pryor’s body bein’ here in
yore office, proves you held him prisoner
here in town. So I'll start with that fine
home Helen Shaw told me yuh’d built.
I'll go over that place first, then—"

Navajo Raine never finished what he
had meant to say. With a scream of stark
terror, Sam Braddock leaped backwards,
his hand clawing at the gun holstered be-
neath his coat tail.

Raine charged, smashing a fist into
Braddock’s fear-twisted face. Braddock
rocked back, but got the gun clear, started
whipping it up. Raine dived at him again,
grabbing the upsweeping gun arm. But
Sheriff Ott Noland had barged in, bellow-
ing hoarsely. Navajo Raine saw the mas-
sive fist start towards him, tried to dodge
without releasing Braddock’s gun arm.
But Noland’s fist caught the ranger on
the side of the head, hurled him spinning
down the room.

Raine saw grizzled little Eph Somner
leaping at the howling, wild-eyed sheriff,
and saw that Buck Yount and Tigg Mun-
dy were jumping away from the wall

where they had stood, their practised
hands diving to gun grips. Then death-
tipped flame was lancing at Navajo Raine
from the far side of the room, and he felt
a bullet fan his cheek as he rolled grog-
gily aside, fumbling sluggishly to pull his
own guns from. holsters. .
A bullet scraped across the right side
of Raine’s face, the pain of it burning
away the shock fog that had numbed him.
Across the room he saw Sam Braddock
behind that flaming, bucking gun. Brad-
dock’s face was a mask of trapped-animal
savagery as he reached back with his free-
left hand, began raising a window -that.
would let him out into an alley. .
Raine came to his knees, shook long
streamers of hair out of his eyes, :and
chopped down with his right-hand gun .
for a quick shot. But a bullet hit him
across the left ribs a second before he
fired, and he knew that he had missed
even as he tumbled over backwards. '

AINE rolled to his stomach, lifted

himself up with his gun-filled left
hand pressed against the floor, and slid
his right hand Colt forward. Sam Brad-
dock had the window up, his left leg al-
ready across the sill. He shoved his smok-
ing six-shooter out arm’s length, taking
careful aim at the crippled ranger.

Raine let the hammer of his right-hand
Colt fall, and the thunder of the explod-
ing cartridge was pierced by a scream
of agony. Sam Braddock fell back into
the room, and Navajo Raine was on his
feet, kicking the gun out of Braddock’s
hand, before the tawny-eyed killer could
gather his wits and fire again.

Sam Braddock cursed Raine in a stran-
gled voice, trying to get up off the floor.
But his right leg was twisted at a queer
angle, and his movements wrenched an-
other piercing scream of agony from his
lips when bullet-broken bones gouged
into torn flesh. Sam Braddock passed out
cold, and Navajo Tom Raine turned,
aware of the strange silence that lay about
him. He stared for a moment, then hol-
stered his guns and brushed long hair
back from his forehead.

Tigg Mundy and Buck Yount were sit-
ting astride Sheriff Ott Noland, who lay
face down, unprotesting. Buck Yount and
Tigg Mundy had six-shooters in their
hands, and were grinning faintly at Nava-
jo Raine.

“You didn’t jump at the chance to ar-
rest Buck and me when Braddock tried
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fuss of locking the forms on the flat bed.
In reality he was avoiding the scorn he
knew he would see in Molly Dorrigan’s
eyes, over by the typecases where she was
setting up a display ad.

Six months ago Clint Gregg had ridden
into town with assets confined to his bed-
roll and saddle and a leggy roan named
Skeeter. Free as a sneeze, he called him-
self. But he had credentials to prove he
was a journeyman printer and old Pop
Dorrigan, who had kept the Prospector
going on a shoestring for twenty-odd
years, had been glad enough to hire him.

Gregg was lean and easy-going and
twenty-two, and he had a kid’s ambition
to be his own boss. Yet he knew Pop
Dorrigan and Molly believed he was a
quitter, a rover, when he had announced
that he was leaving Riverfork as soon as
this week’s edition was off the press.

The strained silence was broken by the
clatter of a sounder in the adjoining foom
where Pop Dorrigan had his Overland
Telegraph office, but the old man was too
wrapped up in his stormy emotions to
pay it any notice.

“That’s our call, Pop!” Molly Dorrigan
said in a tight voice. “Go see what it is.”

Fuming like:a hogtied steer, the oldster
stamped into the telegraph room and shut
the door with a vehement slam. Gregg
made an elaborate business of throwing
the gearshift lever which connected the
old press to the waterwheel shaft which
provided the Prospector with a primitive
but dependable source of power.

The machinery ground into motion.
Rollers fed ink to type faces and paper
feeders plucked mechanically at the pile
of newsprint. Then the waterwheel shaft
grated to an abrupt stop.

“Everything goes wrong at once,” mut-
tered Clint Gregg with a groan, shoving
the gear lever into neutral. “The water-
wheel’s jammed on a snag. You ought to
get Pop to build a screen above the mill-
race, to stop all the junk that drifts down
the creek.”

REGG got a pair of hip boots out of

' the corner and started puling them
on. He found himself grateful for the
excuse to get out of the office, away from
Molly’s accusing eyes.

He stole a look at the girl, aware of
the pang which always gripped him when
he studied her 'young, willowy beauty.
Her grimy printer’s apron could not con-
ceal the supple grace of her figure, nor

did the green eyeshade detract from the
tawny sheen of her hair. Molly was twen-
ty, but she looked seventeen.

“I know what you're thinking, Molly,”
Clint Gregg said huskily. “That I'm a
quitter and a saddle bum. But you know
I want a paper of my own. I'd never get
anywhere in Riverfork, drawing your
Dad’s wages. You can see that, can’t you,
Molly ?”

Molly turned from the font cabinet,
the mist in her eyes belying her little
smile.

“Sure. Sure, I understand, Clint. Only
Dad had set his heart on you taking over
the paper some day. Don’t mind him.”

Gregg lighted a lantern and took an ax
from its wall bracket. He walked out the
back door overlooking the Rio Tonto and
went around the side of the Prospector
building to the water wheel.

He was standing hip-deep in the mill-
race, chopping at the snag which had
fouled the waterwheel when he happened
to spot the man drifting down the Rio
Tonto on a raft.

The night was black as the inside of a
chimney but the slim sickle of a young
moon put a sparkling pattern on the river.
Gregg noticed the silhouetted figure when
it slid momentarily in view across the
moonglade, and realized the man was
laboring to pole his raft inshore after miss-
ing the ford upstream.

Gregg leaned on his ax to watch. The
raftsman was obviously in trouble. As
near as Gregg could make out in the
gloom, he was trying to edge his raft out
of the pull of the Tonto and make a land-
ing on the sandbar which the tailrace had
thrust out into the river.

It was not unusual for prospectors up in
the Copperlode mining country to ride the

‘Tonto as a short-cut out of the hills. But

if the current swept a raft over the River-
fork ford, there wouldn’t be another
chance to land in the next fifty miles.
Sheer granite cliffs lined the river to its
junction with the Gila.

“That feller could use some help,”
Gregg decided, tossing his ax on the bank
and picking up the lantern. “I reckon this
job can wait a few minutes.”

As he waded down the tailrace Gregg
could hear the riverman’s pole sloshing
desperately against the draw of the cur-
rent, although both raft and rider were
invisible at this distance.

“Keep polin’, amigo!” Gregg shouted,
waving his lantern. “I'll wade out and
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dered the miner.

Saddle leather creaked outside and
then Monte Slankard was ducking his
head under the door, tugging off the pair
of beaded buckskin gauntlets he wore to
protect his sensitive fingers,

“Howdy, Morgan. I—" Slankard broke
off as his snake-bright eyes spotted Clint
Gregg. “Well. You work fast for a kid,
Gregg. That must have been yore bronc
I saw outside.”

Gregg shrugged and came straight to
the point.

“If you’ve ridden over her&™®buy up
Morgan’s lumber, you’ve drawed to a
blank, Slankard. Tve already closed the
deal with Morgan.”

Slankard’s nostrils twitched but he
gave no other outward sign of the swift
anger that seized him. He turned to Gipp
Morgan.

“Business is business, Morgan. I'll
double whatever price the kid offered
you, cash on the barrel head.”

Morgan controlled himself with a vis-
ible effort.

“How did you know about that wreck?”
he demanded.

Slankard’s bloodshot eyes met Morgan’s
without flinching.

“A prospector was talkin’ in my saloon
around mldmght Said he saw yore train
piled up in the riverbed at Rattlesnake
Canyon. I figured yuh wouldn’t want to
take a dead loss on that lumber, so here
I am.’

Morgan’s face turned the color of
spoiled beef.

“Gregg’s got proof it was you who blew
up my trestle last night!” challenged the
mine boss recklessly. “I'm givin’ yuh a
fair chance to fill yore hand, Monte
Slankard!”

You cussed fool, Clint Gregg thought.
Slankard could smoke both of us down
before we could draw!

But the gambler chose to let the show-
down pass.

“Don’t talk foolish, Morgan,” Slankard
said softly. “It's my word against this
kid’s. Gregg packs a grudge against me
because I put him on my Injun list at the
Buckhorn bar.”

Morgan had muffed his chance to force
Slankard’s hand and his failure galled
him. But the raw edge was still on his
voice as he jerked his thumb toward the
door and gave his ultimatum:

“Get out, Slankard Yuh're wastin’
yore time here.”

LANKARD tugged on his gauntlets,
his hooded eyes bright with hate as
he turned to Clint Gregg.

“’Sta bueno. Yuh’ve called the play,
Gregg. I think yuh’re bluffin’, because
you ain’t got the wagons to move that
lumber to Riverfork. But I aim to call
yore bluff.”

Gregg knew he had heard his own
death sentence. Any man with savvy
enough to figure up the odds weuld back
down while his skin was in one piece.
But Pop Dorrigan had accused him of
wearing a quitter’s brand, and in his
heart Clint Gregg knew he would play
out the hand the way it had been dealt.

Chin sunk on his chest, big Gipp Mor-
gan watched through the shack window
until Monte Slankard had disappeared
over the south ridge, following the Injun
trail toward Superstition Valley.

“I reckon the next move is yores, kid,”
he said heavily.

Gregg set aside his coffee ~cup and
pulled on his mackinaw.

“Mr. Morgan, I’ve got one more favor
to ask of you—one I'll pay you for. You've
got forty, fifty men idle here at Stope
Gulch. I'd like to hire ’em to unload
those lumber cars.’

“I can send a crew down to the Tonto
any time yuh want ’em,” Morgan prom-
ised. “It’s down-grade all the way to the
trestle and they can ride gravity on one
of my ore gondolas. And I'll loan yuh a
donkey-engine to boot.”

Gregg reached the dynamite-blasted
trestle on the Rio Tonto shortly before
sundown. Morgan’s crew of miners would
follow in the morning, giving the kid
printer a chance to look over the ground
and lay his plans for “skinning the cat,”
as he phrased it.

The set-up was more favorable than
Gregg had dared hope. Rattlesnake Can-
yon was only twenty feet deep where the
trestle had spanned the gap. Morgan’s
locomotive, its boiler crumpled and rup-
tured like a tin can under a bootheel, lay
half submerged in the muddy waters of
the Tonto.

Four flatcars which had been stacked
high with shoring timbers had plunged
into the shallow canyon, sprawled amid
the matchwood debris of the ruined
trestle. The rest of the train, consisting
of fourteen short-coupled ore cars, had .
been derailed or capsized along the right-
of-way. But, upon inspection, Gregg cal-
culated that ninety per cent of the ship-
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