





























STRANGERS IN TOPOK 9

She hesitated, looking at him with her
strange green eyes slightly narrowed, her
lips compressed. They were the kind of
lips, even so, that gave a man ideas. After
a moment they relaxed.

“I don’t make a habit of it,”” she said,
color rising in her cheeks. “But I'm sure
you won’'t—misunderstand. I'd like to talk
to you here, where we won'’t be overheard.”

He nodded. “Will ten minutes or so be
long enough?”

“Plenty, thanks.”

closed, he paused to roll and light a

cigaret. There was a feeling of
warmth and excitement in him and an ea-
gerness that he considered carefully. He
was frowning when he went along the hall
to the room assigned to him. Lightning
has a way of striking without warning.

In his room, which was similar to but
smaller than the one in whicl he'd left Pam-
ela Holden, he hung his slicker in the clos-
et, dropped the coat of his mail order serge
suit on a chair, and opened his suitcase on
the bed. A holstered revolver, wrapped up
in a belt. lay on top of a pair of levis, a
matching brush jacket, and a few other
articles of clothing. He took it out and
buckled the belt around his flat hips, ad-
justing it so that the long barreled gun lay
snugly against his lean thigh. Then he
poured water into the bowl, washed his
hands and ran long fingers through his
thick brown hair. Donning his coat again,
he snapped off the light and let himself out
into the hall.

His booted feet made scarcely a sound
on the stairs. The lobby resounded to the
snores of Pop, who sat in an armchair with
his feet on the ledge of a window in a kind
of alcove to the left of the deserted desk.
No one else was visible. Rain beat upon
the wooden awning above the entrance, and
the rush of the wind and the damp smell of
the storm came through the open door. The
hands of the clock behind the desk stood at
twelve twenty-five. For a few seconds Den-
ning peered out into the rain-swept black-
ness. The saloon across the street, which
had been lighted a few minutes ago, was
now dark.

OUTSIDE in the hall with the door

“Whoever it was,” he thought, “isn’t
hanging around. She'll be safe enough. It
was meant to look like an accident, but I
guess that my being a witness upset some
plans.”

Wheeling, he sent another glance swiftly
around the lobby. Pop snored on undis-
turbed. He went to the desk. The register
contained the signatures of guests who had
stopped at the hotel since the beginning of
the calendar year. He carried it out of line
with the entrance, thumbed backward two
months and ran a long forefinger down a
page. The finger paused beneath the signa-
ture of Thomas P. Carter, who. had regis-
tered from Cheyenne, Wyoming, on Febru-
ary tenth. For a long moment Denning
stood there, looking at that signature,
squint creases deep around the corners of
his slitted eves, wide lips drawn thin. Then
he turned the pages to the one that held
his own signature beneath that of Pamela
Holden and replaced the book where he
had found it.

As he did this a sound, flat with dis-
tance, whipped out of the stormy night.
Long strides carried him swiftly to the
open door. The rain beat upon the wooden
awning and the wind made a moaning
sound as it swept through the sleeping
town. If what he’d heard had been a gun-
shot. there was no second. He shook his
head, wheeled and went silently up the
stairs.

Pamela Holden looked very young and
lovely in a padded silk robe with an orien-
tal pattern. She had slippers on her small
feet, and her dark red hair was combed
back smoothly, falling loosely to her shoul-
ders. There was warmth in her cheeks,
excitement in her sea-green eyes and a hint
of wariness, too.

“Please sit down,” she murmured. “I
had the porter fill my thermos bottle with
hot coffee at supper time. Would you like
some?”

“Fine,” he said appreciatively.

She had drawn the room’s only com-
fortable chair near the bed and gestured to
it. The thermos bottle and two water
glasses stood conveniently on a small stand,
and she seated herself on the side of the
bed to pour the coffee. There was some-






STRANGERS IN TOPOK 1L

four weeks ago. We were very close to

each other. Losing her was—a terrible
shock.”

E MURMURED sympathetically.
H She cleared the huskiness out of her

voice, and what she told him next
fitted in with some of the things he knew.
Her parents had separated when she was
nine years old, and since then she and her
mother had lived in the East, always to-
gether even when she was at school and
college.

“I haven't seen my father in nearly
twelve years,” she said. “I'll be twenty-
one next month. And I can hardly remem-
ber the West.”

She paused, her lips compressed, her eyes
narrowed as her thought seemed to turn
inward. It surprised him to learn that she
was nearly twenty-one. She looked scarce-
ly more tHan sixteen in that padded robe,
with her hair loose about her shoulders.

was a trust for their grandchildren. Will
Holden, Pamela’s father, had been desig-
nated executor-trustee and manager of the
big ranch.

There were some peculiar angles to the
setup. Tom Carter had discovered them
when, six months ago, his father had died
and he’d come into his inheritance. One of
the angles was that the direct heirs of the
original partners were prohibited from dis-
posing of their shares in the estate, even
by selling to each other. During their life-
times they had to be content with splitting
the net income between them. But the
grandchildren of the three old timers—
Tom Carter and Pamela Holden were the
only ones—were not so bound; they could
do as they liked—sell out, demand a liquid-
ation and distribution of the entire estate,
or continue to draw only the income. An-
other angle was that if either of the direct
heirs died without issue, or if the issue
should die before reaching the age of twen-

“It wasn't until just before she died that
mother told me about the BCH ranch,”
she continued. “Her maiden name was
Bailey. Grandfather Bailey was one of the
founders, and Grandfather Holden was one,
too.” ,

Denning was listening now with even
closer attention. He knew about the BCH
ranch, because the grandfather of his friend,
Tom Carter, had also been one of the
founders. Bailey, Carter and Holden had
been pioneer cattlemen in Topok Valley.
Partners in the old fashioned way peculiar
to the West, what they’d owned, they’d
owned jointly. Before they died, they’d
drawn up a formal partnership agreement
and executed identical wills making it bind-
ing upon their heirs, creating what in effect

ty-one, his or her share passed to the sur-
vivor.

“Mother never spoke of father,” the girl
was saying in her soft voice. “I have no
idea why they separated and lived apart for
s0 many years. But he must be a strange .
man.”’

On her death bed, Ellen Bailey Holden
had told her daughter that now she, Pam-
ela, would own the Bailey third of the BCH
ranch, which had been the source of their
means all those years. So, after Ellen died,
Pam had written to her father for the first
time. He’d replied immediately, offering to
buy her interest in the ranch for a cash
amount to be agreed upon between himself
and anyone she might designate to repre-
sent her,
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had been picked to stop them, he thought,
they wouldn’t have got through. He wished
that this girl, with all her courage and her
loveliness, had stayed in town or, better yet,
gone back East. He wondered what kind
of a welcome awaited them at the BCH
ranch.

HE RANCH buildings stood on high
Tground at the north end of Topok Val-

ley. Foothills jumbled up behind them,
mounting in steep pine-clad slopes to the
solid bulk of the mountain which thrust
snow-capped peaks into the lowering sky.
The eerie moaning of the wind in the pines
rose above the sounds made by the car, and
the drizzling rain enveloped the buildings
in a grey and clammy shroud, blurring

their outlines, lending them a desolate and -

vaguely menacing appearance. Pam moved
a little closer to Keith and he sensed the
tension and the uncertainty that was in her.

“What a dreary looking place! It doesn’t
look a bit familiar. Golly, Keith, I almost
wish I hadn’t come!”

He could have reminded her that she’d
insisted upon coming against his desire and
advice. Instead, he said: “If the sun was
shining it would look different. You’ll feel
better once you're inside.”

“Once I've met him,” she murmured, so
softly that he barely heard. “I wonder—”

What she wondered she kept to herself,
but he understood that at least part of her
uneasiness had to do with meeting the
father she had not seen for twelve years.
Not for the first time he wished he knew
what had caused the break between Will
Holden and his wife; why they had separ-
ated and lived apart so many years. Such
things almost inevitably leave scars, He was
vitally interested in the essential character
of Will Holden, past and present. The re-
putation a man creates in the business
world does not necessarily reflect the real
man. Will Holden was reputedly a man
who drove a hard shrewd bargain, but who
was scrupulously honest.

But Tom disappeared after he left Topok,
he said to himself. And last night two men
were wiped out and somebody shoved Pam
under that train. Denning shook his head
slightly, his jaws hard set, studying the

layout of buildings as they neared the front
of the ranch house. It’s all tied up with
the old partnership agreement and the wills
of the three old-timers, he thought. No-
body stands to gain, as far as I can see,
except Holden. But would a man murder
his own daughter?

“Doesn’t seem to be anyone at home,”
Pam said in a small tight voice.

The car rolled slowly up onto the level
where the bpuildings stood, solid and sub-
stantial now that the mist no longer ob-
scured them, but somehow still grim and
unfriendly. The wide porch of the huge
ranch house seemed to scowl at them. The
only sign of life was the curl of smoke that
the high wind whipped away from the
chimney of what apparently was the cook
house.

“Since we aren’t expected,” Denning
drawled, “we shouldn’t count on a welcom-
in’ committee. But I don’t like to see a gal
disappointed, so I'll see what I can stir up.”

ITH THAT he pressed the horn
Wbutton and braked to a stop at the

foot of the front steps. The rau-
cous blare blasted through the moaning of
the pines and whipped away on the wind,
He was out of the car, rounding the front
of it to help Pam out when the house door
opened. The man who came across the
porch was one of the biggest men he had
ever seen—a veritable giant who looked at
least seven feet tall and was broad in pro-
portion, yet who moved as lithely and
stepped as lightly as a ballet dancer.

“What's the trouble, stranger?” the big
man asked in a deep, rumbling voice. “Get
lost in the storm?”

He looked down at Keith with frost grey
eyes, deep set beneath bushy black brows,
His features were bold and strong, and his
broad face was deeply tanned, young-look-
ing in spite of the gray in his thick black
hair. Something inside of Denning drew
tight and hard as he returned the steady
searching stare of this man.

“If this is the BCH ranch,” he said, “we
aren’t lost.”

“This is the BCH,” the big man rum-
bled.

The car door opened, and Pam looked
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Nothing must interfere with his reaching
his objective. Pam appealed to him differ-
ently and more strongly than any girl had
ever done, but this was no time to allow
his emotions to get out of control. He’d
need all his wits and judgment, if he was
to get to the bottom of the plot that had
resulted in Tom Carter’s disappearance
and the murder of two men and the at-
tempted murder of Pam last night.

“What’re we standin’ out here for?”
Boyd Holden rumbled. “Come inside, Den-
ning. Lend him a hand with the baggage,
Tod.”

It would have suited Denning better to
bunk in with the crew, but they would not
listen to it. He was being accepted, it ap-
peared, as a Texas cattleman whom Pam
had known for some time.

The house was a huge rambling affair of
many rooms, each of which opened out
onto a roofed gallery. He carried Pam’s
luggage in, having the edge on Butler in
that respect, and thus learned that she was
to occupy the room she’d had as a child.
It was a pleasant room, with two south
facing windows.

“It’s just as I remember it!” the girl
exclaimed. “Nothing has been changed.
Why, I don’t believe it's been used since
I went away! See, there’s a doll I forgot.
And how T cried!”

She picked the doll up and hugged it,
her eyes shining with tears. Butler looked
in at the door and smiled, a much too hand-
some man, much too sure of himself.

“It’ll be nice havin’ a lady in the house,”
he said. “The old man never has let any-
one sleep in this room—or that one,” he
gestured toward the room adjoining the
bathroom. Then, in a different tone, he
said, “You're in the other wing, Denning.
I'll show you.”

“Obliged,” Keith murmured and went
out into the gallery, closing the door behind
him on the girl who had come home.

BSENTLY he noted, as he followed
A Butler around to the other wing, the
cat-like way the other man moved,
effortless, smoothly flowing as water. A
dangerous man, he thought, a man whe
always knew what he wanted and never

hesitated about going after it. A man who
would have no scruples against making love
to his boss’s daughter, especially if she hap-
pened to own an independent third share in
the ranch that hired him. What was the
exact relationship between Tod Butler and
Boyd Holden? It was a different relation-
ship, than the one between Tod and Will
Holden. The glance of an eye, the inflec-
tion of a voice, was enough to establish
that.

“And this handsome gink is a killer if I
ever saw one! Damn! I wish I'd come out
here alone and struck for a riding job.”

Butler opened a door and stood back to
let him enter with his shabby suitcase. This
was a smaller room than Pam’s, with a
single window facing east, but pleasant
enough and furnished better than the run
of ranch house rooms. He set the suitcase
on the bed.

“This is fine,” he said, looking at the
man in the door.

“Come in on the Limited yesterday, did
you?” Butler asked. “You an’ Miss Pam.
Too bad it was so late. Boyd an’ I was in
town earlier.”

“So I heard.”

“Could of saved you rentin’ a car, Or
did Gallager sell it to you?”

This plainly was leading up to some-
thing. Denning admitted that he’d bought
the car. Butler rolled up a smoke in one
deft motion and struck a match. The flame
made his blue eyes look like polished
agates.

“Have any trouble findin’ your way
out?”

“Followed the main road,” Denning said.
“No trouble about that.”

Their eyes met and held together for a
moment. Then the BCH range boss tipped
his head and wheeled and went away, his
boot heels clacking on the gallery’s tiled
floor. :

ter ran into the tub in the bathroom
between her room and the one that
had been her mother’s. Like her own, her
mother’s room was exactly as she remem-
bered it. It even seemed to her, when she
opened the closet door, that the scent of

PAM UNDRESSED slowly while wa-
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her mother’s perfume lingered there. The
strangeness of this impressed her strongly
in spite of the new and poignant sense of
loss that came to her. .

The meeting with her father had proved
much easier than she'd feared it would be.
She’d remembered him as a grim stern
man, towering over her and the mother to
whose skirts she clung, an angry man say-
ing angry words in his deep rumbling
voice. That memory had almost caused her
to turn back when she’d reached Chicago
on her way West. She was glad now that
she hadn’t. As soon as she’d looked into
his deeply lined face, she'd known that she’d
done the right thing. She’d known that he
was a tired and a troubled man, aged be-
yond his years, possibly ill, but above all a
lonely man, ever since her mother left him.

Why did they separate? she wondered.
It's strange that mother never would talk
about him.

It was more than strange, for she and
her mother had been very close to each
other, more like sisters than mother and
child. It was strange, too, that even on her
death bed Ellen Holden had not suggested
that Pam might return to the BCH ranch
and her father. Yet Pam knew that Will
Holden was truly glad to have her back.
The way he’d taken her into his arms and
hugged her left no room for doubt. Why,
then, had he written that coldly formal
letter, offering to buy her Bailey share of
the ranch?

And who, she thought, frowning at the
bruises on her legs as she pulled off her
stockings, tried to kill me last night? And
what about that business on the way out?
Dad didn’t know that I was coming. I'm

as sure of that as I am that he loves me. *

He must never know that I suspected him
of wanting me dead!

But someone had wanted her dead.
Shoving her under the train couldn’t have
been an accident, and it couldn’t have been
that she’d been mistaken for someone else.
No other passengers had got off the train.
Just herself and Keith Denning. Could
Keith have shoved her, and then changed
his mind and  dragged her back? She
frowned more deeply over that. It was pos-
sible, of course, There might even be a

motive, since if she died first, Tom Carter
in due course would fall heir to the entire
estate of their three grandfathers. Keith
was Tom’s partner, and he’d told her that
they needed money to stock their Wyoming
ranch. But he'd also claimed that Tom had
disappeared somewhere between Topok
and the BCH. If both she and Tom were
out of the way, and if it could be proved
that Tom died after she did, could Keith
by any means benefit? She didn’t know.
There might be some legal angle that would
enable him to claim Tom’s inheritance
along with the ranch they owned as part-
ners.

But if he meant to kill me, she continued
to herself, stepping into the tub, he must
have changed his mind twice. Those men
who had the road blocked meant business.
They wore masks and they shot at us. And
two men were killed in town last night.
Darn it, I'm all mixed up!

She was indeed. And, slipping down
into the warm water to soak her bruises,
she became increasingly confused when
she thought about Keith Denning. He was
unlike any other man she’d ever met, and
she’d met a lot of them in college and after-
ward. She'd even fancied herself in love
with one or two. There was one, as a mat-
ter of fact who had kissed her goodbye at
the station in New York and vowed that if
she didn't return very soon he’d come after

“Pve got to find out who tried to kill
me. Please help me—to stay alivel”

(7]
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her. But not even Ted Kennedy's kiss had
made her heart behave in quite the way the
mere touch of Keith Denning’s strong hand
did.

“Silly!” she murmured, sitting up and
rubbing her face hard with the wash cloth,
“He isn’t interested in anything except
finding out what happened to Tom Carter!”

UDDENLY she was very still, sitting
S in the warm water, staring at the wash

cloth but not seeing it. For another
possibility had come to her, and it made her
feel sick. Suppose Keith Denning had
changed his mind twice? Suppose he’d
hauled her out from under the train in
obedience to an impulse which he'd subse-
quently regretted, and had planned to have
her kidnapped on the road to the BCH and
taken to wherever Tom Carter had already
-been taken. And suppose he’d changed his
mind about that because he'd discovered
that she was falling for him and had de-
cided that marrying her would be the
quickest and the surest way to get what he
wanted! So he’d taken advantage of a
ready made opportunity to play hero and
' now—

“Oh, golly!” Pam whispered. “I don’t
want to believe that!”

But there it was. Slowly and carefully
: and with unnecessary force she wrung out
. the wash cloth and hung it over the side of
the tub. Then she stood up, reached for a
towel, and began to dry herself, rubbing
briskly where her assortment of bruises
would permit.

Resolutely, as she found clean under-
things and began to dress, she turned her
thoughts away from Keith and considered
instead something she had thus far delib-
erately avoided. It was almost a relief
now to think about her father’s younger
brother. Her reluctance to do so before
stemmed from the vague memory she’d
mentioned to Keith, which even now re-
fused to come clearly into focus. But it
had to do also with the way she’d felt when
she’d recognized him as he came across the
porch, and with the revulsion that had
choked her when he’d asked mockingly if
she had a kiss for him, too. She had no
great confidence in the infallibility of intui-
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tion, but in this case illusive memory sup-
ported intuition. She dropped a sheer silk
slip over her head, twisted it down over
her hips, and picked up her comb fram the
dresser.

“He's a lot younger than Dad,” she
thought, frowning into the mirror as she
set to work on her hair. “And he looks
younger than I’'m sure he must be. I won-
der why mother never mentioned him,
either? There’s so much she might have
told me that I need to know! Such as why
Grandfather Holden left Uncle Boyd out
of his will and made Dad his sole heir.”

Needing more light, she went to one of
the windows to lift the shade, and stood
for a moment, comb in hand, looking out
into the ranch yard. Then she heard a soft
click behind her and wheeled with a startled
gasp.

“I didn’t hear you knock—what are you
doing here?”

“Come to have a little talk with you,”
Boyd Holden rumbled.

He stood with his back to the door whose
closing click had startled her, and now he
came toward her, stepping as lightly as a
ballet dancer. There was an odd glint in
his frost grey eyes and an odd smile on his
broad ruddy face. He looked her up and
down in a way that made her aware that
she was between him and the window, clad
only in that sheer silk slip. She snatched
the padded robe from the bed and pulled it
hastily around her. The big man chuckled
softly.

“Ain’t embarrassed, are you, kitten?
No need to be. Not with your looks an’
shape. By the Lord!” he said softly. “I
thought Ellen had everything, but you're
prettier'n she was—an’ you’ve got more—"

“Get out!” Pam cried furiously. “Get
out of my room!”’

door, but ran into a powerful arm that
stopped her as abruptly as if she’d run

into a solid wall. And his big hands
gripped her shoulders with just enough
pressure to let her know that, strong as
she was, she could not break that grip.
“Got more temper’n Ellen had, too,” he
rumbled. “That’s the Holden in you. She

SHE STARTED past him toward the



was stubborn as all git out, but there wasn’t
no fire in her. Now take it easy, kitten, I
come to have a little talk with you.”

Pam’s temper seethed, but there was
nothing she could do except scream and
make a scene, which she didn’t want to do.
. It was sure to have awkward consequences.
Along with her explosive temper, there
always had been in her a strangely contrary
streak of cool reason. It asserted itself now.
This man, no matter what else, was her
uncle. He had come to tell her something
privately, and the quicker he told it, the
quicker she’d be rid of him and in posses-
sion of information that might be valuable.

*“Say what you have to say and get out,”
she said coldly. “And be sure that I'll keep
my door locked after this!”

His hands dropped from her shoulders.
“Thought there must be a brain or two in
that-red head,” he growled. “Who'’s this
Denning ?” :

It wasn’t what she’d expected. She ex-
perienced an inexplicable feeling of relief,
and at the same time her alertness quick-
ened. “I thought I made it clear. Dad said
I should have someone advise me what my
interest in the ranch is worth, so I—"

“Where’d you find him?”

Pam’s lips tightened. There might be
some confusion in her mind regarding
Keith, but there was none regarding her
uncle. Her instinctive distrust of him was
stronger now than it had ever been. She
lied deliberately. She said that Denning
was a Texas cattleman who had been rec-
ommended to her by a mutual friend.

“So,” Boyd Holden grunted, peering
down at her shrewdly. “You wouldn't be
in love with him, would you, kitten?”

To her dismay, Pam flushed hotly and
that set off her temper again. ‘“No, I
wouldn’t be in love with him!” she flared.
“Besides, it’s none of your business! And
if this is what you came bursting into my
room to talk about, you can get out—right
now! I'm tired. I want to rest and finish
dressing.”

“Mighty pretty when you heat up,” he
rumbled placidly. “Somethin’ else Ellen
didn’t have.” Then, as she started again
toward the door, he checked her again,
growling. “Knowin’ about Denning is im-
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portant. You sure he’s the man your friend
recommended? You sure you've got a
mutual friend ?”

“I’'m sure I've had more than enough of
vour silly questions !” she declared stormily.
“Now will you please—"

“Not yet,” he cut in gruffly. “Not till
I've given you ‘'some advice. Get rid of
Denning. Send him back to wherever he
come from, tomorrow. Make up your mind
to stay here. Will needs you, kitten. He’s
a sick man. I wanted him to ask you to
come out here, when he wrote that letter
to you after Ellen died. But he wouldn’t.
Said you’d had enough trouble an’ grief.
Mebbe he was right. But you’re here, an’
he’s saw you. If you care two bits about
him, you'll stick. He ain’t got long to live.
So get rid of Denning—pronto!”’

The color drained out of Pam’s cheeks,
and a chill spread over her and a feeling
of numbness. She was not aware that he
had gone until she heard the door close.
Then, stiffly, she sank down upon the edge
of the bed. After a moment she twisted
around with her face against the pillow.

“Oh, no!” she sobbed. “Oh, no! No!”

before any reaction set in, Her father’s

appearance, the deep lines on his hag-
gard face, the way his broad shoulders
sagged, lent conviction to what her uncle
had told her. He was ill and worried, and
he needed her. Of course she’d stay. As
a matter of fact, she had made up her mind
to that the instant he’d taken her into his
arms. Nevertheless, as her mind began to
function again, she wondered why Boyd
Holden had come and almost begged her
to stay. That he had done so did not
change her feeling of distrust, her instinc-
tive dislike and suspicion of him. He'd
also made a point of getting rid of Keith
immediately.

She was puzzling over this, and trying
again to clarify that vague but peculiarly
disturbing memory of him that belonged
to the period just preceding her parents’
separation, when the sound of horses drew
her to the window. Five men were riding
into the ranch yard, pulling rein near the
corrals. She had to stand at the side of

FOR A long time she huddled there
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This was served in the cookhouse gallery
where, in true western fashion crew, guests
and owners all sat down together at a
single long table. Tod Butler was on hand,
resplendent in a blue silk shirt and crimson
scarf, with his blond hair slicked down and
his handsome face freshly shaven, shining
with soap and smelling of bay rum. He
managed somehow to sit beside Pam, with
Denning across the table from the girl and
Will and Boyd Holden at the opposite ends.
It was an excellent meal, to which Keith
did full justice in spite of the circumstances,
not the least disturbing of which was the
way Tod Butler played up to Pam and the
way the girl seemed to enjoy it.

Will Holden had little to say, and merely
toyed with his food. Boyd ate hugely, and
seemed to be vastly amused at Tod’s atten-
tions to his niece. The cowboys were a
silent lot, who bolted their food, each man
leaving the table as soon as he had finished
eating.

HEN the meal was over Denning,
Wbo his surprise, found himself walk-

ing back to the living room beside
Pam. Will and Boyd were ahead of them,
and Tod Butler had disappeared without
explanation. The girl touched his arm,
walking slowly, so that her father and uncle
entered the big room some distance ahead
of them.

“Keith,” she said softly, ‘“something
happened this afternoon. There isn’t time
to tell you about it now. But after it hap-
pened, I went to Dad and told him a few
things. He's going to talk to us this eve-
ning—privately.”

So she had broken her word, he thought,
and didn't like it. But if the damage was
done, it was done. He didn’t say anything.
Her fingers tightened on his arm, stopping
him. and she stood close to him with the
warmth and sweetness of her pressing
against him, starting a quivering deep in-
side of him.

“We've got to trust each other, Keith,”
she murmured.

Her free hand lay lightly against his
chest and her lovely face was a pale blur
in the near darkness of the gallery. Then
suddenly his arms were around her and
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she was clinging to him, reaching up to
meet hig kiss.

The soft scuff of a foot behind them
broke the spell. They moved apart swiftly
as Tod Butler came toward them.

Denning had never been so unsure of
anything as he was of himself in that mo-
ment. Not only was he badly shaken by
the impulse that had mastered him so un-
expectedly, and by Pam’s even more sur-
prising response, but the last thing he'd
wanted was for Tod Butler or Boyd
Holden to discover that the relationship
between the girl and himself was not strict-
ly a business relationship. The fdea that
had begun to take shape in his mind out in
the yard before supper made such a dis-
covery highly dangerous. But the hand-
some gunslick gave no indication that he
had seen anything out of the ordinary, or
that it meant anything to him if he had.
He joined them and they went on into the
living room.

“It’s been a long time since that piano's
had a work out, Miss Pam,” Tod said in
his gentle voice, gesturing toward the old-
fashioned grand piano. “Won’t you play
something ?”’

Will Holden had resumed his place with
his back to the fire and was carefully stok-
ing a pipe. His brother was looking over
the bottles in the liquor cabinet. Every-
thing seemed normal and ordinary—the
after supper gathering of friendly people
in a room designed and furnished for com-
fortable living.

“Go ahead, kitten,” Boyd rumbled. “Tod
ain’t a bad hand at singin’. Let’s have
some music. How about some brandy,
Denning? Join us, Will?”

“I'll just have my pipe,” Will replied,
his voice like an echo of his brother’s.
“Some of your mother’s music is there,
Pamela. I'd like to hear those old ballads
again.”

Boyd glanced around with that sardonic
smile of his, and Denning instinctively stiff-
ened, but the big man withheld the comment
he apparently had been about to make. Pam
smiled at her father, and her eyes touched
Denning with a soft and radiant shyness in
them as she turned and went to the piano
which Butler was opening.
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forever memorable to Keith. Without

affectation, Pam played and sang for
them in a high clear voice of remarkable
sweetness that laid a spell upon him. She
seemed to be singing just for him, even
when Tod Butler added a passable tenor to
the choruses of some of the old ballads.
But Tod remained silent, an almost rapt
expression on his handsome face, while she
sang Love’s Old Sweet Song and Mavour-
neen. And then, at the last, she sang For-
gotten. As the last sweet tone died away
into the flutter of the flames in the fireplace,
she sat with her hands in her lap and her
red head tilted forward, and the stillness
in the big room was like no other stillness
had ever been.

Keith dared not look at her. But sud-
denly he found himself looking at Tod
Butler, meeting the hard challenge of the
man’s cold blue eyes. Baleful eyes they
were, opaque and unblinking. His hair
roots stirred and a tingling ran along his
spine, and the palms of his hands prickled.
Then the silence was broken and the spell
ended in the rumble of Boyd Holden’s deep
voice,

“Sob stuff, but pretty. You've got a
sweet voice, kitten. Does better than Ellen
did, don’t you think, Will? That was one
of Ellen’s favorite songs, too. Remember
how she used to sing for us, before—"

A queer choked sound came from Will
Holden’s throat, half-sob, half-moan. It
lifted Pam to her feet and sent her swiftly
to the white haired man who stood before
the fireplace with a stricken look upon his
lined and haggard face. And Will Holden
took a single lurching step and his knees
seemed to give way and his big frame
sagged, even as the girl reached him. Her
slim-arms went about him, supporting him,
and he braced himself with a visible effort
of will. Keith, in the act of leaping to lend
a hand, checked himself. He saw a glance
flash between Butler and Boyd. Then the
gunslick’s cold eyes were upon him again,
and Boyd Holden spoke grufily.

“Better take a shot of that medicine you
carry around with you, Will. By the Lord,
if you are my own brother, you're a prime
fool to let yourself get upset over a dead

‘I' HERE followed an interlude that was

woman! Specially one who thought so little
of you when she was alive that she walked
out an’ left you flat.”

It was so callously brutal that Denning
could hardly believe his ears. Pam twisted
around, her green eyes blazing in her white,
shocked face.

“What a hateful thing to say! You—
you—"

The sardonic smile on Boyd’s broad face
seemed to infuriate her. She was a red-
topped flame, leaping at him, striking at
him. Her small hand caught him across
the jaw with a solid smack that rocked his
head. Nor was he quick enough to catch
her as she swayed back. Then Will Holden
hooked a big arm about her and the two big
men faced each other and again the only
sound in the room was the fluttering of
the flames in the fireplace. And suddenly
again the air seemed to vibrate with that
grim and deadly feeling, stronger than hate,
that ran between the brothers. It was a
strange and terrible thing, beyond Den-
ning’s power even then to understand. But
it sharpened his awareness of Tod Butler,
who stood near the piano still, a thin ex-
pectant smile on his face.

“You had that coming, Boyd,” Will
Holden said quietly after a moment,
“You've been at it a long time, haven’t
you? I'm just beginning to understand
how long—and what you've done!”

ing of this, but it made him acutely

uncomfortable, like an interloper to
whom a family skeleton has been uninten-
tionally disclosed. Yet he sensed that it was
important, that it had a direct bearing upon
Tom Carter’s disappearance, and upon the
attempt to murder Pam before she reached
the ranch.

“So!” Boyd Holden grunted.. “Well,
don’t let your understandin’—whatever you
mean by that—bring on another heart
attack.” He flicked another glance at But-
ler, then peered down at Pam, who stared
back at him with her chin up and her head
pressed back against her father’s shoulder.
“You'd better put a curb on that temper,
kitten, else it'll get you into trouble. Too
bad there wasn’t a man around to take a

KEITH could only guess at the mean-
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of all the strange things that had happened
since he stepped off the train in Topok last
night, less than twenty-four hours ago.

“A man pays for his follies,” Will Hol-
den went on, as if speaking to himself.
“I've paid for mine. I rated my brother
above my wife. Because we were blood kin,
I thought it was my duty to make a man
out of him when my own father gave it up
as a bad job and disinherited him. Ellen
didn’t want me to bring him here, but I
wouldn’t listen to her. He made love to
her, and I beat him with my fists until he
got down on his knees and apologized. I
should have run him out then, but I thought
he meant it when he said he’d learned his
lesson. So she left me and—" His head
tipped forward on his chest. “We were too
stubborn, and too proud,” he mumbled.
“Ellen—Ellen—"

His voice broke off and a sudden stab
of fear stiffened Keith. But the old man’s
chest was rising and falling regularly.
Keith went silently across to the gallery
entrance and looked out into the darkness,
straining his ears. He saw nothing, but a
subdued mumbling of voices came from
somewhere to his right. He waited there
until Pam came back, dressed in the clothes
she had worn from town.

She kissed her father and Denning went
with her out the front door onto the porch,
where he took her briefly into his arms and
she clung to him and he kissed her gently.

“Then it’s true?’ she murmured, with
her lips against his.

“Truer than true,” he told her. “Now
get along with you. T'll pick you up in
about ten minutes and make love to you
all the way to Topok!”

“Golly!"” she whispered. “What a man!
He makes love by the mile!”

Then she was gone, a slim shape vanish-
ing into the darkness beneath the black skv.

Back inside, Keith spoke briefly to Will
Holden, who summoned the Chinese house-
boy and instructed him to bring Boyd and
Tod Butler to the living room. A few
minutes later, carrying his suitcase and
with his gun buckled on, Keith made his
way quietly across the ranch yard to the
shed where he’d backed his car.

There were no lights in the bunkhouse

and the only sound was the moaning of the
pines and the rushing sound of the wind.
Wishing he had a flashlight, he fumbled his
way along the side of the car to locate the
door. He wondered grimly what would
happen when he started it, hoped grimly
that it would start quickly. Then he found
the door handle. As he twisted it, a blaze
of light leaped up.

“Chasin’ boulders off the road in the
dark is plumb dangerous, Mr. Denning,”
said the holder of the flashlight. “Tod was
wonderin’ if you’d git the notion to try it.”

crown of the muddy road. The dark-

ness was so intense that she could
hardly see her hand before her face, and
the moaning of the pines was an eerie
sound. When she glanced over her shoul-
der, the lights in the ranch house did not
look very far away, yet it seemed to her
that she’d been walking for hours. Her
boots were heavy with mud, her feet felt
like cakes of ice, and if she gave them half
a chance her teeth chattered. She stumbled
over something she could not see and
stepped squarely into a puddle that splashed
water up over her legs.

“Darn!” she sputtered.

But she kept on walking for what seemed
another hour, but probably was no more
than five minutes. Then she stopped and
again looked back. The lights were farther
away now. Far enough, perhaps. She
strained her ears for the sound of Keith’s
car. Surely more than ten minutes had
elapsed since she'd clung to him there on
the porch. It made her warm to think of
that. It took her breath away to remember
how he'd kissed her that first time, in the
gallery after supper. She’d wanted him to,
of course, but she hadn’t counted on it
being quite that way. No man had ever
kissed her like that. Nor, she knew, had
she ever responded to any man’s kiss as she
had to Keith's. It removed instantly every
least doubt in her mind that he was her
man, that she belonged irrevocably to him.

“Hurry, darling!” she whispered into
the darkness. “Hurry! Don't let anything
happen to you. I couldn’t bear it!”

Suddenly she was afraid, there in the

P.’-\M WALKED quickly along the
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beside her father’s chair. Keith did not
look at her. He watched Butler. He had
found his partner’s murderer, but unless
something like a miracle happened it would
do him no good. He stood up slowly, dis-
regarding Cole’s warning mutter.

“Get on with it, Boyd,” the handsome
killer urged in his gentle voice. “We’re
wastin’ time.”

“You've wasted your share of it,”
growled Boyd. Then he stared down at his
brother and went on. “You’re wrong about
me having the bear by the tail. I’'m not that
dumb. Tod and his boys are pulling out.
They’ve been well paid and they’ve got a
hideout where they won’t be found. The
girl goes with them. She was slated to die,
but Denning messed that up and after Tod
got alook at her, he wanted her. He'll take
her and do what he likes with her. But
there’ll be proof to satisfy the law that she
died in an accident—she and Denning—
before they ever reached the BCH.”

He spoke with gruff confidence that left
no room for doubt as to the completeness
of his plans. Denning dared not look at
Pam, and the girl uttered no sound. Boyd
Holden’s rumbling voice became a snarl.

“There’ll be proof that she died before
you, damn you, Will! And I’ll watch you
choke and gasp and turn purple. I’ll watch
you die slow and hard, with none of that
doctor’s drug to help! By the Lord, Il
enjoy that!”

The deep voice ended. For a moment it
seemed that the horrible hatred of the one
brother for the other laid a kind of spell
upon all who heard. No one moved. The
only sound was the crackling roar of the
fire. Then, suddenly, Pam was a streak of
lancing flame, springing away from her
father’s side. Her red head struck Boyd
Holden squarely in the stomach, knocking
him backward, doubled up and grunting.
Her small hand snatched at the grip of one
of his guns even as Tod Butler, moving
with almost equal speed, caught her from
behind.

So much Denning saw as he wheeled and
leaped and drove his fist at the point of
Cole’s jaw. The blow landed solidly. It
lifted the bowlegged little killer off his feet,
knocked him backward against the wall.

Keith followed through with surging fury.
A gun boomed behind him as he landed
on the squint-eyed man’s unconscious form.
A bullet bored into the adobe wall above
his head. His clawing hand ripped his own
gun from Cole’s belt. He rolled off to the
left, came clear around as the man at the
gallery door fired again. The slug tore
through his hair. His answering shot
caught the man just above the belt buckle.

EITH!”
K Pam’s scream lifted above the

thunder of the guns. His head jerked
around and again instinctively he flung
himself sideways. Flame streaked across
his upper left arm. Across the room Tod
Butler struck the girl a back-handed blow
and leaped clear of her, landing crouched
with a gun in each hand. The gun in
Keith’s hand jumped twice. A hot breath
fanned his cheek. The thud of a heavy
body striking the floor came as an echo of
the shots, but the handsome gunslick stood
for a long moment as if frozen. Then the
guns dropped from his outstretched hands
and he toppled slowly forward and fell
across them.

Before the killer’s body struck the floor,
Keith was on his feet, wheeling alertly
toward the fireplace. What he saw there
froze him in turn. Will Holden gripped a
heavy iron poker in his hand and stood
staring down at the sprawling bulk of his
brother.

Half an hour later, Keith stood alone on
the porch, smoking a cigarette and watch-
ing the moonlight break through the scat-
tering clouds. The wind was still blowing,
but less strongly, and there was a scent of
pine in the air and a stillness. The storm,
he thought, was over.

“Both storms,” he murmured.
sure looked bad for a while.”

He shook his head, remembering how
bad it had looked. And then his ear caught
the sound of light footsteps in the living
room, and a quivering started deep inside
of him. He snapped his cigarette away and
as the sparks scattered and died, Pam was
beside him.

“He’s asleep,” she said in her clear sweet
voice. “It’s like a miracle. He says he's

“But it
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unpleasant thing in his memory. For this

" . reason, Dan hoped that Skagg would lay

off so that a decision would not have to be
made.

They camped that night at the lower
tollgate, their travel for that day having
been but a few miles. This night Ike Skagg
offered no further trouble, yet the tension
in the train, which had diminished during
the day’s toil, was again apparent. The
next day’s travel put them across the
Devil’s Backbone, between the Sandy and
Bull Run Rivers, a rough stretch that again
posed difficulties for the wagons.

This night they camped in the hilly
country west of the Sandy. As evening
thickened, as cheerful campfires sprang up
along the train, as bodies eased from the
day’¢ hard effort, it seemed to Dan for a
time that the trouble might have blown
over. A new elation rippled over the group
when Jim Holmes announced that another
day’s long hard pull would be apt to put
them to Oregon City, on the Willamette,
which was their destination and where the
train would break up, its members scatter-
ing to find and stake their homestead
claims,

Dark came on, and somewhere a fiddle
appeared, and the strains of merry music
rocked through the woods. Then Dan
learned in a moment of seeming eternity
that Ike Skagg had not abandoned his little
game,

Relaxed with the others, Dan saw Jenny
come from the nearby undergrown woods.
He saw that she had been running, but
instantly, as she came in sight, she slowed
to a casual walk. As she came up to the
campfire, she tried to hold her features in
repose, but there was a tightness to them
and a glint in her eyes that made a prick-
ling feeling run up Dan’s spine.

She turned at once to the wagon, lifted
herself lightly and disappeared beneath the
canvas. In a moment Ike Skagg came out
of the woods, and there was a grin on his
bearded face. Dan had not been watching
'Skagg, supposing him to be at the far end of
the train, whence the fiddling came. In one
awful second, his mind gathered the full
import ot what had happened. Skagg had
pounced on Jenny in the woods. Jenny had

o

sald nothing, not wanting to start trouble,

Dan lifted himself slowly to his feet, then
hesitated. Boldly, as if he had planned that
this last night should bring the final show-
down between them, Ike Skagg strode to-
ward Dan at the Holmes’ fire. There was
an easy insolence on his heavy features,
a glint in his eye, and a small, scornful grin
about his thick-lipped mouth. He heeled
up at the edge of the fire and looked at
Dan and waited. An eternal moment
passed, but still Dan Noland said nothing.

on down toward the music. When he

had gone Jenny came out of the wagon
again. She looked at Dan searchingly but
said nothing. Dan went to his own cart
and sat there for a long while. Strangely,
his hot violent anger had not returned.
This time he had felt a cold sickness in his
stomach as he remembered what his threat
had been, as he realized that Skagg had
called that threat, had demanded that it be
backed up.

SKAGG turned then and made his way
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Dan Noland did not wear a gun, though
he had one in his cart. In his days in wild
and open country he had learned how to use
it. And he knew that he had failed to
challenge Skagg now, not because he feared
to be killed but because of that fear that he
could tell no one of having killed.

Dan knew the next morning that the
news of what had happened had not been
confined to the Holmes camp, for others
nearby had seen and heard and pondered
and spread the word. For the first time
Dan iound unsympathetic eyes turned
toward him. These were decent men, but
hard men, and to them a man did not talk
of killing until he was ready to back his
hand with all he had. Dan Noland, after
taking two incredible beatings, had at last
backed down. It seemed to them that Dan
had acknowledged that he was broken, had
admitted defeat.

Yet it broke the party’s fascinated in-
terest in the contest. It was finished, as far
as they were concerned, but Dan Noland
knew that it was far from finished.

Eager now to reach the end of the trail,
they came to the Clackamas and followed
it in a rough parallel until, in the end of
the afternoon, they knew that they were
close to the Willamette. They were shout-
ing now, laughing, singing, and the strain
and weariness of the trail abruptly f{ell
away.

As they drew nearer to the town, Jim
Holmes passed word that they would make
their last camp a mile or so short of its out-
skirts. As the camp was formed, Ike
Skagg and Butler rode up to Jim Holmes,

Skagg was relaxed now, certain that his
victory was complete, leaving him satisfied.
He said, “I'm riding into town, Jim, to buy
a present for pretty Jenny. We'll be back.”

“You needn’t trouble,” said Holmes.

Skagg laughed and wheeled his mount,
and the pair of them pounded.up the rutted
trail.

Dan Noland watched them go, seeing in
the same moment, the flitting disappoint-
ment in Jenny's eyes that she could not
help feeling, could not completely conceal.
Then she turned toward him quickly and
smiled, as if regretting whatever had cross-
ed her thoughts and trying to make it up to

him. Yet Dan turned away, sick in his
heart that he had let Skagg ride out.

Supper was not yet finished when the
clatter of horses’ hoofs sounded down the
trail, and in a few moments Skagg and
Butler whirled back into camp. It was
immediately apparent that something had
inflamed them. The big Skagg’s eyes were
burning, and he did not dismount, but sat
in the saddle, looking at the men who
watched him eagerly, anxious to communi-
cate what he had inside of him, yet teasing
them by waiting.

At last, with a grin, he said, “Men, we
played the fools at Fort Bridger when we
didn’t take the California trail. They'we
found gold down there—lots of it. I heard
it in town. A ship come up the river with
the word that California’s full of the stuff.
They bought everything they could lay
hands on to trade in the diggings. Men,
I’'m going to California. Who wants to go
along?

It was Dan Noland’s first experience
with gold fever. He saw it kindling now,
leaping to full flame in the space of a drawn
breath, lighting men’s eyes and their faces,
firing their brains. Gold! And they had
turned away from it toward Oregon, to a
point a good six hundred miles north.
They crowded around Ike Skagg, question-
ing him, listening to his excited answers.
Here and there a man yelped, “It’s me for
California.”

Of the entire group, Dan noticed, Jim
Holmes was the only one who, though
interested, seemed unmoved. Holmes shook
his head. He had come to Oregon for land,
and it was still land that he wanted. And
it was only land that Dan Noland wanted,
too.

A strange, almost animal tension was
growing in Dan. His gaze settled again on
Ike Skagg, and he knew that at any mom-
ent Skagg would wheel about and ride
away for good. He knew that this new
excitement had completely buried the mem-
ory of what had happened the night before,
as far as the train was concerned. Per-
haps it had buried it in Jenny’s mind. Or
perhaps she would feel nothing but relief
at Skagg’s going and would forget Dan’s
cowardice.
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ET DAN Noland had not forgotten
Yit. He saw in that moment that he

would never forget it, any more than
he had been able to forget the picture of
the man who had died in the mud in St.
Louis. He watched Skagg closely, and at
last when he saw impatience mounting in
the man’s face and knew that he was about
to ride, Dan said:
- “Skagg, get down!”

Skagg jerked around, and his hand
dropped instinctively to his gun.

Dan Noland was not armed. He stood
there, his legs slightly spread, arms re-
laxed at his side, face calm, and again he
said, “Get down, Skagg.”

The onlookers pushed back. With a grin
Ike Skagg whirled from the saddle and
hit the ground. Again his eyes searched
Dan’s middle for a gun, and when he saw
none he came forward, almost in a run.
Dan Noland still did not know what the
outcome would be. Twice he had met this
man; twice he had been beaten within an
inch of his life. Maybe he had learned
something, maybe not. He walked to meet
Skagg.

They fought in a whirl of dust. The
gallery, twice formed in the last hundred
fifty miles, formed again. Momentarily for-
gotten was the gold excitement, for a thing
supposedly settled had flamed again. Now
Dan brought to Skagg every trick he him-
self had suffered in the other fights. He
kneed Skagg savagely, then drove him back
by viciously slamming the top of his head
against Skagg’s mouth. '

He tripped the man and, when Skagg
went down, jumped on him with all his
weight. A wariness came into Skagg’s
eyes, but he was not a man easily cowed.
There were times when he stood solid,
slugging it out, drawing fresh blood on
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Dan’s battered face, rocking him, driving
his sickening fists to Dan’s belly. He
kicked and bit, he drove out with splayed
fingers for Dan’s eyes. Yet elation began
to grow in Dan Noland.

Through two brutal punishments he had
paid high to learn this man’s measure, He
knew presently that he had it, for Skagg
could not long withstand the type of pun-
ishment he was accustomed to deal out.
Yet there was a fearful stamina in the man,
and Dan knew that if he was to win it had
to 'be fast.

He dropped caution, standing and slug-
ging, fouling when he was fouled, and,
at last, he saw fatigue taking some of the
enormous strength out of Skagg’s body.
It was the one lift that Dan needed, and he
redoubled efforts past what had once been
the utmost of his strength. He centered a
storm of chopping blows to Skagg’s middle,
changed pace abruptly and sent in a loop-
ing uppercut that made a dull thwack on
Skagg's blunt jaw. He saw the man’s eyes
glaze seconds before Skagg went down, and
when the big man landed in the dust it was
to stay inert.

Dan Noland walked away from the
crowd, not wanting to be on hand when
Skagg at last dragged out. His elation died,
and he felt little pride in what he had ac-
complished with Skagg. His satisfaction
was in the fact that, though he would have
been the only one ever to know it, there
would be no shameful memory buried deep
within himself. It was as if the gentle

breeze had blown him clean.

Dan had washed his face at the river and
was allowing the air to dry it slowly when
he saw Jenny coming down the bank
toward him. She had no words, but in her
eyes was all he wanted to know from her,
and he went to meet her.
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tryout. But you’re the hero that hatched
up this hen hunt, Ed. If you figger here’s
where we play Money-Money-Who's-Got-
the-Money, I sure won’t stand on your
shirt tail!”

Ed Watson looked like he couldn’t make
up his mind. ‘“Hell, there’s three fillies in
this pasture, Butch,” he protested. “Our
experiment don’t need but one.”

“Then you pick the one—an’ I'll court
her to beat hell, even if it is only to back
up a het. You goin’ to open the gate or
shall 1?”

“Neither,” said Ed. “It’s padlocked!”

“More window dressin’,” grinned
Butch, stepping off his horse. “T’ll bet
the lock ain’t even snapped shut!”

It wasn’t. Looking sorter doubtful, Ed
followed him through.

“I tell you what, Butch,” he suggested,
“we either got to make a mighty good first
impression on these gals, or git run off.
Git your guitar ready, an’ we’ll greet 'em
with music!”

VER THE next rise in a little cove
O they come onto a couple of weath-

erwalloped tents instead of a dug-
out. Nearby was the beginnings of a fair-
sized new adobe house with walls already
built up about eight feet, but no roof beams
were visible.

Nearby to that was two slim, but
healthy-lookin’ bareheaded girls with their
brown hickory pants rolled up above their
knees, mixing adobe mud with their bare
feet the way the Mexicans do. Their
light brown hair was coiled up in braids
on their heads, and the sunshine made it
look like somebody had sprinkled gold
dust on it. Their faces was round and rosy,
without much way to tell one from the
other except by the different mud spatters
on 'em. Their eyes was bluebell blue, and
looked somewhat surprised. If they wasn’t
twins, neither are two peanuts out of
the same hull.

One started to roll down the bottoms of
her overall legs, but quit when the other
one pulled at her arm. Then they both
went on tromping chopped straw into
their sticky adobe mix. Even mud smear
couldn’t hide the fact that the shape of

their underpinnings was by no means like
broomsticks.

The cowhoys’ ponies spooked around
some at all them piles of adobes, but
Butch and Ed managed to gig them up to
a stop about fifteen feet away. Here they
gave their reins double dallies around the
saddle horns.

“Now!” said Butch. He cut loose a
chord on his guitar, and Ed’s mandolin
tinkled right in with that sentimental little
old love song called ¥ ait for the Wagon.
They sure played it soft and sweet, con-
sidering how fidgety their ponies was. At
first them two gals with the gold dust hair
turned their backs, but purty soon Butch
noticed their feet keeping time with the
music as they tromped around and around
in their mud vat, so he throwed his voice
way up in his nose and made out like he
was a square dance caller, making up
words to suit the occasion:

“Two little ‘doll babies, mud in their eye!
Big toe wiggle an’ all step high!”

The next thing Butch knew, a well
aimed gob of adobe mud smacked him
square on the nose, and the serenade
stopped.

Butch wasn’t right sure, but it seemed
to him that the gal who had throwed the
mud was just a mite taller than the other
one—and maybe a shade purtier.

“Now Lydia,” he said, severe as a
judge, “is that any way to act when twe
perfectly gentlemanly gentlemen come
courtin’?”’

“Courting my eye!” said the girl. ‘“Be-
sides, my name isn't Lydia.”

“Mine is!” chirped a bird-like voice
from the open flap of the nearest tent.
“An’ this here implement is a shotgun—
loaded, cocked an’ ready to bang!”

The cowhoys stared at the sparrow-
built little gray-haired lady in neat, clean
calico like they thought she was an ap-
parition.

“Gran’ma,” said Butch dryly, “if you
shoot off that go-bang holdin’ it loose
that away against your stummick, it’ll
kick you into the middle of next week!”

“I ain't a gran’ma,” retorted Lydia
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“We sure didn’t!” said Ed Watson
earnestly. ‘“What’s more, quick as we can
fetch us a camp, we'll stay right here till
we git it all rebuilt for youl”

Butch made it to his feet.

“Ladies,” he said, “my name’s Butch
Duvaney, this is my cousin, Ed Watson,
and I'm sure you're glad to meet us.”

“We'’re not,” said Lorna. “Look at our
new house!” .

Butch looked at it, and it was sure a
mess. “Think nothin’ of it. Like Ed says,
as soon as we can fetch us a camp—"

“I reckon we can board you an’ loan you
& couple of quilts,” broke in Mrs. Simms.
“T expect you've slept outdoors before. Be-

1)

like we’ve done pried up all the hell we've
got props for around here already |”

Butch could see that Ed was looking at
one of the gals in a way that no cowpoke
ever looked at a fence post. Also that the
twin Ed couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off
of was slightly smaller and not quite as
purty as her sister, but a darn sight more
shy and timid. Since the old lady was Lydia
and the other gal Lorna, he figgered this
one was bound to be Louise.

“Louise,” he said, “other things bein’
equal, which will you choose to marry?”

Louise’s blush ran all the way up to the
hair roots, but it was Lorna that answered

“You might as well get this straight,

ALL FIGURED 0OUT!
By PHIL SQUIRES

“Don’t bury me down in the lowlands,”
Said old cowpuncher Bill.

“But when I die, please bury me high
On top of a great big hill.

“Up there my soul an’ heaven
Won’t be too far apart—

Ar’ if Pm due for the devil’s crew,
It’ll give me a downhill start!”

sides, I know you cowboys. Once ever you
go to fetch your camp, chances s you won’t
never come back.”

“Lydia,” said Butch, “either you don’t
realize what purty twin daughters you've
got, or else you sure don’t know cowboys!”

“I know I’ve still got a shotgun,” said
the old lady. “You boys can stay an’ repair
your damage if you’re a-mind to, but I
warn you right now—there won’t be no
courtin’!”

“Ed,” said Butch, “don’t you reckon
now’s as good a time as any to show ’em
Uncle Sockfoot’s letter?”

“Well, I dunno,” said Ed. “Looks to me

Long Stuff. Louise isn’t going to marry
you, Ed Watson nor any other no account
cowboy—any more than I am. We're
twins, and we’re going to stick together as
long as we live! Aren’t we, Leeze?”

eyes was staring anxiously at Butch’s

left arm.
“Look, Mom!
arm’s bleeding!”
“Well, anyhow my heart ain’t,” shrugged
Butch with a wide grin. “The fact is we
ain’t no more interested in matrimony than
you dollbabies claim you are, All we're

LOUISE nodded vigorously, but her

This one’s hurt! His
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“You're not getting off with her, mis-
ter!” muttered Karen determinedly, grasp-
ing her gun.

She unbarred the door and slipped out-
side. The chicken house stood not too far
away. From there on other buildings
would provide cover for a circuitous ap-
proach of the barn where she hoped to sur-
prise the intruder.

She waited for several minutes beside
the half-opened door before the man
loomed out of the dark interior into sharp
focus in the moonlight. Ka-
ren’s heart pounded. She
jabbed the bore of her weap-
on into his back.

“It’s a scatter-gun, mister,
so be careful!” she warned,
as he froze in his tracks. “Put
your hands up. Then take
two steps ahead and turn
around!”

After the slightest of hesi-
tations he began to obey.
Only then did Karen realize
that he had left the barn emp-
ty handed. But that didn’t
mean he hadn’t intended to
make off with Blackbird—
he’d probably decided to hunt
up the tack room first, hoping
to help himself to a good sad-
dle, too. ,

“Brush your hat off your
head so I can get a look at
you!” she commanded.

Again he obeyed in silence.
As the headgear dropped to
the ground, his face emerged
from the shadow of its brim into moonlight.
Karen surveyed him with interest.

She saw a young man, badly in need of a
shave, his dark hair long and shaggv. Near-
ly worn out range clothes, ragged and
soiled, further labeled him exactly what
she had expected to find—a typical saddle
bum.

“You're lucky, my friend,” said Karen
coldly. “My first notion was to let go with
both barrels on sight after the way you
scared me, prowling around here. Some-
times it's smarter to shoot first and ask
questions later.”

It was a night un-
suited for prowling

parted, revealing the gleam of white,

even teeth. “You sure look scared,
all right,” he admitted, his glance flicking
to the shotgun trained upon his middle.

Karen’s five feet two of slender curves
stiffened. There was nothing humorous
about the situation. As she opened her
mouth to tell him so, he went on sternly.

“Do you mean to tell me that a girl like
you hasn’t got any menfolk to protect her ?”

About to inform him about Lonnie, Kar-
en remembered that it was
her place to ask questions, “I
can protect myself,” she re-
torted. “Now—"

“Against some, maybe,” he
cut in. “And if you stayed
in the house behind locked
doors. But in the open—
s'pose I'd had a pardner?
Don’t you realize the chance
you toak, coming out here aft-
er me?”’

“But I had to! I couldn’t
let—"" Again Karen checked
herself, amazed at the way he
had once more almost suc-
ceeded in putting her on the
defensive. Talk about a glib
tongue and nerve! After the
suspicious circumstances in
which he’'d been caught, he
actually dared to try to con-
fuse the issue by pointing out
the folly of what she’d done.

“Thanks for being so con-
cerned for me,” she said. “To
make you happier we’ll do
the rest of our talking behind those safe,
locked doors you mentioned. My brother
will be home soon, and he'll love meeting
vou, I'm sure. Turn around and head for
the house!”

“Wait!” he pleaded. “I can’t—I mean
—will you let me pick up my hat first? It's
a good one.”

“T’ll get it,” broke in Karen, suspicious
of trickerv. “You just keep those hands
in plain sight and march. Now!”

Shrugging, her prisoner turned and
started slowly forward. Warily Karen
stooped to retrieve his fallen headgear.

u NEXPECTEDLY his whiskery lips
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the Silver Spur until he called me outside
and spilled what’d happened. The only rea-
son I’'m mixed up in this at all is because
I'm tryin’ to help out a pal.”

“That’s true, Karen,” broke in Lonnie.
“And he figured my only way out, too!”

“Which was?”

“First of all, to hide Terry somewhere
and try to pull him through, of course. We
did that. But Bern and I don’t know much
about nursing and we don’t dare call Doc

Holm. Anyway, he’s out of town right -

now. But you’ve had lots of experience
helping him, so you could probably do
Terry just about as much good. The bullet
went clean through and won’t have to be
dug out. So will you give it a whirl, Sis,
for my sake?”

For a full moment Karen could only
struggle with the emotions aroused by the
incredible tale. Hobson, plainly mistaking
her silence for hesitation, went on to ex-
plain that the wounded man was in an old
Rafter L line shack. She could pretend to
have found him and taken him there as the
nearest shelter,

“He’ll be plumb grateful to you, natural-
ly, for savin’ his life,” Hobson went on in a
wheedling tone. “And you can straighten
this whole thing out. You're damn good
lookin’, Karen. By the time he perks up,
s0’s you can’t beat around the bush no
longer, you could have him wound around
your little finger. Break down and bawl a
little then—confess that Lonnie’s your kid
brother, and lay it on thick about how sorry
he is for what he’d done. Give Terry back
his poke o’ dust to prove he ain’t been
robbed, and the old fool'll be willing to
drop the whole thing. It’s a perfect setup.
Can't you see that?”

Karen could, and suddenly she felt a
little sick. For she realized that their real
reason for coming to her was out at last.
In Lonnie’s guilty look, as well as in Hob-
son’s speech, she read the truth. It was
simply that they had seen a possibility of
using feminine wiles to extricate Lonnie
from his predicament.

And in spite of everything he said, that
was what concerned her brother most, sav-
ing—not the life of the man he had shot—
but himself. To do that he would resort
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to the cheapest of trickery and drag his
own sister into it too. He had sunk that
low.

“I can’t believe it!” whispered Karen
involuntarily, a sob swelling her throat.

Lonnie and Hobson exchanged glances.
Then, misunderstanding, the former put his
hand to a hip pocket. “I don’t know why
you should think I'd make up a yarn like
that,” he said huskily. “But if it's proof -
you want, . . .”

He sent a small object thudding heavily
to the table top. It was a miner’s poke,
plainly filled with gold. In small letters
burned into leather it bore the name, “Bill
Terry.” Worst of all, the side uppermost
bore also a dark, crusted stain that was un-
mistakably dried blood.

From a great distance Karen heard Hob-
son’s voice. “How about it? Are you going
to save your brother and come with us?”

Karen moistened her lips. “Yes,” she
said faintly. “Saddle Blackbird—while I
get ready.” ‘ .

HIVERING, though her room was
warm, Karen changed into boots, di-
vided skirt, and blouse. She made up

a bundle of medicines and clean linens, add-
ing from force of habit the half-finished red
sweater on which she had been working, In
the course of much practical nursing for
Doc Holm, she had discovered the value of
knitting as a means of lessening the strain
of an all-night vigil. In ten minutes she
was in the saddle, riding through the night
with her double escort.

She needn’t worry about anything going
wrong, they told her. Bill Terry had no
partner, no one at all to raise a hue and cry
over his disappearance. Several days would
probably elapse before the matter would be
called to the attention of Sheriff Barker,
and he already had his hands full trying to
maintain law and order in a wide-open,
gold-crazed town. He would scarcely be
able to devote himself immediately to a
search for one missing miner among a thou-
sand. And time was all they needed. So
the success or failure of this scheme to save
Lonnie depended entirely upon Karen’s
ability both as nurse and actress.

“Remember, stall as long as possible—
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“They were my brother, Lonnie, and
Bern Hobson of the Circle H,” supplied
Karen involuntarily.

Again he nodded. “I figured that out at
the time. Still I beat it without looking
back, because meeting you had mixed me
up and I couldn’t afford to tangle with any-
one until I'd had a chance to think things
over again.”

He smiled with a curious bitterness.
“You see, I found out that first morning in
town that Dad had played poker the night
before and had won heavy from two young
gents who hadn’t enjoyed losing. I learned
their names and their outfits. Also, that
Bill Terry hadn’t been seen again after
walking out of the Silver Spur with his
winnings. So I figured I'd better check up
on this Lonnie Lindstrom and Hobson. I
went to the Circle H first. There was no
one there so I gave it a good search and
found nothing. Then I went to the Rafter
L.’,

“You mean you were looking for the
gold you thought had been stolen from this
shack?” queried Karen.

“I was looking for my dad!” he came
pack flatly. “His body hadn’t been found,
so I thought there was a chance of his still
being alive. I thought maybe they were
holding him prisoner so they could force
him to tell where his cache was, in case
they weren’t able to find it themselves.
And that’s what they must have done, all
right, or you wouldn’t be here tonight
after the loot.

“I don’t know how much torture he took
before the truth was wrung out of him. But
by the Almighty—" Karen shrank back as
he suddenly thrust his face close, its jaw
muscles standing out. “Dead or alive, I'll
gsee that every mark on his body is pald
for, if it’s the last thing I do!”

He leaped to his feet. “Get up!” he or-
dered harshly. “I've wasted enough time,
waiting for you to get over a little bump on
the head. You're leading me to where
your pals are holding my dad—right now!”

Karen. “Wait!” she gasped.*You're
all mixed up. You can'’t really believe
I'm one of a gang that deliberately—"

HORROR and confoundment swamped

“It’s no go,” he declared. “You threw
me off the trail that first night by being a
girl and looking the way you do. I thought
then I must be mistaken—that any kid with
a sister like you would have to be decent.
So 1 eliminated Lindstrom and his pal. I
decided my only chance was to hole up
here and hope that one of the real guilty
parties would come back some night for the
gold. I did that, and I grabbed you. So it
all adds up. You're taking me to your
gang’s hideout now, if I've got to beat you
every step of the way. Get moving before I
start at it!”

Standing over her, he actually lifted a
hand. Yet brutal as were his words and
stance, Karen felt neither indignation nor
fear. In spite of everything that had passed
between them, intuition told her he would
never be able to make good his threat. He
might drag or carry her, but he would not
sgrike. He just wasn't that kind. It was
simply that the dread of what had happened
to someone he loved was driving him to
desperation.

“You really are Bill Terry’s son, aren’t
you?” she said gently. “I didn’t quite be-
lieve it at first. But I do now.”

He flung back at her sarcastically, “Am I
supposed to ask how you made such a bril-
liant deduction ?”

“No. But it’s simple enough. You've
never tried to find out where the gold is
hidden, even though you believe I know.
All you seem to care about is Bill Terry
himself, which makes the rest pretty ob-
vious. So I've got to tell you everything
now, because the truth isn’t nearly so bad
as what you’re thinking.”

“Don’t bother,” he said coldly. “Maybe
you are clever enough to cook up some
plausible lie about coming here tonight. But
there’s one thing you’ll never get around.
This!”

With a dexterous flip of hand he pro-
duced Bill Terry’s six-shooter. “This gun
happens to be a present I gave Dad two
years ago,”” he went on. “I found it on you.”

“Borrowed with his permission,” retort-
ed Karen levelly. Squaring her shoulders,
she told him the story. ‘I knew it wasn’t
anything to be proud of—deceiving him like
that,” she finished. “And I knew it was
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stepped across the threshold and froze.

For Bill Terry was no longer the com-
fortably resting patient she had left two
hours ago. His blankets were tangled. He
was plainly unconscious, with one long arm
dangling limply to the floor, and a trickle
of blood at one corner of his mouth.

Worst of all, though, he was not alone.
At the foot of the bunk, sixgun leveled in
readiness and the look of a cornered wolf
on his face, stood Bern Hobson.

All in a stunning flash Karen grasped
these details. Her recoil took her back a
step. Then almost without volition she was
" whirling, hurling herself upon Glen Terry
in a frantic effort to keep him from step-
ping into Hobson’s line of vision and fire.

Unfortunately, however, Glen's view was
limited to the bunk and its manhandled oc-
cupant.

“No, you don’t!"” he gritted, tossing her
_ back into the room. He followed with a
lithe leap, setting the scene for sudden
death, with a white-faced girl caught direct-
ly in the line of cross-fire.

Glen had only to squeeze trigger and take
instant advantage of his position. Instead
he wasted one precious second reaching for
Karen, sweeping her aside to safety.

Hobson, exhibiting no such scruples,
fired as swiftly as nervous reflexes per-
mitted. Had Glen been standing still he
would have died on his feet. As it was,
the bullet missed cleanly. Off balance, he
managed to snap his first shot. Hobson’s
second, however, sounded almast simul-
taneously, and Glen felt the shock of that
bullet clear to the shoulder. His six-shooter
fairly leaped out of his hand.

AREN. lifting herself from the floor,
K looked upon a desperate situation. Be-
yond a numbed hand. Glen was not
hurt. He had been disarmed. though Hob-
son remained on his feet. weapon still a
threat in his right hand, his left arm dangled
limply, blood dripping from fingertips.
“That was a lucky shot vou got in,
Mister!”” he snarled. “Mind tellin’ me who
you are before I finish you off?”
“He’s Bill Terry’s son!” broke in Karen
wildly. ““Have you gone crazy, Hobson ?”’
A sudden moan choked off her rush of

words. It'had not come from the wounded
man in the bunk, so that for the first time
she became aware of still another presence.
In a corner, unnoticed through the excite-
ment, lay a familiar figure.

“Lonnie!” she screamed. In a twinkling
she was bending over her brother, helping
him sit up. There was an ugly bleeding
gash above his right temple.

“Hobson did it, Karen,” he said weakly.
“Turned on me—because I tried to make
him stop—hurting Terry. He was the one
—who shot him in the first place. I said
it was me to get you to help—he held my
JOU’s. . . . Didn't know until tonight he
was using us as cat’s paw—to get gold. . .”
His head dropped and he fainted.

“Let him lay and tie up this other jas-
per!” ordered Hobson harshly. “I'll save
him for a while, if he’s the old man’s son.
Terry’ll talk for his sake, I reckon, once
he comes to. In the meantime, you can tend
this arm of mine and tell me where in hell
you went off to tonight, and why!”

Karen rose slowly, the facts falling into
place. It was Hobson all the way through,
not Lonnie. It was Hobson who had held
up and shot Bill Terry, then searched his
shack for the gold cache. Failing to find it,
he’d devised a scheme to worm the infor-
mation out of its owner. Lonnie had been
taken in by Hobson’s claim of remorse and
eagerness to save his victim’s life. Out of
a distorted sense of loyalty, and because of
a gambling debt, he had been an easy dupe,
in turn making one of her.

Hobson had known Terry would worry
about’ claim jumpers, had gambled that he
would entrust the saving of his gold to the
girl he helieved had saved his life. That was
the reason for his insistent instructions . . .
Win his confidence . . . Draw him out. He
had not dreamed that Karen might not feel
free to share Terry’s secret even with
Lonnie. or that she would take upon herself
alone the responsibility of moving the gold
to a new place of safety. Fortunately, it
had not occurred to him, either, that might
have been the object of her trip tonight.

Hobson’s curse jarred her back to the
present. His face was turning grey. Blood
continued to drip from his fingertips.

“He’s getting worried, Karen,” said Glen
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closing time around three. So that’ll give
you good time.”

Drew nodded, said curtly, “Go on.”

“Well, about halfway, you remember, is
an old mine diggings. Right where the trail
leaves the canyon and turns to skirt the
Uncompahgre Gorge. I'm riding on there
now, and I'll wait for you. After we split
I'll show you a way out of the canyon that
nobody knows. You make Gunnison and
get a train before we get that far looking
for you.”

wasn't what Drew wanted. The bitter-

ness of his thoughts must have been re-
flected in his face, for the lawman said
sharply: “I'm giving you a break, man,
and you damn well know it. What the hell
else do you want?”

What did he want? Drew knew the an-
swer to that. He wanted to go on feeling
like a man among men, free to stop in after
work for a drink at the Silver Dollar Sa-
loon and kid with the barman and any
others who happened to be there; then go
to his room for a bath and a clean shirt and
tie—the collar and tie were important, for
in Joliet men didn’t wear them. He wanted
endless suppers at the long boarding house
table, where miners joshed each other and
the pert waitresses—not where men wolfed
their food silently, always conscious of the
grim-faced guards who watched them. Then
he wanted those long walks in the early
twilight with:Janie Nelson. . . .

More than anything he wanted those
walks and Janie, with her honest blue eyes
that seemed to see right through a man’s
mind

But what the hell? That was over now,
anyway. Janie was too good for a man
from Joliet. He should never have let that
friendship start. Would she be hurt when
she knew? Would there be scorn or con-
tempt or heartbreak in her violet blue eyes?
He’d never know, Drew thought, while the
knife twisted deeper in his heart. He hadn’t
the courage to stay and see.

“Well?” Biggers’ voice was sharply im-
patient. “If you’re thinking up ways of
double crossing me, Drew, you're wasting
time. Nobody would believe a thing you'd

IT SOUNDED simple enough, but it

HALL

say when I sprung your record. Arrested
three times for petty thievery before getting
mixed up in a train robbery where two
men were killed. Think anybody’d believe
you if you told about this ?”

Drew knew they wouldn’t. He should
know. Nobody had believed him five years
before, not even his family. Because he'd
been a wild, rebellious kid all his life no-
body would believe he hadn’t been with that
outlaw gang when they robbed the train—
not after they found the empty express cash
box hidden in his room. The man who'd
left it there was gone, and Johnny Drew’s
word wasn’t worth much. It still wouldn’t
be.

“Okay,” he said dully. “But suppose
Nelson sends somebody with me?”

“He won't. We talked that over and de-
cided there's n» risk. I told him I'd have
you watched to be sure you weren'’t followed
out of town. But all my deputy will do is
be sure you take the right road out of
town.”

Drew didn’t miss the veiled threat. Turn-
ing toward the bank, his feet were like
lead, almost too heavy to pick up and put
down. But no heavier than his heart. His
six months in Silverton, Colorado, had
been a new way of life but had led only to
a box, a dead end. With the thousand he
could go somewhere and start all over
again, but there wouldn't be Janie. Again
he tried to put her out of his. mind, knowing
she should never have been in it.

Ed Nelson, a quiet, sharp-eyed man,
looked up as Drew came into the bank cage.
“I've a special job for you today, Drew.”

Then he went on to explain that their re-
lated bank at Ouray, new mining settlement
about twenty-five miles across the moun-
tains, was in difficulties. They’d had an un-
expected run, and if it continued they’d be
ruined unless funds reached them at once.
Word had come last night, by way of an
outbound freighter, to get five thousand
cash there by noon. It was three days be-
fore the mail rider was due, and the money
must go out at once. Nelson had an impor-
tant business deal on that morning or he'd
go himself. But his fastest horse was sad-
dled and waiting and the money in the sad-
dle bags. Would Drew start now?
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ticed above the shelf trail, where the snow
slide had made a grooved path. And if he
got there ahead of Biggers, who would no
longer be watching for him. he could get
the drop on the lawman, recover the money
and ride on to Ouray. And to hell with
what Biggers did after that! It wouldn’t
be any worse than what Drew had already
done to himseltf. It was worth a try, even
though he knew that the mountain top
would be broken by the jagged peaks which
had given the range the name of the Nee-
dles, and that attempting to cross would
be dangerous, if not impossible.

-Almost at the top of the fissure a jutting
rock promised help. Standing in the saddle,
Drew was able to loop his rope over it after
geveral attempts. Elated, he grasped the
rope firmly, found a toehold in the rocky
wall, and started his precarious climb up-
ward.

A small stone, dislodged by his foot,
struck the waiting horse. With a snort he
took off, the flapping stirrups adding to his
alarm. In a few seconds he had disappeared
around a curve, as though swallowed up by

- the mountain. Drew had a sinking feeling,
realizing what the loss of the horse could
mean, If he failed to intercept Biggers, he
had cut off his only chance of escape. But
he meant to catch Biggers. . . .

until he neared the top, where the sides

of the fissure almost met. Then he had
to turn loose the rope, get a firm toehold,
and grope above his head with both hands
for the top of the rocky roof. When he'd
gotten a good grip he had to let his feet
leave the inwardly sloping wall, while for
seconds that seemed like eternities he swung
there above nothing, feeling his hands slip-
ping off the rock.

Then, by the superhuman effort men are
capable of making when their lives hang by
a thread, Drew hoisted himself until his
shoulders touched both sides. Another
breathless moment of agonizing effort and
he pulled himself through until he lay prone
on his stomach on the ledge.

He wanted just to lie there and be sick,
but there wasn’t time for that. Biggers
would be leaving his rat hole by now and

THE CLIMB turned out not so hard

in another thirty minutes would be passing .
the high point on the shelf trail. And Drew
saw that he wasn’t yet at the mountain top.

The rest of the way he followed the path
cut by a mountain rill. Sometimes it was so
steep he had to lie on his stomach in the icy
water and literally crawl. But in another
ten or fifteen minutes he could stand up-
right and look down through needle-like
crags to the gleam of water far below in the
canyon.

But not, he quickly discovered, at a point
where he dared risk descent. He had no
rope now, for he’d had to leave it dangling
down that fissure. The snow slide was his
best bet, and he started looking for it, care-
fully avoiding snow patches that might cover
deep gaps in the mountain top. Before long
he saw the place and felt again that he
could worm his way down to a point where
a huge boulder overhung the tral. That
would prove an ideal spot to waylay a man.

Almost at the depression, Drew stopped
in dismay. At his feet yawned a deep
crevice, wide enough to defy a man to risk
jumping it. It looked exactly as though the
mountain had broken into a wide, derisive
grin, and down there in the bottom of the
crevice was the gleam of white teeth, the
encrusted snows of many winters.

Looking over his shoulder, Drew saw
a slowly moving horse starting up the shelf
trail. Biggers wasn’t hurrying, he thought
with renewed hope. He had probably wind-
ed his horse getting to the mine ahead of
Drew and now was letting the animal set
his own pace. Which was in Drew’s favor
if he could get across that crevice quickly
enough.

There was only one way to do it quickly.
Clenching his teeth against the fear that
pounded in him, Drew backed off to get a
running start, and at the edge of the crevice
he jumped.

At first, feeling his feet touch earth, he
thought he’d made it. Then his feet slipped
off and he was going down. Instinctively,
he had thrown the upper part of his body
forward and his outflung hands grasped the
gnarled roots of a stunted pifion. The roots
held, and slowly, painfully, Drew pulled
himself up until he sprawled over the bush
to safety.
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Time was short now and he couldn't
hurry down that steep depression, unless
he wanted to roll clear to the river. He
could only get down on his stomach and
worm his way down, praying wordlessly
that he could still beat Biggers to the rock.
Finally his toes touched the boulder, and
he just had time to fling himself flat when
Biggers rode into sight.

ing a smoke and looking very pleased

with himself and the world when
Drew’s voice made him stiffen in the saddle
and the cigarette fall from his fingers.

“Hands high, Biggers! Try to run for it
and you'll stop a bullet!”

Biggers pulled rein, then raised his hands

- as he tried to locate Drew. ‘“Where in hell
are you, Mason? And what do you want?”

“That four thousand dollars,” Drew said,
steadily. “Throw down your gun, then the
money. Then get off your horse and start
walking to Silverton. I'm riding him on
into Ouray.”

Biggers laughed, a short, ugly sound.
“The hell you are! If youwwant that money,
Drew, you'll have to come and get it. And
maybe I better remind you of what will hap-
pen if you shoot me. A necktie party for
Johnny Drew, for my deputy knows all
about you and why I rode out this way to
watch to see you didn't try getting away
with that money. Taking it on in now won’t
prove anything except you got scared after
shooting me when I tried to stop you. See
what I mean?”

Drew saw, all right. It looked as if, after
all his efforts, he was in the same old trap.
With this difference. He was no longer
afraid of what would happen to him. Be-
cause Biggers didn’t know that, Drew had
the advantage.

Keeping the gun on Biggers, Drew care-
fully worked himself into a crouching posi-
tion. “Throw away your gun, Biggers,”
he warned again.

But the lawman’s crooked teeth gleamed
in a snarl. “Come and get it, Johnny
Drew,” he taunted. “I dare—"'

He never finished. Drew had leaped from
the rock, landing astride Biggers’ back. The
two men rolled out of the saddle and hit the

BIGGERS was riding loose reined, roll-

ENNEN REAVES HALL

dirt of the trail as the startled horse broke
and ran. )

Biggers was heavier than Drew, and
Drew had the further handicap of being
under the lawman when the two hit the
trail. The jar almost knocked him breath-
less and broke his hold on the other man.
Before he could recover Biggers had
twisted about and was raining blows in his
face with murderous fury.

Blinded by pain, Drew tried futilely to
cover his face. Then the other man’s weight
left his body and Biggers kicked him in the
side. “Now get up, you two-timing thief,
and we’ll see who's giving the orders!”

DREW looked up into Biggers’ gun,

then made a move as though to get

to his feet. Instead, both booted feet
shot out, catching the lawman in the stom-
ach and landing him ten feet away on his
back.

But Biggers kept his gun and fired once
as Drew lunged for him. The bullet missed
and Drew had his gun arm before he could
finger the trigger again.

But the burly sheriff knew some tricks,
too. While Drew put all he had into the
effort to keep that gun from turning on him,
Biggers whipped his legs up and got a scis-
sors grip about Drew’s body. As the crush-
ing grip threatened to cave in his ribs, Drew
managed to sink his teeth deep into the law-
man’s hand that held the gun. Blood spurt-
ed, and the gun dropped. In the brief flash
of pain that took Biggers off guard, Drew
threw himself sideways and broke the hold
of the sheriff’s legs. He rolled free and got
to his feet just in time to meet the savage
rush of the other.

It was toe to toe fighting now, and Big-
gers’ big fists seemed packed with lead. He
kept pounding at Drew’s face and head, but
his blows left his own body unprotected.
Without trying to cover his face, Drew went
after Biggers' midriff, knowing that would

.be the beefy man’s weakness. Biggers’

breath began coming in rasping moans and
grunts, and Drew knew he could have him
to his knees in another moment. But just
then he stepped on a stone, lost his balance
and went down under one of Biggers’ hard
rights to his chin.
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Cowboy Under Canvas

By Tess Trahern

EVEN ZEKE, to whom it happened, would never have supposed

a woman’s scream could turn a cowman into a circus roustabout

VER the pitch of the barkers—*“Step
right up, everybody, and take a

chance—"" over the laughter of the
crowd that thronged the circus grounds,
even over the high-pitched tootling of the
calliope, Zeke Talbot was aware of an-
other sound, thin and piercing. He listened
for a moment, and it vanished. He
shrugged. Probably some defect in the
works of the merry-go-round, he thought.
But could a mechanical squeak hold a note
of terror, as that faint scream had seemed
to?

No one else had heard it apparently, but
that didn’t surprise Zeke. He'd often no-
ticed that life on the range had made his
eyes sharper and his ears keener than town-
folks’.

He pushed through the crowds flowing
toward the big top. The main show was
about to begin, people were deserting the
freaks and the midway, but Zeke had had
enough noise and tinseled gaiety. It was
time to be heading home for the ranch if
he expected to be there before midnight.

He went through the gate and past the
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Mulloy. “Well, get moving, back where
you belong, and if you two bums come over
this way again in the middle of the night,
you’re fired.”

“Okay, boss,” said Pete. Then he said,
tugging harder at Zeke, “Come on, Joey.
We're going to bed now.”

Zeke tried to explain that he wasn'’t Joey,
but it took too much effort. He concen-
trated on walking where his companion led
him.

VENTUALLY he was pushed onto a
E cot, and a stinging shot of Pete’s
private stock was poured down his
throat. He coughed, swallowed and found
his eyes focusing again, and his brain be-
ginning to function. He looked up into
black, sparkling eyes in a small, humorous
face.

“First I will tell you why I hit you,” said
Pete, sitting down companionably on the
foot of the cot. “I wouldn’t want you to
hold it against me. You see, I was walking
along, a little closer to Mulloy’s tent than
was absolutely necessary, but it’s wise to
keep one’s ears open for as much informa-
tion as possible, . . . You agree with that,
I'm sure.” He winked at Zeke and giggled.

“Then I saw you. Now I don’t mind
your eavesdropping on Mulloy. It proves
you're against him, and that makes you a
friend of practically everybody around here.
Practically everybody, but not of a guy who
was coming toward Mulloy’s tent from the
other side. I saw him, and I knew he'd
surely see you, and he might not take as
charitable an attitude as I. Mulloy would’'ve
heard me if I'd warned you, so I hit you
with my blackjack and pretended you were
my drunken partner, Joey.” Pete swelled
up proudly. “Clever, don’t you think?”

“Clever, all right,” replied Zeke, touch-
ing the back of his head gingerly, “but
maybe a little violent. Who are you?”

“A clown. Joey and I are the funniest
clowns in the circus, but he is a drunkard,
so I am really the best. Now, who are
you?” _

“I'm—Pop O'Regan’s new helper,
but—" Zeke paused, uncertain of how far
this pixie character could be trusted. “I'm

checking on Mulloy.”

“Goody!” Pete clapped his hands. “He’s
a skunk. I'd love to help you.” His eyes
were round and shining.

Zeke decided he looked like a wrinkled
little kid, playing cops and robbers. He
also decided if he needed any help, Pop
O’Regan was the man to turn to.

“Thanks, Pete, I'll let you know. Say,
are there any new tents around. here ?”’

“The second one on the other side of
Mulloy’s. He just put it up today. I peeked
in before the show, but it was empty—just
a cot and a chair.” He pouted in disap-
pointment.

Zeke swung his long legs to the floor and
looked around. It was a large tent with
eight cots and trunks in it. “When are all
your pals. coming back?”

“They’ll be out most of the night. Poker
game. I have more important things to do.”

Zeke grinned. “You sure do. Could I
stay here for a while?”

“Lie right down there. I'll stay up and
watch.” Pete did an exaggerated march and
stood like a soldier at attention,

“At ease!” Zeke laughed at the foolish
little man. He stretched out again, but he -
didn’t sleep, recalling the conversation he:
had overheard. One thing was certain,
Flossie was really in danger. “An acci- -
dent,” Runny had said. Somehow he’d
have to get to Flossie before Mulloy did.

After fifteen minutes, Pete abandoned
his stiff sentinel position at the tent flap.
He sat down on another cot, and fifteen
more minutes put him to sleep.

Zeke chuckled to himself. “Great little
guard you are.” He walked over to Pete
and relieved him of his blackjack. Then
he eased outside and looked around. The
circus grounds were quiet. Even the poker
players were apparently not in this vicinity.
He started off cautiously in the opposite
direction fram Mulloy’s tent, then circled
around until he figured he was in the right
position to approach Flossie’s shelter from
the other side. Runny must be somewhere
nearby, but there was no sign of him.

Zeke crept alongside the tent. He got
down on his stomach, frozen still, and after
a few moments slid his hand between the
canvas and the ground. He raised the side
slightly and peered inside. It was pitch
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she wants to stay. She thinks if we help
her she can trap Mulloy. She said for you
to tell me the whole story.”

Pop sat down on the hay beside Zeke.
“Well, to start off with, Flossie ain’t her
real name. She’s Elizabeth Giles. Her
Dad was Gideon C. Giles, who started this
circus and ran it fer the past thirty years.
I started out with him as a rider. Why I
remember the days . . . well, no time fer
that. Old Gideon made a lot of money and
he treated all the circus folks fine, Married
one of the trapeze artists. That was Flos-
sie’s mother. She died when Flossie was
ten and Gideon sent her off to school, and
I never seen her again till after Gideon—
died. Then she come back as a fancy rider.
Nobody knew her but me and Mulloy. I
guess she had to tell Mulloy to get the job,
but I recognized her. She’s the spit’n’
image of her ma.” The old man sighed.

“How did Gideon die?” asked Zeke.

“Now there’s an int'restin’ question.”
Pop spat into the sawdust. “This snake
Mulloy—he come to work as a box office
man about fifteen years ago. A gamblin’
man. Now if there was one weakness
Gideon had it was fer cards and dice and
them things. Never bet much, though, till
he started playin’ with Mulloy. Lost a pile
of money to that guy, and none of us could
persuade him that Jake was crooked. Well,
the gamblin’ losses and the bad years put
a whoppin’ big mortgage on the circus.
Gideon got more and more discouraged and
kept turnin’ things over to Mulloy. Then
about -six months ago, a sand bag fell on
him where he used to stand at the entrance
to the big ring. Flattened him plumb out.”
"~ Pop rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He
looked Zeke over. “Flossie said to tell you
everything, did she? Well, here goes. . . .
I looked over the rope that held that sand
bag. It had been rubbed and frayed away
to look worn out. But our grips are good
boys. They wouldn’t use a worn out rope.
Somebody had fixed that rope to break and
fall right where Gideon always stood durin’
the acts.”

“But who—"
“I'll tell you who. Mulloy’s assistant

snake, Runny. He worked as a grip ’fore
Mulloy found other jobs fer him. And that

might he was handlin’ the ropes fer the
trapeze act. It was right after that it hap-
pened.”

“Why didn’t you report it?”

angrily. “Because the one piece of

evidence, that busted rope, was stole
out of my tent 'fore I could get it to the
police.”

“Another thing,” said Zeke. “What good
would it do Mulloy to kil Gideon? He
wouldn’t inherit the circus.”

“No, but he knew the bank would ap-
point him manager. Flossie inherited the
part that was free and clear, but she’s not
of age, and the bank’s the trustee. Then
all Mulloy had to do was keep losin’ money.
The bank would put the circus into re-
ceivership, and he could buy it fer a song.
Course, it works out fine—to make the
circus lose money, all he has to do is take it
out of the till and put it in his own pocket.”

“Surely the bank checks up on him?”

“No bank knows beans about runnin’ a
circus. Mulloy could fix up some phony
receipts for new canvas, expensive animal
feed, stuff like that he never bought at all.
Now if them auditors would ask the circus
folks, we could tell ’em plenty. . ..”

“But what about Flossie—I mean Eliza-
beth?” asked Zeke.

“Might’s well call her Flossie. It’s safer.
Well, Flossie took a notion to join the
circus, and that was somethin’ Mulloy
hadn’t figgered on. First he tried to get
her to marry him.”

Zeke frowned in disgust.

“T agree with you,” said Pop. “Then he
tried to get her to leave. That's when she
begun to suspect somethin’ was fishy. So
she come to me about it. Last night that
was, before the show. Well, maybe I
shouldn’t of done it, but I told her what I
suspicioned about oI’ Gideon bein’ done in.
She was all upset, naturally, and she said
she was goin’ to find out. I told her not to
do anythin’ fool-headed, but she run out of
here pretty determined.” Pop took a plug of
tobacco out of his pocket and bit into it.
“That’s the story, son,” he said.

Zeke thought for a minute. “She must
have gone to Mulloy’s tent to look for

POP GOT UP and began to pace
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evidence—~—to look for something that would
help her prove either that Mulloy killed her
father or that he’s now cheating the circus.
Then he surprised her, and that’s when I
heard her scream.”

“Maybe she found somethin’.”

“No, I think she was just running away
when I found her, because she was scared.
She wanted time to think. Now she knows
we'll fight with her, and she wants to
stay. . . . Pop, that gitl’s in great danger.
We've got to watch her every minute. .
Let’s see, what would be the best way to
rig up an accident?”

“How about you, son?” Pop asked
shrewdly. “Why're you gettin’ messed up
in this?”

Zeke shrugged his shoulders. “A lady
in distress. . . .”

“And a mighty pretty one,” added Pop,
his eyes twinkling. “Say, are you sure
Mulloy don’t suspect you?”

“I don’t think so. He only saw me when
he hired me.” He snapped his fingers. “I
almost forgot my car. It’ll stick out like a
sore thumb in the parking lot this morning.

I'd better get over there before anyone’s .

up‘n

Zeke hurried across the circus grounds.
In sight of the lot he stopped in amazement.
The car was gone. He turned back and
came face to face with Mulloy.

“Talbot—that’s your name, isn’t it?
What are you looking for?”

Zeke thought fast. “That water tank,
Mr. Mulloy. I don’t know my way around
very well yet.”

Zeke didn’t know whether that satisfied
Mulloy or not. His slitted eyes were in-
scrutable. He shifted his cigar around in
his mouth and pointed. “It’s over there.”
Then he turned on his heel and walked
away.

At mid-morning Flossie came into the
horse tent. They looked at Princess’ saddle
sore together.

Flossie said quickly, ‘“Jake was as nice
as he ever can be this morning. Told me
he’d been startled when he saw me in his
tent last night—that was when I screamed
—and he’d treated me rougher than he’d
meant to. He said he sent Runny after me
because he thought I’d been kidnaped. But

he knows I’'m onto him, Zeke. He's getting
ready to strike.” '
Zeke took her little hand as he had when
she lay on the cot. It was cold, but it held
his trustingly. “Stay with people all the
time, Flossie. Not me, because I think
Mulloy’s suspicious.” He told her about
Runny getting his license number and about
his car being missing. “It’s just a matter
of time before they find out who owns that
car, and the worst of it is, Mulloy knows
my name. But he’ll probably think I've
got some official reason for being here. It’s
a cinch he’d never believe I just wandered
into this mess. He's got to work fast.”

Zeke was busy in the stable, and-he saw

nothing of Flossie until he was- bring-
ing the horses to the big top for the eve-
ning performance. She walked toward him
with the rest of the troupe, dressed in a
silver costume, with a short, flared skirt
and silver boots.

“You’re not going to ride?” asked Zeke
in alarm.

“Just the jump through the flaming hoop,
Zeke. The kids would be so disappointed if
I didn’t. Do you think Princess is all
right?”’

“Sure, the saddle sore is nearly healed.
It won’t hurt Princess, but I'm worried
about you.”

“Don’t be silly, Zeke. I've done the act
a hundred times. Just get Princess saddled.
Please!” Flossie smiled at him.

When Zeke went back to the horse tent,
he found Princess already saddled. She
must have told Pop, too, he thought. He
examined the saddle to see that it was se-
curely cinched and had not been tampered
with. Everything seemed okay, so he led
the horse out of her stall.

When Flossie had mounted and was

waiting for her cue, he said, “Be careful—
my dear.”

She leaned over and put her little silver-
gloved hand on his shoulder. “Zeke, you're
very good to me. I'm sorry I dragged you
into this.”

He looked into her eyes. “I’m not,” he
said after a long moment. “Not-any more.”

The circus lights dimmed, and the grips

-I' HE REST of the day was very quiet.
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the only person who could afford to be
temperamental. If he was smart, the cook
would have every cowboy at his beck and

call before many days had rolled by. The -

cowboys were willing to help. An extra
load of wood brought in or a stack of dishes
done might mean pie for supper or canned
tomatoes for lunch.

If some of the cowhands rode their horses
too close to the campfire and scattered dirt
into the supper, the cook would throw an
empty pan at them. He’d spout uncompli-
mentary Spanish terms. Or he’d threaten
to quit the whole outfit. The cowboy never
failed to pay for his action whether he got
dust in the meal or made some crack about
the food.

One cowboy new to an outfit got into
trouble with the cook because he didn’t
like the tin plates. They’d become rounded
with use and looked more like big bowls
with rims than plates. When the cowboy
set his plate on the ground and put his bis-
cuits on the edge, the plate rolled over and
spilled his meal.

The cowboy cursed and threatened to
throw the plate into a nearby lake, The cook
had not been able to get tinware and scarce-
ly had enough to make the long drive. He
stood and fondly patted the six-shooter on
his hip. .

“Son,” he said, “you can cuss the outfit.
That ain’t' my worry. But if you throw that
plate into the lake you'll pick it up before

The cowboy didn’t
complain again

it hits the water and bring it back to me.”
The cowboy did not complain again on
that trip.

his punishment. One of his boys de-
cided the sourdough biscuits were
too hard and fed his to a dog that had fol-
lowed the wagon. The next morning the
dog died of a different cause.
“Not fit fer a dog. Didn’t I tell you,
cookie?”” the cowboy grinned.

Whereupon the sourdough biscuits be-
came increasingly salty until the other cow-
hands had to straighten out in the cowboy’s
mind the fact that the biscuits were good.
The cowboy ate six salty sourdough biscuits
under the watchful eyes of the other cow-
boys and complimented the cook. The next
meal the salt disappeared from the biscuits.

The cook is not always taking it out -on
the cowboys. They are his boys. He doc-
tors sore throats for them and pours iodine
on bad cuts. He will get out of bed to fix a
meal for a boy just off the range. He's will-
ing to listen to problems or talk with a
lonely cowpuncher or greenhorn.

Because they are his boys, the cook feels
free to give them advice on everything from
love to home remedies. He'll go out of his
way to bake a pie when the going is the
toughest. He likes to watch the boys’ faces
light up when he’ puts it on their plates.

The pride and joy of every range cook
is his barrel of sourdough. Sourdough—
made of flour, salt, and water—is the foun-
dation of every meal at the chuck wagon.
Sourdough makes its own yeast. The cook
spends two weeks seasoning his small keg
or barrel and getting a start on the sour-
dough. When the cook gets his start, sour-
dough acts like perpetual motion. The cook
takes the bubbly sponge-like mixture out of
the barrel and adds flour to make a stiff
dough. Then he puts enough of the original
ingredients into the barrel to replace what
he took out.

In this way there is constant natural fer-
mentation kept going in the barrel,

From the dough he makes everything
from biscuits to pie crust. Sourdough bread
has a lot of flavor and body to it. It is good

ANOTHER cook was more subtle with









day in rodeo, and this year the arenas
Out in Belle
the historic Black Hills
Roundup will be in full swing. Every night
of the rodeo—July 3rd, 4th and Sth—there
will be open house on Belle Fourche's

FOURTH OF JULY is always a big

will be busier than ever.
Fourche, S. Dak,

Main St., with dancing, a carnival, Indian
powwow dancing, a cowboy band concert,
and general whoopee.

This year’s show will be their 28th
annual Roundup. Besides the standard
rodeo events, the Black Hills Spur and Bit
Club will put on a mounted quadrille, an
exhibition buffalo ride will take place, and
wild buffalo will stampede across the arena.
The Black Hills is the range of one of the
country’s few remaining buffalo herds.

The Red Lodge, Mont., rodeoalso takes
place on July 3rd, 4th and 5th, and they're
paying a total of $3,000 in prize money.
The judges will be elected by the cowboys
participating. Red Lodge has.a very active
Rodeo Ass'n, which is planning still another
show this year. There’s always a good
line-up -of contestants here. Red Lodge, you
may know, is the home town of the Linder-
man boys and the Greenoughs.

St. Paul, Ore., is having its 12th annual
roded on these same dates. Prize money
here comes to 7,600 bucks, plus a special
trophy to the all-around best cowboy. The
boys will be up against the local Oregon
stock of Harley Tucker of Joseph.

Another bidder for the contestants on
these popular dates in Levelland, Texas,
where they’re paying $400 for each of five
major events. Levelland claims to have the
biggest arena in Texas. Grangerville,
Idaho, and Greely, Colo., also have shows
on these dadtes, as does Reno, Nev.

The well known Abe Lefton is announc-
ing at Reno, telling the fans how the boys

make out against Harry Rowell’s stock.
Dick Griffith will be there with his new
rodeo act—his fireball jumpers and trick
riding horses. Dick has had trailers built
tc order for his fine horses.

No doubt some of you fans throughout
the West will be taking in the rodeos going
on right now,

There are plenty of these—the Liver-
more, Calif,, rodeo on Sat. and Sun., June
14th and 15th; Pioneer Days at Polson,
Mont., on June 7th and 8th; the Santa
Maria, Calif., rodeo on May 31st and June
1st, sponsored by the local Elks and the
King City, Calif.,, Stampede on June 8th
where, besides the usual events, they're
putting on a jackpot team steer-roping con-
test, prize to be $500 for the best team on
a five-steer average.

Sonoma’s 19th annual rodeo is on June
7th and 8th, celebrating California’s Mili-
tary Centennial and jointly sponsored by
the local Chamber of Commerce and the
U. S. Army.

Plentys of arena champs are expected—
Gene Rambo, 1946 all-around champion
cowboy, and Bud Linderman, his runner-
up; former all-around or bronc-riding
champions Burrel Mulkey, Jackie Cooper,
John Bowman and Perry Ivory.

The Salinas, Calif., rodeo, about which
we told you last tlme is coming June 19-
22nd. Rxght now Ferdmand the Salinas
Rodeo bull, is riding the highways mounted
in state on a Mercury convertible, to
advertise the show. Ferdinand gets around.
Los Angeles, Santa Barbara, Sonoma,
Monterey, he sees them all. He’s been go-
ing strong ever since he started advertising
rodeo 15 years ago,-and it’s estimated he’s
traveled some 10,000 miles.

Adios,

—THE EDITORS
91





















98 CHANDLER WHIPPLE

always found time to get in some mis-
chief, but Doc Lathrop watched over her;
she would have to send Wendy away too,
when she really began to grow up. As for
Johnny, he was a thoroughly normal boy
and she did not worry much about him.
In time he would take over the job of run-
ning the Golden Glow, and maybe then Ma
could sit back and rest a spell.

That was the way it had seemed to her,
and that was the way she had planned and
worked and schemed. It got to be a
passion with her, the things she would do
for the children, until in time perhaps the
passion blinded her to reality, and all she
did was to work to make everything she
laid her hand to bigger and better. In-
chuding the town itself.

She had done the job, all right. But now,
sitting there beside the bed, looking at
Wendy, Ma Holloway was sure that some-
where along the line something had gone
wrong. She had tried too hard. Out of
the little town of Singing Woman she had
created a monster, and it had risen to
atrike her. And now it was too late to tum
back.

“If only Johnny was here,” she said,
thinking aloud. “Don’t want to drag
Randy back—but Johnny, he could help
us."

“Johnny....” moaned Wendy.

“Wendy!” Ma stood up, leaned over her
daughter. “You—you spoke.”

Wendy opened her eyes and tried to sit
up. “Ma,” she whispered, “they killed Doc
Lathrop. Hung him . . . it was a bill of
sale.... Oh, my head hurts.”

“If it's just a headache,” Ma said
through her tears, “we can cure that. You
just lie still, Wendy.”

HE PITCHFORK herd was in. Yes-
Tterday the dust of their coming had

spread itself thickly over the town of
Singing Woman. Today, by mid-after-
noon, the last of them had been shoved
th;gugh the loading pens and into the wait-
ing cattle cars. Lee Vickery waited until
the engine had been hooked onto the cars
and was chugging away with its live cargo
to the eastward, then he turned away, head-
ed uptown to join the Pitchfork punchers

who were already celebrating the end
of the long wearisome drive.

On the way he stopped at the post offica.
He had been expecting some word from
his father in Texas, but in the past few
days had had too many things on his
mind to look for it. He found a letter
awaiting him,

I've talked it over some more with fotks
who have been up there, and it looks to me
like my hunch was right. We want some of
that northern range. From what I hear,
there’s some of the best grazing land in the
country up there.

around and see if that ain’t right.
Keep half the beef money and send the rest
back by Jeff. When you find what we waat,
lease it. Or buy it if you have to. Stay as long
as you need to. We'll start a herd of two-
year-olds up the trail in the early spring and
fatten them through the summer. Maybe
will pay us to sell out entirely down here in
another year. We'll see about that Maia
thing now is to grab onto some good range.

Lee was not surprised. They had talked
about this possibility before he left on the
drive, and he had rather thought this
would be Jim Vickery’s fina! decision,
That meant he would ‘be staying around a
spell. It might also mean that he would
see Wendy Holloway again.

He went on down Main Street, finally
located the Pitchfork boys at the Wagon
Wheel. Some of them had been paid off
the night before, after the cattle were in-
side the yards, and these boys were well
along in their celebration. Most of the
rest were doing a fair job of catching up.
Jeff Patterson, an older man and top-
hand of the Pitchfork crew, was taking it
easy, sipping his whiskey a little at a time.

Lee got him aside and told him about
his father’s decision. Jeff nodded, “Makes
sense,” he said. “I expected it. Now let's
see, you want I should cut out that black
geldin’ for an extra mount for you?”

Lee spent the rest of the afternoon doing
the rounds of Singing Woman with the
boys from the Pitchfork. He was not hav-
ing much fun, though; he kept thinking
about Wendy Holloway. How slight and
pale she had looked lying there uncon-
scious. He wondered if he could get up the
nerve to brave Ma Holloway again and find:
out how Wendy was making out.
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as the drive went down to the loading pens,
and learned that it was Lee Vickery who
had picked her up by the water tower. She
made a mental note that it would be fitting
and proper to look up that young man and
thank him.

That would have to wait for a day or two,
Lowever. She talked with Judge Parnell
and her mother. trying to piece together all
that had happened the night before and
to weigh its significance. Sheriff Lem Han-
son came up to question her briefly, but she
did not have much to offer. There was the
piece of paper, but she had not been able
to save it, had barely been able to glance
at it. As to the man who had hit her over
the head, he was only a vague shadow, of
medium height, with a voice she could not
identify.

At that point, the sheriff seemed to lose
interest in questioning her. About all her
testimony could do, he said, was to clear
that young Texan. He would have to find
another angle to the case in order to track
down the men who had murdered Doc
Lathrop. Maybe it was the same three who
had held up the Golden Glow. They had
gotten away but he would bring them to
justice yet, he said.

The next day, in spite of her mother’s
adjurations to rest and keep quiet, Wendy
managed to find excuses to get out several
times into the town. In the course of this,
she made several inquiries of storekeepers
and others whom she happened to meet.
Before the day was out, she had found out
a great deal about gold mining on Squaw
Man Creek.

She still had not found out quite what she
wanted to know. Wendy still remembered
that when she came back to consciousness
her mother was talking about Johnny. Since
then she had wormed just enough out of
Ma Holloway to know what she had meant.
That, plus a lot more things that Wendy
guessed but did not know, made her deter-
mined to do one thing—find Johnny. Trou-
ble of some kind was brewing for the Hollo-
ways, and they needed him.

Strangely, though most of the citizens
Wendy talked to knew something about the
gold mines, none of them knew duything
about Johnny Holloway. Or if they did,
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they evidenced a strange lack of interest in
discussing him. One or two admitted that
they had heard he was ‘“somewhere up
there,” but ‘“somewhere” included at least
fifty or a hundred square miles of hills.

Wendy had just about given up hope
when, walking down the street after supper
on a trumped-up errand at the hardsvare
store, she encountered Kane Lisbee. He
walked along with her a ways, and he
seemed disposed to talk. She did not expect
that the banker would have much knowl-
edge of affairs around the gold mines, but
to her surprise he did. Evidently business,
probably in connection with the shipments
of gold ore from the mines, took him fairly
often to the smelter which had been set up
in the Squaw Man district. Yes, he had
even seen Johnny once or twice, had a vague
idea of where he was likely to be found.

“T'll be glad to take up word to him,” he
said. “As a matter of fact, I'm riding up
tomorrow.”

“Word isn’t enough,” Wendy answered.
“I want to see him. Couldn’t I ride up with
you tomorrow ?”’

“Well now—" Kane Lisbhee did not seem
too pleased at first, but after he had thought
a moment, he smiled. “I don’t see how I can
keep you from going,” he said. “Of course
you can.”

N THE way back from the hardware
O store, Wendy, full of th® thought

that at last she would see Johnny,
almost bumped into Lee Vickery. He was
on his way out of the Golden Glow, where
he’d hoped to see Wendy. Now his eyes
brightened, and he smiled.

“Sure looks good to see you lookin’ so
pert again. Miss Wendy,” he said.

Wendy decided that she liked his smile
very much. ‘“I've been wanting to see you.”

“You have?” The smile became a beam.

“Why—yes. To thank you for finding
me, the other night.”

“Sure glad T did,” he told her.

“Some people just don’t have much sense.
do they, Mr. Vickery?”

“I wouldn’t say that. Anyhow I hope I'm
going to see considerable more of you. Goin’
to be around a spell. Lookin’ for some good
grazin’ land.”
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ghe was a trifle relleved that Lisbee wasn't
ming with her. She wanted to talk to
Johnny alone. .

The creek valley twisted and turned, so
that Wendy could never see far ahead. She
was getting higher into the hills, and the
timber was becoming more sparse. Just an
occasional stand of scrub oak or pine to
relieve the massive rock walls all about her.

She rode the first mile or so without in-
cident. Far ahead, she heard a sound like
a shot. Probably it was only a falling tree or
a dislodged stone tumbling down. These
rocky hills could do strange things to sound.
Just the same, she hurried her mount a lttle
up the tralil.

Rounding a curve in the canyon, she saw
a cabin not a quarter mile ahead. It was
bullt close to the stream, at a spot where
the canyon broadened out. That must be it.

N FACT, she was sure of it. There wasg
I a man going toward the cabin now, and
she was quite certain that it was Johany.
“Johnny!” she called. “Johnny Hollo-

way "

Kpparently he did not hear her. He was
hurrying toward the cabin, had broken into
a ryn. Wendy spurred her horse.

When she got to the cabin, Johnny was
down on one khee with his back to her, right
before the doorway. Wendy slid from
saddle, started toward him.

“Johnny!” she sald agaln. “What's—"

He whirled swiftly, coming up from his
knees. By the time he faced her, there was
a cocked .45 {n his hand, pointed straight
at her. In another split-second, he would
have fired.

“It’'s Wendy,"” she said.

At the same time he recognized her. The
45 went back to its holster. He trled to
grin, but the grin did not come off very well.

“Why, so it i3,” he said. “Good gosh,
Wendy, you've growed. You're—awful
pretty.”’

“But Johnny,” she said, “what’s wrong !

He stepped forward, awkwardly put his
arms around her and kissed her. I thought
you was a murderer,” he said.

“Murderer ?" :

He turned and pointed. Now she coyld
aea, Just inslde the cabin door, the body of e
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man. It was an old man, with sandy halr
and beard.

“My pardner,” he said. “Sandy Hedges,
He's dead. Somebody just murdered him."

They. walked up to the cabin. Sandy had
been shot in the back, apparently as he stood
just inside the doorway. Wendy looked
around her at the canyon walls, but they
seemed as empty of life as the body inside
the cabin.

“I heard the shot,” she sald.

“So did I,” Johnny answered. “I was up
the creek about half a mile. They must have
been just waitin’ for us to separate.”

“ ‘+hey ? Do you know who it was,
Jobnny *” :

“I don't expect Sandy had an enemy in
the world,” he answered. “He was an awful
dtunk, but he was a genlal cuss. No, I don't
know who it was, but I've got 8 inlghty
strong idea why. T gueass tifey've found us
out.”

“What do you mean?”

“We've gtruck it rich. Couple weeks ago.
Found a rich vein up the canyon. We've
been tryln’ to keep it dark, goin' right on
with our pannin’ for a few dollars a day—
but it looks like it didn’t work.”

A sudden thought struck Wendy. “If
that's it,”" she sald, “‘then they'll be after

u too. Johnny, we've got to find out who

{s and hunt them down.”

He shbok his head. “There’s plenty of
folls up here would murder for a rich
¢laim,"” he told her. “It could be any one of
themn. And murder’s easy here. You can't
trall a man through these rockas.”

these facts troubled Wendy.
“Johnny.” she sald at last, “Ma’s
been hearing strange tales about you. That
you'd gone bad, joined up with the outlaws
that are robbing and killing up here. John-
ny, you didn’t—you didn't kill Sandy
Hedges because of the clahn, did you?”
“I ain’t that bad, Sis,” he said. “Don’t
know who's been spreadin’ those storles.
Most everybody up here goes a little light
on the law; this is tough country. A man
gets around and he learns a lot. Maybe I
know more about the owlhooters than's
good for me, But I ain't taken to murder.,”

SOMETHING in his calm acceptance of
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“Oh.” Wendy was almost convinced.
“But Ma never heard fromn you. Said you’d
just wandered off with some drunken old
sourdough.”

“Sure.” Johnny spoke with some de-
fiance. “Sandy was a drunk, all right, but
he had plenty savvy. I've figured if I could
keep him sober, off and on, sooner or later
we'd strike it rich. I was right. And I
didn’t aim for Ma to hear from me till that
happened. Dang it all Wendy, Ma’s awful
bossy. A man’s got to make his own life.
She wanted me to stay in town and run the
Golden Glow—but you know doggoned well
who’d be runnin’ it.”

Wendy laughed. She knew he was talk-
ing straight now, and she felt good all
over. Of course he was the same Johnny.

“Yes,” she said. “I know who’d be run-
ning it.”

“Daggone, Wendy.” Johnny grinned.
“Sure is good to have you back. I can talk
to you.” His face sobered. “Only I wish this
hadn’t happened.”

“I’m beginning to wonder,” Wendy said.
“It’s funny that it happened just now. And
that talk that was getting down to town
about how wild you were. Johnny, I think
all the Holloways are in for trouble.”

“Huh? Not Ma?”

Wendy told him about the murder of Doc
Lathrop, the robbing of the Golden Glow.

“Johnny,” she said, “I'm beginning to
think it's all part of a plan. To get rid of us.
There must be some folks that think the
Holloways are too strong. That want to run
the town themselves, You'd better come
back to town, Johnny.”

“Maybe you're right,” he admitted. “It
kind of fits together, don’t it? I reckon—"

He was looking down the canyon. Wendy
turned. Half a dozen men were riding to-
ward them. Kane Lisbee was not among
them, but she recognized the man from the
smelter who had directed her here.

climbed off their horses. They barely
nodded to Wendy and Johnny. One of
them walked toward the cabin door. He
examined the body of Sandy Hedges brief-

"I' HEY rode up, and three of them
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