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CHAFFEE OF ROARING HORSE
by Ernest Haycox

The powerful, action-packed story

of Jim Chaffee—a rawhider who
lived on violence—and his lone-handed
fight against range injustice.

INCIDENT AT SUN MOUNTAIN
by Todhunter Ballard

Ken English found hell for sale

in booming, brawling Nevada—and
bought it with slashing fists and
booming guns.

DESERT OF THE DAMNED
by Nelson Nye

The tense, dramatic story of a desert
manhunt—of a man who broke with his
renegade friends and found himself
bucking them as well as the Rangers!

HIGH MESA
by Tex Grady

Disguised as a cowhand, U. S. Army .,
Captain Jeff Macon takes a job on the

Lazy A Ranch to find out who is trying to
stir up border warfare and runs headlong
intp a deadly game of six-gun violence.

TEXAS RAWHIDER
by Jack Barton

Kincaid and his guns were Texas-made.
And only a tough Texan with guts

to spare could have held down the

job as trouble shoaoter for the )

D & MN railroad on the wild frontier.

On Sale At All Newsstands . . ... 25¢c

At the end of a five-month campaign,
after more than a thousand miles on
foot under almost intolerable conditions of
heat and cold and suffering from hunger and
thirst, the once-invincible Geronimo was
ready to quit.

He sent word to Captain Lawton that if
they could run him down in the Sierra
Madres, as they had done, there was no
other place he could flee to.

He had been beaten at his own game—out-
fought, out-marched, out-endured. Lawton
had proved beyond a doubt that a trained
soldier was superior to the Apache when the
chips were down.

Geronimo came in, inéisting on surrender-
ing only to General Miles in person, and
fully expecting that he and all of his men
would be shot immediately—proving how
desperate was his frame of mind. Natchez,
however, remembering he was the son of
Cochise the great, still held out.

The dogged Captain Lawton was already

getting his worn-out, footsore soldiers ready
to go back, when a fortunate occurrence took
place. .
Geronimo happened to see one of the helio-
stat blinkers and asked General Miles what
it was. When it was explained that Miles
could contact Fort Bowie, his headquarters,
where Geronimo’s brother was held as a
hostage, and receive an answer in four hours
the Apache was incredulous. To prove it,
the general ordered a message sent to Bowie
for Geronimo, asking about his brother, and
received the reply that he was well and wait-
ing for the others.

That was enough for the raider! He mut-
tered something to one of his men, who
jumped on a horse and raced away toward
the mountains. “He said,” the interpreter told
General Miles, “for Natchez to come in quick.
That there is a thing here he is afraid of and
does not understand.”

He had seen the heliostat flashes many
times, thought them evil spirits and carefully
avoided the places!

Four days later Captain Lawton, now a
mere forty pounds underweight, and recently
promoted Captain Leonard Wood, a much
smaller man who was then thirty pounds
underweight, stood at tiny Bowie Station and
watched the train disappear eastward, carry-
ing Geronimo to exile in Florida. Sheer guts
and doggedness had ended the Apache wars
for all time.

—William Hopson









Fighting

Camels
of the

Frontier

By D. HATFIELD

OWADAYS we modern Americans snap
a knob and our television flashes on.
Miraculously, it seems, we have a wrestling
match right in our own living room. But in
frontier America, in 1856, an even more ex-
citing event inspired a wrestling match.
The odd wrestlers of the frontier were
shaggy and ugly and humpbacked. They
slobbered and cried and wrestled with amaz-
ing dexterity. The dusty baked lands of the
Southwest were their arenas and their au-
diences were entertainment-hungry fron-
tiersmen. These odd wrestlers went down in
history, but they have been almost entirely
forgotten.
In 1856 a strange cargo—34 ugly camels and
3 foreign camel drivers—was unloaded at
Indianola, Texas. These camels were to be
tested as beasts of burden in the arid South-
west where the scarcity of water and grass
rendered other animals unsatisfactory. The
camel experiment, being pushed by Secretary
of War, Jefférson Davis, was hoped to be an
answer to the snarled transportation problem.
A base of operations was appointed at a
frontier outpost, Camp Verde, Texas, about
60 miles from San Antonio. The fort was a
calvary post and the calvarymen soon de-
veloped a dislike for the invading ships-of-
the-desert because their horses and mules
would bolt and stampede at the sight or
scent of a camel. Although the camel proved
he could travel many miles carrying heavy

1

loads and required less water and food than
horses or mules, many horsemen spat in
disgust at the mention of the camel’s good
points.

But the skeptical Texas frontiersmen soon
learned that some of the camels had an in-
teresting attribute—they could wrestle! The
Turk caretakers, who emigrated with the
camels, had taught them this sport which was.
a delight in some Oriental countries. Trained
to throw its opponent by getting its gro-
tesquely long neck under the opponent’s fore-
leg, then violently wrenching that leg to one
side, the attacking camel would often spill
its opponent hard.

Disdainfull calvarymen of Fort Davis,
Texas, once matched a huge army mule
against a champion wrestling camel, and the
betting ran high. The mule acted first by
kicking the big camel in the side and (it was
later discovered) breaking several of the
camel’s ribs. It seemed as if the camel bettors
had just lost a month’s wages. Then, in true
Oriental fashion, with one dexterous twist
the camel threw the mule to the ground. The
camel leaped on its opponent and was finally
called off by the animal’s Turk trainer. The
mule’s back had been snapped and he had to
be shot.

The colorful drama of the camels in our
Southwest was destined to failure, thus end-
ing what certainly must have been the
strangest wrestling ever seen in this country.









14 EXCITING WESTERN

through the crowd toward the auctioneer’s
raised platform. The crowd made way for
him. He went up the two steps and stopped
before Will Geier.

What does a man say to another who
has just stolen the best ranch in the coun-
try from him? What does he say when he
holds only a busted flush and the other
man a handful of aces?

There was nothing much Tom Otis
could say. But there was one thing he
could do.

He said, “Geier, get your hands up! I'm
going to beat you to a pulp!”

His words were clear, and they halted
the crowd which turned, watching. Geier
took a step away, and Tom Otis’s left whis-
tled through thin air close to the banker’s
head. But Tom’s right, following through,
made a sodden, solid crack against Geier’s
jaw. Geier fell back, tripped on the edge
of the platform and sprawled into the
street, yelling:

“Sheriff! Sheriff!”

Tom was after him, running. An out-
stretched foot tripped him, and he
sprawled on top of Geier. His hands were
reaching for Geier's throat when a gun
muzzle dug savagely against his ribs, and
a wild voice yelled:

“Get off him! Damn you, get off him!”

Tom Otis came to his feet. Geier, surg-
ing up full of rage, swung a left and right
into Tom’s face, driving him back again to
the platform. Sheriff Yarbo held a gun on
Tom, yelling:

“Let him alone, or by hell I'll kill you!”

And a certain decisiveness in the law-
man’s voice told Tom he really would.
Tom came to his feet, debating between
Yarbo and Geier. A couple of men from
the crowd seized Geier’s arms. Then Lily
Street, from the Colorado dancehall
stepped between Tom and the sheriff de-
liberately.

Yarbo spoke from behind her. “Get out
of town, Otis! Get out and stay out!”

HE wildness in Tom Otis urged him to
take Yarbo, take Geier, take the
whole town, now while the mood was on
him. Instead, he whirled and broke back

through the crowd, hurrying his steps. He
had to get away—had to, before he lost
what little judgment remained to him.

He heard Lily call his name, but he did
not slow his swiftly striding pace. Sympa-
thy was one thing he couldn’t stand right
now. He heard her running behind him,
and curbed his impulse for further speed.
He'd been robbed blind today. He’'d been
robbed and he’d stood and taken it. But
he would not let the town see him running
from a woman.

He turned to face her. His face was
white, even in this heat. He was a big
man, lean as whang-leather and almost as
brown. His hair was yellow, his eyes an
odd shade of blue—a light blue. Eyes that
caught the attention and held it. Right
now, they were like two blue marbles,
cold and hard.

Behind Lily he could see the crowd be-
ginning to break up. Forming into small
groups, they gave vent to their indigna-
tion in low whispers, whispers that died as
Will Geier put his red-eyed, furious gaze
upon them. The banker stuffed a bunch of
papers into a leather briefcase and, with a
short nod to the auctioneer, strode toward
the bank.

There was sympathy in Lily Street's
brown eyes, but she had the good sense
not to mention it. She said, “Well, that's
over. What will you do now, Tom?"”

He shrugged, and his hard-planed face
settled into lines of bitterness. “I know
what I want to do, and if I don’t get out of
town, I'm likely to do it.”

She said, “Will you wait until I can
change my clothes? I want to talk to you.”

Refusal was on the tip of his tongue.
Lily touched his arm. Her hand was soft,
but her grip was firm. “Please, Tom.”

He shrugged. “All right. Hurry up.”

Lily ran lightly across the street and
into the hotel. Tom looked downstreet.
The crowd was spreading out, some of the
men coming toward him. With anger and
frustration boiling in him he crossed the
street and stood in the shade of the hotel.
Fishing in his shirt pocket he withdrew a
sack of tobacco and rolled a cigarette with
shaking fingers. .
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Impatiently, he turned and stared
through the hotel window. There was the
handbill, pasted against the inside of the
window.

AUCTION!

Below that in smaller letters was the
announcement:

August 27th. The Anchor Ranch will be
auctioned to the highest bidder. 27.000 acres
deeded. 64,000 acres in state leases. To satisfy
mortgage held by the Union Bank of Adams
City, Colorado.

There was some small print at the bot-
tom of the sheet, listing livestock and
equipment. Tom didn’t read that.

And now the auction was over. Tom
Otis looked north, away from the river.
Everywhere he saw the rims, the towering,
massive borders of rimrock that marked
the boundaries of Anchor range. No one
could look north out of Adams City with-
out looking at the Anchor. Now it be-
longed to Will Geier—to Banker Geier
who had stolen it legally for less than a
quarter of its value. And Tom Otis himself
was a drifter, without even a job. A gun
and a small handful of silver coins. That
was all he had left to show for having
owned the Anchor.

Anger was like a core of glowing coals
in his brain. Anger because of the way this
had been done. A couple of men ap-
proached him, seemed about to speak, but
his scowl drove them away, made them
veer off toward the open doors of the sa-
loon. )

The stableman came around the hotel
from the stable at the rear, leading Lily
Street’s dainty chestnut gelding. Tom Otis
took the reins. Lily came out of the hotel,
and he helped her up into the side-saddle.

Lily wore a straight riding skirt and a
checkered shirt waist that was like a man’s
shirt. Her gleaming dark hair was piled up
atop her head. She was pale. Tom mounted
and followed her north along Main to the
edge of town.

EITHER spoke until they cleared the
limits of the town. Tom, as though
realizing that he was riding by habit

toward the Anchor, veered away from the
road, heading around town toward the
river. '

This was the town dump, littered with
scrap lumber, old plaster, tin cans and bot-
tles. The horses picked their way daintily
through the rubble.

Lily asked, “What was it you wanted to
do in town, Tom?”

His laugh was harsh. “Don’t be a fool,
Lily. I wanted to kill Will Geier. Maybe
I'll do it yet.”

Lily remained silent.

At the edge of the dump, something
bright orange in the bottom of a shallow
wash caught Tom’s eye. His glance flicked
away, darted back involuntarily. Some-
thing about that color was familiar. He had
ridden almost past when a breeze stirred,
stirred the orange something at the bottom
of that wash. He reined aside, looking
down.

What rage he had felt before was puny
compared to the fury that tore through
him now like a holocaust. But his voice
was still, tight.

“Lily. Come here.”

Her horse ranged up beside his. She
looked down. She said, “Tom! Oh, no!”

Tom swung to the ground, climbed
down into the wash. When he came back
out, he held a handful of paper handbills,
only a part of the bunch that lay in the
bottom of the wash.

He said, “This is why there were no big
out-of-town crowds in town today. This is
why there weren’t any bids besides Will
Geier’s.”

The handbills announcing the sale were
supposed to have gone upriver to all the
towns for a hundred miles, and downriver
as far as Moab, Utah. If they’d gone where
they’d been supposed to go, there’d have
been a dozen bidders for the Anchor, bid-
ders who knew the worth of the Anchor’s
lush grass and fat cattle, and who had the
cash to back their bids. If these handbills
had gone out as they were supposed to,
Tom Otis would be richer this afternoon
by forty or fifty thousand dollars, maybe
more.

He said, “I thought Geier was rushing
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Tom glowered out at the sluggish river.

Lily said, “Sit down, Tom,” and he
turned to look at her.

She was a small girl. Standing, she came
just to the hollow of Tom’s throat, but her
body was full-rounded. Just now, the top
button of her tight shirt waist came un-
buttoned and he could see the full, lush
ripeness of her breasts. She had brown
eyes, dark hair, skin that was white and
smooth and unblemished. The eyes were
wise, too, much too wise for her years. She
knew men and what it was that drove
them. Though Tom could not know it,
right now she was thinking of one thing
that drove men, that could make them
forget.

She said again, “Sit down, Tom,” and he
sank down beside her. She hitched herself
closer to him, until one of her thighs
touched his.

Something stirred in him besides the
anger. Her fragrance was sweet. She put

her small hand on Tom’s arm and he un- ~

derstood that she was offering him some-
thing.

Swiftly he turned. His arms closed about
her. Her own arms went about him, and
she fell back. Tom put his lips down sav-
agely against her, hungrily.

There was neither hesitation nor retreat
in Lily. Burning fire ran in Tom Otis’s
veins. He drew away, breathing fast. Lily
had always been friendly toward Tom, but
this was the first time she had shown any
special interest in him. He knew a nagging
suspicion. )

He asked harshly, “What was that for?”

Lily’s eyes were cool. She said, “Maybe
I thought you’d had enough taken from
you today. Maybe I wanted to give you
something. But you spoiled it.” She didn’t
meet his eyes.

Before he could stop her, she sprang to
her feet. Lightly she ran to her horse, as
lightly mounted to her saddle.

Tom said, “Wait a minute!”

He tried to catch the bridle of her horse, )

but she whirled the animal around and
drummed her heels against his side. She
left Tom staring after her, his heart
thumping wildly. He scowled and cursed.

He kicked a rock and hurt his toe.

For the first time today, a light grin
twisted his long mouth. Yet his eyes were
puzzled. Perhaps her reason for wanting
to had been sympathy for him. But she
wanted something from him, too. Of that
he was sure.

He mounted and rode
town.

back toward

CHAPTER 11

Friends?

IDING slowly, Tom Otis came back

into Adams City. Lily’s actions had
puzzled him, but she had stirred him as
well. He was no different from other men
in the country, and they all wanted Lily.
It was hard for Tom to put out of his mind
the incontrovertible fact that she had of-
fered herself to him. Why? Because she
felt sorry for him? A consolation prize?

He laughed, and the laugh was not
pleasant.

He dismounted before the Ringold Dry
Goods Store and looped his reins about
the rail. As he climbed to the shady walk,
he was conscious that the sun was sinking
fast in the west. He went past Ringold’s
and mounted the outside staircase that led
up to Phil Wickware’s office.

Wickware was Adams City’s only law-
yer. He was a friend of Geier’s, but he had
also been a friend of old Bob Otis’s.

His office door was open. Tom stepped
off the high landing and into the dimmer
depths of the room which was furnished
with an oak roll-top desk, a swivel chair
and a long, leather-covered sofa. A huge
brass spittoon sat beside the desk. )

Wickware sat in the swivel chair with
his booted feet on the desk. He didn’t look
like a lawyer. He looked more like a law-
man, or a well-to-do cattleman. He was
getting bald, paunchy, but there was sharp
intelligence in his eyes.

He said, “Pull out a chair, Tom.”

Tom hooked a chair with his boot and
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pulled it toward him. Straddling it, he sat
down, leaning his arms on its back. He
said, “Geier didn’t post a single handbill
except in Adams City. They’re all laying
in a wash out on the dump. That’s the rea-
son there weren’t any bidders but him.”

“The hell! You sure?”

“Uh-huh. Now what do I do about it?”

Wickware scratched his nose. He grunt-
ed regretfully, “Not a damned thing. Geier
discharged his responsibility when he post-
ed notices in Adams City. You can’t touch
him for not covering the country with
them.”

Tom snorted, angered, “Now’s a hell of
a fine time to tell me that!”

“You didn’t ask before,” Wickware said
gently, then went on, “Normally, nobody
has to worry about it. The bank should
have seen to it that it was done in their
own interest as well as yours. The auction-
eer should have seen to it that it was done,
if only from the standpoint of his commis-
sion. Somebody slipped up, I guess.”

“Yeah. Somebody slipped up, all right.
Somebody slipped up and I'm out the dif-
ference between what the Anchor’s worth
and Geier’s lousy mortgage. Hell, Wick-
ware, I don’t know about these things. I've
been raised as a cowman, not a lawyer.
I've been going crazy ever since old Bob

died. I couldn’t seem to think of anything-

until the funeral was over. Then Geier
came around and told me there was a past-
due mortgage on the Anchor. I tried to
get a drive started, but he stopped me. You
know all that.”.

As Wickware nodded, Tom heard steps
ascending the outside staircase. He said
bitterly, “There’s nothing I can do then,
legally?”

“Not a thing. Not a damned thing, Tom.”

“Then I'll do it some other way.”

A short, stout, tightly corseted woman
came from the landing outside into the of-
fice. She was breathing hard. She gave
Tom a reserved smile as he offered her his
chair.

She said to Wickware, “I was down at
Ringold’s, and I thought I'd come up and
wait until you were ready to go home.”
Her eyes flicked Otis. “How are you,

Tom?” She sank into the chair.

He said, “I'm fine, Mrs. Wickware,”
thinking that her tone was considerably
less cordial than it had been the last time
he'd seen her.

* “What are you going to do, Tom?”

He shrugged. “Haven’t had time to think
about it.” He could feel anger stirring
again, an anger all the more violent be-
cause it was so helpless.

ORA WICKWARE saw the resent-
ment in his twisting face and said
sharply, “Nothing foolish, I hope.”

Tom said sourly, more so than he in-
tended, and sarcastically, “No, of course
not. Nothing foolish. Let him take the
Anchor away from me, but don’t do any-
thing foolish. What do you mean by fool-
ish, Mrs. Wickware? Killing Geier?”

Wickware said reprovingly, “Tom!”

“I'm sorry. But why is everybody so
damned worried about Geier?” Tom Otis
knew he was getting nowhere here, and
admitted that it was probably his own
fault. He went to the door. “Good-by,” he
said, and stepped out onto the landing.

As he went down the stairs, he was con-
scious of the uneasy silence behind him.
His wild rage of the afternoon was gone,
but his anger was not gone. Nor was the
desire to do something, anything, to lessen
the shock of realization that he was help-
less.

At the bottom of the stairs he paused,
fished his tobacco from his pocket and
rolled a cigarette. He touched a match to
it. .

The sun was full down now, but the
clouds above the mesa in the west were
red-gold, flaming. A girl came out of Rin-
gold’'s and started toward the stairway.
She was a younger, slimmer edition of
Mrs. Wickware and because of her youth
was prettier, but in twenty years she
would look as her mother looked now. She
saw Tom, and for an instant the smile froze
on her face. She recovered and turned to
him.

“Tom!” Lucy Wickware exclaimed. “I
had hoped I'd see you. Will you come to
supper tonight?”
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He said, “I haven’t had time to make
any plans. But I'm not going to tuck
my tail between my legs and slink out of
town, if that’s what you mean.”

Lucy put a hand on his arm. “Don’t
do anything foolish, Tom.”

The repetition of her mother’s caution
suddenly angered him more. But he said
nothing. Lucy gazed into his face a mo-
ment longer, then turned and ran up the
stairs to her father’s office.

Tom had been going with Lucy for
more than a year. Almost everyone had
taken it for granted they’d be married.
He had accepted the idea himself, with
some pleasure if not with outright en-
thusiasm.

Now the complexity of his own feelings
puzzled him. The Wickwares, mother and
daughter, had made it plain enough in
their indirect way that he was no longer
particularly eligible. Perhaps he should
have félt relieved, but he did not. Instead,
he knew a combined feeling of hurt and
increased resentment. It was hard to face
the knowledge that his position and pos-
sessions were the main reasons for the
liking and respect that his friends had for
him.

E TURNED toward the river, feeling

the need for a drink. Down. at the
end of town, he could see the big black
and white sign of the Ute Saloon. Color
faded from the clouds as he walked, and
by the time he reached the saloon, purple
dusk lay over the town,

The heat of the day lessened, and be-
came the pleasant warmth of a summer
evening.

The saloon was almost deserted. One
man stood at the bar, the big, black-beard-
ed auctioneer. He turned to look at Tom,
but instantly glanced back to the bottle
before him.

Tom stepped up to the bar ten feet away
from him.

The proprietor, Noah Shults, white-
aproned and clean-shaven, moved along
the bar, bringing a bottle and glass. He
poured a drink and set it before Tom.

He said in a low tone, “That was a

damned dirty steal this afternoon, Tom.
What you going to do about it?”

Tom shrugged. “What can I do?” He
was beginning to recognize the extreme
danger of giving vent to his feelings. A
man did not go around making threats
if he had any sense. He drank the whisky
at a gulp and Noah poured him another,
clucking sympathetically.

At a movement to his right, Tom
glanced toward the auctioneer. A sudden
thought struck him. He picked up his
glass and the bottle and moved along the
bar.

The auctioneer’s eyes widened with
something that looked like fear.

Tom said, “Friend, I'd like to discuss
the matter of your commission on that
sale this afternoon. I found about a hun-
dred handbills up at the dump on the
edge of town. That means Geier didn’t
advertise the auction properly. It means
that instead of your getting a commission
on forty or fifty thousand dollars, you
got a commission on ten. What do you
think of that?”

The man wet his thick lips. He stood a
full inch taller than Tom, weighed a full
fifty pounds more. But a lot of that was
fat.

He mumbled, “I'm not complaining. I
guess such things happen.” Hastily he
tossed off his drink and turned toward
the door, saying lamely, “Well, I've got a
long ride to make.”

But Tom caught his arm. His grip was
savage.

He said, “Damn you, don’t walk away
when I'm talking to you!”

The auctioneer began to bluster. He
yanked away, and as Tom moved to close
with him again, the auctioneer’s fist made
solid contact with his jaw. The man’s
whole two hundred pounds was behind
the blow, and Tom staggered back.

The pain of the blow went unnoticed,
though, in‘the sudden surge of triumph
that he felt. He began to grin, and stepped
in clpse.. Here was something a man could
fight. :

And when the fight was over, there was
something here to be learned.
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“You heard him. Noah. He got a thousand
dollars for a ten-thousand-dollar sale. But
a thousand dollars is two per cent of fifty
thousand. That’s what the Anchor should
have brought That. and more.”

A& UDDENLY Tom had a feeling that

someone was watching him. His back
was to the door. and he swung around
uneasilv. Non Yarbo. the sheriff. stood
iust inside the batwings. .

Tom said. “You heard it. too, didn’t you,
Sheriff?” :

The sheriff nodded. Tom swung back
to the auctioneer. He said, “Get out of
here! Ride while I feel like letting vou.”

The auctioneer slunk out of the saloon.
The doors closed behind him. Tom
thought. I’'m getting somewhere now.

Yarbo’s eyes were cold. He was a small
man. cocky as a banty rooster. He wore
a single gun low on his right side, tied
to his thigh. His gold-olated star shone
brightly in the lamp glow as he stroked
his long brown mustache.

He said. “You pull anything more like
this and I'll throw vyou in jail. You're a
sorehead about the Anchor, but you better
slow down unless you want to stretch
rope.”

Yarbo’s words were like coal-oil
dumped upon the smoldering coals of
Tom’s anger. It flamed into raging fury.
Blood crimsoned Tom’s face. There was
no restraint and no caution left in him.
Only blind. savage rage. All he could
think was. Geier’s even got the law in his
pocket.

He came across the saloon floor in a
foolish. furious rush. Yarbo stepped back.
His hand snaked down after the gun, fast
as light. The gun was out and raised
when Tom Otis came within range. It
ghinted dull blue as it flashed downward.

The barrel cracked hard against Tom'’s
skull. Before his eyes, light flashed briefly,
crazily, and then the darkness came. . . .

When he came to, he recognized the
sharp, unpleasant odor of disinfectant.
And he knew immediately that he was in
jail, for that was the only place around
where that odor could be found. Tom had

never been there before himself, but he'd
bailed out Anchor punchers often enough
after a pay-day drunk.

He was lying on a bare cot. The wire
sorings of the cot bit cruelly into his flesh.
He sat up. swinging his feet to the floor.
A thousand sledges began beating against
his skull. and his vision blurred. He
dropped his head into his hands.

Across the cell. on the other cot, an-
other man was snoring softly. Tom raised
his head and looked at him, but didn’t
recognize the man. He’d never seen him
before. He was a big man, red-haired,
unshaven and dirty.

Tom thought, saddle tramp, and dis-
missed the fellow from his thoughts.

He got up and wandered to the window.
From the position of the sun, he judged
that it must be near ten o’clock. He’d
been out cold for over fourteen hours!
That was some whack Yarbo had given
him.

Gradually the events of the past day be-
gan to come back. The auction, Lily, the
auctioneer. Last night he’d thought he
was getting somewhere. Now he doubted
it. How could he get anywhere when the
man who had robbed him had all of the

law on his side?

A chair squeaked in the ijail office, and
Tom heard the door open. He heard a low
murmur of voices—Yarbo’s, a woman’s,
another man’s. He couldn’t distinguish
words.

But after a few moments of that, Yarbo
came to the cell door and unlocked it. He
asked sourly, “Drunk all slept off?”

Tom scowled at him._,k He said, “Damn
you, you know I wasn’t drunk.”

Yarbo only shrugged. He grunted,
“Come on,” and stood aside while Tom
staggered from the cell.

Tom went through the open door and
into the sheriff’s office. Lily Street stood
there watching him, and just behind her
was old Doc Willis.

Lily said, “Sit down, Tom. Doc wants
to look at your head.” There was com-
passion in her eyes, but there was anger,
too, lurking in their depths.

Tom began to understand. Lily had
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cern for him was not based on either love
or simple compassion. He was convinced
of that. Lily wanted something, some-
thing that only Tom Otis could give her.

And what was that? He shook his head,
surprised that it no longer ached. He
hadn’t an answer to his question, but he
had a feeling that it would not be long in
coming.

CHAPTER 1V

Not Broke—Not Beat!

OM OTIS lay on the bed, reluctant to

move for a long time. It seemed good
to be still and quiet. He heard the night
sounds begin out in the Adams City
streets. He heard a bunch of Anchor
punchers come whooping into town, rec-
ognizing their voices. He heard the bell
on the courthouse toll seven. It occurred
to him suddenly that this was Saturday
night.

He got up cautiously, but except for an
odd, light feeling in his head, everything
seemed normal. He pulled the shade and
touched a match to the lamp wick. The
chimney was sooty, but he didn’t try to
clean it.

He went over and stared at himself in
the cracked mirror. Thick yellow stubble
covered his face. His eyes were bloodshot.
He grinned when he saw.the way his head
was swathed with bandages.

Slipping into his trousers and boots he
poured cold water from a pitcher into a
basin and washed. He was drying his face
when he heard a knock on the door. But
before he answered it, he belted on his
gun. Then he flung the door open quickly,
ready.

Lily stood there, smiling. “Still alive?”
She stepped inside, closed the door be-
hind her. “lI was getting worried about
you.”

“I think I'll live.”

Lily’s beauty, in spite of the worldly-
wisdom in her eyes, was lively and strik-

ing, vivid. Her lips were full and red, her
teeth gleamed white, her eyes were bright.
She was dressed for- work in a low-cut
satin gown. Her shoulders and the ex-
posed part of her breasts were creamy
and smooth. Her breath came just a little
fast. probably from the climb upstairs.

When a woman wants to be kissed, it is
unmistakable. Tom Otis reached for her,
and she came to him willingly, eagerly.
Instead of stirring Tom, though, the kiss
angered him. He bore down harder, bruis-
ing her lips, crushing her against him with
all his strength.

When he released her, he laoked down
at her and said harshly, “You’ve been in
Adams City for more than a year. In all
that time I never got closer to you than
five feet. Isn’t this kind of sudden? And
kind of unusual? Most everybody else 1
know seems to have sort of lost interest in
me since I lost the Anchor. Odd, but you
didn’t want much to do with me when I
had the ranch. Now, all of a sudden,
you’re about the only friend I have, and
you're interested in hearts and flowers,
too. What'’s the deal?”

He had acted brutally and he had spo-
ken brutally. But Lily only smiled. She
stepped over to the mirror and patted
her hair into place. When she turned
back, her eyes showed him her approval.

She said, “Geier’s the deal.” And sud-
denly, her eyes lost their softness and
became hard and hating.

Comprehension began to come to Tom.
Lily hated Geier, too. Lily had her own
ax to grind, and she wanted Tom Otis to
turn the grindstone. Refusal was on the
tip of his tongue, then he recalled the calm
way Lily had ordered Yarbo to release
him this morning. Had it not been for
her, he’'d still be lying in that stinking
cell.

Also, he had got a pretty good glimpse
of the way the cards were stacked against
him. He had glimpsed failure for himself
plainly enough in the way Geier had the
steal of the Anchor rigged. An ally could
do him no harm, and might make possible
what he could not accomplish alone.

He began to grin. “You hate him too,






26 EXCITING WESTERN

—suddenly made Tom think of something
else. He said, “Wait a minute! Wait a
minute! I just thought of something!”

“What?” Hal Boyd was puzzled.

“My T O brand. Hal, I've just remem-
bered my T O cattle. They’re mine, and
they don’t go with Anchor.”

When Tom had been fourteen, his father
had begun paying him wages, and he had
begun doing a man’s work on the Anchor.
During the summer months when he
hadn’t been in school, he’d drawn wages.
Only old Bob had given him his wages in
cattle. A yearling heifer for every month
he worked. And Tom had branded them
T O, the initials of his name.

As the years had passed, his small herd
had increased. He’d traded his bull calves
to his father for heifer calves. They were
his own, those T O cattle, yet he had
never really considered them his own.
He’d thought of them as part of the An-
chor, just as he himself was part of the
Anchor. They had eaten Anchor grass
and had run with Anchor herds.

Tom said thoughtfully, “Geier’s never
going to agree that they’re mine.”

Hal Boyd agreed, grinning. “No, sir.
Not Geier.”

“Then I'll take them. If I try to go
through the courts to get them, it’ll take
ten years and by that time, Geier’d see to
it that there weren’t any left.”

Boyd laid a hand on his arm. “Don’t
talk so damned loud. You know how fast
news travels in this town.”

OM said, “You're right,” but he wasn’t

thinking about that. He was feeling
a sudden, soaring, searing excitement.
He'd been in a box canyon and hadn’t
seen any way out. But this changed
things. A man who wasn’t broke, wasn’t
beat!

The man in the barber chair got up
and went over to the mirror and began to
put on the tie. Harvey Reuter, clerk in
Ringold’s store. He nodded at Tom as he
went out. Hal Boyd took the chair.

Tom sat staring at the floar. The more
he thought about it. the less question re-
mained in his mind. He had thought of

the cattle more as Anchor cattle than his
own. But they weren’t Anchor cattle.
They were Tom Otis’s cattle, taken as
wages for his work through the years.
He tried to remember what the T O count
had been last year. Something over four
hundred, he remembered.

Damn it, damn it, damn it! Whv hadn’t
he thought of the T O cattle before? Then
he remembered that Geier had refused
to allow him time for a drive. He couldn’t
have got the T O cattle any quicker than
he could the Anchor cattle. Even if he’d
thought about them, he would still have
been unable to save the Anchor.

But the T O cattle gave him something
to fight with. He was frowning with con-
centration when Hal Bovd got out of the
chair. The other man who had been wait-
ing had left. apparently tired of waiting.

Tom told Hal, “Wait for me.” and as he
got into the chair he was thinking that if
he could round up a crew on promises.
he could start tomorrow to gather his T O
cattle. They were scattered from one end
of the Anchor to the other, and it would
take either a damned good crew or a lot of
time to get them. He'd never get them all,
but he’d probably get most of them.

The barber dropped the chair back and
began to lather his face. He put steaming
towels on it, took them off and lathered
up again. Boyd had gone back to reading
his newspaper. The barber shaved Tom
quickly, expertlv. He put stinging bay
rum on Tom’s face, and Tom got out of
the chair.

When Tom went out of the shop with
Hal Boyd. the street was busy. It was
not yet eight, and Ringold’s was still open.
Tom sat down on the bench in front of the
barber shop. Bovd sat down beside him
and began to roll a smoke.

Tom said, “How many of the crew will
quit the Anchor and pitch in with me?”

Boyd was thoughtful. He was apparent-
ly shuffling the members of the crew in
his mind. Finally he said, “I think I can
count on four of them.”

Tom smiled. Four wasn’t many out of
twenty. But it was a hell of a lot moré
than none. And it was enough. He said,
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“I won’t be able to pay any of you until
the job’s done. So it’s kind of specula-
tive.”

Hal Boyd shrugged, grinning. “When
do we start?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

Boyd got up. He was almost a head
shorter than Tom, was broad and squat.
Nearing forty, he was beginning to put
pounds over the lean, tough rawhide of
his muscles. But the muscles were still
there. His face was broad and cheerful.
Except for a little hair at each side of his
head, he was bald.

He took off his hat, scrubbed his bald
pate with his knuckles, and said, “I'll be
riding, then. Where you want to meet
us?”

“At the head of the Ute trail. We'll
start there and work back toward Blue
River. We'll take 'em out on that side.
We can drive to the railroad at Arnolds-
ville.”

“We’'ll be there.”

Boyd strode off in the direction of the-

livery stable. Tom sat watching the crowd
stream past in the street. He looked across
at the darkened windows of the bank. He
didn’t know exactly what he hoped to
accomplish by this roundup and drive,
but he knew that at least he'd be doing
something. He'd be getting something
that belonged to him, perhaps even the
means of striking back at Geier.

He got up and strolled across the street
toward the Colorado Saloon where Lily
Street worked, unaware that a man was
watching him from a dark passageway
between the Colorado Saloon and the sad-
dle shop next door.

CHAPTER V

Shot From the Dark

T LEAST twice as big as the Ute,
the Colorado was the fanciest saloon
in Adams City. It was the only saloon in
town that boasted both gambling tables

and dancing girls. On Saturday night, it
filled up about nine and kept running that
way right up until one in the morning,
closing time. But Lily got off at midnight.

As Tom stepped into the light that shone
into the street from the windows of the
Colorado, an odd feeling of uneasiness
assailed him. He glanced quickly to right
and left, seeing nothing. But as his eyes
flicked back to the door of the Colorado,
he caught the gleam of light on metal from
the corner of his eye.

Instantly his full glance went to that
spot. The glint was gone, but a shadow
figure that lurked there between the two
buildings was not.

It took but an instant for his mind to
realize that a man who would lurk in
darkness like that was potentially dan-
gerous. And with that realization came
the memory of that glint of light on metal.

Feeling foolish, but somehow compelled,
Tom jumped quickly to one side, draw-
ing his own gun. A flash blossomed in the
dark passageway, and sharp pain seared
along Tom’s side. His gun centered on the
passageway, and he triggered two fast
shots at the flash. Then he jumped aside
again, quickly.

He heard the sound of running feet
from the mouth of the passageway.
Though reluctant, he ran into the passage-
way. Behind him he heard a shout. A
quick, over-the-shoulder glance showed
him a group collecting in the mouth of
the passageway. Ahead of him, the foot-
steps were receding. He stopped and went
back to the street.

Lily was there, and Mike McGill, owner
of the Colorado. There were a dozen or
more other people, too—ranchers, punch-
ers, storekeepers.

Tom said, “Somebody took a shot at
me.

He'd been calm enough during the
shooting, but now his hands began to
shake. He holstered his gun, felt of his
side, and grimaced with pain. Lily pulled
him into the Colorado. She took him back
through the saloon to Mike McGill’s office,
sat down and pulled out his shirt tail as
though she owned him. She got a towel
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and mopped at his bloody side.

Tom yelped, “Ouch! Damn it, be care-
ful!

Her voice was sharp. “An inch to the
left and I wouldn’t have to be careful.”

She dampened the towel and sponged
off the blood, poured whisky on the wound
and put a clean towel on for a compress.
Then she tucked back his shirt tail to hold
the towel in place.

She was smiling now. ‘“Painful but
hardly serious. Who did it?”

“How do I know? He got away.”

“What've you been up to since I saw
you last? Why should Geier want to kill

you?”
“Who said it was Geier?”
“l said it was.” And she repeated,

“What's happened since I last saw you?”

Tom stared at her. He glared, growing
angry, and not quite knowing why. May-
be it was the way she talked to him.
Maybe it was her cool assurance. Maybe
it was only his own confusion.

He said, “I went to the barber shop for
a shave. I ran into Hal Boyd there, and
we got to talking.”

“What about?”

“T O cattle.”

“What brand is that?” _

He told her, “My own brand. Geier
can’t claim my T O cattle belong with the
Anchor. Hal and I decided to make a
gather and drive all the T O stuff we could
find to the railroad at Arnoldsville.” Lily
was frowning, so Tom said somewhat de-
fensively, “They’re mine. There’s around
five hundred of them. They’d bring me
close to ten thousand in Denver.”

“And you decided all this in the barber
shop?” Her tone had become contemptu-
ous. “Who was there besides you two?”

OM'’S anger increased, but he forced
himself to speak quietly. “Harvey
Reuter. The barber. Another hombre—"
He frowned.
Lily asked, “What’s the matter?”
“That one got tired of waiting and left.”
“Who was he?”
Tom frowned. “l don’t know his name.
He lives downriver about fifteen miles.

Got a two-bit outfit and runs his cattle
along the river bottom.”

Mike McGill came in. He was a scrawny
little Irishman with a head of bushy white
hair. His eyes were blue and guileless.
When he wanted them to be. Right now
thev were sharp and shrewd.

“You know who shot you?” he de-
manded.

Tom shook his head. He stood up. “I'm
all right now.” He went to the door and
Lily walked with him. In the hallway
outside, she whispered, “Midnight,” and
Tom nodded.

He went on out and found a seat at a
table next to the wall. Lily Street came
on for her first number about ten minutes
later. She sang Susanna, and afterward,
Gentle Annie. Her voice was sweet and
throaty. She was animated during the
Susanna number, dreamy and sad as she
sang Gentle Annie. As always, the ap-
plause was thunderous.

Tom puzzled about her for a few mo-
ments, then his thoughts returned to the
Anchor and to Will Geier. There was only
one believable explanation for the shoot-
ing tonight. The man in the barber shop
had run to Geier with the news that Tom
intended to gather T O cattle. And Geier
had sent someone to kill him.

This was the first indication that Geier’s
position was not unassailable.

Either Geier felt shaky, or he simply
hated to lose the T O cattle to Tom. It
was one or the other, or a combination of
both. Geier would know that Tom Otis,
broke, could hardly be any particular
threat to his security. But Tom Otis, with
ten thousand dollars in his jeans could
be. a considerable threat.

Either way, it added up that Geier
would not stop with this single, abortive
threat against his life. There would be
other attempts. It was up to Tom, then, to
walk carefully and see that none of them
succeeded.

The saloon door banged open. Tom
glanced toward the sound. He saw Will
Geier standing there before the doors,
searching the room with his black-browed,
restless glance.
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lowered himself beside her. He found her
stiff, resisting.

She said, “Tom, don’t rush me. Please!”

His voice was harsh. He was tired of
being pushed back and forth by the wom-
en in his life, pushed like a pawn on a
chessboard. Lucy Wickware had rejected
him, then tried to get him back in the
course of forty-eight hours. Lily had
played up to him deliberately for some
selfish purpose of her own because she
hated Geier.

He said, “I suppose you're going to tell
me you've never—"

She interrupted, “That would be funny,
wouldn't it? That would be a scream!
A dancehall girl who has never slept with
a man?”

Tom growled, oddly disturbed, “It’d be
damned unusual. Are you trying to tell
me-it’s so?”

Lily pulled away from him and sat up.
“No, I'm not telling you that. You
wouldn’t believe it anyway, would you?”

He started to shake his head. But he
didn’t. Puzzlement made him frown. “I
don’t know. Maybe I would.”

He told himself that he was a fool. But
there had been a ring of truth in Lily’s
voice. He fished out his tobacco and shook
flakes of it into a tiny trough of paper,
rolled it carefully.

He said, “What the hell do you want
from me, Lily? Tell me what you want.
Maybe you don’t have to buy my help.”

Lily was .silent for so lopg that he
thought she wasn’t going to answer. He
touched a match to the cigarette end and
in its flare looked at Lily. She was cry-
ing silently.

He said, “Is my gathering the T O cattle
going to upset your plans?”

“Oh Tom, I was going to use you! I
was going to egg you into helping me. But
I can’t do it. I can’t!”

“What did you want me to do?”

"“I was going to get you to rob Geier's
bank. I was going to get you all worked
up, then suggest-it. After that I was going
ahead with my plan.”

“What plan?”

Her voice was almost inaudible. “Do

you mind if I don’t tell you, Tom? Can
you trust me now? Nothing I'm planning
will hurt you. Honest, Tom. Go ahead
and sell your cattle. Bring the money
back. If I'm lucky with my plan, you'll
get your ranch back.”

“Mind telling me how?” He was fankly
skeptical, faintly suspicious.

“I can’t tell you, Tom. It isn’t that I
don’t trust you. But if even a hint of
what I'm planning gets out, it won't work.
You go ahead and sell your cattle. You’ll
have most of what Geier’'s mortgage
amounted to. I think it will be enough.”

“What are you going to get out of it?”

Lily shrugged. In the faint starlight
and the glow from his cigarette, he could
see the light, sad, enigmatic smile on her
full lips. She said, “Nothing now. I had
hoped to get revenge against Geier.”

“Revenge for what?"”

He could sense the stiffening of her
body. “It’s a long story. I won’t bore you
with it. Geier swindled my father out
of a ranch almost as big as yours, a ranch
that my grandfather started from nothing
soon after the Civil War. It broke my
father, and he killed himself.”

HE sat staring moodily out across the

whispering river. For a moment, Tom
sat utterly still. Then he said, “You're a
strange girl. You know you've got me puz-
zled, don’t you?”

“You won’t be puzzled long.”

Tom thought of Sheriff Don Yarbo. He
said, “You made the sheriff turn me loose.
How’d you do that?”

Lily’s answer was listless. “Blackmail.
I know of a killing that Yarbo is wanted
for. He hasn't always been a lawman. He
used to be a cheap tinhorn gunman. It's
probably not the only place he’s wanted.”

Tom was puzzled as to what Lily’s plan
could be, and how she intended to go
about recovering the ranch. To him it
seemed impossible, yet she seemed to be
sure. He said, “So you've been kicking
around trying to make a living since your
father’s death. You've had it pretty rug-
ged, haven’t you?”

Lily shrugged, smiling. She stood up.
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No, it hasn’t been too bad. You get used
to things.”

She walked back to where her horse
was standing. Tom helped her up to her
saddle, then found his own horse and
mounted. He rode beside her toward the
scattered, dim lights of the town.

When they reached the hotel they dis-
mounted together. The street was nearly
deserted now. The Colorado would be
closing in a few minutes. Tom was again
wondering what steps Geier would take
to see that he failed to gather and ship his
T O cattle, when he said mechanically:

“Ill take your horse around to the
stable.”

Lily stepped close to him. Subdued and
quiet, she looked up at him for a long
time. It was as though she were searching
for something in his face. At last che
said, “Will you kiss me good-by, Tom?”

He gathered her in his arms. When he
stepped away, his pulses again were
pounding, his face was flushed. He said,
“Lily, when I get back—"

Lily said, “All right, Tom. When you

get back.” She ran lightly into the hotel..

Tom stared after her for a moment,
wanting her. Then he caught the reins of
her horse and. holding them, mounted his
own animal. He rode along the side of the
hotel, through the weed-grown vacant lot
toward the stable at the rear of the hotel.

His mind was concerned only with Lily.
But. as he rode this short distance, he
cooled, and abruptly became uneasily
alert. Geier had planted one killer to-
night. And while Tom did not believe
he would try the same method again so
soon, he nevertheless did not relax his
vigilance.

Reaching the stable, he handed the
reins of Lily’s horse down to the hostler.
He returned the way he had come to the
street, and headed at a slow lope out of
town toward the Anchor.

He had a long ride, an all-night ride
ahead of him if he was to be at the head
of the Ute Trail at daybreak. But his spir-
its began to lift as he rode. This was
action, movement, doing something.

This was a relief after the waiting, the

helpless brooding. And when this job was
done, he could come back to Adams City
and begin the final battle toward regain-
ing the Anchor.

What he did not know was that Will
Geier, driving a buggy. had left Adams
City for the Anchor nearly two hours be-
fore. What he did not know was that
Geier, suspicious and frightened, would
now go to any lengths to see that Tom
Otis failed to load. a single T O steer on
the train at Arnoldsville. . . .

S THE hours of the night wore on,

and Tom Otis drew nearer and near-
er the Ute trail, even through the dark-
ness he could note the difference in the
terrain,

The land atop the high mesa was like a
different country compared to that around
Adams City. Here, aspen groves laid a
dappled shade on the lush grass. Springs
bubbled up in the draws and ran until
they spilled off the rims. In the valley
below, they fed the waters of Clear Creek
which ran to its confluence with the river
at Adams City.

Deer bounded away at Tom Otis’s ap-
proach as he climbed up through the rim
in the first gray light of dawn. He found
Hal Boyd and his crew of four loyal
Anchor punchers squatted around a fire,
brewing coffee. A couple of pack-horses
grazed nearby under full pack.

Tom rode close to the fire and dismount-
ed. Hal rose, grinning, and handed him
a tin cup of coffee that steamed in the
early morning chill.

Tom looked around at his crew. Thore
was Johnny Maclntosh, the Anchor’s old-
est rider, stiff and sore with rheumatism
and the early morning cold. There was
Pete Fisk, a tall, good-natured Texan.
There were two others who had been
with the Anchor as long as Tom Otis could
remember—Eric Northcutt and Jack Lea.

There were no heroics or exhibitions of
any kind. The men greeted Tom as they
had greeted him every morning for over
ten years, and they asked no questions.
They did not even comment on the job
they were to start today. It was as though
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the Anchor had never changed hands, as
though this were simply another task to
be worked at steadily and without pause
until it was accomplished.

Tom finished his coffee and dumped
the dregs on the fire.

Hal Boyd yelled, “All right—let’s zet
moving,” and scattered the embers of the
fire with his boot. With no confusion, the
crew mounted.

Johnny Maclntosh was sent on ahead
with the pack-animals. At first, he grum-
bled, considering this a menial chore, un-
til Hal told him, “The quickest way for
Geiler to stop us is to steal our grub. That'’s
why I'm sending you with the pack-horses,
Johnny.”

The mesa was shaped like a hand with
the fingers spread. Each finger was a
ridge, varying in length from five to ten
miles. All Anchor range was fenced natur-
ally by the rims, except for the back end,
which was fenced with aspen poles. In
some places, the rims were only forty or
fifty feet high, but in others the sheer rock
barriers dropped away for five or six
hundred feet.

From the trail, the five rode southward
to the point of the ridge, beginning their
gather there. They would work perhaps
halfway back on this ridge today, driv-
ing T O stock ahead of them as they went.
Tomorrow, they would finish this ridge
and start the next.

The ridges were easy. The main body
of the mesa would not be so easy. Tom
hoped that if Geier intended to hit them,
it would be while they were working the
ridges, and not after they got strung out
and separated on the main plateau.

CHAPTER VII

T O Gather

ETE FISK and Tom worked the east-
ern side of the ridge, Hal and Eric
Northcutt the west. Jack Lea rode down
the center, taking each man’s gather as it

was brought in, six or eight head at a
time, holding them in a slow-moving
bunch. .

Tom liked this work. He liked the feel
of his horse under him, working with him.
He liked the charging rush of the cattle
as they broke out of the brush and tore
off ahead of him. He liked the neat way
his horse could cut a single T O animal
out of a bunch and push it ahead.

He forgot Will Geier for a time, almost
forgot Lily Street. He forgot that the
Anchor was no longer his. He forgot the
danger that Geier presented.

They nooned a mile and a half beyond
their morning camp. Tom looked at the
morning’s gather with satisfaction. Nearly
thirty head. A much better gather from
this ridge than he had expected.

He found firewood while Pete shaved
a stick and started the fire. A hail brought
Johnny out of the timber with the pack-
animals. Inside of fifteen minutes, coffee
was boiling over the fire. Steaks from the
hindquarter of a deer Johnny had killed
were frying in a skillet. Biscuits were
baking in a Dutch oven.

Hal Boyd and Eric came in with three
more head. They all squatted around the
fire then and ate quickly and with relish.
Afterward, they lay around and smoked
and finished the coffee.

Tom tilted his hat over his eyes and
lay back on the ground. He drowsed. He
was awakened by the drum of hooves
against the ground, by Hal Boyd’s shout:

“Tom! Company!”

He sat up. They were camped in a long,
shallow draw. Down the slope from the
south galloped ten men, Geier at their
head. Geier reined up fifty feet short of
the fire, his horse plunging and fighting
the bit.

He shouted, “All you men are fired!
You're trespassing on Anchor property
the same as Tom Otis is. If you drive
that bunch of T O cattle another mile I'll
have Yarbo after you for rustling!”

Tom Otis got to his feet, walked slowly
and deliberately toward Geier.

He drawled, “You better start for
Adams City, then. Because those T O cat-
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tle are headed for the railroad at Arnolds-
ville.” He grinned, hoping he showed
more assurance-than he felt, as he added,
“Don’t bring Yarbo up here. I owe him
something for that knot on my head. 1
might pay it back if he tries to mess into
this.”

A few of the men behind Geier began to
grin. Tom felt sure that Geier would be
able to count on but little support from
them. They were Anchor men. While they
might not want to risk their jobs by help-
ing Tom Otis, they would still be reluctant
to fight him. Geier was looking around,
weighing the support he commanded.

His face flushed with anger, he turned
back to Tom Otis, his anger fading rapidly.
At last he smiled. But the smile was not
pleasant. It was dangerous and threaten-
ing.

He said, “All right. You win the first
hand. I can’t stop your roundup now. But
I know how long it takes to cover Anchor
range. Before you’re through, I'll give you
a surprise. Keep a man or two on guard,
Tom. Sleep light and keep your eyes open.
I'll be back.”

Without another word and without wait-
ing for Tom to reply, he whirled his horse
and dug in his spurs. Tom got a wink or
two from Anchor’s punchers before they
whirled to ride after him.

Tom turned back to the fire. Hal Boyd'’s
face was grave. The others were smiling.

Tom said, “He won’t have to go far for
a crew that will fight us. We can count on
a week. After that, anything can happen.”

Hal Boyd nodded. “We’ll make the most
of that week. Then we’ll see. We'll see.”

OM swung up to his saddle, the others

following. Johnny Maclntosh stayed
to put out the fire and clean up the camp.
The cattle already gathered grazed slowly
down the center of the ridge, loose-herded
by Jack Lea.

They quit at dark and, bone-weary, ate
and flopped beside the fire in their blan-
kets. Two men loose-herded the horses
with the cattle. A rope corral at camp held
a couple of jingle horses. The watch
changed at midnight,

The next day and the several that fol-
lowed were of the same pattern. Only now
they had a man less to work with. Johnny
Maclntosh and Lea held the main herd.
The other four worked the ridges, nooning
in the saddle, bringing their day’s gather
in to the main camp each night. At the end
of a week, they had a hundred and fifty
head.

Roundup went on. One by one they
cleaned out the finger ridges and moved
onto the main plateau. Another week
passed. Three hundred head. But now they
had to watch. Now they expected attack
daily, nightly.

Rations grew short, but neither Tom nor
Hal were willing to spare a man long
enough to go to town for more. They ate
venison, and more venison. -

And then, one night, the attack came.
With no warning at all, half a dozen men
hit the herd an hour after the watch had
changed. Shooting, yelling, they stam-
peded the herd, then whirled to attack the
camp.

Tom, only now relieved as guard, was
just drowsing off. The first shot brought
him wide awake. The second brought him
to his feet. He had built up the fire upon
coming into camp, but now he scattered it
hastily with a booted boot, stamping out
the glowing embers. He could hear the
sibilant stir of the camp around him.

A man asked sleepily, “What was that?”

Hal Boyd said sourly, “Geier! He’ll be
here as soon as he gets them cattle to run-
ning. Find yourself a handy tree, boys,
and let’s give ’em a warm reception.”

They waited ten minutes, ten dragging
minutes. Tom Otis thought about Jack Lea
and Johnny Maclntosh, out there with the
herd. He felt a stab of fear for their safety.

Jack might have sense enough to yield
to superiority in numbers, but Tom doubt-
ed if Maclntosh would show that much
judgment. Johnny’d be so damned mad he
wouldn’t think of anything. He’d see two
weeks’ hard work melting away and he’d
go berserk. ,

Tom heard another flurry of shots, and a
ragged, angry shout. Then they came.
Galloping, shouting, they ran over the
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gray and cold, gloomy and discouraging.
But at least now there was light. The cat-
tle had not run far, but they had scattered.
right and left, down into the draws.

Tom, knowing every inch of this range,
sent a man alone to each watered draw
within a radius of five miles: And he began
to hear their shouts almost immediately,
the slapping of reins on chaps, their whis-
tles as they urged cattle before them.

Apparently, Geier and Yarbo had pulled
away to lick their wounds. At noon, Tom
tallied two hundred head. At day's end,
they had all but a dozen of those that had
stampeded.

At their camp, they found what few sup-
plies had remained scattered on the
ground. Coffee and sugar and flour. Blan-
kets had been slashed, pack-saddles and
panniers destroyed. The man Tom had
clubbed with his revolver was gone.

He said, “One dead, one wounded, one
with a headache. How many were there
altogether?”

Jack Lea grunted, “I tallied six. There
might have been more than that, but I
don’t think so.”

“Then they've got four left. Three that
feel good. I've got a hunch the one I
clipped is going to be sick for a day or
two.”

They buried Johnny MacIntosh and the
dead raider, salvaged their cooking uten-
sils and a couple of cups and plates, and
went on. In the next week they gathered
enough to make a herd of just over four
hundred, and went down through the rim
into the valley of Elk River. They drove
east then, until they reached Arnoldsville
and the railroad.

It was here that Tom Otis hit his second
- snag. Geier had preceded him. Geier and
Yarbo. They'd talked to the brand inspec-
tor. The man, a slow-moving fellow with a
long mustache, met Tom as he drove the
cattlesinto the pens beside the tracks.

“What brand?” he asked.

llT 0.”

“Thought so.” The brand inspector gave
Tom a fishy, suspicious glance. “Whose
brand is it? What'’s it registered under?”

Tom, who had been uneasy, began to
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feel better. His father had insisted that
the brand be registered in Tom’s own
name.

He didn’t feel better long. Not when the
brand inspector said, “That brand and the
Anchor brand was foreclosed by the
Adams City bank a month ago.”

Tom stared at him for a moment. He
began now to see how this had been rigged.
Geier had talked to this man. He had ar-
ranged to have the cattle tied up here in
the pens at Arnoldsville.

He said, “The hell! The bank foreclosed
on the Anchor. Wasn't nothing said in any
of the papers about T O. That’s my brand.”

The man shrugged. “Can't let you go,”
he said. “Got to hold you up awhile till it
gets straightened out.” He shifted his cud
of tobacco from one cheek to the other and
spat;

OM yanked his gun out of holster and

dug it savagely into the man'’s belly.
If he gave in now, he faced charges of rus-
tling, killing. He'd just as well face charges
of intimidating a brand inspector.

He said, “I don’t know how much Geier
paid you, friend, but you're going to okay
this shipment.” -

The man’s breath had been driven from
his body by the force of Tom's gun muzzle.
His face was pale and he looked sick. His
glance would not meet Tom'’s.

He growled ,“And if I don’t?”

“Ir'n kill you.”

Tom’s voice was almost conversational,
yet some quality in it made the man look
at him uneasily, and at that moment Tom
realized with a shock that he meant exact-
ly what he said. He'd fought the crooked
sheriff, Yarbo, in Adams City, he'd been
stolen blind by Geier, he’d lost Johnny
Maclntosh up on the mesa, and had had
his cattle scattered. He'd had enough. Now
he’d go whole hog or none. Now, he'd
fight!

The brand inspector stared at him for a
moment. The blood drained slowly out of
his face. His eyes turned flat and scared,
and he began to shake.

“You won’t get away with this!” he
shouted, his voice shrill.
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turned abruptly inta a passionate one. Her
arms came up about his neck, her body
molded itself to his. Her hands drew his
head down and her lips met his.

~ For this endless moment, there was no
Anchor, no Geier, no plan. There was only
Lily. Tom’s blood became liquid fire,
coursing through his body, heating wher-
ever it passed. Her body was soft under
his hands, yet there was an unsuspected
strength in her.

A dancehall girl? Perhaps. But Tom
knew in this moment that here was more
woman than he had ever known before.
Here was more woman than he was ever
likely to know again. A woman strong of
body, strong enough to meet and cope with
the harshness of living in .a harsh and vio-
lent land, yet also a woman with a world
of woman’s softness and gentleness in her.

Her kiss was like drowning. Tom sank
down, down, his head reeling, his blood
racing and pounding.

His voice was hoarse when he broke
away. Lily’s lips were parted, and there
was something new in her eyes, something
he had not seen there before. Defenseless,
utterly helpless, she stared at him as if
begging him to go on. And he wanted to,
more than anything else, but not here.
Not in Mike McGill’s office.

He said, “The check for the cattle is on
its way. It should be here tomorrow. But
it was smaller than I had hoped. A little
over nine thousand.”

TILL she looked at him, and suddenly

the Anchor was no longer important.
There. was only one thing in life, and it
was this slip of a girl. This gir] whose eyes
knew too much of life, of men and what
drove them. This girl whose eyes had for-
gotten in this moment all their worldli-
ness, that were now like a schoolgirl’s eyes
gazing at her first love.

Tom said, “To hell with the Anchor! To
hell with Geier! All I want is you, Lily.
Will you marry me?”

Trouble came to her eyes. Tom turned
bitter. “Then revenge is more important to
you than anything else?”

Lily was shaking her head. Tears sprang

into her eyes. “No, Tom. No! That's not it
at all. But I'm not your kind of woman.
I'm a dancehall girl.”

Tom laughed harshly. “And I'm a broke
cowman. What the hell do I care what you
are, Lily? What do I care what you have
been? I know how I feel and I know what
I want. I want you raising my kids, and
keeping my house and sharing my bed as
long as I live. That’s what I want, and all
the rest of it will be hollow without that.”

She came to his arms again then with a
little flurry of movement. It was as it had
been before. Lily said, “Thank you, Tom.”

“Then you’ll marry me?”

She nodded, wordless.

Tom began to grin. The grin widened -
and he began to laugh. From sheer exu-
berance and happiness.

He said, “Then I'm ready for Geier.
There’s only one place I know of in this
country that’s good enough for you, and
that’s the Anchor. I want it back and I'll
get it back!”

Lily was smiling now, too. “And I’ll help
you.”

“How?"

“It’s really rather simple. I've started it
already. Tomorrow, Mike McGill and
Noah Shults and a few of the other busi-
nessmen in Adams City will withdraw
their money from Geier's bank. The
word’s already out.”

“What word?”

Lily smiled more broadly. “Why, the
word that the bank is insolvent. By ten
o'clock tomorrow morning, there’ll be a
line three blocks long in front of it. And
you know, I don’t think Geier will have
money enough to pay them all. . . ."”

Tom Otis was up at seven. He washed
and went downstairs and across the street
to the barber shop for a shave.

All evening, after he had left Lily, Tom
had sat in the Colorado and listened to
talk about the bank. News of a bank’s in-
solvency travels like wildfire. Mike Mc-
Gill had started the rumor as a favor to
Lily. Started it in the Colorado. Noah
Shults had started it in the Ute as a favor
to Tom Otis. -

Punchers and cowmen who were in both
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saw Mrs. Wickware and Lucy up at the
head of the line.

At eleven, Geier locked the bank door,
leaving Mike McGill and Lily only a few
places from it.

Mike shouted, “What did I tell you,
friends? You've had it! You're hooked,
just like I am. Geier’s got your money,
and he’ll be leaving town pretty soon!”

The murmurs of the mob rose to roars.
“Like hell'! He'll decorate a cottonwood
limb! Around to the back, boys. Bottle him
up! Don't let him get away!”

Sheriff Yarbo came across the street at
a shambling run, waving his revolver ex-
citedly.

“Get back! Get back, all of you. I'll have
no breaking into the bank. You hear? You
hear me?”

Lily started across the street toward
Tom. Her glance said, “Now, Tom,” and he
got up. He sauntered toward the bank,
shoved his way through the pushing
crowd. Yarbo scowled at him.

“Is this your doing?” the lawman de-
manded.

Tom laughed. He took the money out of
his pocket and waved it before Yarbo’s
face. He said, “There’s over nine thousand
here. I've got a notion Geier might be in-
terested in seeing me.”

CHAPTER IX

The World in His Hands

ARBO was scared. His weathered,
narrow face was pale, and his hands
shook. He tapped the barrel of the\gun on
the door, and after a moment it was opened
a crack
Tom Otis shoved, hard. As the door
was flung open, he whirled, closing it in
Yarbo’s face and shooting the bolt.
Geier stood beside him. The man was
raging, but he was frightened, too. Tom
said, “They’re beginning to talk about a
rope and a cottonwood limb.” He grinned
at Geier, tasting his victory.

Geier scowled. His right hand rested on
the Colt’s revolver in its holster at his side.
He snarled. “Damn you, Otis, you're to
blame for this!”

Tom nodded. “Uh-huh.” He riffled the
crisp bills in his hand. “But I'm offering
you a way out.”

“There ain’t no way out. The bank’s
money is all gone.”

Tom said, “There’s nine thousand here.
If you want to take it, I'll go out there and
start calming that crowd. This thing can
stop as fast as it started if something re-
stores their confidence.”

Geier squinted at him suspiciously.
Geier would obviously rather have killed
him than have asked for an explanation.
But he controlled himself with an effort
and said, “And what’s the price of that
nine thousand in cash?”

“The Anchor.”

“I won’t do it! Damn you, I won do it!”

“Then you’ll hang.” Tom grinned tight-
ly, dangerously. “Take your pick.”

Geier whirled from the door and stalked
back across the lobby toward his office.
His neck was brick-red with his fury. His
whole body shook with his effort at con-
trolling himself.

At last he said, “All right. Count it out.”

Tom shook his head. ‘““Uh-huh. Suppose
you make out a deed for the Anchor first.
I'll call in Mike McGill for a witness.”

For a long moment, Geier hesitated be-
tween this and the gun at his side. Finally
he sagged. “All right. Bring him in.”

He went back to his office. got a deed
blank and began to fill it in. Tom went to
the door, opened it a crack and called for
Mike McGill. Yarbo yelled for him, and
Mike came forward quickly. He came into
the bank and Tom bolted the door behind
him.

Geier signed the deed, scowling blackly,
and McGill witnessed it, grinning. Tom
counted the money out onto the desk. He
stuffed the deed into his pocket.

He felt as though a whole new world
had opened up before him, but he knew
this was not the end. Geier would not give
up this easily. Still, it was enough for now.
He went back and opened the door.
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tiently tapping his boot against the porch
rail.

The street was almost dark when Lily
came out. Tom scrambled to his feet,
catching his breath. She was radiantly
beautiful, smiling. Silent, adoring him
with her eyes, she took his arm and
walked down the steps with him. Along
the walk they went, past the Colorado.

The parson’s house was over at the edge
of town right beside the church. Tom felt
a sudden chill travel down his spine. He
frowned. What the hell was the matter
with him? He had the world. He had the
Anchor, and he had Lily. He had every-
thing he wanted.

It was an animal sense, that chill. An
age-old instinct of warning. He tried to
explain it away in his mind. He told him-
self that Geier hadn’t the guts to try any-
thing tonight. But he couldn’t get rid of

the uneasiness, the foreboding. He
stopped.

“Lily, go back. Go back to the hotel.
Quickly.”

She caught his mood instantaneously.

Fear widened her dark eyes. Her lips part-.

ed, and she wet them with her tongue. Her
glance said, No! No! Not now!

HE shot came from between two

buildings. It caught Tom in the fleshy
part of his thigh, took his leg out from un-
der him with its force. He collapsed to the
walk. Lily bent toward him.

He got to his knees and gave her a vi-
cious shove. Her heel caught in a knothole
in the walk and she sprawled into the gut-
ter.

The second shot cut the air where she
had been standing an instant before.

Tom realized with a sinking feeling that
they were entirely exposed. There was no
shelter closer than a doorway thirty feet
away. Geier, frantic, insane with fury,

would shoot Lily, too, because he knew he *

could hurt Tom by shooting her. There
was only one way to protect Lily, then,
and that was by exposing himself.
Exerting his will against the pain in his
leg, Tom lurched to his feet. His gun was
in his hand, hammer thu;nbed back. The

shots had come from across the street. But
it was dark there—dark. Tom stumbled off
the walk and into the street. The gun,
Geier’s gun, flashed again. Tom triggered
a shot at the flash, but knew it went wide.
Glass tinkled as it .smashed a window a
couple of feet from where Geier stood.

Tom kept on, staggering, swaying. His
leg would scarcely support his weight. He
could feel the warm blood running down
his thigh.

Again that hidden gun flashed. Tom
forced himself into a run. Behind him he
heard Lily scream.

He reached the far walk and he could
see Geier now, could see him as a dark,
bulky shape between the two buildings.
He lifted his Colt and thumbed back the
hammer. He had to stop, or he’d never hit
the man. He knew that. His running move-
ment was too lurching, too jerky.

He pulled himself to a halt and shoved
tlre gun out before him. Pain blurred his
vision, and he felt nausea and lightheaded-
ness.

He knew he had but an instant be-
fore the walk came up to meet him.

Geier’s' gun flashed again. Something
struck Tom a smashing blow on the shoul-
der, but it came too late to stop his shot.
His gun had flashed even as Geier’s bullet
hit him.

And the shot was right. Tom knew that
even as he loosed it.

He felt himself falling, but his eyes were
glued to Geier. The man dropped his gun
and his hands flew to his chest, as though
to tear that bullet out. They clutched and
tore at his coat for an instant, then he
pitched forward onto the walk, motionless.

There was a flurry of running steps, of
frantic, woman cries, and then Lily was
kneeling beside Tom. A man came running
up, and Tom looked at him, grinning.

“Get Doc, quick. I need some patching,
and then I'm going to get married.”

Lily was laughing, and crying, so he
pulled her face down and silenced that
with his kiss. Hell, he had the world. He
had the Anchor and he had Lily, and noth-
ing could take them away from him ever
again. o 0 o
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“Unless what?” Pete Quinn, the Wells
Fargo Express man asked. Then he fin-
ished, “Unless the express man and guard
are bribed? That’s because you're young.
Outlaws contrive to get the drop on you.”

Well, he was young. Twenty-two, dark,
medium build—vital.

“Then the lawmen should contrive to
trap the outlaws,” he insisted.

“That’s the idea,” Pete Quinn agreed,
“but that doesn’t always work, either. The
outlaws with brains, the ones who not
only plan their action, like Indians plan-
ning a raid, but who rehearse their plans
are ' the winners. Rehearsing develops
weaknesses in their plans, and they can
correct flaws, so—" -

He broke off suddenly and listened.
Art Rand had seen him do that before.
It reminded him some of a wild animal’s
instinct for sensing danger.

The locomotive was crawling up the
switchback toward the summit, and Art
knew the sweating fireman was pouring
on the coal to keep up steam.

“Thought I heard something different,”
Pete Quinn said. “You get used to the
regular sounds. Then when they’re differ-
ent you wonder.”

“Outlaws have to come through the
door,” Art said, pointing his gun muzzle
toward it. “And here I am with my shot-
gun.”

“Outlaws figure that,” Pete said.

The engine drivers slipped on the track.
The engineer closed the throttle and used
sand until the slipping stopped. But the
train, losing some of its momentum, moved
more slowly.

“I don’t like it)” Pete said. “Keep an
eye on that door.” He caught up his own
weapon, eyes on the door.

He heard a different sound then all right
—above his head. He looked up. A stick
of dynamite, with a spluttering fuse, was
coming through the ventilator! It dropped
among the express packages, gray smoke
marking the spot.

RT dropped the shotgun and yelled,
“Pete, open the door a crack.”
He threw himself on the express pack-

ages, reached down, grasped the dynamite
stick with some wild notion of pinching
out the fuse. But in a flash he realized
that this was a well-planned trick to get
the door open. And=the planners had
guarded against pinching out the fuse!
It was spluttering away inside a wire coil
attached to the dynamite. There was no
getting at it.

Pete, realizing Art’s problem, opened
the door wider. He didn’t want the hurled
explosive to miss the opening. There
would be no second chance to pick it up.
But as Art threw the explosive into the
black night a dozen other sticks, each with
burning fuse, came from the darkness and
scattered over the floor.

Peter turned gray with desperation, and
Art could feel his own face drain white.
This meant instant death, or at best a hor-
rible mangling. Frantically both picked
up the sticks and were tossing them out
when Pete dropped suddenly as a sixgun
cracked. Then a vicious stab of flame
came beyond the open door and Art went
down. The train stopped and three men
heaved themselves from the roadbed into
the express car.

As in a nightmare, Art heard one say,
“By hell, Wolf, it worked!”

“Figure things out, Dolph, and they
usually work,” the bandit called Wolf
answered. “Wells Fargo man and guard
both dead.”

Art Rand thought, maybe I'm deader’'n
a door nail and don’t know it.

Their voices were remote. He was in
the way of their operations and one of
them grasped his collar, dragged him al-
most the length of the car and let go. His
head struck with a thud and fog enveloped
him.

When Art opened his eyes again, he felt
terribly sick, and his head pounded. Pete’s.
body lay a couple of feet away.

Dully, Art thought, this is the Wolf
Darby band. No train robber plans like
Wolf. Plans—strikes—disappears.

Through almost closed eyes he watched
the outlaws at their work. They were
masked, but Art tried to retain a picture
of their physical characteristics to aid law-
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men to apprehend them—if he lived that
long. Or for his own use, if he ever got
a chance to go after them. It didn’t look
as if he would, right now.

Wolf’s right shoulder, Art noticed,
sagged slightly. His hair was black, too
long, and curled at the ends along his neck.
He had a slim waist, but a big rump. The
other outlaw, Dolph, was about Art’s size,
and sandy-haired. He had a trick of
scratching the lobe of his right ear, then
rubbing his mask over his left eyebrow.
He was so nervous that his hands jerked
instead of moving easily, as did Wolf’s
hands.

Dolph went to work on the safe. He
tied dynamite sticks together, dug out the
end of one with a knife blade, inserted a
length of fuse in a cap, and crimped it with
his teeth. He thrust the cap into the stick,
secured it with a bit of torn cloth and at-
tached it to the safe door.

“What about the bodies, Wolf?” he
asked.

“Dead man can’t feel a mangling,”
Wolf assured. “It'll just make a tougher
job for Timmons, the Kelly City under-
taker.” He laughed. “He can stick the
families for more dinero.”

Dolph slapped wet clay over the dyna-
mite to direct the explosive force against
the safe, and piled express packages
against the door. When he’d touched a
sulphur match to the fuse the two bandits
jumped from the car.

Art Rand tried to crawl behind a trunk.
He couldn’t move., His body felt lifeless,
like lead, and as heavy. He reached for a
package that had been well roped, pulled
it down on his body, and several other
packages cascaded over him. He was sure
their impact must have hurt his chest,
hips and legs, but he could not feel any
pain.

He watched the gray smoke curl from
the fuse. He had never felt as helpless.
It was odd that he wasn’t afraid, but he
decided that must be a fatalistic resigna-
tion to death. He had done what he could,
and either it was enough, or it wasn’t. He
closed his eyes, put his hands over his ear,
and waited. . . .

HE voice of a girl, a vaguely familiar
voice, reached Art Rand’s ears.

‘“He’s regaining consciousness, Doctor.”

Art tried to identify the voice, futilely,
and thought, the hell with it! The hell
with everything!

A man who must have been a doctor
rolled back his eyelids and Art saw pierc-
ing black eyes, and a black spade beard.

“Improvement,” the doctor said. “Keep
a close watch, Kathy, and let me know if
there’s a change.”

“When’s Pete’s funeral?” the girl he
called Kathy asked.

“They’re waiting for a brother to come
from Sacramento,” the doctor told her.

“Who did it?”

“Sheriff thinks it was the Wolf Darby
band,” the doctor said. “Wolf plans and
executes well. As usual, there was a trick.
Tricks are Wolf Darby’s trade-mark,
Kathy.”

“What was the trick?”

“Sheriff Mentone didn’t say,” the doctor
murmured. Then he was gone and the
room grew quiet.

Art thought, Kathy should mean some-
thing. I know the name and the voice, but
can’t figure them. Hell, I feel sick all over.
Can’t think straight.

He closed his eyes.

When he opened them again it was
night, and an oil lamp was burning on a
table. The wick was too high, and the
smoke was sooting up the lamp chimney
on one side.

The doctor came in, turned down the
lamp and said, “Hello, Art.”

“Hello, Doc.” He spoke thickly, and
with an effort.

“That’s better,” Doc said. “Can you
move your toes?” He pulled back the
sheet. “Good. You're going to get well.
May take time.”

“What happened to me?”

“We’ll talk about that later,” Doc said.

“T'll keep wondering,” Art said. “That
might be bad.”

Doc looked at him thoughtfully. “May-
be you're right,” he agreed. ‘“You've been
wounded. Pressure against the spine
caused paralysis from the waist down.
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When the express car safe was blown,
heavy packages and boxes fell on you.
You were under it all until a train came
and men cleared away the stuff.”

“l remember,” Art said. “I couldn’t
drag my body, but I could pull things
down. Fellow called Dolph lighted the
fuse. Then Dolph and Wolf jumped. I put
my hands over my ears. I was afraid the
blast might break my ear drums.”

“And a good thing you did,” Doc said.
“Did you say—Wolf jumped? Wolf?”

“That’s what Dolph called him,” Art
said. “They figured I was dead. They
talked.”

“Well, Wolf made his first mistake when
he didn’t make sure you were dead,” Doc
said. “No matter how good they are, they
make mistakes sooner or later.”

“I’'m going to live to get him,” Art said.
“I was hired to guard Pete and the gold.
Pete’s dead and the gold’s gone. I failed,
just as some of them said I would.”

“Take it easy,” Doc admonished. “So
far, older, more experienced lawmen than
you have failed where Wolf Darby’s con-
cerned. Three express car holdups. Each
with a different trick, but all successful.”

“The trick, Doc?” Art asked.

“Let's go into that later,” Doc said.
“You're getting better. Suppose you rest.”

“I can take anything now that I'm going
to get well and get a chance at Wolf,” Art
insisted. “They threw a dynamite stick
through the ventilator. Pete opened the
door a little so I could throw it out. Wolf
and Dolph were waiting. They threw a
bundle of sticks into the car. Fuses splut-
tered all over. I'll never forget it. That's
the trick they used to get the door wide
open. We had to get those sticks out or be
blown up. That gave them a chance with
their guns. We were setting ducks.”

“Yes, that was the trick,” Doc said.
“Now go to sleep.”

After he was gone Art thought it over.
He knew Doc had put him off. Throwing
dynamite sticks into the car had been only
part of the trick. ..

AYS dragged by, and except that Art
felt weak, and his arms weighed a

ton, he considered himself in fair shape.
The brain fog was gone and Kathy was
no longer only vaguely familiar. She was
Kathy Fremont who had changed him
from a young fellow, who had been drift-
ing through the West, working when he
felt like it, drinking and gambling within
reason, to a man why was willing and
eager to take root and accept a citizen’s
responsibilities.

Kelly City, Art had felt, had a future.
The placer mines would play out in time,
but that would not happen for years.
When red tape was untangled then the
Government range would support cattle.
That meant Kelly City would never go the
way of many other Western mining com-
munities—become a ghost town of weed-
grown streets, sagging doors, leaking roofs
and broken windows. .

He had first seen Kathy Fremont one
day when she had dashed past the little
Kelly City hotel, where he’d been staying.
She had been riding a spirited horse, her
blonde curls flying in the wind, obviously
enjoying the fight to keep the animal un-
der control. Her cheeks had been flushed,
and the glimpse he’'d caught of her eyes—
deep blue and bright—had been enough.

“This is where I take root,” he had said
to Lem Ballard, the hotelkeeper. ‘“Man
can ‘never tell when he’ll see his future
wife for the first time.”

“She’s got five brothers, and the runt
of the bunch is six feet three and weighs
two hundred pounds,” Ballard had told
him. “As soon as you take root you'd
better get some manure from the livery
stable and dig in around your feet. And
you’d better hire somebody to pour water
over your head. You've got to grow, Art,
before you can belong to the Fremont
family. You've got to grow.”

“Maybe she’s tired of great big lum-
moxes,” Art had said, “and might like a
medium-sized, durable man around for
a change.”

He had met Kathy at a dante that Satur-
day night, and she had taken him home for
Sunday dinner. Anse Fremont, the “runt,”
had called him Pee Wee in rough good
humor, but it had stung. The sting was
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still there when the talk had got around
to express hold-ups.

Art had said, “I've been a lawman a
couple of times. I'd sure like a crack at
express robbers.”

He was not by nature boastful, and the
words had been prompted by a desire to
loom man-sized in the eyes of these hulk-
ing men. Kathy had sensed it, and had
smiled softly.

“I can fix it up, Pee Wee,”
said.

Kathy had protested, but Art had in-
sisted he be given a chance, explaining he
liked the country and might settle down.
The brothers had exchanged knowing
glances as if that were highly humorous.

A day later he had been told to see Mr.
Middleton at the express office. Mr. Mid-
dleton hadn’t considered bulk a necessity
in hiring an express guard. Possibly he’d
recalled that some mighty famous lawmen
and outlaws had come in modest sizes.
But he had asked numerous questions that
apparently had no bearing on the subject.

On reflection Art had realized that Mid-
dleton’s questions brought out Art’s abil-
ity to think quickly, improvise when
things went wrong, and to test his in-
tegrity.

He had made three trips as guard, but
Runt Fremont had said, “You can’t tell
how far a frog can jump till he leaps,
Pee Wee. Same way with an express
guard. Wait till they try to rob the car.”

The others had nodded and Art had de-
clared, “When they show up, I'll be there.
If there’s a robbery, I'll be ready. If there
are two bandits, I'll have bullets for two.”

‘He now thought bitterly, well, they
came. And there were bullets for two—
Pete and me.

Runt had

ATHY came in that evening with a
breathless, “Darling! You really
are better!”

She kissed him twice, then pulled up a
chair and smiled. He hoped she wasn’t
talking to make him feel better, because
her words and expression were those of a
girl in love, meant for the man she plan-
ned to marry. And Art hadn’t proposed,

because he had wanted to make srnod in
Mr. Middleton’s eyes before asking Kathy
to marry him.

He remembered saying, “After I've been
a guard awhile, I'll go into something
else here. Maybe be an agent for ranch
supplies. That’s this country’s future,
and a man who gets in on the ground floor
should do well.”

Now he and Kathy talked awhile and
he finally asked her, “What does Mr. Mid-
dleton think?”

“Well, your job is ready for you when
you want it,” she answered. “The com-
pany is paying your hospital expenses,
and your pay goes on just the same.
That’s what Mr. Middleton thinks.” '

Art said, “I told Doc that the bandits’
throwing of sticks of dynamite into the
car so we’'d have to open the door wide
enough to get rid of them—and so give
them a chance to shoot us — was the trick
everybody is talking about. Doc said it
was, but something in his voice makes me
think it was only part of the trick.”

“You might as well know the truth,”
Kathy said. “There were no caps on the
dynamite fuses. A stick might have: ex-
ploded because it landed hard, but it was
hardly likely.”

Art was silent a long time, and she anx-
iously watched his face as it revealed his
changing emotions.

“Sure,” he finally muttered. “I should’ve
known they wouldn’t taken a chance on
getting blown up when we tossed ’em
back. Any damned fool should have
known that.”

“Don’t be silly, Art,” Kathy said
sharply. “Everyone agrees that if they’d
have been in your place, they’d have done
the same thing you and Pete did.”

“Even your brother. Runt?” he asked.

“Runt said, ‘If a stick of dynamite, with
a lighted fuse comes your way, and there
ain’t no water to throw it into, you don’t
stop to wonder if it’s a trick. You get rid
of the damned thing, pronto.””

“But it makes the law a laughing stock,”
Art said. “The dangerous ones like Wolf
Darby smile and boast. But the tinhorn
outlaws feel their oats and try their luck.
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figure, noting that, like Dolph’s his hair
was sandy. And Art drew a long, hard
breath.

The mining company delivered two
small shipments of gold to the express
company which sent them under guard to
Sacramento without incident. After that
successful shipment Art dropped in on
Mr. Middleton one afternoon to comment
on the new guard. “This Bendix,” he said,
is green as grass, but he’s trying.”

“That’s right,” Middleton agreed. “But
the mine’s all set for a big clean-up, and
we want you to go out with that ship-
ment.”

“A big shipment, guarded by a green
man like Bendix, is a plain invitation to
Wolf Darby,” Art said. “Let’s play it that
way. I've a scheme. I've taken a leaf
from Wolf’s book and rehearsed it, that is,
as well as a man can rehearse a plan he’s
handling alone.”

“When did you rehearse, and where?”

“Nights,” Art said. “In the railroad
yard.”

“One more thing,” Middleton continued.
“You've been seen at the cemetery fre-
quently. You aren’t brooding, are you?
“That’s bad.”

“No, I'm not brooding,” Art declared.
“People let down. You spur a horse when
it eases up at the wrong time. I go out to
Pete’s grave and—"

“A spur, and a sharp one,” Middleton
said. “Go ahead with your plan. Don't tell
me what it is. I might let something
slip. . ..” .

It was night when Art Rand slunk
through the railroad yards. He watched
the locomotive there for several minutes,
and listened to the talk between the en-
gineer and fireman. Steam was up, and the
locomotive was ready to replace the en-
gine that had hauled the train to Kelly
City.

Art watched his chance, crawled to the
tender, removed the water tank cover,
dropped inside, and pulled the cover in
place. The sun had beat down on the
tender most of the day and the water was
warm. He had hung his holster around his
neck to keep the guns dry. The water

surged as they started, stopped, backed
and hooked onto the train with a clanking
of metal.

His body, partially buoyant, had a ten-
dency to bang against the tank walls. He
checked this with his hands, but it was
tiring work. He thought, my rehearsal
should have included a couple of trips in
this damned thing. Good thing they aren’t
going downgrade or I'd be black and blue.
He swore savagely as he banged his elbow.
‘, ISELY, Wolf Darby never held up

the train twice at the same point,
avoiding possible traps. The train was a
mile from the summit and Art was resign-
ing himself to failure when he heard boots
scraping on the tank top.

He thought, two men crawling over the
tender to the engine.

He gave them ample time to get set,
then cautiously moved the cover, grasped
his weapons and squeezed through. With
only head and shoulders exposed he pre-
sented a relatively small target.

The fire-box door was open as the fire-
man poured on the coal, and the glare
sharply outlined the two outlaws who
were crouched and waiting until the fire-
man returned to his seat in the cab.

“Drop vour guns!” Art yelled.

One outlaw leaped from hands and
knees like a frog. Art’s bullet caught him
just as he cleared the tender. He screamed
as he struck the roadbed clinkers. The
engineer and fireman, afraid of flying lead,
dived into the night.

The remaining outlaw whirled and fired
at Art’s gun flash. The bullet whined by
so close that tiny metal fragments stung
Art’s cheek. That cold, silent man could
only be Wolf! Art fired, the man grunted,
and his gun clattered onto the coal as he
fell, rolled over and dropped down onto
the roadbed.

Art could have no idea how many out-
laws were on the job. But a third one, on
the express car’s top, hearing shots, looked
down and saw Art’s gun flashes. He fired,
and missed. Art’s answering shot was a
clean miss, too, but the man jerked his
head back. Hastily Art pulled his own
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head and shoulder back into the tank.

He thought, as two bullets thudded on
the metal and dropped into the night, I'm
like a damned turtle. But I can't play safe
any longer. Got to throw a scare into that
cuss. He's crouched up there waiting for
a pot shot at me!

Art fired again, without showing his
head, forcing the outlaw to crouch lower
until he couldn’t be seen at all. Art could
see only the swaying roof and the stars.
The man must be getting away!

Scrambling out of the tank, Art dropped
down between tender and express car and
saw the man jump to the roadbed. Art
jumped, rolled over as he struck, got to
his knees, and fired again.

“I quit—I quit!” the outlaw yelled.

“Hands up! Any other move and you
get it!""

As Art closed in he saw that the outlaw
had lost his guns in his leap from the train.

“Take off your clothes!” he ordered.
“Everything!”

A couple of minutes later the man stood
there, naked.

“Your body’s white—a nice target on a
dark night,” Art said. “Head down the
track. And if you try to jump into the
brush, I'll fire.”

Swearing as the clinkers cut into his
bare feet, the bandit obeyed. Art shed his
wet clothes, donned the man’s dry gar-
ments, and felt better. The train was com-
ing to a stop, for lack of fuel. Art listened,
reasoning the outlaw had made his leap
at this spot because the gang's horses must
be near. He nodded as he heard a stamp-
ing of hooves, and snorting. -

Following the sound, he found five sad-
dled horses tied to trees. He picked out
the best, got into saddle and gave the
animal its head. The horse was off at a
gallop. When it slowed down to a trot, Art
recognized the signs of a horse heading for
home. The going was mostly downgrade,
with brief stretches where the animal took
to a creek bed.

When the horse at last slowed down to
a walk, a cabin and a corral loomed into
view. A man carrying a shotgun came out
of the shack.

He called, “How goes it, Wolf? Where're
the boys?”

Then, as if abruptly warned, he raised
his gun. Art was already on the ground.
He rolled over and fired as the shotgun
roared. The man dropped, and Art
crawled to the nearest cover. When the
man he had shot did not move, he warily
circled the cabin. Convinced there was
no chance of ambush, he came back to the
fallen man.

“Dead, "he muttered.
Bushell!”

“Hell' It's Sam

AM BUSHELL was reputed to be a

solid citizen who made a modest living
trapping, washing gold from gravel bars,
and packing in supplies to miners. Art’s
suspicion that local men made up Wolf
Darby'’s outlaw band was beginning to pan
out.

Daylight revealed a hole dug under the
roots of an old apple tree in a small garden
where fruit and vegetables were growing.
Art reached into the hole and hauled out
several tin boxes containing placer gold.

Art reasoned, Sam must have been all
set to receive the gold and cache it in case
Wolf was pursued.

It would have been an easy matter to
dump the loot into the hole and cover it
with dirt from a cultivated garden. Typical
Wolf planning.

“And the damned skunk would have
met a posse and said he heard mounted
men passing the cabin, but hadn’t investi-
gated,” Art growled aloud. He had to ad-
mire Wolf’s resourcefulness in enlisting
men like Eddie Post and Sam Bushell.

Deciding to head for town, he lashed
Bushell’s body on a packhorse, loaded the
gold on one horse he took from the corral,
and saddled another to ride.

It was noon when he reached town. An
engine, black with men, was just backing
into the station, and people were running
to the depot. Art saw Kathy Fremont run
down the porch steps of her home and
yelled:

“Hey—Kathy!”

She ran toward him and he dropped
from the saddle to meet her.
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“Darling—darling!” she sobbed. “I've
been frantic with worry! Early this morn-
ing last night’s train backed into the sta-
tion. When Mr. Middleton heard the en-
gineer’s story, everybody knew you had
killed Wolf Darby and wounded Eddie
Post. Imagine! Eddie Post!”

“Wolf’s secret of success was lining up
men with good reputations,” Art said.
“That’s Sam Bushell on the pack-horse.”

“No!” she exclaimed. ‘“Another man we
respected and trusted! Eddie Post is in
your old hospital bed, Art. Doc says he’ll
live to be hanged. Eddie had been high-
grading at the mine, and Wolf found that
out and forced Eddie to join up with his
owlhoot band. My brothers and some
other men went out this morning to round
up the rest of Wolf’s gang and bring in
your body. Eddie said you didn’t have a
chance! Now I know how a widow feels.
I think.—Art, where on earth did you get
those filthy clothes ?”

He told her, and said, “Now you’re talk-
ing like a wife.” He lifted his head, listen-
ing, “I don’t like that crowd’s temper,
Kathy. Hear them? Hear somebody yell-
ing, ‘Let’s string 'em up?’”

The Fremont brothers and other citizens
were hurrying three men through the
crowd. Two were known locally, and it
was this that infuriated the crowd. The
third man, wearing Art’s clothes, was a
stranger.

Guns appeared as the crowd’s anger
grew. The prisoners and their captors
were forced against a building and trap-
ped. Art forced his way through and
climbed to a window ledge.

“I’ve got something to say about this,”
he yelled. “I spent one hell of a time in an
engine tank. I winged Eddie Post, and I
shot Wolf Darby. And I had to shoot Sam
Bushell, too! He’s on that pack-horse. I've
brought in part of the stolen gold. And
I've had to wear that outlaw’s dirty
clothes.”

“I'd’ve killed him, but I recognized Art’s
duds in the nick of time!” Runt Fremont
yelled. “So I held my fire and he quit.”

“l rate some consideration!” Art
shouted. “Am I right? You're damned
right I'm right.” He lowered his voice. “I
hate to talk like this, but we can’t have a
lynching.”

The Fremont brothers growled agree-
ment, but others were not so reasonable.
Art glanced at the angry faces.

“Dan Nelson,” he shouted, “get the hell
away from here with that rope! Any hang-
ing will be in the courthouse yard after
these men are convicted. Jud McGee! A
family man has no business yelling for an
outlaw’s blood. Your wife will give you
seven kinds of hell when she hears, and
you know it. And another thing. You boys
demanding blood—why didn’t you join the
posse and take a chance?”

RT'S face was white with controlled

anger, and his eyes were cold flames.

The crowd gave way as he led the way to

the jail and waited until the barred door
clanged shut. ;

He began to wundress. “You,” he
growled to the man wearing his clothes,
take off my duds and shove 'em through
the bars.”

But when he began dressing, his fingers
were shaking so he couldn’t button his
shirt and pants. He shook his head and
looked at the Fremont brothers, expecting
them to laugh. However, they were grimly
silent.

“I'm a damned fourflusher,” he con-
fessed: “I was scared stiff from the first,
and now I'm shaking like a leaf.”

“Only damned fools don’t get scared,”
Runt growled, as he buttoned Art’s shirt.
“And a real man don’t let his scare scare
him. Pee Wee, you're the biggest man in
this here family. But don’t get too big for
your britches. Or Kathy will cut you
down to size.”
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“Good. Now we make him tell us where
he’s hid his mink hides. Then we get
the hides and drift out of the country
pronto.”

Old Mack tried to get to his feet. The
man called Ike hit him back of the left
ear—a stunning blow—and dropped him.
Old Mack Jensen decided to remain on
the floor. He did not want to be beat up
any worse.

Again, despair surged through his wiry
old body. One hundred mink pelts—prime
pelts, too—at twenty bucks a throw.
Around two thousand -dollars. Enough
to buy that acre down in southern Cali-
fornia, where he’d build a cabin and fish
and loaf, working out now and then to
keep himself in beans and salt. Down
there where there was sunshine all the
time, where there were no cold winters.
All his life he had fought biting cold
winters.

The man called Joe squatted beside him,
ugly face a few feet away. “Old man, you
might as well tell us where them mink
furs is hid. We either torture you until
you die, or you can tell us and miss a lot
of punishment.”

Old Mack studied the homely, bearded
face. These were tough men. Each had
probably killed a man some time in his
life. And they would torture him to death
if he did not disclose the hiding place of his
plews. He didn’t have too much of a
choice at that.

He decided to play it foxy. “What’s in
it for me, if I tell you?”

A smile touched Joe’s whiskery lips.
“Good talk, old man. Smart talk. You tell
us where them furs is hid and we let you
keep on living, savvy?”

Ike cut in, “If we leave him alive, he’ll
get word out to the law, Joe. And we can’t
afford that.”

“That’s right,”
Smithy, chimed in.

Joe stood up, rubbing his hands to-
gether. For a moment nobody spoke, and
the wind made its noise in the eaves.
Finally Joe’s eyes fell on the bear traps
hanging from the heavy post in the mid-
dle of the cabin.

the one they called

LD MACK JENSEN saw his eyes
light, the reflection wicked and mean
in the light of the kerosene lamp.

“He won't foller us, boys,” Joe said.

“Why not?” Ike demanded. ’

Joe’s eyes glistened. “See them bear
traps?”

“Sure, but what—"

Joe cut in, “We put one of his legs into
one of them bear traps. Then we chain
‘the trap to the post and lock it with one
of them padlocks he’s got over there on
the table.

Old Mack Jensen listened, eyes somber.

Ike said, “Good idea. He won’t be able
to get the trap off his leg because no man
can spring one of them big traps without
a lever. Them big prongs on that trap
will cut into his leg and hold him. He’s
way out here in the wilderness, miles from
anywhere. He might starve to death, and
he might not if somebody rescues him—
but they won’t be nobody this way for
weeks, I figure.”

“Not in this blizzard weather,” Smithy
said.

Joe looked at Old Mack. “We should
kill you,” he growled. “Dead men can’t
talk.”

“Dead men can’t tell where mink furs
are cached either,” Old Mack reminded.

The three exchanged glances. Joe
looked back at the old trapper. “We’'ll
bargain with you. We'll put a bear trap
on you and chain it to the post.”

“And what do I have to do?”

“Tell us where that mink cache is.”

Old Mack cocked his head, hiding his
eyes. A sudden plan had come to life
somewhere in his skinny old frame. May-
be he’d own that farm down in California
yet.

“What if I don’t agree?”

“We’ll burn your feet to the bones with
that kerosene lamp. If we have to, we'll
kill you.”

Old Mack looked at the floor. “But I
can’t get loose, chained to that post. I'm
no beaver. I can’t gnaw down that post,
men.”

“There’s an outside chance somebody
might come and rescue you. We're mak-
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ing it easier on all of us—you and us, old
man.”

Old Mack studied the post. He looked
at the big bear trap. He knew these men
would kill him if he did not reveal his

secret. He kept his face glum, his voice

low.

“I'll deal with you. You’d kill me if I
didn’t talk. I'm no fool—I don’t aim to
get burned bad. My carcass is worth more
to me than some mink hides.”

“Good thinking,” Joe encouraged.

Ike wet his lips, hunger in his eyes. The
other man rubbed his hands. Joe watched
Old Mack. -

“Only one thing,” the old trapper asked.

Joe asked, “What’s that?”

“Put the trap on my leg slow-like.
Them big meat-hooks on them jaws'll go
deep into my leg. So ease it down slow-
like, eh?”

“Sure,” Joe said, grinning. “Sure.”

Ike got a length of chain from the cor-
ner, where it hung on a hook. Old Mack
used that particular chain as an extension
on traps when he trapped beaver, for a
beaver hole needed a longer chain, since
the trap went under the thick ice.

Ike wrapped the chain around the post
about six times. Each time he ran it
through the loop at the end of the bear
trap’s chain. He pulled the deal tight and
snapped a padlock through it. He pulled
on it, feet braced, cheeks expanded. The
chain was solid. So was the big log up-
right.

“Now, put the bear trap on his foot,”

Joe ordered.

“How do we spring it?”

Old Mack said, “Lever over there in the
corner.”

HEY got the lever. It was made out
whisky and women, and some hell
together. One bar went under the spring,
the other came down on top of it. With
such leverage, the spring could be flat-
tened.
“Another one over there,” Joe said.
With a man on each lever, the springs
were flattened, and the jaws were spread
—wicked with long spines that would

bury deep into the trapper’s leg.

Old Mack screamed, “You — you’ll
break my leg!”

He got to his feet, and tried to run. Joe
caught him. Old Mack, who was over
sixty, was putty in the giant’s grip. Joe
pulled him around, with Old Mack’s boots
scuffing, digging for a hold.

“Get his leg in that trap!” Joe panted.

01d Mack jerked around, but they had
his right leg in the trap. The levers were
unlocked and the jaws went slowly shut.
They tore through his unlaced hightop
boots. With sickening certainty, the jaws
bit into his leg, about six inches above his
ankle.

The old man screamed, then fell to the
floor. He tore at the trap with his bare
hands, fingernails raking cold steel.

The three outlaws watched.

Finally, the old trapper’s screaming
stopped.

“All right,” Joe said, “where are the
furs cached?”

“If I tell, will you let me loose?”

Joe shook his head. “I'll make a deal
with you. If you tell, tomorrow morning
we’ll stop in at that trapper’s cabin thirty
miles away, over on Wilson Creek.”

“Len Miller’s place. Len won'’t be home.
He’s out on trap-line. He'll be gone for two
days.”

“We’ll leave a note,” Joe said.

Old Mack bowed his head, teeth
clenched. “Only way out, I guess. Might
be alive—when Len comes. All right, I'll
tell you.”

He told them the location of the cave.

Ike said happily, “Figured it was around
that locality, but we wasn’t sure. Never
could see you clear through the glasses at
about that spot. Let’s go, boys, and get
them mink.”

“Take them levers with us,” Smithy
said. “He might get to them and use them.
We'll throw them outside in the snow.”

Joe said, “We'll be back—if you ain’t
telling the truth.”

“Let me loose! My leg—it’s bustin’! I'm
telling the truth. Let me loose!”

Joe snarled, “Good dreams, you old
fool.”
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He blew out the lamp, plunging the
small cabin into darkness. At the door he
glanced back. The old man sat huddled,
sick and groaning. Joe smashed shut the
door. Behind them the screams died as
distance claimed them.

They had no sympathy for the old trap-
per. Small matter to them that the ter-
rible claws of a bear trap gouged his
skinny old legs. They wanted furs—mink
furs.

They found the cave easily. Mink furs
hung on wooden stretchers.
them off the stretchers and packed them
in their pack-sacks. Gnarled and covetous
hands stroked dark, soft fur.

They went south, heading for Miles
City.

For three days they traveled. The first
night out, Joe and lke murdered their
companion, Smithy, leaving his carcass in
the snow. Only two cuts into the pie now.
Ike was vigilant, but not vigilant enough.
On the second night, his body was
crammed into the Musselshell River.
Through a hole in the ice went his carcass,
and his furs went into Joe’s pack.

There would be no cuts in the pie.

Joe was happy. He had two thousand
dollars on his back. In Miles City he
would sell them to an old friend of his,
a fur dealer who dealt in poached furs.
Joe knew the man well. He had sold him
many other stolen furs. Fox, beaver, mink.
The man would stroke these furs and
smile and Joe would get his money.

HEN to the red light district and some

whisky and women, and some hell.

Joe did not think of a man dead in a snow

drift, a bullet through his brain. He did

not think of Ike, rolling in the icy waters,

tumbling end over end, catfish and pike
nibbling on him. .

Nor did he think of old Mack Jensen,
chained to a log with a bear trap tearing
at his leg, blood frozen around the trap.
Forty below in that cabin, and Old Mack
would be dead—frozen stiff.

The short day was changing to dusk
when Joe came out of the foothills and
saw the enticing lights of Miles City

They took

across the Yellowstone River. Warm
food, whisky, women.

He followed a road packed hard by bob-
sled runners. The road ran through the
brush along the river bottom.

Suddenly, he stopped. His eyes widen-
ed, his mouth opened.

Out of the thick brush had come an old
man bent with age. He carried a Win-
chester. Joe’s heart was a triphammer
pounding his ribs.

It couldn’t*be Old Mack Jensen! Old
Mack was dead—frozen! Old Mack was
dead, bear trap around his skinny leg,
chained to that post!

But the voice belonged to Old Mack.
And the voice said, “I've trailed you since
you left my cabin, Joe. I've seen you mur-
der your two pards—"

“How did you get loose?” Joe wondered
if that hollow, distant voice was really
his? Was he snow blind, seeing ghosts?
“You had a rifle cached, too?”

“I got loose, feller, Now throw away
your gun. I'm taking you into Miles City
to turn you over to the sheriff, and you'll
hang.”

Joe shot without putting his rifle to his
shoulder. He let the hammer fall, the
barrel pointing at Old Mack. But Old
Mack had shot first. His bullet smashed
into Joe’s belly. :

Joe fell, screaming. The old man was
on him. His boot kicked the rifle out of
reach, skidding in the snow.

Joe clutched his belly. “You shot me—
through the belly!”

“Had to shoot low so I'd not shoot
through the furs in your pack.” Old Mack
Jensen chuckled. “Mink furs ain’t no
count with bullet holes in ’em!”

He kicked Joe, and the outlaw got to his
feet, bent over. “How did you—get loose,
old man?”

Old Mack’s chuckle was dry as death.
“Me, I was in the Gold Rush, back in
Ninety-eight in the Yukon. 'Round sixty
below, and I froze my right foot. Doc
took it off to about eight inches above my
ankle. Thet was my game foot you put
into the trap. Never hurt me a bit.”

Joe stumbled on. o000
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There was no warning. The disappoint-
ed scream of the distorted rifle slug was
the first intimation BoJo had that he was
not alone. Close behind the noise of the
ricochet came the thunder of a heavy rifle.
But BoJo was off-saddle and crouched be-
hind a low screen of sumac, his gray eyes
restlessly searching the rocks that marked
the timberline a hundred yards away. A
thin spear of black powdersmoke pointed
upward in the quiet sunshine and there
was the thin whisper of disturbed rocks.

BoJo flipped his .45 against the heel of
his hand and scattered dirt with a pair of
quick shots. Out of accurate sixgun range,
he saw the mfovement behind the boulder,
caught a glimpse of a faded linsey shirt
sleeve. BoJo waited until the chattering
squirrel told him that his bushwhacking
friend was gone.

He punched the spent shells from his
Colt, swung one leg around the horn of his
saddle and pondered. Could be, of course,
that hide and beef thieves were working
the timberline, picking up an unguarded
calf here, a solitary cow there. Could be
that Big John was right. Still, Sim Smal-
ley, while not as rich a range-holder as
the Spade. .

BoJo shrugged wide shoulders and
walked his horse to the edge of the trail,
looking across the blue-shrouded valley.
In the distance were the whitewashed
buildings of the Spade; nearer, the silver
line of Sugar Creek. Over there, west, lost
in the haze, was the S-In-A-Box. Where
the feud had had its beginnings, only a few
remembered. Water, maybe. since the
Sugar was the only major stream in the
basin. Could have been graze; the S-In-A-
Box was restricted to a narrow valley
while the Spade spread like a blanket
woven of knee-high grass.

There was a third angle, however. and
BoJo gave it some consideration: Buckeye
Pope, the tobacco-chewing, lanterr.-jawed
odd-jobs man who spent his free days nos-
ing into every rock-lined crevice in the
Arrowheads. Could be that he was pros-
pecting, as he claimed. Or, he could be
working for Smalley. And, equally as pos-
sible, Buckeye could be doing a little work

in wet beeves on his own.

BoJo shrugged away the problem for
the moment, returning to his mood of a
few moments before. Whoever had fired
the shot, it had been meant as a warning.
Few of the men around Basin City, and
none of the cowmen along the Sugar,
would miss a man with a propped Win-
cheéster, even at three hundred yards.

BoJo rode on, his gelding working
downhill to cut the course of three men
who were working upward toward timber-
line. Although the distance was too great
for recognition, BoJo assumed that they
were Spade riders, sent by Big John on
the same errand as BoJo’s own.

VEN as he raised a hand in silent

greeting, however, BoJo Spade had
his first premonition of disaster.' Even the
rude termination of the peaceful morning
in the warning thunder of a bushwhack-
er’s shot had not brought the icy chill that
did Sheriff Halsey’s colorless eyes. Halsey
had been elected to office on his reputation
and had kept peace by his ability to put
three shots into a circle that could be cov-
ered by a silver dollar.

Now he sat, slip-hipped in the saddle,
his wind-browned face emotionless. One of
his deputies, Sig Hollister, nervously
rolled paper around tobacco, forming a
twist-tipped quirly.

“Looking for your dad,” Halsey said
quietly.

“You try the Spade house? BoJo stilled
his mount by the pressure of his knees—
the gelding had taken an impatient step
away from Halsey's big black.

Halsey down-tipped his Stetson, shading
his eyes. “Big John left Spade just after
sunup. Ain’t been back.” He paused, his
face thoughtful. “You ever seen this?”
Halsey jerked his dark-maned head.
“Show it to BoJo, Sig.”

Sig Hollister lifted the ear of one sad-
dlebag, held out something that winked
in the sunshine. It was an ugly, short-
rumped gun, six bull-dog barrels around a
spindle. _

BnJo said, quickly, “Could be two like
this, Halsey.”
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“Not likely.” Halsey turned his emo-
tionless eyes, gave the third man a quick
jerk of the head. Instantly, a Frontier 44
was centered upon BoJo's belt buckle.
“This the gun you gave your Dad, BoJo?”
Halsey’s tone was flat, and his face as emo-
tionless as that of a stone image. .

BoJo held out his hand, but Sig Hollis-
ter shook his head, showing tobacco-
stained teeth in a grin. “It’s a doorjamb
pistol, Halsey, .31 Caliber, North and
Couch. I brought Dad one like it when I
came back from the East. But, Simeon
North makes a lot of guns. . .” BoJo came
to an awkward halt, cursing under his
breath. Halsey, though sheriff, was an-
other man who was a bit envious of the
Spade. Now, in the form of this six-bar-
relled pistol, Halsey held an ace.

Halsey said, flatly, “Sim Smalley’s dead,
BoJo. Way I see it now, he went to his tim-
berline camp for some reason or another,
don’t matter much why. The trap was set.
When he opened the door, three barrels of
this North and Couch caught him in the
face.” Halsey paused a moment, watching
BoJo. “We’d like to see Big John, BoJo.
He hated Sim Smalley. They been beating
wings like game roosters all these years.
Maybe Big John's guilty of murder!”

OJO rode numbly, aware that each

step of his bay brought him closer to
the Spade Ranchhouse and, also, that each
passing moment carried him closer to the
certainty that Big John could never have
set the trap gun for Sim Smalley. They
hated each other, those two old-timers,
openly and fiercely, but it was an above-
the-belt hatred, with the rules known and
understood. Big John, BoJo knew, might,
in a moment of unruliness, beat the thun-
der out of Sim. But the Spade owner was
not the skulk and dedge kind of fighter
that Halsey had branded him.

For, despite his own feelings to the con-
trary, BoJo knew that the doorjamb pistol
was deadly evidence. It had been a curi-
osity when BoJo had first seen it back
East. Finishing two years of college at Big
John’s insistence, BoJo had given him the
North and Couch as a peace offering.

Big John had promised BoJo’s mother
that their boy would be something better
than a cowhand. That the heir to the vast
Spade holdings would be educated above
and beyond his job-to-be. The pistol had
been the gift that had taken the sting from
BoJo's decision to remain on the Spade.
Two years in the ivied halls of an Eastern
university had been all the range-bred
BoJo Spade could stand.

However, Big John had been relatively
tractable about the suggestion. He would
never admit, old firehorse that he was,
that the nights on Spade had been lonely
for him; that in his advancing years he was
even more needful of the woman who had
been taken from him and drawn closer to
the son she had borne him.

As BoJo rode into the ranchyard, Moses
Luck slouched out of the shadow of the
carriage shed. Moses was a slow-spoken
Missourian who had been with the Spade
for fifteen years and had, upon certain oc-
casions, liberally dusted the seat of a
younger BoJo’s levis with the slack of a
saddlestrap. Now, as the white sunshine
brought out the wind and age wrinkles in
his face, BoJo saw that Moses was deeply
concerned.

“Seen Big John, BoJo?”

“No,” BoJo shook his head, leading his
bay to the shed. “Saw Halsey, though. He
been here?”

Moses thoughtfully cut a slab from a
plug of Horeshoe. “Right early. Him and
Sig and that trash, Clete Rangle. They
snooped around, cut Big John's sign where
he rode south from Spade and left.”

Moses stopped, chewed thoughtfully.
“Big John didn’t do it. BoJo. I'll walk
twenty and fire at will with the man who
says he did. A dozen men cguld have been
around here and we not knowed about it.
They’s half that many in the valley and in
Basin that could have picked up that
North and Couch. Trap-setting just ain’t
Big John’s way.”

BoJo slung his saddle to the top pole of
the corral, stood a moment, wiping his face
upon his bandanna. As full of concern as
he was, he was loath to admit it to Moses.
In the first place, the old Spade hand was
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of unpredictable temper. There had been
a time, not too many years ago, when an
edgy word would have been enough to
send Moses Luck single-handed against
any twenty men that could be put in
Basin. But that was before Halsey and his
deadly guns.

“Halsey hasn’t found Big John yet,”
BoJo reminded Moses, but his own blue-
gray eyes were quick with worry. He built
a smoke, sunlight cascading from the brim
of his hat, marking the planes of his
cheeks. “And, when he does, there ain’t
much he can do for a while. All he’s got
against Dad is finding the pistol in Smal-
ley’s timberline camp.”

OULD be.” Moses interjected, “that’d
be enough. Big John hated Smalley,
somewhat. And, I got the feeling that Hal-
sey ain’t fond of your dad, neither. The
sheriff’s backed himself with a couple of
queer hole cards, Hollister and Rangle.
It’s a bigger thing than we think, BoJo,
’cause just a couple hours after Halsey and
the rest of them rode south, Buckeye Pope
came by here and he was looking for Big
John, too.”
BoJo flipped his cigarette away, his face
tight with interest. “Say what he wanted,
Moses?”’

“Nuh, but I kind of figure, BoJo, that
Buckeye knows something too. He pokes
and pries around back in the hills, don’t
tell no one his business and acts like a day-
old calf with a touch of sun. But, maybe,
that’s just a hooraw trick. He might of
seen someone earlier this morning, either
with a Spade calf or mixed in with the
shooting at Smalley’s timberline camp.
Either way, Big John could have got it out
of him.” .

But BoJo was shouldering his saddle.
“Bring around the buckskin, Moses. I'm
heading for the timberline camp. There
might b~ something there to be seen. And
I might cut Buckeye’s trail. If I do, and-he
knows anything, I'll get it out of him. If
Dad comes in, tell him to stay tucked away
until we can get all this straightened out.”

BoJo kicked the deep-bottomed buck-
skin into a fast canter as he rode from the

ranchyard. Looking back once, he saw that
Moses Luck was walking toward the cor-
ral, carrying his own saddle. For a mo-
ment, BoJo wondered where the Spade se-
gundo might be going. Moses should stay
at the ranch. watch for Big John, and try
to keep the Spade owner from riding into
Halsey’s loop. But BoJo threw the ques-
tion aside with a shrug of the shoulders.
First thing was to take a look around the
timberline camp and try to find Buckeye
Pope. The man who had taken the bush-
whack shot at BoJo had worn a blue lin-
sey shirt. And Buckeye invariably wore
shirts of the wind and sun-washed home-
spun.

CHAPTER II

Death Trap

T .- WAS late afternoon when BolJo
reined in at the edge of the clearing
that marked Smalley’s old timberline
camp. Once, the area had been cleared, but
now, around the log cabin, the slope of the
hill was covered with knee-high second
growth. BoJo left his buckskin out of
sight and worked his way slowly toward
the building, keeping in the shade. His
plaid shirt, although wind-faded, would be
clearly visible to a rider along the moun-
tain above. And, if the cabin held a secret,
it would be watched.

There was no sound except the nervous
clomp of the buckskin’s hooves and the
swish of his tail as he fought a trickle of
gnats that rose from the wet grass. Look-
ing back over his shoulder, BoJo could see
the descending ranks of the forest and,
farther away, deep in the valley, the Spade
ranchhouse. Here, several thousand feet
above the Sugar basin, the air was abso-
lutely transparent and had an effervescent
sparkle that caught at hard-working lungs.

A rabbit thumped from a thicket under
BoJo's feet and BoJo caught himself, gun
in hand and holding his breath. Although
startled, BoJo recognized the presence of
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contrasts of silver and black. Out there,
nothing moved.

Moving back into the kitchen, BoJo gave
some thought to question two. Who had
shot Sim? As a matter of fact, was the
S-In-A-Box owner dead? Halsey had said
so and his deputies had agreed. But, even
the sheriff would lie, perhaps, if it served
some purpose of his own.

Also, and as a minor irritating point,
why had the earth been scraped clean in
Sim’s timberline cabin?

There was a sound. It was a low rattle,
almost a groan. BoJo was out of his boots
and across the kitchen floor on silent feet.
Cupping a hand over the lamp, he blew it
out and the moonlight from out in the
ranchyard flowed in the windows.

E SHUT the screen silently behind

him, felt the coolness of the earth
strike against the soles of his feet. At the
corral, he paused and listened again. Gun
in hand, BoJo swung his legs over the top
pole and worked his way forward. Should
there be a man, alert and armed, hidden
in the patch of gloom, BoJo would be an
excellent target as he crossed the yard.

There was no helping that.

“BoJo.” There was the clatter of hooves
striking packed earth and Moses Luck
slid from saddle, short legs churning as
he ran to hold his balance.

But BoJo was not listening. He was on
his knees, gun back in holster, as he
reached long arms under the edge of the
trough. A hand fell as the body turned,
and. the cuff of a shirt sleeve was visible
in the moonlight. The color was indistin-
guishable, but the material was linsey.

“It’s Buckeye,” BoJo said slowly. “Give
me a hand.”

They dragged the limp figure into the
open yard. Lying on his back, Buckeye
opened his eyes for a moment and his
mouth worked slackly. “Let me—let
me—’,

“BoJo!”

“Wait, Moses, Buckeye knows some-
thing.” ~

Buckeye Pope struggled and his words
were a throaty murmur. There was a

bleeding cut over one temple and a bullet-
hole high in his chest that, even as BoJo
watched, began pulsing blackly.

“Tell you—about—the—gun—"

But Buckeye Pope was unconscious.

“Got to get him to Basin to the doctor,”
BoJo said, getting to his feet. “Run out
the buggy while I get my boots. Buckeye
knows something and if he dies—"

Moses Luck interrupted. “You got to
go to Basin, anyways,” he said. “Halsey’s
got Big John. Found him about four
o’clock, riding in a circle about halfway
between Smalley’s timberline camp and
Basin. He wasn’t hurt, or nothing, but he
had blood all over his shirt.”

The old Missourian paused. “Won'’t do
no good not to say it, BoJo. Big John’s in
jail and, around Basin, they're getting
pretty riled about it. BoJo, we got to get
him out.!”

CHAPTER II1

Midnight Visit

OSES LUCK drove the rig with a

skill that could have been learned
only by years of handling the reins of a
drover’s wagon. At the edge of the town,
Moses cut sharply to the right and ¢n-
tered an alley, driving more by instinct
than by actual sight, cutting the buggy
short behind the general store and haul-
ing the span of trotters back on their
heels at the back door of Warford’s.

“Come in this way,” he said, giving
BoJo a hand with the inert Buckeye
Pope. “You don’t want the whole town
knowing your business.”

“l don’t,” BoJo admitted, swinging
Buckeye to his shoulder. “You go on and
rouse up Warford, I'll get Pope in.”

Doc Warford, indistinct in the shroud of
his long nightgown, held open the kitchen
door. “Here, on the table.” Then, “Martha,
get a light.”

They turned Buckeye on his back. The
old prospector was breathing shallowly
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tered. “I put it there right after you gave
it to me. Looked at it a time or two,
maybe.”

“Was it loaded?”

Big John retorted drily. “’Spect it was.
Wasn’t never no hand to keep a gun
around me with its fangs drawn. Anyway,
the stuff to load it with was in the same
place.”

But BoJo was already working on an-
other problem. “You left Spade at day-
light, right after me.” he said. “Where did
you go?”

“South,” Big John said slowly. “Buck-
eye Pope told me that a pip-marked cow
was in a bogdown on down-Sugar. Said
he tried to pull her out but had no rope. I
went down there, followed Sugar Creek
for maybe fifteen miles. Passed one bog-
down but didn’t see anything except some
Spade stock east of me. Could be the cow
was already sucked under, could be Buck-
eye lied.”

“Buckeye’s been shot,” BoJo told his
father. “Creased in the head and the top of
one lung’s nicked. So he can’t tell me any-
thing. But there’s something that goes
farther back than a day or so ago, Dad.
You and Sim were at one another’s throats
for years, like a couple of roosters in the
same flock, but there never was any open
trouble. Here, in the last six months, it’s
come to open war. Now, Sim Smalley’s
dead and they’re blaming you. Any ideas?”

HEN Big John Spade replied, his

voice was so low that BoJo had to
catch again at the cell bars and hold him-
self close to the window.

“It was forty years ago I came out here,”
Big John said, “young and single and full
of hell. Sim Smalley came with me. For
a while the two of us run high, wide and
handsome. We worked some, when we
was broke. Gambled some. There was a
couple girls up at Independenceé we used
to see when the herds trailed north. It
was there, twenty-some-odd years ago, 1
met your ma. Sim knew her, too, and
seems like he took a shine to her, big as
I1did. Only, after two-three trips up there,
it was me she chose. Sim, I reckon, always

held that against me because we fell out
right after that.

“When she died, it seemed to him like,
maybe, it was my fault. Thing like that
could make a man mighty queer and that’s
what Sim, was, plain queer.

“Outside of that, BoJo—well, your
mother gave you a lot of things besides
that name. Rightly, it was Robert John
Spade she named vou, but she always
called you BoJo—like I said. you was to
grow up into something. The Spade would
be yours and there was my pledge to her
to make it as big as I could. Man goes to
make a thing grow, he don't always go
about it the gentle wav and I stepped on a
few toes in the Sugar basin.

“People hate anything big, BoJo, that’s
something they couldn’t learn you in col-
legse. Thev’s a lot that hates the Spade
just because it's twentv thousand acres
from one end to the other. And, if they
hate the Spade, they hate me and you.”

BoJo dropped to the ground and Tubbed
the aching muscles of his arms. After all,
he reflected, that was about all a man was
born with, two arms. If anything worth-
while was made by him or given to him,
a man must fight to keep it.

BoJo crossed the street, walking qui-
etly in the heavy dust, intending to go
back to Warford’s and see about the
wounded Buckeye. As he passed the shad-
ow of the false front of the gerteral store,
he heard the quick clump of a boot heel.
Sheriff Halsey was behind him, one hand
close to the black butt of his Peacemaker
45.

“Hold up a minute, BoJo.”

BoJo Spade waited, feeling the touch
of ice at the nape of his neck. Halsey was
dangerous, a man who delighted in kill-
ing. In addition, he was adept at his chosen
work. He had studied his guns as a lawyer
studies his Blackstone. His Colts were
merely extensions of himself, a projected
part of his own body and personality.

“Don’t try anything, Spade,” Halsey
said quietly. “Don’t get any ideas about
Big John. Because if you do, the first place
I'll look is where you might happen to
be. Big John will stay in my jail until we
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work this thing out. At that time—
well—"

BoJo said easily. “Tell me one thing,
Halsey. Who found Sim Smalley?”

“Buckeye Pope.”

BoJo was silent, considering. More and
more Buckeye was being woven into the
web of deceit and death. “Halsey, why did
Sim go to the timberline camp?” BoJo’s
voice gave no indication of the importance
of the question.

“He got a note,” Sheriff Halsey replied
slowly, “telling him that if he went to the
timberline cabin just after daybreak he’d
find out how the beeves were being stolen
from Spade. So you see,” BoJo could al-
most see the sheriff’s sardonic grin in the
darkness, “Smalley was killed while he
might have been trying to help your
father. He was trying to find out about
the Spade losses.”

“He got a note,” BoJo interrupted, and
there was the tensing of the muscles along
his spine that told him the answer even
before he asked the question. “Who signed
the note?”

But Halsey didn’t answer the question,
not at that moment. Instead, he asked,
“Where did Big John go this morning,
BoJo?”

“South. Buckeye Pope told him that a
cow was being sucked under in a bog of
Sugar. Dad rode down to see if he could
do something about it.”

“Anyone, by any chance, see him down
that way?”

“I don’t know. Why?” There was some
purpose to Halsey’s questioning. Every
word simply tightened the noose that was
close to Big John Spade’s neck. Halsey
said, “It might be that Big John rode south.
Could be, too, that he rode up to timber-
line to see if Sim Smalley would ride into
his trap.” -

BoJo snorted. “You’re a damn liar,
Halsey.”

Halsey’s laughter was gently mocking.
“I don’t think anyone else will believe that,
Spade. You see, Big John signed the note
that Smalley got. A half-dozen people
have seen it and sworn to the fact that
it’s Big John’s signature.”

CHAPTER IV

In the Lion’s Den

' E'S RESTING easy,” Moses Luck

said, biting a fresh chew from his
plug. “I told Doc I ought to stay with him
but Doc said no, that whoever shot Buck-
eye don’t know where he is and figures
him dead anyway. Guess he’s right.”

BoJo was guiding the buggy back to-
ward Spade. In the first place, he had to
return to the ranch to pick up a saddle
horse and in the second place .he didn’t
want a strange rig to be seen and re-
marked on in the alley behind Warford’s.
And, probably, Doc was right. Only rest
and quiet could help Buckeye Pope. If
Buckeye should defeat the odds against
his recovery, Doc Warford would be there
to hear what the wounded man said. And
Doc played the game strictly fair.

In the meantime, it was only a few
hours until daylight.

“What you aiming to do?” Moses
queried as he spat expertly over the off
wheel.

“Backtrack Dad,” BoJo replied slowly.
“First, see if I can cut his sign south along
the Sugar. He says he went down that
way and I believe him. But Halsey don’t.
Could be that someone saw him. Could
be too, that I could meet up with someone
who knows where Buckeye .was early
yesterday morning.”

“What good is that going to do?”

BoJo explained patiently. “If Buckeye
was south along the Sugar, he could be
telling the truth about the bogdown cow.
But if he was in Basin, or up in the Arrow-
heads, then he lied about the whole thing.
If he lied, he had a reason and I'd mighty
well like to know what it is.” -

“That makes meaning,” Moses said,
thoughtfully, looking toward the east
where the false dawn painted the sky.
“I’ll ride along. Two of us can read mare
sign than one.”

His voice trailed off even as BoJo caught



70 EXCITING WESTERN

up the slack ends of the reins and smartly
slapped the sleek rumps of the trotters.
There was the creak of harness leather as
the team broke into a run. Over the grit
and rumble of the buggy wheels, came
the sound of continuing gun talk. From
across the flat land that extended west-
ward to the valley that held the S-In-A-
Box came the sound of rapid fire.

Moses was running for the saddle shed,
even as BoJo braked the buggy and slid
from the seat. “Unhitch the team while I
saddle up two horses,” Moses called over
his shoulders. “What you reckon the shoot-
ing’s about?”

“It's the second move,” BoJo said
grimly. “First Sim Smalley is killed and
Dad gets the blame. Then this.” The team
unhitched, BoJo was drawing the cinch
tight upon his own bay. “This is supposed
to keep us busy while someone drops the
noose around Big John's neck.”

“Halsey?”

BoJo said, “Maybe. But I don’t know.
What could he gain? He has no reason for
hating the Spade.” But even as he spoke,
he knew that, in their minds,»many men
might have reason enough. It could be
that men hated what they feared and they
feared the power of the Spade. Anyone
could be the planning mind behind the
stroke; what mattered was that the Spade
be driven to its knees. Halsey, jealous of
his own authority as sheriff, with no power
except his uncanny skill with a gun. . ..

Buckeye Pope, an old man who had
spent a lifetime.looking for the color of
gold in the Arrowheads. Suppose, some-
where back there in the vastness of the
mountains, Buckeye had found his lode?
Would he be afraid that the Spade could
take it from him? BoJo paused, lost in a
new thought. Suppose Buckeye had made
his strike and it was on Spade-owned
land? That could well be the key to the
whole thing.

But, if that were the case, why had he
been injured? Why had a bushwhacker
shot at him and shot to kill. For the two
slugs that had been aimed at Buckeye
Pope were with murderous intent. Those
that had been snappec. at BoJo had been

a warning.

Carrying the line of thought further,
though, BoJo could explain the situation.
Buckeye, after all these years of fruitless
searching, had made his strike. Some-
where, in the lost land behind the Spade,
Buckeye had stumbled upon his wealth.
The man who had fired the warning shots
at BoJo had worn a blue linsey shirt, such
as Buckeye wore. It could have been
Buckeye, then, who had gazed with cold
eyes down the barrel of a rifle, warning
an intruder away.

And someone else knew, now, the secret.
Perhaps by following Buckeye, could be
by cold reasoning, someone had discovered
Buckey’s strike. And had bushwhacked
and perhaps killed the old prospector in
order to take over the wealth Buckeye had
found.

There were holes in the reasoning, BoJo
knew, but it was a far more reasonable
theory than any other that presented it-
self at the moment.

“Let’s go,” Moses Luck said, and BoJo
realized that he had been standing in the
corral for some moments, his hand upon
the horn of his saddle. From across the
Sugar basin the gunfire had finally ceased.

HEY galloped across the Sugar and

the first daylight caught the scat-
tered waters of the creek in a shifting
rainbow. Even as they pulled up the far
bank, one of the Spade riders came out of
the low-hanging ground mist.

“It’s Shorty,” Moses said, his keen eyes
recognizing the man from his general out-
line. “There was four of them out there,
Fiddlefoot Hayes, Lucky, I think, maybe,
Charlie. Shorty. . ..”

Moses’ voice lifted in a shout and the
Spade rider, who was bearing northward,
headed his rangy paint their way. “All
hell’s busted loose,” he shouted. “About
ten of 'em jumped us just before light and
scattered Spade cows all over the basin.
Ain’t nobody hurt bad, but Fiddlefoot’s
got a leg that’s doing some leaking. Lucky
took out after them, to cut their sign and
find out where they're headed. Charlje’s
taking care of Fiddlefoot.”
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working steadily on for Sugar Creek.

WAS at that instant that the cut
erupted into a fiery hell about them.
First a rider came precipitously around
the bend, sliding his horse into an abrupt
stop. It was Lucky and, even as he fired
his sixgun into the air to warn them, the
ambush closed its paws. There were men
screened in the brush at both rims of the
cut, methodically pumping shells into
rifles, criss-crossing the defile with a cut-
ting fire.

As BoJo flipped up his Winchester and
began to answer the challenge, Lucky
slumped in his saddle and BoJo saw that
his shirt was stuck soddenly to his back.
He toppled from the saddle, his horse run-
ning a few steps before it, too, crumpled
under the deadly fire.

“We can’t help him,” Moses shouted.
“Let’s get out of here.” They swung about,
still answering the fire from the valley
rim, until rifle pins fell upon empty cham-
bers. As they booted Winchesters and re-
sorted to hand guns, the crossfire in-
creased and BoJo saw that they were
boxed. During the excitement a couple of
men from the ridges had worked down
into the canyon and were securely en-
trenched behind boulders. To ride back
to the basin of the Sugar would be to ride
into pointblank lead.

BoJo stood in the stirrups, his sombrero
swung about his neck, his long black hair
flowing in the wind of his passage. “This
way,” he shouted. “On to the S-In-A-
Box.” '

Surprised by the sudden move, the
ambushers held their fire for a precious
instant and that motaent spelled the dif-
ference between the success and failure
of BoJo’s plan.

They broke free and into the open val-
ley, leaving the riflemen behind. The am-
bushers had dismounted and had left their
horses well back out of danger. Their fore-
thought now worked to their own disad-
vantage. In the precious moments it took
them to run to horses and mount, BoJo
and Moses were lost in the second growth
that rimmed the small valley. They

worked northward, after a half-hour,
stopped to breathe their mounts.

“We got by the lion but we’re in his

den,” Moses Luck said. “Two men can
watch that cut forever and keep us bottled
up.” .
BoJo shook his head, mopping his face
with a shirt sleeve. “Not necessarily.
There's another way out, to the north. And
a man on foot can scale this slope either
east or west. But I don’t want out, not
right now.”

“You may be crazy,” Moeoses retorted,
“but I'm not. I got no more business in
here than a one-legged grasshopper in a
chicken yard. I aim to go, getting the
chance.”

“What about the Spade cattle?” BoJo
asked. “They’re up here somewhere. I
want to see who's behind this. If we wait,
sooner or later we'll see someone. That
man can tip us off as to who's mastermind-
ing the whole thing against Spade. This
ties in with Sim’s being killed, Buckeye's
getting himself shot. Now Lucky. . ..”

“Yeah,” Moses replied soberly. “Now
Lucky. Okay, BoJo, I'm with you. We'll
stay and try to figure out the whys and
wherefores. But if we wind up shot, don’t
tell me I didn’t warn you.”

“If we get shot,” BoJo reminded him,
“you won't be able to tell me you warned
me.”

CHAPTER V

The Missing Link

OJO SPADE lay on his back in the

sunlight and dozed. Moses Luck,
restless, moved along the lip of the slope
and watched the S-In-A-Box ranchhouse.
Men moved under the trees down there,
perhaps eight or ten of them. Of the Spade
cattle there had been no sign. But, BoJo
reasoned, that meant nothing, for, if his
hunch was correct, the cajtle had been
choused off the Spade bed-down merely
to create a diversion. Someplace along
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the line, BoJo had touched the fresh trail
of the man who had planned all this. And,
for that reason, BoJo Spade had to be oc-
cupied with other affairs. Remembering
what Big John had told him, BoJo was
prepared to discard some of his previous
thinking and view the killing of Sim Smal-
ley in a new light.

Smalley had been slain with the door-
jamb pistol. The North and Couch had be-
longed to Big John Spade. Ergo, Big John
had set and baited the trap, even going so
far as to write the note that had carried
Sim to his death. But suppose someone
had managed to steal the odd pistol, which
might not be too hard to do. Someone else
could have set the trap for Smalley. But
who could have signed Big John’s name
to that note? ’

Without knowing the contents of the
note, of course, BoJo had no way of know-
ing just what inducement Big John had
offered Sim to prompt the S-In-A-Box
owner to see him. But some such induce-
ment must have been offered. Sim had
come, in good faith, to his own timberline
camp.

Boo sat up abruptly, his mind racing.
There, just for an instant, his conjectures
had presented another possibility. But
there was the missing single link; find
that and the entire puzzle would fall into
orderly focus.

“Moses,” BoJo called quietly and the old
Spade rider left his lookout point. ‘

“They’re leaving,” he said, jaws working
on his chew. “By twos and threes, they’re
riding down canyon. Means only one
thing, BoJo. They’re going to let the Spade
cows wander back home.”

BoJo stood up, stretched. “Recognize
any of them?” he asked.

Moses shook his grizzled head. “Nary a
one. They're new hands. None of the S-In-
A-Box regulars is down there.”

“Then,” BoJo mused, “if I'm right,
they’ll head into Basin, a few at a time,
There’s something building in Basin and
we ought to be there.”

“Ain’t nothin’ much to keep us away,”
Moses muttered. ‘“There goes the last of
’em. We can go down, take a look around

the S-In-A-Box, by that time all of ’em
will be out of the valley.”

BoJo was already walking swiftly to-
ward the spot where they had tied their
horses. Astride, he guided the bay down
the slope, cutting back upvalley tovsard
the knoll where the ranch house stood.
Warily, guns in hand, Moses and BoJo
rode up under a spreading cottonwood and
reined in, eyes searching the thickets
around the log structure. Here, as at the
timberline cabin, Sim had built for utility
only and the unglazed windows gaped like
the eyes of a skull.

In the sumac, a cricket chirruped.

BoJo swung a long leg from the stirrup,
slipped to the ground, leaving his gelding
ground-tied. Moses followed close to Bo-
Jo’s heels, Winchester freshly loaded and
at the ready. BoJo stepped into the open
house door, stood, allowing his eyes to ad-
just themselves to the gloom. In the cen-
ter of the room was a rowel-scarred oaken
table and four cane-bottomed chairs. An
old highboy stood at one wall, the door
gaping drunkenly. Inside hung a moth-
eaten bearskin vest. There were two other
rooms, one a bedroom Sim Smalley had
used when alive, the other the kitchen.

BoJo stepped inside, his nose savoring
the odor of a recent meal. There were
some cold biscuits still in a pan in the
oven of the spraddle-legged range and
BoJo and Moses munched on them, chas-
ing them with a drink of water from the
rusty bucket.

YES moving idly about the room, Bo-

Jo noted one spot in the corner where

the dirt of the floor had been recently

disturbed. There was a slight mound, and

the earth was a different color, as if moist.

Something had been recently dug up, or

buried, at that spot. There was a bent and

rusty shovel by the range and BoJo used
that to scoop away the loose dirt.

Moses watched him interestedly, his
jaws working rhythmically upon the last
of the biscuits. “What d’you expect to
find?” he queried.

“I don’t know.” BoJo straightened and
rested. “Whatever it is, it’s bound to help.
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I couldn’t dig up anything that would
make this mess any muddier.” He con-
tinued to dig and worked until the tip of
hjs shovel struck something hard. Using
his fingers, he dug below and around the
object, bringing it into the light. It was
oddly shaped, and wrapped in oiled silk.
A fold of the silk fell away and the blued
barrel of a pistol gleamed dully.

“I'll ' be durned,” Moses
thoughtfully.

“It's a Navy Colt,” BoJo said. “Don’t
you see, Moses?”

“Not rightly.” -

“Never mind,” BoJo was impatiently
spading earth back into the hole, patting
it down with booted feet. “Let’s get out of
here, Moses, we’ve got urgent business in
town.”

With a last look around, BoJo left, his
long legs moving him swiftly. Astride his
gelding, he was down valley in a ground-
eating lope. Moses, cursing around his
chew, kicked his pony into life and fol-
lowed.

They stopped at the Spade to change
horses and it was nearly dark when BoJo
and Moses reached the outer edge of

" Basin. Lamplight fanned across the side-
walks and the tinkle of a piano came from
the saloon. “Go to Doc Warford’s,” BoJo
directed, “and check up on Buckeye. If
he’s able to talk, maybe we can get to the
bottom of all this.”

“Where you going?”’ Moses wanted to
know as they ground-hitched their horses
in the alley.

“To the jail to talk to Dad. Then, may-
be, BoJo's eyes had a queer gleam in
them, “maybe I'll have a talk with Halsey.
If Buckeye’s all right, meet me at the jail
in ten minutes. No,” he paused, thinking
a moment, “meet me across the street from
the jail. I'll be in the mouth of the alley.”

muttered

E LEFT Moses standing there in the

darkness and walked toward the fan
of light that marked the corner of the
saloon. Across the street, near the liar’s
bench in front of the general store, a small
knot of men stood, talking low-voiced.
Although the darkness hil their faces,

BoJo gave them a wide berth in the sus-
picion that they might be the same men
who had ambushed the Spade riders at
the mouth of the S-In-A-Box canyon.

No one looked his way as he quartered
across the street and made his way toward
the side of the jail, but there was the
ominous rumble of a man’s voice raised in
argument. BoJo kept his back to the group
and slowed his walk. No need to rouse
their suspicions by haste.

Big John Spade was standing at the cell
window, looking over the quiet town and,
while his face was in shadow, there was
something about his manner that told
BoJo his father was worried.

“There’s something brewing, BoJo,” he
said, pulling at his silvery mustache. “I
been watching here since just before
dark and at least ten strange riders have
come into Basin. Damn it! Got me cooped
up here like a steer at the block, can't get
out and do anything for myself.”

“Moses is with Buckeye,” BoJo said, his
eyes still upstreet at the knot of men
gathered there, watching their shadowy
forms mill restlessly in the darkness.
“Maybe Buckeye can talk by now. Dad, all
the old S-In-A-Box hands are gone. Some
strange riders jumped the Spade bed-
down early this morning and cut out a
bunch of feeders. Moses and I trailed them
to the canyon. They had set an ambush in
the neck and got Lucky.”

“Dead?”

“Yeah. They cut him off his horse and
the horse from under him at the same
time.”

“The stinkin’ sons . . .

BoJo went on, determined to reach a
more favorable part of his story. “We
watched the S-In-A-Box from the rim;
they all pulled out and left the Spade
cows to wander back home.”

BoJo could see his father’s eyes glint
in the dim light. “Why, BoJo?”

“To cover up something else, Dad. To
draw the Spade riders away for the day,
at least me and Moses. You see,” BoJo
swung about, looked again at the growing
knot of men, “either Buckeye found
something back in the Arrowheads that

”
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someone wants awful bad, or someone is
after the Spade. It could be both. Halsey
says that Sim Smalley had a note asking
him to meet you. That right?”

IG JOHN thought back. “No, I never

—wait, BoJo. Couple months ago, I
sent Fiddlefoot to the S-In-A-Box with a
note to Sim to meet me at Spade. Thought
maybe we could patch up our quarrel.
Nothing never came of it.”

BoJo grinned mirthlessly. “I don't
think it ever got to Sim. Not then. Later,
just before Sim was killed, someone could
have changed the body of the note, left
your signature under it, and invited Sim to

Buckeye ain’t come to, yet. Warford says
maybe in the next hour, maybe tomor-
row, maybe never. But that ain’t the main
thing.” He paused, as if searching for
words. “BoJo, we got to get your daddy
out of here, tonight. ‘There’s a bunch of
hotheads, egged on by the men who were
at the S-In-A-Box this afternoon, and
they’re all oiled up to do some lynching!”

Big John snorted again, his mustaches
quivering with rage. “Halsey . . ."”

“Halsey don’t give a damn!” Moses
interjected. “Just him and his two depu-
ties against twenty-thirty men? He won’t
worry too much about it.”

BoJo’s mind worked swiftly. “Anyone

Sagebrush Sam. Says :

A heap of fellers think they're so important that

all they got to do is spit twice to stop a droughe.

the doorjamb pistol party at timberline
camp.”

“Makes sense,” Big John admitted. “But
who? Who could want Spade that bad?
Or, for that matter, the little bit of color
Buckeye might stumble over back in the
hills. Sim Smalley and I both worked
‘those hills over thirty years ago. There’s
nothing in ’em but rock lizards and bob
cats.” )

“Sure of that?” BoJo insisted.

“Sure, I'm sure,” Big John snorted.
“Ain’t a cowman in the basin that ain’t
spent months on end in the Arrowheads
and none of 'em ever found gold trace.
It ain’t gold, BoJo.”

“Can’t be but one thing, Dad. Someone
wants the Spade bad enough to kill any-
one that stands in his way. Could be
Halsey, could be Buckeye, maybe some of
the Spade riders. Hell, even Doc Warford.”

BoJo whirled at the quick shuffle of
booted feet. “Moses! I told you . ..”

“I know what you told me, BoJo.” Moses
-Luck spat in the darkness. “But, listen.

see you come down here, Moses?”

“Don’t reckon.”

“Get back in the alley and bring the
horses. Cross the street up aways and
come down behind the jail.”

But Moses was gone, his feet silent in
the thick dust of the street. From the
liar’s bench, the murmur of voices grew
louder and someone shouted.

BoJo then understood the strategy be-
hind the day’s activities. The raid against
the Spade had been a token raid, designed
to draw off Spade power, hold it in the
S-In-A-Box valley until mob sentiment
had been thoroughly aroused in Basin.
There were a chosen few, a nucleus of
violence that had been earmarked to
spearhead the attack. All a lynch party
needed was ten men, and twenty more
would follow and help in the excitement
and mass hatreds of the moment. Who-
ever had engineered the affair, however,
had missed on one count. Assuming that

.BoJo and Moses and the balance of the

Spade riders would spend the night round-
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him. But all through that time Smalley
didn’t see any way of getting the best of
you. Spade was too big, too strong. And
the more Smalley hated, the bigger Spade
grew. Until . . .”

He stopped talking, carrying his
thoughts in his own mind, working his
way through the tortuous threads of the
maze. .

Then a man named Halsey had come
along and stepped into the middle of a
situation that must have been made to
order for him. Seeing his opportunity,
Halsey had worked on Sim Smalley, play-
ing on the man’s hatred of the Spade.
Some way, somehow, Doc Warford had
been infected with the desire for power,
too.

There was the plan, then. Using Sim
Smalley as a wedge, the power of the
Spade could be broken by the death of
Big John. What would be more plausible
than Big John’s guilt, should Smalley be
reported dead?

Let Smalley die, then, if only in fancy.
Die with his head blasted to a pulp by the
killing thunder of the doorjamb pistol.
For, by using that odd weapon, the crime
could be laid directly at Big John’s door.
His ownership of the North and Couch
was common knowledge. Chances were
rare that there would be another such
gun in the Sugar Basin country.

BoJo rolled over, digging his elbows
angrily into the sod. If Sim Smalley were
in on the scheme, it would all be simple.
It would account for Halsey’s having the
note signed by Big John.

But it didn’t explain the Navy Colt
that had been so well hidden in the ranch
house at the S-In-A-Box. . . .

Disgustedly, BoJo wrinkled his nose.
It was like trying to carry water in a ’lass
rope.

“S’good,” Big John said, “if you like
squirrel.” _

“You eat it,” BoJo said. “I'll make out.”

“Not hungry?” '

BoJo grinned, shelving for the moment
his anxiety.

“l ate at Spade last night,” he said,
“befor« Moses and I -ame into town.

Besides that, I filled one of my saddlebags
with biscuits and bacon.”

ARN you!” Big John threw a bone

in BoJo’s general direction. BoJo
expertly dodged the missile and went to
forage in his saddlebags. When he came
back, he was holding a sack in one hand
and in the other the oilpaper-wrapped
Navy Colt.

Big John looked up in interest. “What
you got, BoJo?”

“That .36 Colt. Just wondering why it
was buried in the first place.” BoJo paused,
a speculative look in his gray eyes. “Un-
less it was to cover the fact that a small-
bore was ever in this neck of the woods.
Evervone around here uses Peacemakers
and Frontier Models, heavy calibers. None
of them would be caught dead wjth this
sea-going lead-squirter.”

“Lady’s gun,” Big John said disgustedly.
“Hide it before someone sees it and my
reputation is ruined.”

BoJo stood, looking down at him. “For
the life of me,” he said belligerently, “I
can’t figure. You got your neck in a noose
and everyone in the basin, seems like, is
ready to help Halsey tighten the rope. Do
you worry about it? You set around like
a Digger on a manure heap, throw bones
and make jokes. Darn it, Big John, you
got me worried.”

Big John’s hard eyes softened and a
muscle twitched at the corner of his mouth.
“BoJo,” he began. “BoJo.”

“You’re trying to chew some words.
Spit them out.”

“Well,” Big John got to his feet and
Bojo saw that he was looking back over
the hills as if, by trying, he could see
the vast holdings of the Spade. “I learned
a long time ago, son, that worry is just
rust on the sharp edge of your knife. Wor-
ry less and do more. For forty years,
I've been building something out there
in the basin of the Sugar. Son, I don’t
rightly know what it was, some kind of
urge, I guess, that wouldn’t let me rest
until I had as much to offer you as I
could gather.”

He paused, lowered his head, and there
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was something in the slump of his shoul-
ders that reminded BoJo of a stag that
he had once seen at bay, weary from
the continued snapping of the hounds at
his heels. .

“All I gathered around me,” Big John
said finally, “was more to worry about.
More to lay awake at night, scheming out
some way of gathering still more. I won-
der if, when I give you Spade, if I'll
really give you anything. Or will I be
taking something away?”

There was no answer, and BoJo knew
that Big John expected none.

Big John rose then and went to his
horse. “Time to move on,” he said. BoJo
followed, his almost carefree moment
gone. Moving, ever moving, away from
one kind of men at their heels, toward
more of the same nature in the valleys
and years ahead. True, with power came
trouble and sometimes the trouble was
greater than the power.

Big John topped a rise, pulled his horse
into a clump of scrub. “Sign,” he said,
pointing downward. A horse had stepped
into the soft ground near a seep and the
indentation was only now filling with

water. After the first quick search of
the hillside, BoJo was on his knees. “Spade
horse,” he said. “Recognize the shoes.”

Big John grunted. “Spade horse don’t
mean Spade rider. Halsey is smart. Go
slow.”

They worked their way into the bot-
tom of the defile, leading their horses.
With the presence of another human be-
ing, the original threat and insecurity
returned.

This was what the years could be like,
BoJo reflected grimly, always running,
eyes on the trail, hand on gun-butt. He
shook his head, dropping his sombrero
to his neck. This was the thinking of an
old woman; Spade would win.

CHAPTER VII

Unwelcome Meeting

OLDING his Colt in his hand, BoJo
wormed his way through the screen-
ing thicket to the top of the hill. Down

-the slope, the cedar and scrub oak lay

like a carpet under the noon sun. A
crow wheeled from a lightning-blasted
hickory and, cawing dismally, flew down-
valley. A sumac shook, quivered again,
and was still.

Breathing deeply, BoJo caught the scent
of the mountain violets that sought the
shady places beneath his feet. The earth
smelled warm and rich; there was the
tang of pine and the hay-like pungency of
the drying grass.

A twig snapped.

Instantly BoJo was alert, sixgun cover-
ing the thicket before him. A long mo-
ment spun itself away and the hillside
was quiet in the sunshine. BoJo moved
forward slowly, conscious of the fact that
Big John was behind him, saddle gun
alert as Spade covered Spade.

It could have been for the space of a
heartbeat, it could have been an eter-
nity that BoJo stood there, waiting for
death to come out of the clump of under-
brush. For a rider had crossed their
path, and the seeping water gave evi-
dence that it had been only minutes be-
fore. Now, a man and a horse were
hidden, perhaps behind the next clump,
perhaps making their way over the next
hill. An innocent rider or a man with
the desire to kill deep within him.

Which?

BoJo knew that there was only one
way an answer could be had; he snapped
a shot into the thicket and went to his
knee, Colt again on the ready.

“Hold your fire, Spade, I'm wearing
your brand.” Moses Luck peered through
the parted bushes, jaws working rhythm-
ically.

BoJo sat down weakly, waited for Moses



to lead his horse from its place of con-
cealment. “You could get yourself shot,”
he said.

“Chance,” Moses agreed. “But I was on
to you when you cut my sign, only I
didn’t know who it was. Thought I'd
better sit a spell an’ wait. Been looking
for you since sunup, lost your sign two-
three miles back and was circling to pick
it up again.”

“Let’s .move on,” Big John spoke up.
“What you did that bunch from Basin
can do as well.”

“Agreed,” Moses replied. “Only I got
news. When I left Doc’s last night, Buck-
eye was still goofy as a headless chicken.
After you and BoJo made a clear get-
away, I went back to check up.”

He paused, spat reflectively at a rock.
Doc heard the gunfire and left his house,”
Moses went on, and for a spell was
busy patching busted heads. Well, when
he ‘got back, Buckeye was gone!”

-BoJo asked, “Walk away, or was he
taken?”

“Don’t know.” Moses eyed the sur-
rounding hills witHt suspicion. “Only thing
is, if Buckeye knew anything he was
fixing to tell us, he’ll have a hell of a
time doing it now!”

OLLOWING BoJo’s reasoning, the

three of them had decided that if
Buckeye were being held prisoner a logi-
cal place would be at Sim Smalley’s tim-
Herline camp. There was the possibility,
too, that Buckeye had come to during the
gunplay in Basin, and had simply wan-
dered off in delirium and might, even now,
be back at Warford’s.

There was the additional possibility
that Buckeye’s leaving Warford’s, provid-
ing he had not left in a moment of un-
balance, was another play designed to
draw Big John and BoJo into a trap.

Halsey was definitely involved in the
plotting against the Spade, of that BoJo
was sure. Regardless of who had done
the original planning, Halsey was work-
ing along the same line, that of break-
ing the power of Spade. If Sim Smalley
was dead. as Halser had claimed, then
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another might be involved. But, if the
whole Smalley affair had been a sham,
a trick of the left hand while the right
was busy with something else. . . .

“Take it easy,” Moses said quietly. “We
got to look this thing over good. There
might be a dozen guns covering that
timberline clearing.”

“Makes sense,” Big John agreed and
BoJo found himself wondering anew at
the drive that kept the old man going.
Despite his years, he was as fresh in the
saddle as a youngster. . While BoJo’s
shoulders and legs were shrieking with
weariness, Big John appeared to suffer
not at all. It was then that BoJo real-
ized that there were two years out of
his life. The time he had spent in the
east had sapped his range-bred strength.

He moved slowly, easing a cramp from
his legs and wiping his dust-stained face
upon the sleeve of ‘his checked shirt. He
was a few steps ahead of Big John, Moses
bringing up the rear, and BoJo dropped
back.

“Over the next rise, to the left.”

Through the screening trees they could
see the bald side of the slope that marked
timberline. Somewhere near, perhaps
within earshot, was Sim Smalley’s cabin.

BoJo slipped off-saddle and ground-
hitched his bay, listening as Big John
clumped to the earth behind him. Moses
Luck came up, still leading his own sor-
rel. “We’ll walk from here,” BoJo said.
“Spread out. If it’s a trap, break and
run for it.”

Big John grunted and pulled his Win-
chester from its boot. Moses was cut-
ting a fresh chew from his plug, stuffing
his cheek. “If’n it’s my number that shows
on the book,” he said wryly, “I want to
walk up them stairs with a full jaw.” With
a broad thumb he punched fresh shells
into his Colt, spun the gate shut.

Fanning out, twenty feet between each
of them, BoJo, Big John and Moses
worked up the rise that separated them
from the cabin. BoJo went to his belly
just behind the last screening brush and
wormed his way upward. To his left
he could hear Big John grunt as the Spade
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owner followed suit. BoJo saw Moses’
wrinkled face once as the old man crossed
a tiny clearing. Then he was gone.

The spot in which the cabin sat was
quiet and a yellow-winged butterfly
worked busily above a flowering bush.
A lizard ran from the knee-high bram-
ble and stopped, regarding BoJo with tar-
black eyes. BoJo stood up. A rock lizard
would not go for hours where a man
had walked.

NOWING that Big John and Moses

were covering him with saddle guns,
BoJo walked to a spot within forty feet
of the cabin. The door still hung drunk-
enly ajar, just as it had on his last visit
here and the shutter at the window was
still open.

“All quiet,” he said, and Moses and
Big John worked their way down the
slope behind him. BoJo stepped to the
door of the cabin and took a searching
glance inside. Everything was as before,
except that the fresh-scraped spot on the
earthern floor had dried to the same color
as the rest of the dirt. BoJo pointed out
the spot to Moses, adding: ‘“Made me
wonder if Sim was really dead. Could
be that the dirt was disturbed to con-
ceal the fact that there wasn’t any blood
there.”

Moses looked at him but said nothing.
Big John said disgustedly, “We’re no near-
er the answer than we was ten miles ago.
Where do we ride from here?”

BoJo looked at him, then at the slant-
ing sun. “To the Spade,” he replied, “when
sundown covers us. Could be some of
the boys have heard something.”

“Kinda risky, that,” was Moses’ opin-
ion.

“Breathing’s risky,” Big John grunted,
absently feeling jp his shirt pocket for
his pipe, then watching mournfully as Bo-
Jo built a cigarette.

They rode slowly down the canyons
that led to the basin of Sugar Creek, for
they still had two hours to kill before sun-
down. It was a quiet trip, for each of
them was occupied with his own thoughts.
BoJo found his mind again worrying

around the edge of the problem, question-
ing and answering, knowing that the an-
swers didn't satisfy him. Much of the
pattern was plain. It was now becoming
clearer that, as were most vicious things,
the attack on Spade had sprung from a
relatively unimportant beginning,

The first shot fired in Sugar basin had
started it. It had been, BoJo was be-
ginning to realize, the result of a petty
anger. But, once down, the sound of the
blast had echoed and re-echoed until the
single explosion had become a fusillade.

Dusk covered the trio as they crossed
the Sugar, horse kicking icy water high
into the air. BoJo's gelding, as though
realizing the nearness of home, hastened
his pace and BoJo was obliged to hold
him back. A half-mile from Spade, they
slipped from saddle and walked on, lead-
ing their mounts. The sun was gone now,
and no moon had risen although a faint
flush above the mountains told BoJo that
they had only about an hour of complete
darkness left.

A quarter of a mile from the ranch
house, BoJo looped his reins about the
horn and slapped his bay upon the flank.
The animal, smelling the presence of the
familiar corral, broke into a canter toward
the dark hulk of the barn.

OMENTS later they heard him nos-

ing at the corral gate and BoJo re-

laxed. “All quiet,” he said finally. “If

a trap had been set, I think a horse can-

tering up would spring it. We'll walk

in, though. Anyone shooting will aim
for a man on a horse.”

“Moses said, “Maybe.”

Moses Luck was definitely not an op-
timist.

BoJo reached the corral fence, listened
to the contented snuffle of the horses in-
side. There was no light in any of the
Spade buildings, but that might be eas-
ily explained. All of the crew might be
out at the bed-down for, in Big John's
absence, the Spade riders would follow to
the letter his last orders. Or, more rea-
sonably, the night crew was already out
and the day riders sacked in. They were
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working twelve-hour shifts, and, range-
hardened though they were, a day in the
saddle could be fatiguing exercise.

BoJo walked .easily toward the house,
keeping his knees flexed, his boots silent
in the dust. It was only moments until
moonlight now, and the glazed windows of
the ranch house looked back at him like
the eyes of a dead man.

An unfamiliar odor reached BoJo’s nos-
trils and he paused to analyze it. Then,
shaking his head at the faintly sickening,
sweetish smell, he stepped forward and
struck something yielding. His high-
heeled boot turned, wrenching his ankle,
and he went to his knees, feeling with
spread tense fingers on the ground before
him.

At that moment the moon broke over
the Arrowheads and BoJo knew the rea-
son for the tint in the clean night breeze.
A dark pool spread on the hard earth
before him, an irregular circle from the
body of the dead man.

“It’s Buckeye,” BoJo said quietly, “and
he won’t tell us anything, ever, it appears
to me.”

Moses muttered an excited grunt and
knelt beside BoJo. “In the back,” he said.

“Yeah.” BoJo rocked back on his heels,
giving an experimental pat to the dead
man’s hip pockets. There was something
hard and round in one of them, not un-
like the bulges tiny pebbles might make.
BoJo probed with his fingers and some-
thing rolled into his palm.

“Golly!” Moses said. “There’s three
holes in him, BoJo. And you could cover
all of them with a dollar!”

BoJo was grinning, but the mask of his
face resembled the grimace of death. His
eyes glinted dully ir the moonlight.
“That’s all we need to know,” he said.
He walked to his head-dropped bay and
felt in the saddlebag. '

“You don’t make much sense,” Big John
interjected.

“Not yet,” BoJo said, grimly. “But we
won’t have to go far now to find the man
behind all this.”

“Halsey?” Moses muttered.

“Did 1 hear sorseone call my name?”

Halsey stood in the shadowy entry to the
carriage shed, the moonlight reflecting
from the six-pointed star upon his shirt.
Without being able to see, BoJo realized
that the deputies were behind him, back-
ing his play. A sixgun barrel moved
out of the darkness, waving suggestively.

BoJo backed away, hoping that neither
Big John or Moses would start the play.
For under the cover of gloom, Halsey and
his deputies could make short work of any
attempted gunplay.

KINDA thought,” Halsey said softly,

“that you’d be back.”

Big John began a growl deep in his
throat, but BoJo silenced him with a
shake of his head.

“Play it smart,” Halsey advised, mov-
ing quietly into the open yard. “Get your
horses, all three of you. After you pile
vour guns.” He waited patiently as BoJo,
Moses and Big John piled their Colts in
the yard.

Sig,” Halsey motioned with his hand,
“get the saddle guns.” Sig Hollister
slouched over to the three standing horses
and pulled Winchesters from scabbards,
pitching them, barrel foremost, over the
corral fence.

“All right,” Halsey said. “Get aboard.”

Sig Hollister chuckled, and it was the
hollow mirth of death. “All three of them
going in?” he asked.

“Starting in,” Halsey corrected. “Big
John’s got a date in town. The other two
will be killed trying to help him resist
arrest.”

“How long do you think your hand will
last, Halsey?” BoJo swung into his sad-
dle, hoping that the sheriff would not
see the Navy Colt he had thrust in the
hip pocket of his pants.

“Long enough,” Halsey replied grimly.
“This wasn’t my idea, to begin with. But
it looks good now and I think I'll play
it out. Sig, go get the other prisoner.”

BoJo waited in amazement as Sig led
a bound man from the depths of the car-
riage shed. Dr. Peter Warford was tightly
wrapped, from waist to shoulders, with a
rope.
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CHAPTER VIII

Ride, Spade!

OW that it might be too late, BoJo

had the key to the entire puzzle se-
cure in his back pocket. He could almost
visualize the original planning and the
point where that planning had gone
wrong. For Sim Smalley had started
it all many years ago when disappoint-
ment had first begun to turn to hatred.
What had ended in Sugar Basin, had be-
gun in Independence in the days of the
long trails and the moving herds. A girl
had fallen in love with a man and it had
all become as the seed from a maple that
the wind carries to the warm earth.

Sim Smalley’s disappointment had
snowballed and now the man was dead
because of it. For BoJo had no doubt
now that the S-In-A-Box owner had been
dead from the beginning. But the North
and Couch pistol, the threatening weapon
that had left its imprint of fear, was
guiltless. Still, without being fired, it had
served its purpose and the result was
just as deadly. BoJo shifted his weight
and the Navy Colt, hidden in his hip
pocket was a hard lump against him.

Halsey rode ahead. confidence in the
sway of his broad back, Sig and the other
deputy bringing up the rear, Moses, BoJo
and Big John strung out in a line be-
tween.

They recrossed the Sugar and the hoof-
kicked water was silver in the moonlight.
Gravel gritted as the horses made the
crossing; all was quiet again as they
struck the loam of the high bank. It
reminded BoJo of a bothersome point.

“Dad.”

“Yeah?”

“Did you really ride south that morn-
ing when you left the Spade? Was Buck-
eye telling the truth about the bogged
cow?”

Sheriff Halsey laughed grimly. “He
thought he was,” he said. "I passed him

south of Spade and told him to hightail
it to Big John and tell him a pip-marked
cow was down. He believed me.”

“Why, Halsey?”

“Won’t hurt none now, I reckon. I had
an errand at the Spade.”

BoJo interjected softly, “To pick up
the North and Couch pistol?”

Halsey laughed and lapsed into silence.

.So, Bojo reflected, that was it. Big John

had been sent on a fool’'s errand. Most
of the Spade riders could be counted
on to have begun their day’s work. A
man took a slight chance under those con-
ditions. BoJo glanced back, caught sight
of Warford’s bound form, riding between
Hollister and Clete Rangle, Halsey’s other
deputy. Where did Doc figure in? Why
had Halsey held him prisoner? Because
of Warford’s attempt at helping Buckeye?

At the thought of the old prospector,
BoJo was again saddened. The kindly man
had seen something, of that BoJo was
sure. He had seen something and had
brought away the proof in his own pocket,
spare ammunition for a .36 caliber Navy
Colt.

Instantly, BoJo hent over, throwing his
arm across his stomach. Halsey, looking
back, reined in suspiciously.

“Just a bellyache,” BoJo said, straight-
ening again.

Relaxing, Halsey turned and continued
uptrail toward Basin, and BoJo, still bend-
ing over the saddle from time to time,
knew that the play must be made soon.
Not much farther along the way to Basin,
Halsey would stage his own interpretation
of this ending of the drama.

BoJo kept on, alternately bending over,
as if in the grip of pain, then relaxing, un-
til the movement caused no suspicion.

Any moment now. .

‘ ORKING swiftly, fingers uncertain
in the darkness, he loaded the gun.

Then, raising his head, he looked at Hal-

sey’s back and began to chuckle.

The sheriff looked around, puzzled, but
made no move to ride ¢loser to BoJo. Big
John, just behind, looked at BoJo for a
sign but received nothing but the shake
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dull footfalls of the horses ltke a smoth-
ering blanket.

The saloon was lighted, but only silence
spread from under the batwing doors. A
dog canted into the street and paused,
ears lifted, then, with a desultory bark,
vanished into an alley. Almost beside
BoJo, Moses and Big John rode, faces
grim, hands on sixgun butts.

It was showdown time, and win, lose
or draw, the Spade would go down fight-
ing.

CHAPTER IX

Showdown

HERIFF HALSEY stood arrogantly in

the fanlight from the open front door
of the jail. His hawk-like hands were
hooked in his gunbelt. Behind him, in-
dolently leaning against the doorjamb,
was Sig Hollister.

“Hello, Spade,” Halsey said quietly.

“This is it, Halsey,” BoJo replied just
as calmly, and sat his bay regarding the
sheriff.

“Yes.” Halsey looked about him and
BoJo was aware that the square was fill-
ing with men and women. Halsey said,
“This is the judge and jury, Spade. They’ll
decide whether Big John killed Smalley
or not. And after they decide, they’ll
hang him, tonight!”

His voice cracked flatly and there was
an answering murmur from the gathering
knots of men. A woman walked from a
house farther down the block, looked curi-
ously in their direction. Then, her eyes
gleaming with fear, she backed again
through the doorway, and the yellow light
that had revealed her was gone.

BoJo stirred restlessly in the saddle,
his mind racing along the twisting trail
of the deceit of men like Smalley, War-
ford and Halsey and realized that, even
now, the burden of proof rested upon
Spade. '

“We've beaten you once tonight,” BoJo

began evenly. “When Buckeye was .ghot,
and for no reason because he was probably
dying anyway, the Spade riders at the
bed-down heard®the pistol talk. But they
rode in slow, in time to catch your play
at the corral. That’s the reason they passed
us on the Basin trail and set a trap.”

Halsey laughed. “And they fired upon
an officer of the law who was executing
his duty. What about that, Spade?”

“T'll go back to the beginning,” BoJo
said, aware of the enmity that rose like
a cloud from the listening knot of towns-
people. It would take straight guessing
and good talking to sway them from
their present opinion. In their minds, Big
John had killed Sim Smalley in a mo-
ment of overpowering irritation. But,
instead of the stand-up and shoot-out gun
battle that they would have preferred,
Big John was guilty, in their minds, of
a more serious crime. He had set a trap
for a fellow man, a trap against which
there was no defense.

“A good many years ago,” BoJo said,
his eyes upon the faces around him, “Sim
Smalley and Big John Spade came to the
end of their friendship. No reason, now,
to tell why; some of you know, anyway.
But it's easy to hate and Sim Smalley
was eager to hate the man who had beat
him in a fair game. . . .”

He paused, swallowed, realizing that
many of his words were falling on deaf
ears. Halsey stood quietly, a mocking
light in his eyes. Behind him, Sig, now
joined by Clete Rangle, watched warily.

BoJo continued. “Sim Smalley first had
the idea of revenge and he talked it over
with another man who was dissatisfied
with the kind of a life he had. Doc War-
ford. Warford came here from the East,

not because he wanted to, but because
he had to.

“He admitted as much, in talking to me.
At the time, I didn’t catch his drift but
now I can see it. He said, ‘before I lost
my mind and came out here,’ and went
on to tell a yarn ebout some man who had
killed himself with a doorjamb pistol.
Only, I'll bet that somehow Warford fig-
ured in that, too. We'll never know.”
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BoJo was aware of the Spade battle cry
and saw Sig Hollister take a faltering step
onto the porch in front of the jail. With
his guns in his hands. the right bower of
Halsey went to his death.

But Clete Rangle was gone, long legs
carrying him into the safety of the jail.
Over the lowering gunfire, BoJo could
hear the clump of his boots. Grabbing a
saddle Winchester from Moses’ out-
stretched hand, BoJo was off horse and
running, cutting around the corner of
the jail. But as fast as he was, Rangle
was even faster, and by the time BoJo
reached the narrow gateway that led to
the exercise yard, Rangle had swung the
iron barrier shut and was secure out of
the line of fire.

A Winchester slug struck brick, driv-
ing a spray of dust into BoJo’s eyes as he
came to a sliding halt.

“You may as well come out, Rangle,” he
called.

“Go to hell!” The gunman’s voice was
a snarl, not unlike the cough of an angry
cat. “I'll stay in here until I starve, Spade.
Long enough to take some of you with
me.

BoJo stood there panting, thinking
over the situation, as Moses Luck came
up. “Let me go in, BoJo, I can’t live for-
ever, anyways.”

“No, Moses.”

Big John joined them. “If anyone need-
ed any proof,” he said, “Halsey’s play
gave it to them. Only thing, why didn’t
he bluff it through?’!

“Man can only stand so much,” BoJo
replied. “Remember, he’d been going
through a strain, too. First, he and Smal-
ley fell out and Halsey had to kill the
S-In-A-Box owner. Then he worked you
into the frame, using Warford as a prop.
But Doc was making plans of his own. As
soon as we got out of town, he took Buck-
eye out to Spade and shot him, thinking
that he could throw the blame on Halsey.
All in all, it was a complete fall-out and
all of them lost.”

“Except Rangle,” Moses interjected dri-
ly.
“He will, too,” BoJo replied. “If you've

got a bear in a hole, you let the dogs run
him out, don’t you?”

“What you thinking, BoJo?”

“Clete Rangle’s coming out because I'm
going in after him. . .”

“You're an idiot.”

Moses chuckled. “Maybe not, if there's a
plan.” _

BoJo laughed grimly. “There is. Moses,
get some of the Spade riders and work up
on the roofs of the store and the saloon.
You can’t see down into the exercise yard,
but you can get your fire inside the walls.
Throw lead against the brick, try to keep
Rangle dodging the bouncing slugs while
I go over the gate.”

“Will it work, Moses?”
John’s question.

“Sure, it'll work,” Moses replied, but
he had stopped chewing on his tobacco.
Then he was gone, working his way back
around the jail to where the Spade riders
were waiting. Once, to kill the monotony,
BoJo bounced a shot into the yard and
was rewarded by an answering bellow
from Rangle’s rifle.

It was Big

CHAPTER X

Home to Stay

T SEEMED to him that Moses was tak-

ing years to get his men placed in the
proper spots. BoJo was bone weary and
hungry, and he wished, more than any-
thing else, to go back to Spade and sleep
for a week. But there was a part of the job
still undone and something deep within
him insisted that he, alone, must do it.
There was an odd light in Big John’s eyes
as the old Spade owner watched his son.
There was something of pride in the
glance, and something of wonder.

“I thought of something,” he said sud-
denly. “What was it Buckeye Pope saw
that made him so dangerous to Halsey?”

“I think,” BoJo said reflectively, “that
he saw Smalley killed. Because, some-
how, Buckeye managed to get the rest of
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twenty-four black hours, and the more he
thought of them the less he liked them.
He wished they could be erased the way
a child erases words and numbers on a
blackboard. They were over the bridge,
however, but they could not be forgotten.

He'd come up from Texas looking for
work a month ago and he’d found it. The
citizens of Carver wanted a man unafraid;
they wanted a sheriff who wouldn’t hesi-
tate to use his six-shooter when the occa-
sion called for it. Now they thought he’d
overdone the thing. They were calling
him a “killer sheriff.”

Billy Hobbs, youngest of the Hobbs boys
from the Bar Q, was lying unconscious in
the back room behind the barber shop.
Young Hobbs had been shot through the
body and Sheriff Brand had been accused
of the shooting.

Billy had been drunk and the sheriff had
laughingly u-ced him to call it a night and
start back to the ranch. He'd hauled the
puncher out the door and up an alley to-
ward the livery stable.

Billy Hobbs had never got through that
dark alley behind the Palace Saloon.
There had been a single shot, then Sheriff
Brand had been running out of the alley
carrying Billy in his arms.

“He shot himself,” the sheriff had said
simply, and the residents of Carver City
wondered. Ed Brand had come north with
the reputation of a killer. He'd cleaned
out Sprague and Twin Rivers, and Carver
had hired him on his name.

“How’d it happen?” John Billings had
asked coldly. Billings was the owner of
the Palace and an influential citizen.

The Hobbs boys from the Bar Q were
popular in Carver. Ed Brand was still
an unknown quantity—a lean, thin-faced
man in a swallowtail coat and flat-
crowned black - hat. He carried a single
44 caliber gun on his right. The men of
Carver, seeing the bulge of it, had known
he’d used the weapon before—plenty.

“He was all right when we started for
the stable,” Brand had explained. “Then
he wanted to go back. But he’d been argu-
ing with Matt Sloan and there’d have been
a fight.”

WESTERN

“Nothing wrong,” Billings had growled,
“with a man having a drink in my place.”

Brand’s gray eyes had been cold when
he’d repeated, “I said he was having an
argument with Matt Sloan. There could
have been trouble.”

He'd stared around at the crowd in the
barber shop. Doc Hemsley had been in
the back room with Billy* Hobbs, digging
the slug from the young fellow’s body.

“l didn’t know he had a gun in his
hand.” the sheriff had gone on to explain.
“We were wrestling in the dark when it
went off.”

He’d seen they weren’t sure; he’'d read
the doubt in their eyes. Later in the night
when he'd stopped in the lunchroom he'd -
read the same thing in Mary Creighton’s
eyes.

“I'm sorry it happened, Ed,” the girl had
said. She’d been behind the counter, and
he'd stared at her stiff back.

He'd been eating all his meals in the
little lunchroom which was across the road
from the Palace Saloon. At first he’'d been
quiet; he’d eaten at a corner table and
spoken little. She’d drawn him out as the
days had gone by. The previous Sunday
afternoon he’d hired a buckboard, and
they'd taken a ride into the country. Sher-
iff Ed Brand had been thinking strange
things. ‘

“I have a bad name,” he had told her
slowly now. “I've killed men who needed
killing.” He had known she was thinking
of that; she’d known him only a short
while and she wasn’t sure, either.

“Billy is pretty wild,” she had said
simply.

“But he didn’t deserve to be killed?”
the sheriff had asked ironically. He felt
the tightening in his throat. He hadn’t
known young Hobbs was drunk enough
to pull a gun on him. He had felt Billy’s
body go limp in his arms; his hands had
come away covered with blood.

He hadn’t seen the other two Hobbs
boys, Johnny and Buck, but he’d heard
things from his deputy, Pat Willard. Pat
had spoken with Billy’s older brothers.
They had sworn to get even with Sheriff
Brand.
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“Buck’s a bad man with a gun,” Willard
had advised. Buck Hobbs was the oldest
of the three. Brand had seen him in the
Palace. Willard had added glumly, “They
think a lot of that kid, Ed. I hope he don’t
die on us . . .”

The morning after the shooting in the
alley behind the Palace, Duke Malloy, a
man Ed Brand had once sent to Yuma,
rode into town. Brand half rose from his
table in the lunchroom as the Duke and
two saddlemates came down the center of
the street. Their horses kicked up the dust
in the dry road.

Brand watched the three men tie up
their horses at the Palace rail He saw
them disappear inside the saloon, then he
stood up. Duke wasn’t forgetting that
stretch he’d done five years back. Now he
had come for his revenge, as he had prom-
ised he would.

“I’ll be seeing you, Ed.” Malloy had said
simply when the judge had passed sen-
tence on him. Malloy had been going up
on a rustling charge Ed Brand had pinned
on him. The Duke had squirmed through
the trial, but the sheriff had had the facts.

OW, inside the Palace, the Duke

looked up at the sheriff of Carver
City when the tall lawman came toward
him. Malloy was leaning on the bar. His
companions, dark, hard-looking, heavily
armed men, studied the sheriff casually.
Malloy hadn’t looked surprised to see Ed
Brand, which made it certain to the law-
man that Malloy had come looking for
him.

“We meet again, Brand,” Malloy said
coldly. “It’s been a long time. You do a
heap of traveling.”

“I move around.” Brand nodded. “I like
to see different places.” He'd seen all the
places he wanted to see, and-until yester-
day Carver had been the place where he
wanted to stay.

He studied the short, squat ex-con. Mal-
loy’s sallow complexion set off the pecu-
liar turquoise of his eyes. He had a solid
chin, and his mouth was a thin line.

The door opened and the town banker,
Fred Towle, came into the saloon. The

sight of him gave Brand an idea—and a
jolt. He guessed now why Malloy had
brought company with him. These two
hadn’t come along to help hunt down Ed
Brand. Malloy wanted that special plea-
sure for himself. The other two men had
other game in mind. Garver City had a
new bank—and Malloy intended to kill
two birds with one stone.

“While you’re staying in Carver,” Brand
told Malloy, “we won’t expect any trou-
ble, but if it comes I'll be waiting for it.”

He turned his back on the three and
walked toward the door. He felt the stares
of the Carver citizens in the place, and
knew they were thinking of Billy Hobbs,
lying in the little room behind the barber
shop, with nobody knowing whether Billy
would live or die. The sheriff had said
that Billy had shot himself, but Carver
men were not forgetting that, Ed Brand
had been hired because he wasn’t afraid
to use his guns.

And what Brand himself was not for-
getting was what the saloon-keeper, John
Billings, had said grimly after the affair—
“He was only a boy. I reckon you could
have handled it some other way, Sheriff.”

Brand had turned on him slowly. “There
was no other way,” he'd explained quietly.
“It was an accident.” If they blamed him,
he couldn’t help it. He knew they were
sorry they’d hired him.

Leaving the Palace, the sheriff went out
into the night to make his usual rounds.
He saw the light in the barber shop and
paused outside the door. Behind the glass
he could make out the forms of two men,
recognized their sombreros. Johnny and
Buck Hobbs were staying in town with
their kid brother. If Billy died, those two
men would come looking for the sheriff
the instant Billy’s last breath was drawn.

Brand drew a hard breath himself. He
pulled the coat closer around his neck and
tugged at the brim of his hat. In twenty-
four hours his entire outlook on life had
been changed. He’d been thinking of ask-
ing Mary Creighton to marry him. Now
he was in no position to do it.

He was fifty yards from the Palace Sa-
loon when he saw a flash in the alley
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across the way. Instinctively he ducked. A
shot roared through the silence of the
night and echoed up and down the quiet
street.

Jerking out his .44 Colt, the sheriff
snapped a quick shot into the alley. He
slid into a doorway, waiting tensely in the
darkness for another shot.

Men tumbled out of the Palace and
stared up the road. The Hobbs brothers
barged out of the barber shop, and Ed
Brand saw metal gleaming in their hands.
And he had not forgotten that Buck Hobbs
was reputed to be a bad man with a gun.

There had been a moon minutes before
but it was gone now and the buildings
loomed up across the road, indistinct and
blurred.

Brand straightened up and ran across
the street. He ran lightly, and knew that
in that light neither the men from the
saloon nor the Hobbs boys could see him.

E SPRANG into the alley, gun in
hand, and heard the pound of boots
dying away at the other end. He raced
after the fleeting man. Many times before,
men had shot at him from ambush and al-
ways he had reacted in this same way. He
gripped the gun tightly and anger choked
his throat.

Out in the open, at the far end of the
alldy, he paused to listen, but heard no
more footsteps. Realizing there was no
use in chasing a shadow in this darkness,
he retraced his steps. But he waited in the
alley until the Hobbs boys and the men
from the Palace had gone back inside the
barber shop and saloon.

From his position in the alley, he saw a
man hurrying down the street and darting
into the Palace. Quickly Brand crossed
over and went inside the saloon. The light
blinded him for a moment, then he saw
Duke Malloy standing at the bar with his
two comrades. Malloy was gulping down
a drink, but the gunman’s chest was heav-
ing from his heavy breathing. Malloy had
been running! '

Slowly Brand crossed the room to the
bar. There had not been much time to re-
load a gun. If Mallov had shot at him, then

the man had only five cartridges left in
the cylinder of his gun.

The former cattle rustler stared as the
sheriff came toward them. There was a
cold smile on the man’s sallow face, and
his peculiar blue-green eyes were burning
with hatred.

Malloy turned on him squarely as he
waited for Brand at the bar. The gun-
man'’s ivory-handled Colt swung loosely at
his side, his hand dangling inches above
the butt.

That the customers in the saloon sensed
trouble Brand knew by the sudden si-
lence. The men must have guessed that
what might happen now had some connec-
tion with the shots they’d heard outside.

Sheriff Brand braced himself, a short
distance away from the ex-convict.

He said slowly, “Somebody took a shot
at me from the alley. I'd like to look at
your gun, Malloy.”

Duke Malloy grinned. His comrades
shifted away a little distance. Plainly
those two-dark-skinned men were going
to back up Duke’s play if the sheriff
started anything.

Malloy ran his tongue along his thin lips.
“When I take my gun out,” he drawled,
“I use it.”

Brand heard the mumbling of men be-
hind him. They didn’t like this. To their
minds he was again forcing an issue, look-
ing for another man to kill. No one there
knew Malloy nor his companions, and as
far as they were concerned, the gunman
was a passing cowboy who had been qui-
etly having a drink when the lawman had
confronted him. Sheriff Brand had no
right to make such accusations.

John Billings spoke from the door of his
office off the main floor.

“If there’s going to be any killings,
Brand,” he snapped, “take it outside.”

Malloy said slowly, “Any time you want
that gun to come out, say so, Brand.”

The sheriff heard the door open and
shut behind him. He heard Buck Hobbs’s
cold voice.

“I'm in this deal,” Buck said quietly,
as he approached the bar. He looked at
Mallov. “If it’s all the same to vou. strang-
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er, I'd like you to wait till morning.”
“How’s the boy, Buck ?”” someone called.
Hobbs paused, a lean, sandy-haired man

with gray eyes. He did not at once answer
—just stared at the sheriff and went on to

the bar.

“We’ll know more about the kid in the
morning,” he said then. He’s still uncon-
scious.” And then, grimly, he exploded
It left Ed Brand
weak and gasping. “We just thought to

his verbal bombshell.

 Hluctuating Hloor

EATH VALLEY is the lowest area in

the western hemisphere, with a ten-
mile area which is roughly 280 feet below
sea level. The elevation of the valley
floor varies from time to time, because
the rough surface of salt is floating on
brine that is ordinarily no more than
three feet beneath the outer layer. The
floor of Death Valley therefore may rise
and fall slightly with the condition of

the water table.
—Harold Helfer

take a look at Billy’s gun,” he announced
flatly. “There are no used shells in it.”

HE wind outside the saloon moaned

as it swept up the deserted street.
“You think I shot him then?” Brand asked
coldly.

He remembered the scuffle in the dark

alley. A gun had roared and he had felt
the powder burn his hands. It had been
too dark to see anything, so he had made
no attempt to draw his gun. When he had
let Billy Hobbs slide to the ground, there
had been a gun in the cowboy’s hand. He
had assumed young Hobbs had tried to
use it and it had gone off. The slug had
gone upward through Billy’s side and
lodged in the base of the skull.

From the path of the bullet, Doc Hems-
ley had hinted that it was almost impos-
sible for Billy to have shot himself. But if
they had been scuffling, the gun could have
been turned inward and Billy, in a twisted

position, could have caught the slug.

Buck Hobbs downed a drink and turned
on the sheriff. “Whatever I'm thinking,
Sheriff,” the cowboy said coldly, “I'm
keeping to myself, but if anything happens
to that boy—"

Duke Malloy laughed. His thin mouth
was twisted in a sneer.

“Reckon you’re in a heap of trouble,
Sheriff,” he drawled, grinning. “There’s
a lot of guns pointing at you.”

“When the shooting comes,” Brand said
dully, “I'll be ready for it.”

He stalked out of the place, bewildered.
If Billy Hobbs hadn’t shot himself, who
had shot him? '

He saw a dim light in the lunchroom
and went across the road. Finding that
young Hobbs’s gun hadn’t been used made
matters bad for the lawman who’d been
with him. It seemed to point clearly to
the fact that the sheriff had shot Billy
with his own gun. No one seemed to rea-
lize that he had no earthly reason for kill-
ing young Hobbs, and there must be some
motive for murder.

The Sheriff felt the full impact of the
thing as he placed his hand on the knob
of the lunchroom door. Everyone now con-
sidered him a killer—and a killer needed
no motive. He killed because of pure lust
for murder!

Now it would be believed that Billy
Hobbs had had a scuffle with Ed Brand all
right—and that the sheriff had tried to kill
him on that slight provocation.

In the lunchroom Brand sat down heav-
ily on a chair near the window. Mary was
coming through the kitchen door. She
hadn’t heard of this new evidence, but
she would know of it in the morning. The
word would spread like wild-fire through
the town. Young Hobbs’s gun hadn’t been
fired! And Buck Hobbs would have Doc
Hemsley to prove it.

“I heard a shot awhile ago,” Mary said
quietly.

She was a small, grave girl with blue
eyes. She was not exactly beautiful, but
Ed Brand had always felt uncomfortable
in the presence of beautiful women. There
was an air of serenity about Mary, though,
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that soothed him.

“That shot was intended for me,” he
told Mary. “He missed.”

She sat down opposite him at the table.
“You've been wondering how I feel about
all this,” she told him. “I could read it in
your eyes. You needn’t worry about me.
I think it was an accident.”

The sheriff’'s mouth opened. He had
been worrying for fear she felt as the rest
of the town did. Now she must know all of
it. :

“They found out that Billy Hobbs’s gun
hadn’t been fired,” he told her hoarsely.
“They think I shot him and made up a
story.”

“You didn’t shoot him, Ed?” she asked.

“No, I didn’t, Mary. I heard the shot
and I thought it was from Billy’s gun. It
couldn’t have been more than a foot
away.”

“Did you hear or see anyone?”

HERIFF BRAND shook his head. “It

was too dark. I could scarcely see
Billy right beside me. We were walking
to the livery stable. If there was someone
in the alley, he must have been close to
us. He could have been no more than a
few feet away and I wouldn’t have seen
him.”

The girl nodded. “And all the time you
thought it was Bil'y’s gun that went off.
You wouldn’t have been looking for any-
one else.”

Brand stared at the table in front of
him. “I'm through, in Carver,” he said
grimly. “They don’t want me here.” In
this town he had liked, all the cards had
been coming out wrong from the start.

“It'll work out all right in the end,”
Mary assured him. “Don’t worry about
that.”

As Sheriff Brand left and walked down
the street he thought about that. One man
tonight had taken a shot at him from am-
bush. Buck Hobbs and his brother Johnny
had sworn to get the sheriff if Billy died.
Duke Malloy was in town with two gun-
hands, and the Duke meant business.

When the sheriff swung briskly past the
bank, he saw the old watchman, Tom Hal-

liday, seated on a box outside the brick
buildings. The old man wouldn't cause
much trouble if Malloy and his men meant
to break into the bank. He wondered when
the Duke would make his move. He hadn’t
got the sheriff out of the way, of course,
but Malloy was not a man to dally when
there was a job to do—like looting a bank,
say.

The jail-house was at the other end of
town and it took a little while for the
sheriff to reach the place. When he neared
he saw that the light was out, which meant
that Deputy Pat Willard had gone home.

The sheriff stumbled along in the dark-
ness to the doorway. He was going up the
steps when he fell over something yield-
ing on the landing. Quickly he slipped the
Colt from holster and bent down. His
fingers touched the hand of a body on the
top step, and it was getting cold.

He listened a moment, then struck a
match and held it close to the face of the
dead man. It was Pat Willard. Brand
stood up, and felt the breath leave his
body. The last flicker of the match had
shown blood on the back of the deputy’s
head. Willard had been murdered! Shot
in the head from ambush as he had been
coming out the jail-house door.

With his own key, Brand unlocked the
door and dragged the dead man inside.
Willard had been his friend. He hadn’t
known the deputy long, but still bluff,
joking, gray-haired Pat had been a friend.

Limply, Ed Brand dropped down in the
chair by the desk as the truth suddenly
hit him. And there could be no doubt
about it. Pat Willard had been mistaken
for the sheriff! Pat was the same size, and
when he had come out of the dark office,
his assailant had fired at him point-blank,
probably from a short distance. Maybe
from the foot of the three steps leading to
the street while Pat had had his back
turned locking the door.

The sheriff studied the body on the floor.
If Duke Malloy had done this killing, then
the gunman must have planned on getting
into the bank that same night. Malloy
would realize he’d be suspected of murder-
ing the sheriff, since they had had a little
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trouble in the Palace Saloon, and the Duke
would want to get away fast.

Quickly the sheriff blew out the light
and stepped outside the door. As he moved
down the street he carried a gun in his
hand. He was remembering having seen
old Tom Halliday sitting outside the bank
door. The bank was locked, but Malloy
would find a way of breaking in. Robbers
could blow in the door with a stick of
dynamite, if necessary, and rifle the place
while two of them kept guard outside with
deadly guns.

OVING swiftly, Sheriff Brand came
down the plank walk on the side
opposite the bank, staying in the deepest
shadows. Across the way the dim outline
of the brick building loomed out of the
night.

The sheriff saw someone dart around the
corner of the bank. He stepped into the
doorway of the saddle-maker’s shop and
waited. From the other direction, up the
street, he heard the light tread of boots
on the walk.

A man loomed up out of the night and
the sheriff saw a cowboy in a sombrero
swing by. Ed Brand pushed back into the
recess of the doorway and held his breath.
He didn’t want any interference now.
Somebody had just shot his friend, Pat
Willard. The men who must have done
that now were robbing the Carver City
Bank. As sheriff, he had to stop them.

The cowboy was almost past when sud-
denly he whirled on the man in the door
way. Brand saw the gleam of metal and
he felt cold steel pressed against his ribs.

“Maybe,” Buck Hobbs rasped, “you
were going to put a slug in my back, eh
Sheriff ?”

Brand looked down at the silver star
gleaming on his coat and he knew the
badge had given him away in the darkness.

“You got it wrong, Hobbs,” he whis-
pered. “I'm making a play in the other
direction.” He nodded across at the bank.

Hobs stared through the darkness. Then
he, too, saw the men outside with waiting
guns. “Who are they?” the cowboy whis-
pered curiously.

“One of.’em,” Sheriff Brand said slowly,
“is a man I should have shot down in the
Palace tonight. He’s a bad hombre. I sent
him to Yuma to do a stretch years back,
and he’s out to get me. He has two gun-
men with him. They just shot Pat Willard
through the head—from behind.”

Buck Hobbs gasped, “Willard?” The
deputy had been a popular man in Carver
City.

Brand nodded. “They’ve probably done
the same to old Tom Halliday. I'm going
over.” He pushed the cowboy’s gun away.

He was halfway across the road when
the waiting gunmen saw him. They saw
the star gleam and opened fire.

Slowly and deliberately the sheriff
walked toward them, gun in hand. A bul-
let suddenly grazed his right arm and he
opened fire.

One of the two guards jumped and
screamed. He went down on his side but
his gun was still flaming. Brand felt the
bullets whistle past him. Another slug
clipped his hat and a third caught him
squarely in the left shoulder.

The bullet spun him around and he al-
most went to the ground but braced him-
self and kept coming. The man on the
ground was rolling out into the gutter,
his gun silent now, but the other was down
on one knee, taking careful aim.

Brand flashed a quick shot, heard him
grunt, the man then swore. A shot from
the wounded man’s gun smashed through
the sheriff’s leg below the knee. He gasped
from the pain and went down.

He had two more slugs in the cylinders.
The wounded guard was up now, standing
unsteadily and taking aim at the sheriff
who rolled over and brought up his gun.

From the center of the road another gun
roared suddenly and Sheriff Brand
grinned. Buck Hobbs had decided to take
a hand. The guard’s gun flew into the air
as the cowboy’s bullet caught him in the
body. He plunged off the curb and lay
in the gutter beside his comrade.

From the doorway of the bank, Brand
saw the flame and he heard the roar of a
six-shooter. Behind him, Buck Hobbs
caught a sharp breath. The sheriff heard
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the cowboy fall heavily into the dust.

Raising his gun, Brand poked a shot at
the man in the door. The bullet smashed
the glass and the figure disappeared inside.

The sheriff raised himself painfully.
Lights were going on in the houses along
the street. There were confused shouts.
Men had rushed from the Palace to stare
up the street at the shooting men but no
one had come near.

RAND heard Buck Hobbs breathing
heavily. He turned his head. “All
right, Hobbs?”” he asked. Blood from his
own shoulder wound, crawling down his
body, made him sick. He could scarcely
use his left arm. His knee was numb from
pain. “All right, Buck?” he called again.
The dark figure was in the bank door-
way again, and the sheriff flashed another
shot at the man. If that man was Duke
Malloy, then he was trapped in the bank,
because there was no other exit. A rear
door was padlocked from the outside.
Brand knew the procedure of Fred Towle,
the banker. -

The man in the doorway swore, then
darted back inside. Brand grinned. He
had recognized Malloy's voice, and Malloy
didn’t know how badly he was injured.
The Duke would be afraid to-come out.

Buck Hobbs was still breathing heavily
but he hadn’t answered, Slowly Ed Brand
crawled back to the injured man. Beads
of perspiration stood out on his face as he
pulled his left leg along the ground.

He felt around in the dust and found the
cowboy’s gun. Hobbs had taken one shot
with his six-shooter, so five slugs would be
left in the cylinders.

From one of the barred bank windows,
Duke Malloy had smashed the glass and
was shooting through the opening. Brand
heard the bullet whine past him as it
kicked up the dust.

He crawled up close to the curb and
squeezed his body against the plank walk.
Duke Malloy again shot through the win-
dow, only yards away. The bullet smashed
into the wood close to the sheriff’s head.

Brand suddenly sat up and shot direct-
ly through the window. He heard glass

break and trickle to the floor inside. With
a great effort, the sheriff lifted himself
up on the plank walk, rolled over twice,
and was in the doorway.

As he hesitated there a moment, he saw
men running down the street toward the
bank. Inside the bank there was no sound,
but Duke Malloy would have heard the
shouts and would know the entire town
was awake. The gunman had to make his
play—now Ed Brand waited for him.

He heard the footsteps on the floor, then
saw the glint of a gun in the shadowy
darkness. Flame spouted, and Ed Brand
shot at the flare. He heard Malloy grunt.
There was a metallic clank as the robber’s
gun clattered to the floor. Then he heard
Duke Malloy pitch to the floor himself.

Brand could just see him lying a few
yards away from the entrance. Wearily
the sheriff lowered his gun. He was still
sitting in the doorway when men swarmed
up from the street.

John Billings, the Palace proprietor, was
up in the lead of the running men.

“Reckon there’s been a little shooting,
Sheriff,” Billings panted.

Brand said painfully, “Look around for
old Tom. He may have been hurt.”

They found the old man in the rear of
the bank, unconscious from a blow on
the head. He sat up weakly after awhile.

The wounded men were carried into
the Palace Saloon, including one of the
bank robbers who was still breathing. But
Duke Malloy was dead, as was his other
gunman pard who had been shot through
the heart. '

Brand lay on the floor on a blanket and
listened to the wounded robber moaning.
He had been shot through the body, but
Doc Hemsley said there was a chance for
him.

“How’s Buck?” the sheriff asked the
doctor.

Hemsley grinned. “I just get his kid
brother out of trouble, then I got to take
him over.” He paused, then said, “Buck
has a skull wound, but it’s not serious. The
bullet caught him on the side of the head
and knocked him unconscious. He’ll be
over it in a few days.”
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“Billy’s all right?” the sheriff asked.

Hemsely nodded. “He’ll pull through
now. He was conscious for a little while
before this shooting fracas started.”

Brand saw Mary Creighton coming
through the door of the saloon then. When
she saw him on the floor her face lost
color. He grinned. She dropped on her
knees beside him.

“I reckon you'll have a nurse from now
on,” the doctor said reflectively. ‘“You
should get well quick when I get those
bullets out of you.”

Buck Hobbs moved, and tried to lift
himself. Doc Hemsley placed a hand on
his shoulder. The cowboy turned his head
and stared at Ed Brand.

“You got sand, Sheriff,” he whispered.

Doc Hemsley moistened his lips. “Billy
had something to say when he came to,”
he said.

“Spill it,” Buck growled.

“Billy saw a man in the alley that night
Ed Brand was trying to get him to go
home. He said he saw a gun in the man’s
hand and he was pulling his own weapon
out when Ed thought he was trying to get
away. They were wrestling when the

stranger stepped up close and pulled the
trigger.”

“l reckon I can tell you who that
stranger was,” a voice said, a little distance
away.

Ed Brand turned his head. The wounded
bank robber, a hatchet-faced man with
small black eyes, was speaking.

“It don’t matter now.” The gunman
grinned weakly. “The Duke’s dead. The
night before we came to Carver, Malloy
rode on ahead to look you up, Sherift. He
was probably waiting outside the Palace
when you came out with the kid puncher.”

Doc Hemsley nodded. “In the darkness
of the alley Malloy couldn’t have seen
clearly. Billy Hobbs and the sheriff are
about the same height and the Duke had
to shoot quick and get out. He shot the
wrong man.”

Buck Hobbs nodded grimly. “Billy will
pull out of it, Doc?” he asked.

Hemsely shook his head affirmatively.

Sheriff Ed Brand looked up at the girl
kneeling beside him. “I reckon Carver’s
my home town,” he said softly.

“T was hoping”—Mary Creighton smiled
—“it would be.”.

VANISHING BANDITS

THE four bandits had planned their getaway well.
k

Once inside Colossal Cave, they

new no sheriff’s posse would ever overtake them.

Colossal Cave, about twenty-five miles southeast of Tucson, is an awe-inspiring maze
of countless connecting rooms; and for days the bandits had explored them, carefully
laying down a route of retreat through an unknown exit.

Then came the day for action. The Southern Pacific R R. would be carrying some
$62,000 in cash, and somehow the bandits knew it. The holdup was easy, the getaway

easier, for they merely vanished into the cave.

The sheriff’s posse, however, successfully trailed them. For three weeks they stood
guard there, building fires inside the cave in hopes of driving their quarry out. At last,

they gave up.

en, sometime later, the desperadoes were recognized in nearby Willcox.

In the

ensuing gun battle three of them were killed, the fourth captured. This lone survivor
was sentenced to twenty-eight years in the penitentiary, refusing to lighten his sentence by

divulging the hiding place of the loot.

In 1912, the remaining bandit was released. Trailing him was an agent for the Wells-

Fargo Express.
Cave, the agent followed.

When the bandit disappeared into the mysterious recesses of Colossal

Once again, the bandit slipped cut that secret entrance. And the agent, caught up in
that hopeless maze, gave up the chase. However, in one of the dusty rooms of the cave,
he found several empty money sacks, the very ones which had contained the $62,000

8o boldly taken twenty-four years earlier.

Later, when the other entrance to the cave was found, the mystery of the vanishing
bandits was solved. But the surviving desperado and the outlaw treasure were never seen

or heard of again.

—Norman Renard
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left. But first she just had {p see Slim.
Or find out about him anyway. For, it
stood to reason, there was a good chance
that Slim was no longer a hand at Bar XX
but had drifted off somewhere. She could
still see the hurt, awfully solemn look in
his eyes when she turned him down that
last night she saw him—how his shoulders
had drooped as he’d turned around and
walked out of the Silver Spoon!

It was a perfect occasion for reminisc-
ing anyway. Coming back here after so
many years and without having cor-
responded with anybody. And then it
was dusk too, the purple sun was dis-
appearing over the tumble-weeded plains,
a perfect time for reverie.

Quite a bit had happened since the last
night she’d seen Slim. Including, of
course, the fact that she’d got married.
To Dick Fowler, a plain, ordinary hard-
ware salesman. That was what was so
ironic. She, Nellie Tankersley, who'd al-
ways vowed she’'d marry only a million-
aire—finally winding up as the most rou-
tine and ordinary of housewives. A no-
body, haggling with vegetable venders and
keeping a weather eye on the butcher’s
scales.

Not that Dick hadn’t treated her well.
And he was still kind of handsome in that
wavy-hair way of his—although the hair
was beginning to thin out now. If only
the mid-summer Chicago heat would abate
in that small boxed-in near-the-roof flat

of hers that sometimes felt like a Turkish
bath.

Here it was July, but there was the
usual evening coolness about these high
western plains. There was something so
wondrous about all this space. You could
actually breathe as deeply as you wanted.
It seemed fantastic that all this could be
and that she could have once been a part
of it. And, of course, what seemed equal-
ly as far-fetched now was the notion that
she had had then—that she would never
marry anyone less than a millionaire.

And perhaps the ‘oddest part of all was
how firmly she’d made up her mind to
that—and how it seemed to make a cer-
tain amount of sense, then. After all,

there weren't too many eligible women
out that way, and every now and then
some cowpoke did strike it lucky. In the
oil fields, or coming across a new gold
vein.

Nellie sighed. All that had ever hap-
pened to her was Slim. Oh, any number
of lonely cowpokes had proposed to her.
But only Slim had ever, well, stirred her.
Funny that it should have been him, an
Indian. But there was something about
his dark eyes, the way he looked at her,
so deep and solemn-like. There was some-
thing so quiet and simple and dignified
about him. He never got fresh or loud
or show-offy, not even on Saturday nights.

That time he’d asked her to marry him
as they walked along the edge of the mesa.
It was about the same time of day as now
—the beginning of evening. Just as now,
the twinkle of lights from the Bar XX
could be seen in the distance. She could
almost remember word for word what
she’'d told him, that she liked him a lot
but had made up her mind to marry a
millionaire. How thoughtful that had
made Slim! “I can ask Mr. Barstow, he
give me more money,” the slim, bronze-
skinned cowhand had said when he finally
spoke up. “Maybe he give me $10 a
month more. But still won’t be million-
aire.” How her heart had gone out to
him! But she’d remained staunch in her
determination to capture a millionaire.
“It may not sound quite nice, it may be
crazy, but it's just something I’'ve made
up my mind to, Slim,” she told him. “I’'m
just not going to compromise. I've always
told myself I was going to marry a mil-
lionaire and that’s the way it 4 going to
be.”

F COURSE, she’d been even more

deeply touched by Slim the next
day, when he came around to the Silver
Spoon to tell her he’d decided to go oil
prospecting. “Maybe, who know, I be a
millionaire,” he told her.

And Nellie remembered his return so
vividly too. About a year later it was.
Slim’s face had been so long, he looked
so tired and his eyes were so solemn as
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up quickly, getting crowded.

Settlers had come in with their families
and they were a different breed from the
free-and-easy miners. There were town
promoters, business men among them.
Why, the latest comer was a gospel
slinger!

That was why Jingo McCall felt so dis-
gusted.

He was in his shanty, throwing blanket
roll and grub pack together when Black
Ferris strolled in. A big fellow, Blackie,
with broad cheeks and mouth smothered
by a bushy beard.

Black leaned one meaty shoulder
against the log door frame. “Hear you’re
aiming to prospect the high gulches.” he
said.

Jingo sat back on his heels and scratched
his roan-whiskered jaw. ‘“Sure do,” he
allowed. “Need some air.”

“Preacher’s called another meeting,”
Black said with a grin, “to talk about
building a church. Figure on dodging
that?”

“You bet!”

Black laughed. “And miss all the pray-
ing and glory-shouting? Oh my, Jingo!
If a pretty lady like the preacher’s gal
wants to save me, I'll let her.”

Jingo got to his feet; he was as tall as
the other when he stood up, though leaner.
“This here camp is going to hell!” he de-
clared. “Of course, the boys stack up at
them meetings—they like to sing and hol-
ler—but they’re slipping further every
time! We already got an alcalde instead
of a camp boss, a marshall instead of a
vigilance committee. And now there’ll be
a church! Yes sir, I gotta ramble. This
part of Californy is too damn sanctified!”

Ferris squirted tobacco juice. “We-e-11,”
he drawled, “that ditch of yourn looks
promising.”

“’'Twon’t run away while I'm gone,”
Jingo said.

“Can’t tell. Our old Vigilantes used to
come down hard on a claim jumper, but
things are diff’rent now.”

Jingo shrugged. “My guns ain’t no dif-
ferent.” He squatted again to fit fresh
caps on his two Colt dragoons.
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“Reckon you're right, there.” Blackie
cleared his throat. “Tell ye what! My
diggings are about played out. Just you
gimme a writing to fix it with the new
law, and we’ll go pardners. I'll move in
here and work your claim good while
you’re a-rambling. Whack up, even
Steven, when ye git back. Mebbe I can
hire Daffy Ellison. or some other broke
galoot, to help cheap.”

Jingo considered. “Sounds fair, Blackie.
Only don’t go hiring any of the riffraff
that’s drifted in with the pilgrims.”

“No, no!” Black assured him.

The agreement was scribbled with a
pencil stub on the back of an old envelope
and duly signed. Then the new partner
went off, whistling, to shift his tools and
camp gear while Jingo went on packing.

INGO felt satisfied as he slogged down
the valley. His cabin would be safe,
and yellow dust would be piling up. May-
be he’d make a strike in the hills, too!
He’d have room to stretch in, anyway,

 and that was what he needed. The gold

camp was all right and so were the boys
who were swinging picks and shovels,
digging trenches, sloshing wash-pans by
the creek, but downcreek a town was
growing up. There were tents and cabins
on regular, laid-out lots. There were
fenced patches of garden truck. There
was a store where they even sold calico
for women'’s dresses.

There was also a staked-out place where
the church would be built, and that was
right where Jingo met the three people
who, above all others, made him feel
crowded.

The preacher saw him first, and greeted
him with outstretched hands. “Good day,
Mister—er, ah—may I call you one of my
congregation?” He was slight and pinch-
faced, and had an eager manner.

“Can if ye want,” Jingo said, nodding.
“But 'twon’t be so.”

The marshal had mean eyes and a rocky
chin. A Hangtown man, he’d been brought
in by the settlers to keep order. He gave
Jingo a hard look, noted the slung pack.
“Leaving town, hey?” he greeted. “P’raps
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it’s just as well for everybody concerned.”

The alcalde was both mayor and magis-
trate, Spanish fashion. This one was a
fat rooster in a stovepipe hat, a bulging
black coat, and a cravat that squeezed his
wattles. “Harumph!”’ he trumpeted. “One
of our most troublesome citizens. A very
violent man!”

Jingo grinned cheerfully. “I ain’t being
run outa town, gents. I'll be back.”

The little minister looked bewildered.
“But you will attend the meeting, my
friend? To plan the erection of our taber-
nacle?” :

Jingo shook his head. “Nope. Gotta
ramble.” He hitched his pack higher and
tramped away.

Near the outskirts of town he passed a
neat tent that stood beside a half-finished
cabin. At least, he meant to pass it. He
saw the girl sitting under the open flap
and hoped to get by her.

She was a slender girl in white muslin,
stiff and unrumpled, a girl with pale hair
and pale cheeks. She caught sight of him
and called out, “Mister McCall! Oh,
Mister McCall!”

He stopped, ducking his head awkward-
ly. “I'm just Jingo, Miss.”

She rose and came to him. “You're dne
of Father’s friends,” she smiled. “You’ll
vote for his church, won’t you?”

Jingo sighed. “Seems like I hafta tell
everybody! Can’t, ’'cause I'm on my
travels.”

Her eyes sank to the two big cap-and-
ball revolvers in his belt. “Those terrible
pistols!” she shuddered. “Don’t you know
it’s wrong to shed blood? He who lives
by the sword shall perish by the sword!”

“No swords around here,” Jingo rea-
soned. “If that goes for guns, too, I'll live
longer with ’em than without 'em.”

The girl clasped her hands. “Father
does such splendid work, converting the
wicked and saving souls. I help when I
can. Will you promise three things?”

He shifted from one foot to the other;
his pack was growing heavy. “What sorta
things?”

“Not to harm your fellows, not to drink
liquor, and not to play cards for money!”
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“Whoosh!” Jingo exhaled a long breath.
“I never plug a galoot that don’t need it.
Got no whisky, and my cards are wore
out.” He turned on his heel and started
off.

“You haven’t promised!” she wailed
after him.

“Ain’t going to!"” he shouted back.

So that was over, and at last Jingo was
heading for the space and solitude he
craved. He was quit of too much godli-
ness, too much law, too many people.

UT NO—he wasn't altogether quit of

people, not yet. He spied Daffy
Ellison lounging near the trail. The tow-
head, twiddling his thumbs, stood just
outside a rough brush shelter; and under
the shelter were four lazy, sprawling
shapes.

Jingo swore and spat in the dust. What
was young Ellison doing with such a
bunch? Damned lousy drifters who loafed
and begged, sneaked and stole. In the old
days, the miners would have pranced them
out of camp in no time. Now the law pro-
tected them! .

“Want a job, Daffy?” he called. “Go and
see Black Ferris, up at my shebang.”

“Sure I do, Jingo,” the boy answered
with his friendly, vacant grin. “Sure I
will!”

One of the sleepers sat up, a tattered
scarecrow with matted, greasy-looking
hair and whiskers. “What about me?” he
bawled. “Any more jobs?”

“Oughta have your choice,” Jingo
growled, “either making tracks or weight-
ing a rope.”

He went on a little further and where
he changed direction, looked back. Greasy
Pete had stepped out on the trail to watch
him out of sight. The drifter lifted a
ragged arm, but Jingo didn’t wave back.

His way was eastward now, up the
lowest part of the timbered ridge. He
was taking the long way 'round because
the shorter way was too steep for a man
with a heavy pack.

From the crest, he looked down into
the next gulch, a narrow one. Beyond it
rose another ridge, and another, and still









106

“I saw it,” Randa told her father. “They
didn’t like pepper.”

Jingo had an idea. “Why don’t you stake
out a claim on my bar? It’s good ground.
and ve'll keep crowders out.”

“T'll do that,” Tim agreed. “soon as I can
stagger that far. Now tarry with us and
take a bait of jerked lion. Randa stews
it up real tasty.”

Lion meat wasn’t half bad. Jingo
allowed when he tried it.

After supper, Donahoe reached into the
tent and rolled out a small keg. “Taos
]ightning." He winked. “I got mauled
saving it. Mule fell on it when the var-
mint dropped him.”

Jingo drank and whooped. “Wow-o0!
No snakes in it, unless they're all pickled!”
He settled himself comfortably on his
half of the buffalo robe. “A game would
be nice if you had the cards.”

“Got something nigh as good.” Tim
said. “Chuck me my warbag, gal.”

Randa brought him the otter-skin
pounch. He took out three small turtle
shells, worn and polished, and a bit of
bone dark with age. “Injun game.,” he
explained. “This here is the finger-bone
of a Cayuse chief. He was foxy when
living and tries to fool ye yet.”

“I've played.” Jingo nodded, “with little.
nut shells.”

“Not our game,” Tim chuckled. “Randa
works the shells—I taught her—and you
and me bucks each other. If we both lose,
she rakes in the stakes. Of course, there
won'’t be no real stakes, because we can’t
afford to lose nothing.”

“Beats three-card monte!” Jingo ad-
mired. “The juggler don’t risk a thing,
yet he cleans up. Say, I want to learn
them shells! Just for fun, let’s bet.”

“All right. Keep your eyes skinned!”

Miranda knelt, turned back a corner of
the robe, and set the turtle shells in a row
on the tanned side. She showed the bone
in one small palm, then began to shift the
shells, murmuring in a sort of play-talk.

“I am Turtle Man, chief of the Cayuse.
My enemies, the Blackfeet, are hunting
me. I will hide in the tepee of Father
Turtle—or Uncle Turtle—or Grandfather
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Turtle. In which can they find me?”
Jingo pointed. “In the middle one!”
“No, in this end one,” Tim insisted.
Smiling mischief, Randa lifted the two

shells. Nothing under them. She snatched

up the third shell. and there was the bone.

“Beats all'” Jingo marveled. “Sure as
shooting. I seen ye shove it under the
middle one. Let’s try agin!”

They tried again and kept on trying.
When finally it grew too dark for playing,
Jingo pulled a little buckskin bag from a
pocket.

“That was a sociable time,” he declared
beaming, “and I'm glad to drop my poke.”

Randa’s blue eyes opened wide. “Why,
we weren't in earnest! It was only pre-
tend!”

“Then let’s keep on pretending. You
take charge of this poke. I'm such a care-
less cuss, I might mislay it.” He thumped
the heavy little sack down on the robe and
strode away into the dusk.

He panned more dust next day and left
it with Miranda in the evening.

As the days passed, he found he couldn’t
stay away from the Donahoe camp and the
Indian game. He persisted in naming his
stakes and in pretending he had really lost
them.

“I'll win it all back,” he boasted, “when
I learn them shells!”

Jingo tried hard enough to learn. The
visiting and game playiag grew into a
habit. Every afternoon he would wash up
in the stream, run combing fingers through
his long hair and whiskers, then head
over the ridge. There was always a wel-
come for him, a bowl of stewed jerky and
a drink from the keg, and afterwards a
session with the turtle shells.

Sometimes he and Tim bet against each
other while Randa managed the shells.
Sometimes Jingo himself rigged them. But
it seemed as if he never could win! He
never fooled the girl, and she always
fooled him.

She had stopped protesting when he
dropped a poke on the buffalo robe. She
would accept it now with her mischievous,
freckled smile.

Tim seemed satisfied, too. He would






belt. There was no second shot, no shot
for him. In a moment, he was up and

away. In another, he was back, a pistol in
each hand.

E HEARD the running and climbing,

the frantic scrambling up the west-
ern rise. He sent futile bullets into the
timber. Then he had to help the wounded
lad, try to stob up the hole in his back.

No use. Daffv grinned—a friendly grin,
in spite of the blood—and died.

Jingo carried the limp body to the shack,
laid it straight, and covered it with a blan-
ket. That was all he could do now, except
hunt the bushwhackers.

He would juggle no turtle shells that
night. He had a grimmer game to play.

He couldn’t quite catch them. They

had the start and must have strained their
soggy carcasses to bursting. He camped
on their trail that night, afraid of losing
them in the dark, while they kept on.

But that didn’t matter so much. Foolish-
ly, as it seemed, they were heading
straight back for Hooraw Valley. Jingo
was almost at their heels when he loped
in, late next day.

Jingo had been racking his brains on
the way, but couldn’t make head or tail of
it. Had that bullet been meant for him?
No, it was a close, well-aimed shot; it had
done its work. Then why had poor Elhson
been dropped in cold blood?

“To stop him,” Jingo surmised, “from
blabbing about the strike? But Greasy—
if "twas him—shot too late for that. But
he’d talked Daffy intq telling me, too. Led
him right to me!”

Another thought popped into his mind—
the bullet that had grazed him that first
day. Maybe no wild-shooting hunter had
fired it, after all. Black Ferris had a rifle!
Black knew he would cross that dry gulch
and could have taken a short cut, himself,
by shinning up the nearer cliff. Now
Blackie was up to some claim-jumping
shenanigan!

Yet if somebody had tried for him then,
Jingo wondered why another try hadn’t
been made again later, instead of nailing
Daffy Ellison? He was still wendering,

though not wasting any time, when he hit
town.

There was a crowd in the prado, as they
called the open space before the new store
that was now used as a town hall. A lot
of miners seemed to have quit work to
bunch up there; along with the greenhorns
and the town-builders in their cleaner
shirts.

They were all looking prettv savage.
One or two spotted Jinegn as he panted up,
then more. A growl ran from man to man.
They turned hairy. scowling faces and
opened up for him to pass.

Had thev learned about the shooting?
Was that why they were so mad? Daffy
had been a sort of favorite; evervbody had
liked his friendliness and pitied his fool-
ishness. If these pneple knew how he had
been killed, they must have learned from
the bushwhackers, must have nabbed
them! '

Jingo wondered why nobodv hailed him
with the news but was too winded to ask
questions or to tell his storv right then.
He stood there, heaving and blowing, try- .
ing to get back some breath. Then his
eyes turned toward the store, and he didn’t
have to look any further.

The four drifters were squatting on the
high gallery. Greasy Pete, the broken-
nosed one, the two others. They were
sweaty and dirty, exhausted and starved.
Hadn’t been there long, hadn’t had time to
rest.

In the doorway, behind them, stood the
new alcalde, stovepipe hat, bulging paunch
and all. At one side hovered the skinny
preacher, peering around with anxious,
spectacled eyes. His daughter clung to his
arm, cheeks paler.than ever, fair hair
hanging limply.

They all stared at Jingo, and he stared
back. Before he was able to speak, he felt
something hard jammed under his left
shoulder blade. A gun muzzle!

He heard the marshal’s voice croak in
his ear, “Hoist your hands, McCall! I'm
holding you for murder.”

Dazed with astonishment, Jingo lifted
his hands. He was still fighting for breath
and couldn’t do anything else. The mar-
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shal stepped around, jerked his pistols
away, and stuck them in his own belt.

P ABOVE the crowd, the alcalde

swelled and crowed like a rooster.
“Swift and impartial justice is my motto.
We'll have no lynch law, gentlemen, but
we'll have a quick trial and execution.
Some of you can fetch a rope while I
choose a jury.”

The minister moaned. “Where is the
corpus delecti? The dead bodv? You must
prove a crime before trying the accused!”

“I'll send a party to bring in Ellison’s
body. No need to wait for that. We've got
four witnesses!”

One of the miners, Hosstail Hank, an
old-timer with a tremendous, drooping
mustache, asked, “Jingo, is Daffy really
dead?”

Jingo had recovered his breath. He
wanted to let out a roar, but instead an-
swered quietly. “He’s dead enough.”

“Did you plug him? I've knowed ye to
be handy with your guns, sometimes too
handy. Never knowed ye to be pizen
mean.”

The roar came now. “By the holy crow,
I never shot Daffy! Didn’t even have my
guns! He was downed from cover, plugged
in the back!” Jingo lowered a hand to
point. “And those lousy yahoos were hid-

ing in the brush! Soon as the shot was

fired, they lit out!” :

“He’s lying!” Greasy squalled. “We
stayed hid because we was scared of him.
He’d let fly at us once a'ready. But Daffy
aimed to fix it so’s we could locate in that
gulch. We seen it all!* He went out to talk,
and McCall got mad and dropped him!”

“These guns have been fired and reload-
ed,” the marshal put in.

Jingo swore disgustedly. “Sure as hell,
they been fired! I shot after them skedad-
dling skunks and didn’t stop to clean 'em.”

“That’s enough,” the alcalde blustered.
“We've got the rope now, and I've chosen
the jury—six respectable citizens. What'’s
the verdict? . . . Guilty? We’ll string him
to a rafter in the store here.”

So this was the new law, Jingo thought.
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