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THEY CALLED ME KILLER KATE 11

OUR O'CLOCK that afternoon,

here came the vagueros again, this
time with a buckboard that had a fan-
cy awning to keep the sun off. Pa
called it a surrey. I never seen any-
thing so fancy in my whole life!

I sat up there like the queen of
England and the vaqueros rode around
me, singing and laughing through
miles of dusty brush country, through
the mesquite, the retama, junco and
cactus of the monmte. And then we
came into a valley, all green and pret-
ty like a little Garden of Eden in the
desert and there were the white ’dobe
walls around the main buildings of the
hacienda.

When I met Don Valdez and his
wife, Senora Valdez, I remembered
what Pa had said. Don Valdez was a
big man who carried himself erect like
a king, and he had gray hair and a
glowing gray mustache. He had the
most elegant, gracious manners I have
ever seen. But I could see in the back
of his eyes a hardness like {lint. No-
body had to tell me that he ruled his
brush country kingdom and his house-
hold with a fist of iron.

That night the fiesta began. Lighted
jack-o-lanterns hung from trees in the
patio. A string orchestra and singers
filled the warm night air with music.
Tables groaned with food. Valdez cou-
sins poured into the ranch by the wag-
on load. There were dozens of beauti-
ful girls but Ramon Valdez gave all
his attention to me. We danced and
there was something breathtaking in
his touch and the way his eyes lin-
gered on my face.

Late that night when the dancing
was over and I was in my room about
to go to bed, there was a tap at my
window. It scared me. But I opened it
a crack—and I saw Ramon.

“I couldn’t sleep without one more
good-night,” he explained with a smile.

We talked in soft whispers across
the window sill and before I knew it
our hands were touching. And then he

suddenly bent closer. I felt a dizzy
flush sweep over me, a feeling of pan-
ic. I shouldn’t let kim kiss me so soon,
I thought wildly. But I didn’t have
the strength to move. And then his
lips were on mine, warm, eager.

My mind was in such a spin I
couldn’t sleep. This was happening so
quick! Could you fall in love so quick?
T wished Pa was here so I could ask
him. ...

The next day Ramon took me all
over the ranch. I was used to riding in
levis, astride like a man, but I knew
Mexican custom would be shocked so
I wore a dress and rode side-saddle
like a lady. It was a perfect day and
there seemed to be a rosy glow around
the two of us, shutting off the rest of
the world.

But something happened late that
afternoon that showed me another side
of Ramon—a side that could be as
hard as his father. We had ridden by
one of the corrals and Ramon sudden-
ly stiffened as he saw a peon ranch
hand beating a horse.

Ramon swung off his horse. He
went over to the man, snapping an or-
der. The peon cursed him and Ra-
mon’s voice rose sharply. Suddenly, I
saw Ramon grab the whip out of the
man’s hand and slash it across his
face. His arm rose and fell until the
peon was a groveling, bloody heap at
his feet. I turned my face away, sick
at my stomach. But I couldn’t forget
the look in that beaten man’s eyes. If
I’d ever seen raw, naked murder in a
man’s eyes it had been then....

Ramon got back on his horse and
we rode away. He was silent for a
while and then he said, “I am sorry,
mi corrazon that you had to see such
unpleasantness. Sometimes these peons
have to be treated like bad children.”

Pa’s words came back to me again.
“You don’t own all that land and peo-
ple by bein’ soft.”

I could see how right he’d been.
The Valdez family were good to their
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“Kate. . .please, they’ll hear you all
over the ranch—"

At that precise moment there was a
sound at the window. Ramon turned
that way. I had a fleeting glimpse of a
dark figure swinging over the sill, into
the room. The man uttered a single
swear word, “Cabron!” Then I was
blinded and deafened by the crash of
gunfire in the small room.

Before my dazed eyes, Ramon
clutched at his chest, stumbled, and
crashed to the floor. The dark figure
loomed before me. Something hit me a

stunning blow and my mind went
blank,

WHEN I OPENED my eyes, the
room was filled with lamplight.
Through a daze I saw the horrified
faces of house servants. They were
dressed in night shirts and night
gowns, holding lamps and babbling
like crazy. I realized that I'd fallen
across the bed. Groggily 1 got to my
feet. I felt something heavy in my
right hand and I stared blankly down
at a gun I was holding. How it had
gotten into my hand I didn’t know.

The servants were pointing toward
Ramon’s body and at me. One of the
men turned and dashed down the hall.

I was still so confused from the
blow that I couldn’t make any sense
out of what was happening. I opened
my hand and the gun tumbled to the
floor. I stared at Ramon’s body.

One of the women servants
screamed nasty words accusingly at
me in Mexican. A man beside her sud-
denly began walking menacingly to-
ward me. Fright raced through me,
clearing the daze from my mind in a
flash.

I'd knocked around with Pa enough
to know danger when I smelled it.
Quickly, I bent and scooped up the
.45 that I'd just dropped. The man
stopped as I swung the gun toward
him. He took one look at the way I
was holding the gun and he saw that

I knew how to use it and he didn’t
come any closer.

1 wiped my free hand across my
eyes. This whole thing seemed like a
crazy dream and I wished I could
wake up. As well as I could figure out,
the servants must have busted into
the room when they heard the gunshot
and figured I'd just shot Ramon. It
sure looked that way. The murderer
who’d come through the window must
have knocked me across the bed and
put the gun in my hand.

I was so filled with panic I could
think of only one thing...getting out
of there. I waved the frightened serv-
ants away from the door and I ran out
into the hall. I got halfway to the end
of the long corridor when four men ap-
peared from around a corner. It was
the servant who’d dashed out of my
room, Ramon’s father, Ramon’s
younger brother, Lupe, and the ranch
foreman,

Mr. Valdez’s face was gray with
anguish and fury. He raised a shak-
ing finger. “You little piece of bag-
gage,” he screamed in Mexican. “We
bring you here as our guest—you re-
pay me by killing my son—"

e foreman raised his rifle with a
curse.

I tried to beg them to listen to me
but old man Valdez was like a bull in
an insane rage. “Shoot her!” he cried.

The man squinted down the rifle
barrel aimed at my heart and his fin-
ger tightened on the trigger.

There was no time even to think. I
shot from the hip, the way Kim had
taught me to do when I was a girl.
The foreman spun around and his
rifle clattered to the floor.

I'd temporarily saved my life, but
I’d also put a stamp on my guilt. Now
I'd never be able to cenvince them I
was innocent of Ramon’s death. There
was nothing left to do but run.

I found an open door and ran into
the night. Lupe Valdez was the closest
to me, He was a slim young man, not
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nearly as handsome as Ramon. I'd
seen him only a few times before; he
stayed mostly in the background at
the family gatherings. But now he
went into action and tried frantically
to grab me. I ducked under his fingers
and then I was out in the ranch yard.

Luckily, it was very cloudy and
dark that night. People were yelling
and lamps were flickering all over
the house. I fumbled my way down to
the corral. There I was in real luck.
I found a horse saddled and tied to a
hitch rail—probably belonging to one
of the vaqueros who'd just ridden in.

I swung into the saddle and got out
of that ranch yard as fast as the stal-
lion could move.

T WAS near dawn when I reached

the river, The tired horse crossed
a fording place to where the Texas
Lady was tied up. I roused Pa, blurt-
ing out the whole terrible story. We
went right to work, getting up steam.
Soon we were headed back down the
Rio Grande as fast as that old stern
wheeler could paddle. But that wasn’t
nearly fast enough to suit me. The
Texas Lady was a slow old tub and
we had to be careful of the many
treacherous sand bars.

All that day, we watched the banks
on both sides, afraid that every time
a bush moved it was the Valdez riders
coming after me. But that day passed
and the following night. Neither Pa
nor me slept a wink. We kept loaded
rifles close by as we steamed through
the night. Forty-eight hours passed
and there was no sign of pursuit. My
hopes began to rise.

It was near sundown that second
day when we rounded a bend in the
river and saw up ahead a horseman
strike out across a shallow gravel bar
toward our bhoat.

1 grabbed my rifle and stepped out
of the wheel house onto the Texas
deck where I could draw a bead and
I fired a warning shot near his head.

He drew rein abruptly, yanked his
hat off, and yelled. I caught sight of
tumbling blonde hair and the shifting
breeze carried his swear words our
way. My heart turned a flip.

“Kim!” I cried. “Kim Sallings!”

I'd never been so glad to see any-
body in my whole life!

Pa slowed the boat and Kim drew
his horse up to the rail and swung
from his saddle to the deck. He ran
up to the Texas deck still swearing,
because I'd nearly shot him. But when
he confronted me on the deck he start-
ed grinning. He put his hands on his
hips and slowly ran his gaze from my
head to my feet.

“What are you gawkin’ at, Kim
Sallings?” I demanded angrily.

“I just wanted to get a good look
at ‘Killer Kate’, the most dangerous
woman on the Texas border,” he
drawled. Then he took a folded paper
from his shirt pocket, handed it to
me. “Everybody on the border is talk-
in’ about Killer Kate, the girl that
murdered Ramon Valdez in the heat
of a lovers’ quarrel.”

My ears were burning as my trem-
bling fingers tore open the paper. It
was a “wanted” dodger. The kind they
post for outlaws. The words screamed
up at me—

WANTED—DEAD OR ALIVE
FOR MURDER
KATE DAWSON
REWARD—$5,000 Pesos

Then followed a description of me.

“Old man Valdez has plastered
these all over the border,” Kim went
on. “Every bounty hunter, sheriff, and
gunslinger on both sides of the river is
lookin’ for you, gal, aimin’ to collect
himself that fat purse. You sure got
yourself in a mess,” he observed.

Tears rushed to my eyes. “Kim, it
isn’t ¢rue. You have to believe me. I
didn’t kill anybody—I couldn’t—"

“I don’t know,” Kim grinned in his
maddening, mocking way. “You sure
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wouldn’t admit even to themselves
they’d been suckers enough to be
cheated.

IT WAS getting on toward twilight

when Jim turned the roan back to
Bannock Springs. He followed the val-
ley road beside the creek, alert to small
alien sounds. But he wasn’t expecting
the first shot that split the air. The
bullet fell short because on that split
second he’d spurred his horse and the
big roan had jumped.

Jim rode into a clump of willows,
then the second bullet thumped into
the ground. He flipped a revolver shot
as he sprang out of the saddle. Crouch-
ing by the willows, he waited. Let the
ambusher make the next move. All he
wanted was for the man to break from
cover long enough so he could identify
him in the purple light.

Jim held one hand over his horse’s
nostrils to keep him from nickering and
waited patiently. Funny, how much a
man wanted a smoke when he knew
he couldn’t have it. He scarcely
breathed as he listened for the slight-
est sound.

Beyond the creek a pebble rattled
and Jim turned his head to watch the
other side of the water. A bush crack-
led and he snapped three shots in
rapid succession and knew one of them
had struck its target by the soft grunt
of pain. There was a scramble, then a
horse streaked out for town.

Jim was in the saddle following slow-
ly. It wouldn’t be hard to locate the
man in Bannock Springs. Let Bull and
his crowd worry about who’d shot the
outlaw, because at that distance in the
dusk the ambusher couldn’t be certain
it had been Jim. At least, there’d be
some question about it,

Back in town, Jim left his horse at
the livery and went to wash up before
he strode to Reilly’s old place. Luck
was with him because Kitty was stand-
ing outside and there was time to tell
- her about the man he’d shot and ask

ber to keep an eye peeled and let him
know if she saw a man wearing a band-
age.

He walked on down to supper and
was eating pie and drinking coffee
when a boy came in with a note and
Miss Bessie handed it across the
counter to Jim. It was from Kitty. One
of Silk’s men had come into the saloon
wearing a sling. Jim lit a cigarette
and burned up the note until it was
only a black ash on his plate.

Then he said good night to Miss
Bessie and found Hack in his room
changing his shirt. Jim briefed him
on the man who'd tried to ambush
him. “You’re sheriff until tomorrow,
so I need you now,” Jim said.

“I owe Silk money,” Hack remind-
ed him. “I wouldn’t want any trouble
with him tonight.”

“I‘ll have the trouble, you’ll look

on.”
The saloon was crowded when they
pushed their way in and Jim led
straight to Silk’s office with Hack re-
luctantly following.

Without knocking Jim flung open
the door and Silk looked up from his
desk, a frown of annoyance creasing
his forehead. It instantly disappeared
when he recognized his visitors.

“This is an unexpected pleasure,
gentlemen,” Silk said smoothly.
“What can I do for you?”

Jim turned to Hack who said bellig-
erently, “Someone took a shot at Jim
and he thinks he winged the skunk.
Do you know about it?”

“What could I know?”
shrugged.

Exasperated, Jim wished he had
on the sheriff’s star, but he couldn’t
reach over and pluck it off Hack’s
shirt. “I hear one of your men is wear-
ing his arm in a sling,” he sad curtly.

Silk lit a cigar. “You hear strange
things here in Bannock Springs.”

Jim was tight inside and he wanted
to knock that sneer off the gambler’s

Silk
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“Anyway, I'm not riding, I'm driving
the team and buckboard.”

Because he knew how much she
didn’t want him, Jim said, “You can't
be too early for me, ma’am. I'll be
glad to drive you.” He enjoyed the
angry color that brushed her cheeks.

“I'm glad you’re getting an early
start, honey,” Hack said. “Somebody
shot at Jim out in the valley and Jim
had trouble with Silk about it. I don’t
want you around, Stephanie, if Silk
follows Jim and they start shooting
it out.” Presley insisted on hearing
about it all and Hack told him with
relish. “Silk’s not going to take that
punch,” he declared. “He and his men
will be gunning for Jim.”

This was his fault, Jim supposed,
because he hadn’t thought to tell Hack
to keep his mouth shut about the run-
in with Silk. Stephanie’s eyes met
Jim’s and he saw the bright scorn in
them. -

“You didn’t have to hit him,” she
said coldly. “You should be arrested.”

“Thank you kindly.” Jim turned to
Presley. “Now, then,” he changed the
subject, “what about that Wells Fargo
stick up?”

“I don’t know much,” Presley ad-
mitted. “That day when the stage was
held up I was miserable with a tooth-
ache and at home. I only know what
Bob Butterfield, their agent, said
about it.”

“The Wells Fargo detective who
arrived and made his investigation,
Mr. Tennant, did it without having
to -slap men around or kill them,”
Stephanie informed him.

“And he didn’t find out anything,”’
Jim replied flatly. This girl irritated
him being so righteous and smug. She
and Presley, he thought disgustedly,
would make a good couple and it was
a shame Presley was a confirmed
bachelor. Together they could spend
their nights in their rocking chairs
uttering pretty speeches. He left them
abruptly.

Chapton &

T WAS almost
false dawn when
Jim  stirred. Some-
one was treading
heavily up the stairs
and down the corri-
dor, whistling light-
ly. A door closed

! ke down the hall and
Jim was instantly wide awake. It was
Rocky announcing his arrival.

Ten minutes later there was a cau-
tious knock on his door and Jim felt
part of the load lift when he saw
Rocky’s bright, shrewd eyes and easy
smile. Nothing bothered him. Like
Jim, in a gun fight he never counted
the odds against him and went in with
his guns blazing. Rocky’s code was a
man could only die once and he might
as well pick up fun along the way.

They whispered, because of the thin
walls and the possibility that Silk
wouldn’t miss having a spy close at
hand. Rocky was sure he could get
the goods on Silk so Jim might as well
ride down to the south valley and find
the rustlers. It was typical of him that
he didn’t doubt Jim’s ability to do it,
any more than Jim did himself. So it
was arranged. Jim would swear Rocky
in as special deputy on the quiet, up
here in his room before he rode south
Until Rocky’s hand was forced, he was
to act as if he and Jim were strangers.

It was still early when Presley
Adams and a few of.the Bannock
Springs’ merchants stood in the office
with Hack while Judge Simpson swore
Jim in as sheriff. It was quick and
simple. It took even less time for Jim
to make Hack his deputy.

When the others left to open their
stores for the day’s business and Pres-
ley and the Judge had walked next
door to the bank, Hack moved all his
stuff out of the big desk, humming as
he worked. With the responsibility
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lifted, Hack seemed younger and at
peace with himself.

For a moment Jim looked at the
star pinned on the pocket of his blue
shirt and let the hard anger boil him.
He'd done the job once, then a
pleasant, weak man had let the riff-
raff pour into Bannock Springs. He'd
let Bull Mullen hole up in some rob-
bers roost from where he operated his
rustling and holdups. Sooner or later
Bull would become belder and Pres-
ley’s bank would be robbed. There’d
be killings in the dusty street.

“Stay here a minute,” he told Hack
and strode out of the office and went
next door,

Presley was curious about the with-
drawal, but when Jim volunteered no
information he stopped his question-
ing, although that didn’t stop the spec-
ulation glint in his eyes.

“Guess you must have seen some
cattle you fancied buying,” Presley
proclaimed and since Jim didn’t refute
it, he seemed satisfied enough.

Back in the office, Jim dropped the
small sack of gold on the desk. “This
clears you with Silk,” he said shortly.

“Thanks.” Hack breathed easier,
“I’ll pay you bagk, Sheriff, out of my
salary.”

“Sure,” Jim agreed. He looked at
Hack thoughtfully and came to an
abrupt decision. Suppose I take it to
Silk myself and get a receipt?”

Hack looked embarrassed and
angry, but he made no objection.
There wasn’t any doubt that Silk
would make snide remarks to him
about Jim’s being his nursemaid, but
Silk woeuldn’t be able to persuade him
into another crooked game with this
gold. -

When Jim went in the saloon he saw
Rocky already hobnobbing with Kitty
at the bar. They glanced at him with-
out interest and leoked away.

Jim nedded to the bartender and
strode back to Silk’s .office. He
" knocked and flung -open the.door, ‘I

brought the money Hack owes you,”
he said shortly.

Silk didn’t change expression as he
watched Jim from behind his desk.
“You got nerve coming here after you
socked me.” He touched his bruised
jaw. “I suppose you think that sheriff’s
badge gives you license to hunt down
innocent men. The whole Territory
knows you for a killer.” He started to
open a drawer and saw Jim’s hands
flash toward his guns. “I was only get-
ting Hack’s IOU’S,” he complained
and tossed a small stack of paper tied
with string across the desk.

Jim thumbed through them and they
tallied with the amount of gold he’d
brought. “Count it,” he ordered, slid-
ing the sack toward the gambler.

Silk shrugged. “I'll take your word
it's here.”

AS JIM wheeled to leave a man
came in, his right arm in a sling.
Jim grabbed him. “How’s your sick
mother?” he asked too quietly. He
shoved him, angry that he couldn’t hit
an injured man. Then he saw the glint
of steel almost hidden in the sling.

There was a blur of motion and
Jim’s two guns were in his hands and
a bullet in the man’s arm, shattering it.
The sherff’s eyes were cold gray slate
as he held one gun on Silk and the
other on his henchman, who howled
with pain. The gun dropped out of the
sling,

Silk swooped it up. “Drop it,” Jim
said and he obeyed, hate glinting out
of his eyes.

“You're fast,” Silk admitted harsh-
ly. “Faster than I ever saw.”

Jim picked up the gun and shoved
it in his pocket, then he prodded the
injured man. “Move,” he said and fol-
lowed him out. At the door he turned
to Silk. “I didn’t shoot to kill just now.
Next time I will.” He kept his gun on
the man in front of him.

Rocky and Kitty looked mildly in-
terested when Jim went through the
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saloon with his prisoner and he heard

the bartender suck in his breath
sharply.

Outside Jim said, “What’s your
name?”

“Red,” he muttered. “My Lord

aren’t you going to get me to a doc-
tor?”

Jim didn’t answer until they were
in the sheriff’'s office. Funny, he
hadn’t realized it was his own again.
He looked at Hack, who blinked in
stunned surprise, and said, “Lock him
in a cell and get the doc.”

Jim left and stopped to look in the
open door of the saloon for a second,
then went on to the Mansion House.
It wasn’t long before he heard Rocky’s
heavy tread and whistle. A door
slammed down the hall and Jim smiled.
Rocky always played it realistically.
When he came, he would have changed
his shirt, just in case someone was
watching.

Jim’s door opened silently and
Rocky stuck in his beaming face, then
as softly closed the door. “That jas-
per you shot and tossed in jail is Silk’s
right hand man,” he spoke so softly
no one listening in the next room could
hear. “The bartender was scared
plumb dumb at what Silk would do.”

“He’ll do nothing until he gets word
from Bull Mullen, if my guess is
right,”” Jim said flatly. “I'm swearing
you in as special deputy.”

After Rocky took the oath he said
cheerfully, “I’ll try to have Silk Owen
in jail by the time you get back.” He
grinned. “Say, a real pretty gal pulled
out with a team and buckboard at
dawn. I was kinda wondering if she’s
your reason for hurrying along out
there?”

“Hell, no!” Jim said and reloaded
the gun he’d used, then slipped it back
into its holster. “You follow me out of
the hotel in about fifteen minutes.
And keep your eye on Kitty just in
case Silk decides she’s slipping me in-
formation. I don’t want her hurt.”

“She won’t be. I'll bandle it here,”

Rocky assured him and rolled a cig-
arette. .
Jim got his roan and settled down
for a long trot, knowing a good horse
like this one could trot steadily, cov-
ering fifty or sixty miles and not be
too tired to repeat the next day. But
it was a jolting pace and a tiring one
for a rider.

Y THE time the sun was overhead,

he had passed the Baxter ranch
and didn’t stop to see if Stephanie’s
buckboard was in the side yard. He
judged she was, since it was time for
an early dinner, and knew he couldn’t
care less.

At the fork in the wagon road, Jim
took the narrower one along the creek
because of the shade it would afford
when he stopped to water the roan at
a copse of willows and eat his own ccld
dinner. After he smoked a cigarette he
went on toward the high ridge looming
in the distance, which held deep can-
yons, anyone of which could hide rust-
lers and stolen herds.

An hour’s ride brought him to the
main road that cut through the good
grazeland. The gamma grass was thick
and the longhorns looked fat. At a
rise Jim looked back and it was then
he saw the buckboard and its ball of
dust.

He pulled off the road and waited.
It had to be Stephanie and he’d ride
behind her on the chance she might
have trouble of some sort, or someone
might stop her. No one would, since
this was open country, but he’d feel
more comfortable if he rode rear
guard. He’d do as much for any girl,
even one whom he disliked.

She slowed in surprise when she rec-
ognized him and he noticed that the
team was skitterish. She nodded coolly
and went past him too fast for the un-
even bumpy road.

He waited until her dust settled
before he folloged.. As, he  sode he






THE WIDOW-MAKER 35

zigzagged across the sky and the rain
beat down. After Jim had everything
in place, he tied his horse on the back
of the wagon and noticed Stephanie
had moved on the seat, indicating she
wanted him to drive.

“Thank you,” she said. “I haven’t
had much experience with horses.”

“Glad T was handy,” he replied
politely. The rain was soaking her,
but she made no complaint. There
were things about Stephanie a man
had to like. '

Then the storm stopped as quickly
as it began and the sun spilled out of
the sky with additional intensity. She
smiled. “Now we can dry out,” she
said,

After that, silence lay heavily
between them wuntil just before Jim
turned the team into the big side yard
of the sprawling ranch house. Then
she turned to him,

“T wish you hadn’t made Hack a
deputy. You must realize he isn’t a
gun fighter.”

Jim smiled. “I guess we all know
that.”

“Yet, you're deliberately trying to
pull him down to your level.” Her
dark eyes flashed. “Oh, why can’t you
leave him alone?”

Jim pulled the team up by the cor-
ral and looked at her gravely. “You
can’t make a man soft like a girl. You
can’t trade on his weaknesses to get
your own way. Unless you want to
make him end up hating you,” he
said.

“You're everything I despise,” she
told him fiercely. “You’re hard and
cruel—a Kkiller.”

“The Widow Maker, ma’am,” he
reminded her and his own voice was
icy.

Without answering she sprang out
of the wagon and ran to the house.
Two of the hands came out of the
bunkhouse to unload the buckboard
and Jim unsaddled and turned his
horse into the corral. He stood by the

fence and looked out over Rand
Rogers’ vast ranch. The land stretched
to the high rise of hills and made a
very convenient spread for the rus-
tlers. It would take many extra riders
to hope to patrol the grazing herds.

E HEARD Rand before he saw

him and smiled. Never a quiet
man, he was roaring now as he hobbled
out with a makeshift crutch to wel-
come Jim.

“Come in here, Sheriff,” he boomed.
“Yeu can’t expect a man with a busted
leg to go chasing you.” His eyes
twinkled when Jim met him on the
veranda and his clasp was powerful.
A big man, he looked a little shrunken
now, probably due to his leg and the
worry about the rustling.

“Glad to see you, Rand,” Jim told
him and meant it.

“Now you’re back in harness maybe
we can clean up this mess. Come in,
come in.” Rand thumped into the
house and he chuckled at Jim’s ob-
vious surprise. “Wouldn’t know the
old place, would you?”

“No,” Jim agreed. The former drab
bachelor quarters were changed with
gay curtains and covers over the old
chairs. The furniture shone and there
were flowers everywhere.

Rand yelled for whiskey and when
Joe, the cook, came in with a tray he
smiled broadly at Jim. “Howdy, Sher-
iff,” he said warmly. “We’re sure glad
to have you back. Yes sir.”

“Thanks,” Jim said and was pleased
these men liked him.

Rand sat with his leg up on another
chair and poured out the liquor lav-
ishly. They started talking about the
rustlers, Rand cursing because he
couldn’t strap on his own guns and
help Jim clean out the dirty pests.

He crashed his crutch on the floor.
“I want to get Bull Mullen myself,”
he roared. “Hell, it’s my cows he’s
thievin’.”

Before Jim could answer, Stephanie
ran into the big room. She’d changed
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the honesty. She despised him and let
him know it, simply and clean-cut. If
she ever loved a man stronger than
herself, that man would be the lucky
one.

Crazy thoughts for a man she hated
and Jim lay down with his hands fold-
ed behind his head. The tiredness
oozed out of his body and it wasn’t
long before he slept.

ITH THE first
gray light, Jim was
riding through the
trees. He tracked
and b ack-tracked,
covering any land
formation that could
; l } possibly hide a band
VLNHUIWVEIRSRY of men. It was
weary work, but Jim scarcely noticed,
he was so intent on finding Bull Mul-
len’s roost.

The sun had reached its zenith when
he cut onto a narrow rocky trail and
was as eager as an old war horse as
his eyes searched the ground. A spot
of color just off the trail caught his
eye. He slowed, there were no yellow
flowers up here in the ridge. Suddenly
he pulled up sharply. It was the small
bow of yellow ribbon Stephanie had
worn yesterday morning!

Bull Mullen had her. Jim’s stomach
knotted with fear for her that some-
how the outlaw had inveigled her into
the ridge. A terribly blinding anger
mixed with Jim’s fear. He forgot his
plans, his job, everything in the driv-
ing urgency to save Stephanie.

He followed the trail as it wound
higher and higher until it came out on
a flat bench which cut into the cliff.
He could see the whole valley below.
There were grazing cattle and Rand’s
riders riding guard.

Carefully, Jim made himself build a

cigarette. All his life he’d kept cool
under fire and that had always meant
an added advantage. Now, he was let-

ting his worry for Stephanie tighten
him up, knowing it must not. If Bull
had her, Jim would have to be cooler
than he’d ever been in his life.

He crossed the bench, ready to ride
down and approach the ridge from an-
other angle, when he noticed a clump
of low bushes. It looked like someone
had trampled it. When he swung out
of the saddle and touched the branch-
es the sap was still wet where they
had broken. Excitement quickened in
him and he left the roan and stepped
silently over the rocky land searching
for a further sign that Stephanie had
passed this way.

Then he saw it. A piece of clean
lacee. He knew nothing about such
things, but he guessed it could have
come from a petticoat trim. Fingering
it, Jim felt a great pride in Stephanie.
She’d been cool under fire, taking
time and finding opportunity to leave
a sign for him to find.

One man alone had almost no
chance, even if Jim found the entrance
to the hidden roost. They’d killed him
before he could save Stephanie. But if
he waited until dusk the odds might
be better. Not much, but some. At
least three of the outlaws had been
killed night before last, but who knew
how many Bull had left?

There was one ace in the hole, ad-
mittedly a dubious one. But if the rid-
er he'd seen in the moonlight was
Reilly, that could pay off for Jim.

He crept along the rocks and came
to a large boulder and circled it and -
stopped short. He was looking down
the business end of a rifle held by a
grim, scarred faced man.

“Drop your guns,” he ordered and
Jim let them fall, dropping the last

iece of hankerchief at the same time.
he bandit prodded Jim ahead of
him, first stoppng to pick up the black
handled guns, not noticing the shred
of white cloth. “Lead your horse,” he
growled and the sheriff obeyed, care-
ul not to make a false move.

The trail didn’t wind enough for Jim
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somewhere. Madge wouldn’t do a thing
like this to me.”

“Well, she did! You could have seen
it coming if you wanted to. She never
treated you right, not like she should
have. She’s always been just plain
ornery, even if she is my own sister.”
Jenny was trembling with excitement
and her desire to make him know how
much she cared that he had been hurt.
She had never talked to him alone be-
fore, not like this, like she was grown-

up and could let him know how she -

felt. She had always managed to be
around when he called on Madge, sit-
ting on the porch or walking through
the parlor on some unnecessary errand,
but all he had ever done was tease her,
ruffle her hair with his big, strong
hand, and call her “sprout”. Once he
gave her a sack of rock candy but he
spoiled it by saying it was for the
“young 'un”., She had waited until he
and Madge had driven off and then she
had thrown it away just as far and as
hard as she could throw.

AD SAT DOWN heavily in shock

and confusion. Jenny’s words
closed in about him leaving him in sad
perplexity. The thing he had dreaded
had caught up with him. Madge laugh-
ing with the stranger, riding by in the
sunlight where he could look out from
the heat of his work to see his shame. . .
She had wanted him to know, wanted
to hurt him and still he had refused to
believe what his own eyes had told
him! He was a fool, hard-working re-
spectable Adam Holcombe was a fool.
He had been warned and had laughed
at the warnings.

Cutter’s Falls was a little town, a
town where people knew each other
and saw things as they were. Folks
knew the Pickett family and their
short-comings. The girls were too pret-
ty and there were too many of them
for the sketchy living Mr. Pickett man-
aged. Mrs. Pickett was too easy-going,
too fond of sitting in the run-down
parlor with paper backed novels while

her daughters ran helter-skelter. But
Ad hadn’t wanted to see it, hadn’t
wanted to listen to the friendly hints
that came his way. No, he had only
wanted to see the geart-breaking beau-
ty of Madge, had only wanted to warm
himself with her easy laughter and
careless ways.

The juices of raw anger began to
our into him. He wanted to hit back,
ard, and yet there he sat befuddled

with drink, with her little sister wit-
nessing his misery,

“You’d better go on back in the
house, Jenny. I’m just not fit for you
to be with right now,” he said roughly,

“Don’t say that. Oh, don’t ever say
that, Ad. You’re the finest man in this
whole town. Madge is wicked to do a
thing like this, just plain wicked. Any
other girl in town would die of happi-
ness to have you in love with her.”

“You’re too young to know about
these things, Jenny. You just don’t un-
derstand,” he insisted thickly through
his pain.

“I'm not too young!” she replied
hotly. “I understand more than you
think. I wouldn’t have treated you like
Madge did. I guess I'm old enough to
appreciate you anyway.”

“You shouldn’t talk like that, You're
only a little girl.”

“Little girl!” This was too much. All
the pent-up envy she had nursed against
Madge and what she and Ad had had
between them burst forth. “I am only
two years younger than Madge and
you call me a little girl! You’ve never
ever taken a good look at me!” With
a deft motion she ripped the ribbon
off her hair so that it fell in a silken
shower about her shoulders. She pulled
angrily at the ruffles of her dress stir-
ring up a soft haze of scent from her
best lilac talcum which she used only
on evenings when she knew he was
coming to the house. Slipping into the
hammock beside him, she let it throw
her against him; the thudding of her
heart was loud between them.

“Now, Jenay, there’s Josie and
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Gracie between you and Madge. I've
always thought of you as being a little
girl,” he protested feebly. “But maybe
1 was wrong,” he added as he got the
full benefit of her perfume.

“You were wrong, Ad. I just don't
know how you got such an idea. I'm
next oldest after Madge,” she lied
sweetly. “I’ve liked you for such a
long time, Ad. I'm not like her. I'll
never want anyone but you, not as long
as I live. Not even if you don’t want
me. I can’t help it, Ad,” she whispered
the words; her breath softly tickling
his ear. The relief of telling him at
last of her too-early love was like a
summer miracle.

Her words were balm to his wounds.
Her warm weight was pressing against
him, stirring something deep within
him. It didn’t matter anymore that he
had come searching for a bride who
had turned faithless, jilting him on the
night when he had come to claim her.
The inviting closeness of Jenny was
mere than he could resist. He felt an
emotion that Madge had never aroused
with her quicksilver ways, teasing and
retreating. Jenny sat waiting, pliant
with love for him. He turned, burying
his head in her neck, nuzzling against
the sweet comfort of her, The darkness
folded them together.

OMETIME later he murmured

against her mouth, “Jenny, darling
Jenny, will you come with me? Will
you marry me now, to-night?” His
head was still roiled with whiskey leav-
ing him without his usual rudder of
caution. The man within him was let
loose, the hot-blooded lover, the man of
decision. He was acting on instinct and
it was telling him to take Jenny with
all her young unspoiled love and loyal-
ty.

Jenny’s answer was given out of her
trust in him. It was all her secret
dreams come true. He rose, holding
her close beside him as if she might
escape and together they walked off
the porch into the night.

IT WAS HIGH noon when they came
back. Mr. and Mrs. Pickett were
sitting in the parlor as if they were
attending a corpse for burial. The rest
of the girls were relegated to the kitch-
en where in shrill whispers they told
the whole story to Cora Mae, the
eldest, who had hurried right over aiter
getting her husband off to work. The
story of two of the Pickett girls kick-
ing over the traces all in one night had
spread over the town like wildfire.
Into this funeral atmosphere walked a
shame-faced Ad and a triumphant
Jenny.

At the sight of them Mrs. Pickett
threw her apron over her face and
rocked to and fro. Strange keening
sounds came from under the apron and
her plump form shuddered with emo-
tion. Mr. Pickett stood up and faced
them, his slight figure drawn erect to
defend his family’s honor.

“We’ve come back, Mr. Pickett—
sir. That is, we’ve come to have a talk
with you,” Ad spoke feebly, his eyes
fixed on a faded cabbage rose in the
carpet,

“You'd better talk fast, Mr. Hol-
combe. I've had more than a man can
bear these past hours. I'm wantin’ to
know where you’ve been all night with
my daughter,” Mr. Pickett said firms
ly, his eyes gleaming with anger.

“Well, I can’t rightly tell you al of
it. For the life of me I can’t remember
a thing. Could I sit down, please?” he
asked diffidently. “I’ve never felt s
bad in my whole life.”

“Sit and keep talking, mister.”

“I guess the most important thing
is that we up and got married last
night. I'm not a drinking man, you
know that for a fact, Mr. Pickett.”

“I do. Youre not a drinking man,
Ad. I'll say that for you,” Mr. Pickett
agreed solemnly, eased by the all-im-
portant marriage announcement.

“Well, I got good and roaring drunk
last night. First time I ever cut loose
like that. I was mad clear through at
Madge—well, never mind, that’s anoth-
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I jerked my head around. “You're
no better than she is. Letting Anthony
coo to her when you’re going to get
married.”

“What?” He dropped her abruptly.
“Who said I was going to marry her?”

“You’re not?”

“Never figured on anybody but you.
Like a hightempered woman. Good
way to tell if she’s a thoroughbred.
Like a horse.”

My face got red. “Now you’re com-
paring me with a horse!”

“Didn’t say that. Figured I was
making a pretty speech.” He ran the
toe of his boot in the sand. “Reckon
I don’t have the right to be talking to
you like his now that you and that
stray there....’

1 looked at Victoria and Anthony.
She was coming out of her self-induced
swoon. “Oh,” Victoria said weakly,
“my hero. You saved my life and now
I'm all yours.”

Todd covered the distance between
them in nothing flat. “See here, Bugs-
bee,” he said threateningly, “don’t get
carried away with her offer. You're al-
ready promised and I don’t calculate
you’ll be accepting Vicky’s proposi-
tion.”

I stood beside Todd. “Hold up,
Todd. Don’t say another word.” I
looked at the two, then I looked up
at Todd. “Make a real nice looking
couple, don’t they?” Looking at An-
thony, I asked, “You like the looks
of this filley?”

Coldly he replied, “If you’re refer-
ring to Miss Victoria, I find her ex-
tremely attractive and a man in my
position must choose a mate care-
fully.”

Todd’s voice was cold as steel. “You
slandering Sandy? You inferring she
ain’t fit to be a dude’s wife?”

Anthony swallowed with difficulty.
“I intended no slander. Sandy and
I....” he paused. “What I intended
to say is that Miss Victoria is all any
man could desire.” He stood up. “My
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congratulations on your fortunate se-
lection of a mate.”

“Well, gosh,” Todd said. “We got
our strings all jangled up. I ain’t plan-
ning on marrying Vicky.”

“And 1,” I said, “am not planning
to marry Anthony. We decided last
night.”

“You're free,” Anthony said to Vic-
toria. He shook Todd’s hand with
real feeling. Then he looked at Vic-
toria tenderly. “In that case, Miss Vic-
toria, do I have your permission to
see you home?”

She giggled and nodded.

“I think a walk would be best. We
can talk. How far is it?”

“Five miles,” Vicky tittered.

Anthony took a deep breath. “A
walk will limber me up.’

“I just hate riding, don’t you?” She
fluttered her eyelashes.

Todd and I silently watched as the
two walked away—Victoria with a
spring in her step and Anthony with
a pronounced limp.

I took a deep breath and looked up
into Todd’s squinty blue eyes. As he
leaned down to kiss me, Pa strode out
of the house, waving a piece of paper.

“I just gotta practice my giving
away speech on somebody. How does
it sound?* He stopped, his mouth ajar.

“The speech will be fine, Pa. Only
change Anthony’s name to Todd’s.”









But it had been no ghost that had
placed that bullet so close to his head.

A hot wind whipped across the tall
grass, lifted little whirlpools of dust.
The stifling heat of a noonday sun
beat against his bared head, reflect-
ing like burnished copper from the
fiery red of his hair. It was not more
than a hundred yards to the house
and with the entire yard overgrown
with weeds and grass, he made it
without receiving any more reply
from his unseen assailant.

He prowled the barn first and shook
his head in puzzled bewilderment. Like
the corrals it was empty of stock. The
bunk house was the same. There were
no blanket rolls or war sacks, nothing
but the straw-filled mattresses of the
former tenants. It gave him a queer
feeling when he stealthily made his
way through the rear of the house.

—~There was nothing to show that any-

one had lived here for years except
the coffee pot on the cold stove.

But some one was here. Ghosts
don’t trigger rifles. Remembering how
the second shot had nicked his horse,
made his lips curl in a snarl of rage.
Fred’s assailant had committed the un-
pardonable sin of shooting at his horse.
Moving soundlessly down the long hall
he reached the door of the big living
room,

The shutters were closed and for a
moment it was difficult for him to
to make out objects in the dimly lit
interior. Then he saw the shadowy
blurred figure slumped below one of
the windows. A rifle lay one the floor
and one hand still gripped the stock.

“Reach, you bushwhackin’ son,”
Andrews growled, gun cocked and
menacing.

HERE WAS no answer and no

movenment of the huddled figure
ang the cowboy’s hair lifted, an un-
easiness creeping over him. Silently he
reached the window and the prone
figure.

“Gawd Awmighty!” he exclaimed in
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a choked voice. “I’ve killed a woman.”

The prone figure was a young girl.
A thin pennant of light streaking
through a shutter touched her dark
hair and the trickle of crimson that
welled from a wound in her head.
One of Andrews’ slug had cut a deep
furrow along her scalp, knocking her
out.

Taking the rifle from her clenched
fingers, he got water and turpentine
from the kitchen. Propping her in a
chair with her head bent back, he
cleaned the wound and swabbed it
with turpentine. It was the hot sting
of the antiseptic that brought her
back to consciousness and her eyes
opened to focus on him, filled with
terror.

“Take it easy, ma’am.” He saw the
fear in her eyes and tried to stifle
it. “Give your head time to clear.
I ain’t goin’ to hurt you.”

Clumsily, with the girl’s lustrous
dark eyes watching him, he bound
the wound. The feeling of her soft
hair at his finger tips sent pleasant
little shocks up his arms. He talked
to relieve his tension and hers.

“My name is Andrews. Sunset, most
people call me ’cause of my red hair.
My Dad used to own this ranch. This
was my home. Mom died when I was
a shaver and Dad married Mamie
Fork. She and me never got along
together and when he was killed 1
pulled freight. I couldn’t stand the
thought of havin’ Ab Carter for a
stepfather. I didn’t come back ex-
pectin’ trouble. I proved my right to
the ranch, paid up the back taxes,
got a deed to the place, signed and
recorded with the authority of the
circuit court.”

The bandaging was finished and he
stood there with his hat in his hand,
waiting for her to speak, looking
down at her, conscious of the smooth-
ness of her cheeks, of the way her
lips curved pleasingly, of the deep
brown shining eyes. The thought of
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eves raked Andrews and he came
closer, lifting the waddy’s gun from
its holster, and sticking it in his waist-
band.

Andrews helped the girl from the
chair and supported her with his arm.
“Keep your chin up,” he whispered,
“and don’t let on that you know who
I am. We're not licked yet.”

The Diamond Tail man heard that
and he laughed. “When you both start
hittin’ the trail on shank’s mare you’ll
think you are. There’s forty miles of
desert between here and Lordsburg.
Ab’ll sure send a couple of waddies
along to see that you get far enough.”
Suddenly he laughed again as they
reached the yard. “By criminy!” he
exclaimed. “Ab’ll like that. I'm goin’
to tell him we caught you bendin’
over Jed Ranz’ body. You'll have a
tough time sweatin’ out of that, my

- bucko.”

“I thought you said her father’s
death was accidental” Andrews
snapped and there was irony in his
voice.

The man shrugged and laughed.
“Sure, it looked like it, but you can’t
tell how the sheriff might {igure
things. Say! What’s your name and
how come you was coyotin’ around
the Slash 8?”

“That’s my business,” Andrews re-
torted, sourly.

The man had roped Cavalry and
the big roan stood there waiting. He
gave a neigh of relief when he saw
his master and Andrews helped the girl
up to his back, then swung on behind.

Two other Diamond Tail cowhands
rode up from the creek bed, grinned
mockingly at the girl, and gave the
redheaded strange cowboy inquisitive
looks. At their foreman’s orders they
kneed their mounts and the caval-
cade moved off in the direction of the
Diamond Tail spread. Off to his left
Andrews could see the jagged crests
of the Dragoons, the mountains he
had quitted only a few days previous.
And he knew that stretch of desert

in between. It was bone dry, littered
with the bleached bones of cattle
and buffalo. It would be impossible
for a man to cross it on foot. The
nights would freeze a man’s bleod and
the days suck the moisture from his
body.

HE SUN HAD dropped behind

the crests when the group reached
Carter’s spread. The girl was taken
into the house and Andrews forced
to enter the big barn. Here the two
hands thonged his wrists with raw-
hide, shoved him into a box stall, and
padlocked the door. It had evidently
been built for a vicious stallion. The
sides reached almost to she ceiling and

it was stoutly built of hewn planks.

The marks of the animal’s hoofs were
plainly visible.

A few minutes later Carter came
out to look at the prisoner. He grinned
when he saw him, then took a closer
look and surprise lighted his eyes.
“Damme if it ain’t the redheaded
Andrews button grown up!” he ex-
claimed.

Fred looked at the repulsive, hooked
nose man who would have been his
stepfather if he had remained at home,
and his eyes were like blazing bon-
fires. “You killed my dad, Carter.
I know it now. I'm goin’ to live to see
you swing for it.”

Carter fell back from the anger that
flared, then caught himself and white
ridged his lips. “For a killer you
talk big,” he snarled. “I’ve sent one of
the boys for the sheriff. He’ll be out
after supper. And you’d better not
get any smart notions of runnin’
away. I've given orders to shoot you
if you try.”

Andrews did not bother to answer.
Carter was holding all the aces. There
was no use trying to draw to a bob-
tailed flush against such odds.

As they padlocked the door, An-
drews heard Carter say, “Keep Dora
away from him, savvy. She might get
soft-hearted and try to turn him loose.
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I came back to take possession of the
Slash 8 and found Miss Lorna holed
up there. Carter’s men took us prison-
ers and threatened to run us out of the
county. He’d killed Jed Ranz this af-
ternoon and bashed in his head to
make it look like an accident.”

“It's a lie,” Dora shouted, rushing
at the girl.

Fred’s high body blocked her way.
“You never llked me, Dora, and the
feeling was mutual. If you'll tell the
sheriff the truth, I won’t press charges
against you. I wouldn’t want to see the
woman my dad loved and admired do a
stretch in the pen.”

She looked up at him, suddenly
quiet, her glance searching his face.
Tears welled into her eyes. I'm sorry,
Fred. I'll tell the truth.”

Lorna rode the little mare that her
father had ridden back to the Slash 8

““with-Andrews to gather her belongings.

Sunset Andrews lit the lamp and
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looking at the big living room sudden-
ly thought how lonesome it was goin

to be in this big house and he lookeg
at the girl whose face was drawn,
whose dark eyes were misty with un-

‘shed tears.

“You don’t have to run away,
ma’am,” he said, softly. “I was sort
of hopm —maybe—you’d sort of stay
and—

She looked at him but volunteered
no help and he floundered on with,
“What I mean is—there’s a preacher
in town, We could sort of ride in—and
maybe—get hitched legal. I'd sure be
mighty prqud to have you ramroddin’
the Slash 8, and—me.”

“Sunset,” she said, moving towards
him with shining eyes. “That sounds
like a proposal. Do we have to wait
until morning?”
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THE CAT MAN

manded. “Nobody’s going to buy sto-
Jen beef. We don’t have outlaws
around here.” -

“The Army could; Fort Collins
might not even know it, because th’e
Army buys its beef dressed, and aren’t
interested in hides.”

After a moment Clara frowned.
“Just why should you worry about all
this?” Then she knew. “If you can
catch the Major in an out and out vio-
lation of the law, youll have a hold
over him and he won’t dare report that
he’s sheltering a murderer.”

“That’s a logical conclusion, I
guess,” he said. “And another thing, I
don’t want you to discuss my suspi-
cions with Amos, because it’s barely
possible he’s mixed up in this.”

“How dare you!” Clara blazed. She
opened the door. “I don’t scheme with
murderers, nor deal with them. If the
_Major doesn’t notify the Marshall
you'ré here, I will. Now get out and
don’t ever speak to me again.”

The light in his eyes quickened as
he looked down at her. “Are you very,
very sure you mean all that?” He
picked up his Stetson. “Are you
Clara?”

He left her then, and she didn’t
watch him ride off, because in that
split second, she’d learned a shattering
fact. She hadn’t discovered the truth
or depth of her feelings in time after
all. And her loathing for herself was
unbearable, admitting as she must,
that she’d fallen in love with a mur-
derer!

THE NEXT day at noon, Clara
went across to the hotel to meet
Amos, feeling like doing anything rath-
er than this. She was emotionally ex-
hausted and would be miserable com-
pany, but she’d promised, and he was
waiting.

Rebel yells, and a fusillade of shots,
cut the normal quiet, and brought
everyone in Briscoe onto the planked
sidewalks. In another second, Tex
Harrigan and three trail riders pound-
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ed up the dusty street. Tex waved his
Stetson at Clara and Amos, and pulled
up at the agency where the Major tied
the buckskin and shook hands with the
lean weathered Texan. His riders had
already headed for the saloon with
shouts of release from the gruelling
months on the trail, when Clara and
Amos ran up.

“HELLO sweetheart, been true to

me?” Tex asked, and kissed her
roundly, then turned to the Major,
and fished a paper from his pocket.
“Here’s the count,” he said. “We made
it, didn’t we, before the contract date
expired, and it’s a fine bunch of long-
horns. We’ll turn them in to the reser-
vation meadow, and bring a bunch in
to the corrals.”

When the Major suggested a drink,
Clara sent Amos with the men, and
Tex said he’d see her later. Another
group of riders galloped in, yelling and
whooping it up, and Clara leaned
against the store front, her eyes bright
with the excitement of it. Jubal ar-
rived then with some of the wranglers,
and she turned abruptly into the store
before he saw her, and her heart was
sick with the shame of her love.

Clara saw him once more that day,
in front of the hotel, with Tex. It was
evident that the Major hadn’t divulged
Jubal’s identity yet, and she could al-
ready imagine how Tex’ cbvious lik-
ing for Jubal would turn into some-
thing cold and deadly once he realized
Jubal had tricked him with his friend-
liness, even as he’d tricked her into
thinking he was fine and good. ..

Chapter 3

ARLY THE next
morning, the Major
knocked sharply at
her door, telling her
he needed her at the
corrals to check oft
names of the bucks,
and the numbers of
steers each would
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have to get. The whole procedure
would take several days, and Jubal
would spell her.

Clara nodded, and turned back into
the house. Her father had never per-
mitted her to watch the issuance of
beef which he’d said in a small meas-
ure replaced the buffalo hunt for the
Sioux. Last year she’d been ill, but
.. there was no reason to refuse, and be-
sides she had a curiosity about the ac-
tivity.

She changed into a short riding
skirt and shirt, and saddled her horse.
They rode swiftly then, and Amos and
Tex, at the hotel hitching rack yelled
and swung out after them. Already the
enormous prairie corrals, used only for
this occasion, were filled with long-
horns. It was like a festival, Clara
thought, looking around with surprise.
Squaws and children milled in the
background, while mounted braves in
breech clouts and moccasins waited
impassively for the Major’s signal.
Ranch and reservation wranglers
would cut out the animals, taking
turns at the dangerous chores.

A table and some chairs had been
set up in the dubious shade of mes-
quite, apart from the corrals, and the
Major sat down heavily and mopped
his forehead. Jubal, who'd risen, as
they dismounted held a chair for
Clara, his eyes running over her ad-
miringly. She didn’t meet his eye, and
tried to still the clamor of her heart,
to steel herself against any reaction ex-
cept anger toward the dark eyed man,
and was glad when he sat down on the
other side of the agent.

It was impossible not to catch the
tension and excitement as the braves
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filed past, so that she and the Major
could double check the names and al-
lotments of beef. Then digging their
heels into their ponies, the Indians
galloped, whooping, to the enclosures.

“Watch it!” Jubal yelled. A long-
horn had broken through the narrow
corral gate.

A Sioux’s piercing cry shattered the
air, and he raced after the animal, his
sharp pole lance ready. Catching up
with the fleet steer, he leaned far out
to one side of his horse, and plunged
the lance into its neck. Blood spurted.
The longhorn bellowed with rage, and
ran out onto the prairie. The brave
kept by his side, stabbing again and
again, making the kill last as long and
torturous as possible.

When the beast fell, the buck rode
away, leaving the skinning and quar-
tering to the squaws and children.
Later they’d load it on travois, and
drag it back to the tipi.

Over and over, the ffghf’fiét‘ween-‘

steer and man was repeated. As each
broke out of the corral, a brave raced
after it, his exultant cry mingling with
the bawling of the longhorn. It was a
gory bedlam that seemed never to end.
Clara grew sicker and sicker. She
knew there’d be another group of
braves, and another and another, to
check before this dreadful day was
over. Now she understood why her fa-
ther had never permitted her to wit-
ness this savage butchery.

Finally, she couldn’t stand it any
longer and turned to tell the Major
she must leave and caught Jubal’s eye.
He got up and came to her, “Why
don’t you leave?”” There was deep con-
[Turn To Page 82
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And when Clara demanded to know
why, Amos admitted he had no idea.

Amos left then to say goodbye to the
Major and ride home to get the jam-
boree preparations started. Miss Sarah
would help, of course, and Clara
smiled as she thought about Amos’
housekeeper. Even aiter her marriage
to Billy, the range cook, she still re-
mained Miss Sarah.

The Major didn’t insist that Clara
help at the corrals the next day, and
she judged that Jubal did, since she
didn’t see him in Briscoe the entire
day. Not that she looked. She -just
didn’t happen to see him.

Tex stopped by for her the follow-
ing morning, and it was a large noisy
cavalcade that headed toward Amos’
ranch. She’d prayed that Jubal
wouldn’t go, but he was among the
riders, though it was Tex who rode be-
side her.

Once Tex said, “Jubal’s a good
man,” and when Clara told him slowly
that sometimes men aren’t what they
seem to be, he said gravely, “Some-
times they’re not, and you’d better
remember that.” .

She looked at him quickly, wonder-
ing if he knew Jubal’s secret, but his
expression was untroubled, and she
knew he didn’t. Suddenly she asked.
“Do reservation contracts always call
for the same number of steers to be
delivered?”

“No,” Tex said. “It varies because
of the Indian census. We guarantee to
deliver a certain number, but an agent
always orders over and above what he

can possibly need, so there’ll be no
shortage between drives.”

“Always?” she asked.

“Sure,” Tex grinned. “Why?”

HE DIDN’'T answer. If the Major

was stealing cattle, the problem
wasn’t Tex’s. Regardless of Jubal’s re-
quest, she determined to search the
Major’s files and if she found any-
thing to incriminate him or indicate il-
legal transactions, then she’d have to
weigh her responsibility and duty. The
Chief of Indian Affairs in Washington
should know about it, because she
didn’t feel that the country’s charges
should be starved, in order that an
agent fill his pockets with gold.

The sun rose higher and higher
blazing down on the grazeland and the
breeze was hot, but Clara didn’t mind.
She’d decided to put aside her somber
thoughts until she got home, and have
a good time. It had been-lcang since
she’d ridden to Amos’ and longer since
she’d been to a party.

Ahead, a cloud of dust swirled, and
a half dozen riders and Ames galloped
to meet them. There were shouts and
a milling of horses and men, and Amos.
with a wide welcoming grin, turned his
mount to ride with her and Tex.

At the ranchhouse, other cowhands
whooped it up, and Amos took Clara,
Tex and Jubal into the house. Miss Sa-
rah, with her grey hair screwed into a
knot, and a voluminous apron girding
her ample waist kissed Clara warmly.

She had dinner waiting, and conver-

[Turn To Page 86]
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It was a successful party, she thought,
a bit later, eating the well cooked
meal, listening to the tall tales, the
songs, and the man talk. Jubal was en-
joying himself, the men liked him, and
pride swelled in her, until she remem-
bered. She wondered then why the Ma-
jor had wanted him to be with the
party. Somehow it didn’t make sense,
but neither did his insistence that she
marry Amos.

Jubal walked over and hunkered
down beside them. “While you were
napping, Tex and I rode around to
look at Amos’ cattle. He has a fine
herd. By the way, it icn’t far to Fort
Collins from here, is it?”

When Amos said no, Jubal lit a
cigarette. “Do you ever sell the Army
beef?”

Clara didn’t wait to hear Amos’ an-
swer. She got up abruptly and went
back to the veranda, anger at Jubal
whipping through her. He’d been rid-
ing, and snooping and suspicions of
Amos. If he had to, then he should
have picked a time when he was not
Amos’ guest.

Jubal came to her then, and put his
hand on her arm, tilting up her chin.
“Come on back to the party, and stop
worrying your pretty head. Can’t you
trust me?”

“Trust you!” she blazed.
should I?”

“Because you love me, and I love
you.” He said it simply and took her
into his arms to kiss her slowly, then
more and more urgently, and Clara
clung to him, the world a kaleidoscope.

Finally he let her go, and she leaned
against the veranda railing, to still her
crazy trembling. “Jubal” she said
‘we’'ve got to get away from here
somehow, fast. We’ll go where no one

“Why
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can find us, and change your name.

Oh Jubal, our love is good, and our

life will be, too. But we must hurry.”

“You’d marry a man who commit-

ted murder?” His smile was brilliant.
[Twurn To Page 92)
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