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OVERSEAS MAIL
(Continued from page 4)

sending you a piece of French money. They
are five franc notes worth about 1214 cents
in American money. The white population
here is French and that is the main lan-
guage spoken here. I am not learning it
very fast as I have only learned eight or ten
words in all the time we have been here. I
can speak to the natives better than I ca%
the French. I can carry on a conversation
with them, as they speak a mixture of
French, Engiish and their own language, but
English is still the most common language
spoken, though, because we have the whole
population outnumbered by far.

The only town that could be called a town
is Noumea the capital. The majority of the
French population live there. They have a
French government, of course; the highest
officer being the governor. He came here
from Paris before the war.

There are Javanese, Tonkinese and sev-
eral different tribes and they all speak differ-
ent languages and have many peculiar ways
and customs. The Tonkinese are small
people, originally from Indo-China. They
wear garments similar to pajamas with white
waist and black pants, both women and men.
They keep their teeth painted black all the
time and the women keep their heads cov-
cred at all times. The Javenese are about
the same, only that the men dress about like
the French and the women wear skirts down
to their ankles; the skirt being a big piece
of cloth wrapped around their bodies. All
have real long hair tied up back of their
head. Most of them go barefooted. Sev-
eral families live in one house, each family
having ten or twelve children. About every
woman you see is carrying a baby. They
carry the baby in a sling, which is a big
cioth tied over their shoulders and they set
the baby down in it. A familiar sight is
to see one of them with a baby in a sling
and carrying a 100-pound load on her head.

The little brown fellow will be riding along
peacefully sleeping. You can only see his
feet and the top of his head. They say their
average life is about 35 years,

The natives still have their peculiar ways
but they are friendly. They like the Ameri-
cans but don’t care much for the French.
Some of them say “Boom Boom finish pan-
tee merca,” meaning that when the war is
over they are going to America. They like
to have their pictures taken. They still have
their native dances, usually on Sundays and
holidays. They have their faces painted up
until it almost scares one to look at them.
They build up a fire on the beach and dance
around it making all kinds of weird noises.
For their music they beat on old wooden
boxes, tin cans or anything they can pick
up. They barbecue goats, chickens and have
plenty to eat. I have been to one of these
festivals and it is very interesting if you
can keep from being scared.

A lot of them wear clothes now, but
haven't been very long. They like to wear
American clothing and pick up every piece
they can. Sometimes you’'ll see one with a
whole uniform on, part of it is navy, part
army, and part marine. Sometimes you see
one barefooted and with shorts on and then
a pair of old army leggings with his bare
feet.

Their huts are made of straw and bark of
a native tree. The principal crops are
bananas, oranges, lemons, coffee, tangerines,
peppers and I think some pineapples al-
though I have not seen any. They also raise
corn, which you can see most any time of
the year. There are lots of deer, wild hogs,
also mountain goats. There used to be wild
dogs that roamed in packs, but I don’t think
there are any now. They also raise plenty
of cattle and horses. There are plenty of
mosquitoes, but none harmful, just very
annoying. We sleep under mosquito nets.

Well, I guess I'll stop for this time as
this is the longest letter I've written you in
a long while.
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the curtain went up on the opening scenc
of Yee Tok’s deadly plot.

O'Hara was standing at the window of
his office in the Twelfth Precinct, watching
the Chinatown pigeons waddling about in
the inch-deep carpet of snow which covered
the streets. The steady, rifting fall had
slowed almost to a stop, with only a few
random flakes drifting down lazily, but the
horizon sky was thick and sullen with an
ash-yellow haze.

“This flurry was only a sample. We'll
have a real fall of snow before morning,”
O’Hara predicted to himself, little realizing
the grimly fantastic snow-problem that was
to challenge him a few hours later in the
frozen white silence of Canton Street—the
incredible mystery of the footprints that lit-
“erally vanished into thin air! '

O’Hara turned from the window as his
office door opened and Detective Faraday
entered, suppressed excitement in his man-
ner. :

“Sarge! Guess who's waiting out here to
see you? Yee Tok!”

O'Hara stiffened alertly at the name. “Has
he heard the latest news about his brother?”

Faraday nodded. “"He knows that Yee Doy
is to be executed on Friday—as scheduled.
The lawyer told him this morning that Yee
Doy’s final appeal has failed—no commuta-
tion of sentence to life imprisonment. I
think Yee Tok blames your influence for the
turn-down.”

O’Hara shrugged. “My influence wasn’t
needed. The nature of the evidence against
Yee Doy took care of that.”

“You'll never get Yee Tok to believe it,”
Faraday declared. “He's always been a cop-
hater.”

“If I had my way, Faraday,” O'Hara said,
“Yee Tok would be sitting in the same cell
with his brother. This isn’t the first mur-
der job they've pulled off. The hand that
strikes is Yee Doy’s, but Yee Tok lays the
plans. He’s the really dangerous one—the
schemer. Yee Doy is tough and ruthless,
but stupid. He's always relied on his
brothet’s brains to beat the rap.”

“Well, this is one rap he won’t beat,”
Faraday said grimly. “If Yee Tok had all
the brains in Chinatown, it wouldn’t help
Yee Doy now. When you've got a date in
Death House Row—you keep 1t!”

Sergeant O'Hara nodded. “All right,

Faraday, bring in Yee Tok. TI'll talk to .
him.”

“Okay, Sarge,” Faraday said, moving to-
ward the door. “I've already given him a
first-class fanning. I'll guarantee that he’s
not carrying any concealed hardware.”

A few moments later the detective re-
turned with a sturdy, wooden-faced China-
man wearing a round mandarin hat, a quilted
cotton overcoat, and thick-soled Canton slip-
pers, for Yee Tok despised Rice Face cloth-
ing as well as Rice Face Law.

Hands tucked from sight inside his
sleeves, Yce Tok made a stiffly formal bow.
The cast of his features and the bronze tint
of his skin revealed proud Manchu blood,
but his narrowed, shifty eyes were red-
rimmed and bloodshot, and he reeked with
some particularly pungent Oriental liquor.

“Well, what brings yox here?” O’Hara
demanded crisply, fixing his eyes on the
tricky, treacherous Celestial, feared and
hated by his own slant-eyed brethren.

“Sah-jin, I come to ask you for paper-
writing so that police at prison yamen will
open iron gates and permit me to exchange
words of greeting with Yee Doy, my un-
lucky brother. Can do?”

O'Hara shook his head. “I have no au-
thority to give you or anyone else a pass to
Rockhill Prison. You'll have to abide by the
regular rules of the prison. You'll be al-
lowed a farewell visit to your brother for
half an hour on Thursday.”

“T'sai! Thursday no good,” Yee Tok de-
clared haughtily. “Must have words with
Yee Doy today.” ‘

O'Hara shrugged. “I don't make the
Rockhill rules. What's the matter with
Thursday?”

“No good,” the yellow man repeated.
“Have other plan for Thursday.”

“Then change your plans,” O’'Hara
snapped. “It's Thursday—or nothing. The
choice is yours.”

Black-glinting hatred darted at O'Hara
from between Yee Tok’s slanted red lids.
“Wah! Then I choose nothing!” he snarled,
and suddenly shook his clenched fists. “The
Triple Curse of Shon Ton, Lord of Ten
Thousand Devils, upon all Rice Face jus-
tice!”

A rising tide of anger spread slowly
across Sergeant O'Hara’s face, but he held
his voice to a controlled level. “If you have
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some urgent message for your brother, give
it to his lawyer. He'll sce that it’s dcliv-
cred.”

Yec Tok burst into a scornful laugh.
“Hoya! Is not my brother’s lawyer a Rice
Face man? T'sai kwei 1zu! All Rice Face men
are false and lying as the Rice Face Law
that steals my brother’s lifc.”

His patience snapped, O'Hara strodc
forward, his broad-shouldcred six-feet-two
dwarfing the yellow man. Gripping thc
front of Yee Tok’s quilted coat, he jerked
him forward with a force that nearly lifted
the Oriental from the floor.

“That’s cnough of that kind of talk,”
O'Hara growled. “Your brother was given a
fair and open trial by judge and jury. He
was tried on the legal evidence and found
guilty. No matter what the color of your
skin, the penalty for murder is death. Yec
Doy killed in cold blood, without mercy, and
he will pay for his crime on the day and
hour set by the court.”

YEE TOK'S lips writhed into a crooked
smile. “Maybe yes—maybe no! What
man can foretell the color of tomorrow’s
sky? I think my brother Yce Doy #ot going
to die on day and hour set by Rice Face
Law!”

“Yeah?” O'Hara challenged. “And what
do you think you can do to stop the law from
carrying out its sentence?”

“Nothing, Sah-jin, nothing!” The crooked
smile widened. “Is not my brother shut
away in an iron room behind high stone
walls guarded by a hundred Blue Coat Men
with guns? This insignificant person can
do nothing but burn paper prayers and
wait.”

“Well, you won’t have much longer to
wait,” O’Hara declared. “It's only three
more days to Friday.”

“Many things can happen in three days,

Sah-jin,” Yee Tok said softly. “The Lords
of Destiny have made a promise to Yce
Doy my brother. Three times I have con-
sulted the Tiles of Fortune, and each time
the magic Tiles say Yee Doy shall have long
years of life.”

O’'Hara stared grimly at the shifty-eyed
yellow man. “Listen, Yee Tok, if you're
cooking up some fancy scheme for a last-
minute rescue of your brother—forget it!
When you arrive at Rockhill Prison on

Thursday you'll be searched right down to
the skin. You'll sit in a wire cage, and your
brother will be in another wire cage—with
six feet of space between them, and an armed
guard watching to sce that you don't slip
him a knife or a filc or perhaps a little
bottle of poison.” :

For a moment Yec Tok stared at him
with intent, bloodshot eyes, then the yellow
man began to shake with silent, silky laugh-
ter. “Sah-jin, there is old China saying:
Time holds the key for every lock. Time
also holds the key to Yee Doy’s iron door.
You will see that thc Lords of Destiny do
not make idle promises, Wah! 1 go now.”

Tucking his hands back into his sleeves,
Yee Tok repeated his stiff bow and turned
to depart, halting in the doorway for a
final word.

“The Rice Face Law say my brcther Yee
Doy must die. The Lords of Decstiny say
Yee Doy shall live. Hao! We shall learn
which is the stronger!”

Scrgeant O’Hara remaincd motionless,
listening to the whispering pad-pad of Yee
Tok's thick-soled slippers fading away along
the hall. On a sudden impulse he crossed
to the window to obscrve the yellow man’s
departure from the station.

Outside, the plump pigeons still waddled
about in the shallow snow, but as Yee Tok’s
taut figure came striding along the pave-
ment they rose in quick, flapping flight.

Without a glance at the frightened birds,
Yee Tok picked his way across the street to
the opposite pavement, where he halted mo-
mentarily, looking back at the sturdy stone-
and-brick structure of the police station.
Then his hand moved in a swift, furtive ges-
ture as he spat twice over his left shoulder.

“The finger curse,” O'Hara murmured,
watching until the Chinaman disappeared
around the next corncr. Frowning thought-
fully, he turned back to the papers on his
desk.

ETECTIVE FARADAY loomed in the
doorway, grinning. *“What’d you say to
Yee Tok, Sarge? He was cursing a blue
streak under his breath as he went out.”
“He demanded a visitor’s pass to Rock-
hill for today, instead of Thursday. I told
him nothing doing.” O’'Hara leaned back,
rubbing his chin. *I have a hunch he’s up
to something, Faraday. He went away boast-
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“Look, Doyle—a glove! Burke must
have dropped 1t—"

Then O'Hara, raising his cyes to the
green police box itself, sprang out of the
car with such a startled exclamation that
- Doyle came scrambling along at his heels.

“The box!” O’Hara gasped. “"Look at it!
The door wide open—the receiver hanging
down off the hook!”

“And he left his keys in the lock!” Doyle
added excitedly, pointing to a key-ring
swinging from the little green door.

O’Hara stared around at the deserted in-
tersection, its freshly gleaming snow un-
marked save for their own wheel-tracks, the
smooth white pavement untrodden save for
the single line of Burke’s footprints.

Nothing could have been more simply
and clearly defined than that line of foot-
prints. They approached the police box from
the direction of Manchu Court—Ieft a
slightly jumbled circle of prints directly in
front of the box itself—then veered around
and doubled back toward Manchu Court.

“Guess the box is out of order,” Doyle
suggested. “Burke got tired of waiting for
his connection, and beat it.”

“Leaving the box like this?”” O’Hara
scoffed. Swiftly he caught up the dangling
receiver znd put it to his ear as he jiggled
the hook. “Charley, can you hear me?” he
called into the mouthpiece. ““This is Sergeant
O’Hara.”

“Sure, Scrgeant, I can hear you,” Char-
ley’s voice responded promptly. “What
goes on? Where's Burke?”

“I don't know,” O'Hara replied. “He’s
been here at the box, and gone away again.
I'm going to follow his tracks. Call you
later.”

O’Hara hung up, closed the box, and
pocketed Burke’s keys and the fallen glove.
“There’s something damned queer about
this set-up, Doyle. Apparently Burke was
just on the point of making his pull when
he saw somecthing—or heard somcthing—
that made him drop everything and rush off.
We'd better get busy and find out what that
something was! Get the big flash-lamp out
of the car.”

While Doyle secured the electric lantern,
O’Hara pulled out his blunt-nosed auto-
matic, checked the safety catch, and trans-
ferred it to his overcoat pocket. “Let’s go!”
he said briefly.

The line of Burke’s return tracks led them
straight on past the abandoned factory with
its drifted steps. Then the tracks slanted
off abruptly, disappearing into a narrow
alley—

E?‘yThrow your flash, Doyle,” O'Hara ot-
dered, drawing his gun as they entered the
three-feet wide passage. To their left tow-
cred the side wall of the factory—a three-
story cliff of windowless, unbroken brick.
To their tight were the wooden backyard
fences of the close-packed row of houses
facing on Manchu Court.

Burke’s tracks went on steadily past the
snow-drifted wooden gates—past six, seven,
cight of them. But at the ninth gate—

“Sarge!” Doyle’s lantern moved jerkily,
his voice an instinctive whisper. “He turned
in here! The gate’s still open—"

Gun in hand, O’'Hara peered in through
the open gate, which had cut a neat quar-
ter-circle swath through the deepening snow.
Burke’s tracks went straight on across the
backyatd—three, four, five, six paces—and
then abruptly, impossibly, there were no
more footprints!

Doyle’s breath hissed between his teeth
as he stared at O’Hara, his face strained and
white in the glow of the lantern, “Sarge!”
he gasped in an awe-stricken whisper. “Are
we seeing things? They sfop! There aren’t
any more!”

O’Hara snatched the lantern from Doyle’s
unsteady hand and strode forward, taking
care to leave Burke's footprints unmarred.
In the center of the backyard, where the
tracks ended so unnaturally, Burke’s police
cap lay upside down on the snow, together
with his other brown woolen glove.

And right there, between the hat and the
glove, a sunken scar in the smooth snow
drew O’Hara’s cye. Scraping into the snow,
he held up Burke’s .38 service revolver.

“Empty!” O’Hara announced, breaking
open the cylinder. “Every shot fired!” A
moment later his sharp glance ferreted out
a series of tiny pockmarks in the snow a few
feet beyond the last of Burke’s footprints.
And half-buried in the snow beneath these
pockmarks they found the discharged bul-
lets from Burke’s gun—six .38 calibre slugs
flattened out in a curiously lumpy fashion,
as though they had crashed futilely against
some shield of impenetrable metal.

The look of baffled amazement deepened
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“Well, between seven and cight it was
snowing and blowing the hardest,” Winters
remarked. “The strects were practically de-
scrted.”

O’Hara nodded. “I know—I was out in it
about that time. The way the snow was
whirling around, you couldn’t sec ten feet
ahead. Yee Tok could have ambushed
Burke right in the middle of Mulberry Lanc,
and no one the wiser.”

“Well, Sergeant, there’s nothing more we
can do about it tonight. Might as well check
out and get some sleep. We'll tackle it again
in the morning. Daylight may give us a
new slant on things.”

Reluctantly O'Hara put his papers in or-
der and prepared to leave the Precinct. At
the last moment, however, he turned back
to slip the Manchu Court drawing into his
pocket for further study.

Convinced as he was that the vanishing
footprints were only a clever hoax, an Ori-
cental red herring drawn across the real trail,
it was still a baffling enigma that plagued
and goaded his brain. He was still wres-
tling with the mystery when he fell asleep,
and it was his first thought upon awakening
‘in the morning.

O’Hara ate a hurried breakfast, so that he
might be back at the Precinct in time for
the eight o’clock roll-call. He cross-exam-
ined the men as they checked in from the
night shifts, but each man told the same
story—uneventful rounds of quiet, deserted
streets, filled only with the cold white si-
lence of newly fallen snow.

“Come on, Faraday,” O’Hara said to his
assistant, “let’s have another look at that
Manchu Court set-up. I can't get the con-
founded thing out of my mind.”

When they arrived at Canton Street they
found the alley behind the court roped off
and one of the Precinct men stationed there
on point duty, to make sure that the foot-
print evidence was preserved intact.

“Morning, Sergeant!” the policeman said,
with a brisk salute. “If you’d got here about
ten minutes sooner, you'd have had a sur-
prise. Commissioner Harbison!”

“The commissioner was here, Brady?”

“Yes, sir. * Came down from Headquar-
ters. He said Captain Winters had phoned
him the details about Burke’s disappearance,
and he wanted to check over the scene for
himself.”

“Did he make any comment?” O’Hara
asked.

“Nothing much, sir. He asked me some
questions—where Burke’s things had been
found, and so on—but when he’d finished
looking around he just shook his head and
sort of whistled under his breath.”

Faraday gave a mirthless chuckle. “I'll
bet Headquarters won't come rushing in to
take ¢//s case off our hands.”

“Well, I hope Harbison didn’t trample
over the main set of tracks,” O'Hara said.

“No, the tracks are still okay, Sergeant,”
Brady assurcd him. “The commissioner
stepped around them very carefully.”

So once ag:in Sergeant O'Hara followed
the line of mystcrious footprints along the
alley and through the back gate of No. 17
Manchu Court. The tracks were no longer
sharp and clear, but lay half-buried by the
later snow.

“Lucky it stopped snowing when it did,”
Faraday remarked. “Another couple of
hours and cverything would have been
snowed under.”

Step by step O'Hara's memory retraced
the previous night's bizarre adventure, There
was no veil of darkness now, no curtain of
swirling white flakes to add a touch of pri-
mal mystery to the setting. This was merely
the snow-drifted back garden of a vacant
Chinatown house, seen in the broad day-
light of a crisp, cold morning, but O'Hara
was stirred by the selfsame feeling of
baffled amazement as he stared at the point
where the footprints ended so abruptly, so
inexplicably.

“No wonder the commissioner shook his
head and whistled,” Faraday said. “The
whole thing’s fantastic,”

“There must be a normal, logical an-
swer,” O'Hara snapped. “These vanishing
footprints can be nothing more than some
fancy trick, and if Yce Tok was smart
enough to work it out, we've got to be smart
enough to figure how he did it.”

As O’Hara surveyed the scene with frown-
ing concentration, the air overhead was sud-
denly filled with the flapping and beating of
feathered wings as twenty or thirty pigeons
rose in abrupt flight from the rcof of the
abandoned factory whose high, blank wall
adjoined the alley.

“There go those damn pigeons again,”
Brady remarked. “They've got a roost up
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there on that old water-tower. I never saw
such a restless flock of birds.”

“Restless?” O'Hara echoed. With sudden
interest his glance followed the birds as they
winged in wide circles, with the water-tower
as a central pivot. “You mean they've been
doing an extra lot of flying around?”

“They sure have,” Brady declared. “Every
couple of minutes they take off like that, all
of a sudden. Flap-flap-flap they go, around
and around and around. Then they settle
dovwn again, but only for a minute or two.”

O'Hara’s glance was still intent on the
circling pigeons. “And they always come
back to the water-tower?”

Brady nodded. “They've been nesting up
there on that tower for years, Sergeant. Here
they come now, headin’ back to the tower.
You'll sec if they don't take off again in a
minute. If it was summertime, I'd say they
were watchin’ out for a hawk—"

THE pigeons had made a final sweep over
Manchu Court, wheeled high and came
sailing back to the water-tower on gliding
wings. O’Hara could distinguish their mot-
tled coloring — slate-gray, oyster-white,
smoky blue, ash-yellow — and even hear
their plaintive, throaty calls of kxroo-kuroo
as they perched wherever there was a foot-
hold.

But no sooner had they settled down than
some undisclosed cause stirred them to re-
newed and precipitate flight. Off they went
into the air again, with a heavy, creaking
beat of wings.

“That’s damned queer!” O’Hara mut-
tered, watching them resume their tireless
circles. Then his glance swung back specu-
latively to the old water-tower.

“Why the sudden interest in pigeons,
Sarge?” Faraday queried. “They can do
their flying upside-down. as far as I'm con-
cerned. Pigeons won't help us find Burke,
unless you've got a secret way to make ‘em
talk, and tell us what went on around here
last night.”

'O’Hara turned with a swift gesture.
“Maybe they are trying to tell us something
—in their own peculiar fashion! Pigeons
are lazy, Faraday—they don’t fly around and
around in circles just for the fun of it. They
only take to the air when they’re disturbed
or frightened or nervous about something.”

Faraday looked at him. “It's too deep

for me, Sarge. One mystery at a time is all
I can handle.”

“But it could be all one and the same
mystery,” O'Hara replied slowly. “Yes, it
could be! T think I see how all the pieces
can be fitted together! It begins with these
footprints in the snow—it ends with the
frightened pigeons!”

Faraday shook his head. “You can have
the pigeons, Sarge. I'm still groping around
for even a halfway rcasonable explanation
of these vanishing footprints,”

“Well, the answer’s right there before
your eyes, Faraday. There aren’t any miss-
ing footprints! The man who made these
tracks coming in, left just as plain a track
going out! The thing's so completely obvi-
ous, we couldn’t see it for looking. Yee
Tok simply walked out backwards, taking
care to step in the same tracks!”

Faraday gave an excited whistle. “I think
you've struck oil, Sergeant! But hold a mo- -
ment!

“How could he backtrack all the way
out to Burke’s call-box, and then off along
Canton Street, without making a single mis-
step in the snow? It strikes me that would
be damned hard to manage—worse than
walking a tightrope.” .

“I don’t think he went all the way back,”
O’Hara replied. “Look, Faraday—eight or
ten paces backward from this spot would
bring him through the back gate and into
the alley, right against the factory wall. A
high, blank wall—not even a window in it.
But suppose he had prepared a long rope
beforehand, and left it hanging down into
the alley from the factory roof. He grabs
the end of the rope, climbs up to the roof,
and pulls the rope up after him. Presto!
There’s nothing down below but a one-way
trail ending in the middle of a backyard!”

“That cracks it, Sarge!” Faraday ex-
claimed. “And it'll be a cinch to check. We
g0 up to the roof—if you're right, there’ll
be footprints up there in the snow.”

Sergeant O'Hara gave a grim smile. “If
I'm right, we may find something even bet-
ter than footprints! The pigeons, Faraday
—don’t forget the pigeons! There’s some-
thing up there that’s making them jittery—
something that keeps chasing them away
from that water-tower. Could it be some-
thing inside the tower?”

“Holy Cats!” Faraday gasped. “You think
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foot by foot, house by house, until we hit
something.”

“Go to it, Sergeant!” Winters said. "If
you find you nced more men, I'll get 'em
from Headquarters. Let’s show Chinatown
what a real manhunt is like.”

O Sergeant O’Hara marshalled his forces,

explained his plan of campaign to them,

and set the manhunt into motion. Dividing

Burke’s territory into a number of sections,

he zssigned a man to each section, with or-

ders to conduct a practically microscopic
investigation.

“Turn in any piece of information you
run down, no matter how trivial it may
seem,” O’Hara commanded. “Burke made
his regular pull from the Canton Street box
at 7 sharp—shortly after 8 Yee Tok’s phoney
call came through. We've got to fill in the
details of that blank hour in between.”

“What line do we take with the Chinks,
Sergeant?” one of the men asked.

“Put your cards right on the table,” Ser-
geant O'Hara replied promptly. “By this
time every man, woman and child in China-
town has heard all about Burke's disappear-
ance. I think they’ll give us full and com-
plete cooperation in tracking Yee Tok
down.”

“Yeah? That'll certainly be a novelty,”
another remarked, with a skeptical laugh.

“This case is different,” O’Hara declared.
“Most of the Chinese regard Yee Tok and
his brother as a disgrace to their race, color
and creed. I think they’ll welcome the
chance to get rid of them, once and for all.”

Sergeant O’Hara’s forecast of China-
town’s reaction to Yee Tok’s daring coup
was soon proved correct. The news had
spread like wildfire through the narrow
streets, and ever since dawn the “Yellow
Slippers”—official messengers of the tongs
and other organizations—had been busily
rapping at certain doors, delivering whis-
pered messages.

The first tangible result of all this silent-
footed activity was the arrival at the Precinct
of a lean, gray-haired Chinaman—Moy
Ghan, leader of the Suey Sing Tong, of
which Yee Tok was a member. '

“Sah-jin,” Moy Ghan began, with a for-
mal bow, “my spirit is weighed down by ten
thousand sorrows over Yee Tok’s evil deed.”

“I know how you feel, tz-chan,” O’Hara

replied. “We don't hold the Suey Sing
Tong responsible for Yee Tok’s actions. We
know the Suey Sings are pledged to law and
order.”

“Yee Tok’s wickedness has brought
shame and stain to the honor of the Suey
Sing name,” Moy Ghan said sternly, “As-
yee, because of his reckless scheming against
the Rice Face Law, every Son of Han suf-
fers a Number One loss of face. But today
I call a special meeting of the Suey Sing
brothers. Yee Tok’s name shall be cut with
a sharp knife from the silken scroll of mem-
bership—it shall be cast upon the floor,
spat upon, trampled underfoot, and cursed
with the Curse of Yang-Yin.”

“That’s all right,” O'Hara said, “but it
doesn’t help us lay hands on Yee Tok, and
that’s the main objective.”

“Yee Tok shall be found,” Moy Ghan
intoned. “He shall be dragged from his
hiding place and delivered into the hands
of the Rice Face Law. Even now the plans
are being laid. When they are complete,
Sah-jin, word will be sent to you.”

Moy Ghan was only the first of a series of
visitors. Hugh Lee the merchant was the
next arrival. Speaking as president of the
Double Dragon Society—Chinatown'’s mer-
chant guild—he informed O’Hara that his
organization was offering a reward for the
capture of Yee Tok.

“One thousand silver dollars, Sah-jin!”
Hugh Lee declared. “The notice shall be
posted in large letters on every street cor-
ner, within the hour.”

Lee Shu, the venerable Chinese banker,
was O’Hara’s next visitor, come to de-
nounce Yee Tok's desperate deed and to
pledge full cooperation in tracking down the
criminal. And when O'Hara mentioned the
reward being offered by the Double Dragon
Society, Lee Shu promptly declared he would
match their offer with a thousand silver dol-
lars of his own.

THERS came, too— Meng Tai the
apothecary, Kim Yao the goldsmith, Sang
Lee the scrivener—all long-time friends of
O’Hara, each expressing his personal indig-
nation at the attack on Officer Burke, and
promising to do everything possible to help
foil Yee Tok’s ruthless scheme.
Finally, a “Yellow Slipper” brought a
message from Lao Poh the bonze, inviting
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and two and got five, when I knew the an-
swer must be four.”

“Well, I don’t see what you could’ve over-
looked,” Faraday said. “Yee Tok had been
there, sure enough, but there wasn’t a foot-
print down below or up on the roof that
hadn’t been made long before it stopped
snowing. And the factory itself is nothing
but a hollow shell. Even a cat couldn’t find
a place to hide in there.”

“I'd still like to know what made those
pigeons so restless,” O'Hara replied.

“Pigeons!” Faraday snorted. “Who can
figure out anything about pigeons? I guess
some of 'em like to fly around, and others
don’t. The only kind of pigeon that'll help
us now is a stool-pigeon—"

Just then the phone rang on O’'Hara’s
desk, and lifting the receiver, he heard Char-
ley’s voice saying from the switchboard:
“Outside call for you, Sergeant. A Chink-—"

Then the connection clicked, and an un-
mistakably Oriental voice asked “Sah-jin?”

“Yes, this is Sergeant O'Hara,” he an-
swered, leaning forward. “Who is it?”

“It is Yee Tok who speaks,” the voice an-
nounced calmly.

“Yee Tok!” O’Hara shouted, grasping the
phone as though it were the yellow man’s
throat, “Where are you?”

A mocking laugh was the answer. Re-
covering himself, O’'Hara made a frantic
gesture to the round-eyed Faraday, who
sprang to his feet and made a sudden dash
for the door.

Yee Tok's voice was steady, unhurried.
“Sah-jin, what have you decide about my
offer? The time grows short.”

“Look here, Yee Tok!” O’Hara snapped.
“You can’t get away with this crazy stunt!
You're a marked man! Your own people
have put a price on your head! Where can
you hide from them? If you're smart, Yee
Tok, you'll give it up, and surrender to the
police. If Lao Poh’s men find you first,
you're a dead duck!”

The mocking laugh was repeated. “Sah-
jin, you have search Chinatown by night
and by day, and what have you found?
Nothing! Answer my question! You hold
the life of my brother in your hands—I hold
the life of your Blue Coat Man. Shall we
make a trade—life for life? Is it Yes or
No?”

O'Hara hunched over the phone, desper-

ately intent on gaining time—every minute,
even every second, was precious now.

“But listen, Yee Tok—I have no author-
ity to make a deal with you. Nobody in the
Police Department could do that—not even
the Commissioner himself. Only the Gov-
ernor of the State can do anything to halt
Yee Doy’s execution.”

“What answer, then, does the Governor
make?” Yee Tok demanded.

O’Hara did some lightning thinking. “He
says he’s got to have more details, Yee Tok.
He wants some sort of proof that Officer
Burke is alive and unhurt. How are we to
know you haven't already killed him?”

“The Blue Coat Man stil] lives, I swear it
by Tao,” Yee Tok replied, then gave a sinis-
ter chuckle. “But he is cold, Sah-jin, in his
prison room, and the ropes that hold him
are drawn tight, Also he suffers from hun-
ger and thirst, for I give him no food, no

drink! Remember that, Sah-jin! As the
hours pass, he will grown more hungry—
more thirsty—"

“You dirty yellow devil!” O'Hara

shouted furiously. ““You'll pay for this, Yee
Tok! I'm warning you—if any harm comes
to Burke, you'll settle for it to me—direct!
And when I've finished with you—"

DISTANT click told O’Hara that the

yellow man had hung up. Slamming
down the receiver, he sprang from his desk
and dashed down the hall to the switchboard,
where Faraday already hovered above the
intently listening operator.

“Trace it, Charley?” O’Hira demanded.

“They're getting it, Sarge,” Charley
called over his shoulder, and a moment later
started scribbling on a pad. “Yes—yes. The
Happy Purchase Gift Shop—Half Moon
Street. . . . Okay! Thanks.”

“Come on, Faraday!” O’Hara called.
“Split seconds count now!”’

With Officer Doyle at the wheel of the
emergency car, they swooped across China-
town, charged headlong into Mulberry Lane
and hurtled around the corner into Half
Moon Street on two wheels. '

Doyle pulled up outside the Happy Pur-
chase Shop, and before he could set the
brakes O'Hara and Faraday had hopped out
and were rushing across the pavement.
There were lights inside the Chinese gift
shop, but the shades were drawn over the
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roof and drew himself upward until his
head was above the roof level. Halfway
down the row a dark figure crouched over
the front cornice, peering down at the com-
motion in the Court below.

With a silent prayer that Yee Tok might
not turn his head within the next several
seconds, O'Hara swung one leg up and
rolled himself onto the roof, keeping flat
- against the snow. But instantly Yee Tok
whirled around, and with a snarling cry of
rage and defiance leveled his gun and fired.

The first bullet went wide, but the sec-
ond hit the brick chimney beside O'Hara
and ricocheted past his face with a vicious
whitt! O'Hara scurried across the roof at a
crouching run and flattened himself in the
shadow of the scrolled cornice.

Yee Tok was also lying flat now, invisible
in the shadows. Faraday’s head lifted slowly
above the roof edge—

“Keep down!"” O'Hara shouted. “He can
see you!”

But the detective continued his climb,
heedless of danger. Yee Tok fired at him,
and missing, cursed wildly as he sprang to
his feet to get a better aim. Then came the
crack of O’Hara’s gun, and with'a yelp of
pain the yellow man spun araund and col-
lapsed, clutching his thigh.

“Got him!"” O’Hara yelled, jumping up.
“Come on, Faraday.”

But as they ran across the intervening
roofs, Yee Tok lurched to his feet and
started a shambling, staggering run to evade
them.

“Stop him, Sarge!”

“He's going to jump!”

Yee Tok paused momentarily on the very
edge of the back roof, staring out at the bare
branches of a tree which extended to with-
in a few feet of the ledge where he stood.
Then, casting one swift glance back over
his shoulder, he made a frantic leap for the
tree in a final suicidal bid for escape.

Crashing and snapping, the dead branches
gave way under his weight, scarcely serv-
ing to slow his twisting, tumbling fall, his
shrill screams cut off abruptly as his body
thudded heavily against the brick pavement
below—

By the time O'Hara and Faraday reached
the spot, a thick crowd clustered around
Yee Tok’s sprawled body. Detective Dris-
coll was kneeling beside the fallen China-

Faraday shouted.
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man, examining him with the aid of a flash-
llght

“Is he dead?” O’Hara asked.

“Still breathing, Sergeant,” Driscoll re-
ported, “but I don’t know for how long.
He’s in a bad way. A broken back, among
other things.”

"Amid the frenzied excitement an ambu- .
lance clanged its way across Chinatown to
Paradise Court, and Yee Tok was lifted onto
a stretcher.

“I'm going along to the hospital,” O'Hara
told Faraday. “You take charge of the search
for Burke.”

At the hospital O’Hara waited in a bare
little room with painted walls until a white-
clad surgeon came to report on their exam-
ination of the unconscious Oriental.

“We should operate 1mmed1ately, Ser-
geant,” the surgeon said, “but I can’t hold
out much hope. I'm afraid your Chinaman
isn’t going to pull through.”

O’Hara scowled at the wall. “Damn the
luck! Is there any chance of his regaining
consciousness? We've got to make him talk,
Doctor—a man’s life depends on it.”

The surgeon shook his head. “"We'll do
our best, Sergeant, but I can’t promise any-
thing. Do you want to wait?”’

“Yes, I'll wait,”” O’Hara said.

He watched Yee Tok being wheeled into
a room with swinging doors of frosted glass.
An hour and a half later he followed the
same wheeled stretcher to a small room at
the end of a long corridor and settled down
to an unrelenting vigil beside the still form
in the white enameled bed.

Nurses came and went; at intervals doc-
tors stopped in, examined the unconscious
yellow man, studied the chart at the foot of
the bed, and went away again. Time
dragged heavily, and in spite of himself
O’Hara felt his eyelids drooping.

“You look as if you could do with a little
sleep, Sergeant,” one of the nurses said. “If
you want to doze off for a while, I'll be right
here. I'll wake you if there's any change.”

“Thanks,” O'Hara replied. "I haven’t
had much chance to sleep in the last forty-
eight hours.”

O’Hara stretched out his legs and leaned
his head against the wall, and in half a min-
ute was sound asleep. When he awoke, there
was daylight in the room, and a different
nurse was on duty, but there was no change
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information out of him. But tell us what
happened, Jim, if you feel up to it.”

URKE took another sip of the coffee.

“I'd just made my seven o'clock pull at
the Canton Street box, Sergeant. I started
down Grove Street, past the factory. It was
snowin’ and blowin’ so hard you couldn’t see
six feet ahead. Yee Tok must've been wait-
in’ for me behind that side gate. Anyway,
I was only a few steps past the gate when
somethin’ clubbed me over the head. When
1 woke up, I was lyin’ there on the cellar
floor, tied up good and tight, and gagged on
top of that.”

“Did Yee Tok say anything to you?”
O’Hara broke in.

“Not a word,” Burke replied. “He just
kept lookin’ at me with a nasty grin on his
face. Then the ycllow devil started helpin’
himself to my things—he took my gun, my
shield, my gloves, my cap, and even ny
shoes. He took my gun and fired every
shot in it up against the stone wall. 1 fig-
ure he must've been off his nut—"

“Yee Tok was crazy like a fox,” O'Hara
declared. “He had a purpose in all those
things, even in firing the like that. But
we'll tell you about that later. What hap-
pened next?”

“He opened up that furnace door and
shoved me inside,” Burke continued. “For
the first couple of hours I tried to wriggle
out of the ropes, but I couldn’t budge "em.
I did manage to get the gag out of my
mouth, though. I kept yelling for help,
but nothing happened, and pretty soon my
voice gave out.’

“Yee Tok never came back?” O’Hara
asked.

Burke shook his head. "It was cold in
there, and that lump on my head hurt like
blazes. After a while I started to get hun-
gry—and thirsty. Everv ence in a while I'd
get kind cf panicky and start yellin’ again,
but my voice wouldn’t hold up. Then I
thought about somethin’ the Chink over-
looked when he was pickin’ my pockets—"

Burke held up a police whistle, fastened
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around his neck on a looped cord. “He
didn’t notice the whistle because I keep it
tucked away in my breast pocket. It took
me a couple of hours hard work to get that
damn whistle out of my pocket. I've been
blowin’ it ever since, hcur after hour. I
wasn’t sure the sound of it would carry
through those iron plates, but it was my only
chance. I knew you'd have the boys out
searching for me, and I was prayin’ some-
body would hear it when they were lookin’
around in that old rat-trap.”

“We searched through the factory twice,”
O’'Hara said, “but nobody heard anything.
The cellar was so bare, we didn’t waste much
time on it. It’s lucky you kept blowing it,
though. That whistle saved your life, Jim.
We didn’t hear it—but the pigcons heard it
all right!”

“Pigeons?” Burke repeated, bewildered.
“What have pigeons to do with it?”

“There’s a flock of pigeons becn roosting
up on the factory roof,” O'Hara explained.
“Every time you blew that whistle, the sound
of it came up the chimney and startled them
into flying around. We couldn't figure out
what made them so jittery, but it finally
dawned on me that they were being fright-
ened by a sound, and that the sound must
be coming from the chimneys. From then
on it was easy.”

“But you don’t know how lucky you are,
Jim,” Faraday broke in. “When you're up
on your feet again you'd better buy the Sarge
here a box of the best damn cigars that
money can buy. He's the one figured out
about the pigeons. The rest of us couldn’t
see anything in it—we even tried to kid
him out of it, but the Sarge hung on to his
hunch. If he hadn’t—well, figure it.out
for yourself.”

Sergeant O’Hara grinned. "When you've
been 1n Chinatown as long as I have, Fara-
day, you'll learn to ride your hunches to the
limit, because half the time that’s about all
you have to go on. Ride ’emy hard, because
you never know what some trifling detail
will open up. As the Chinese say—a small
candle can light a. large room!”

—_—







With the horses milling and snorting in
the pole corral, saddles and bridies were
stripped off, and the men made a dash for
the bunkhouse. Five minautes later twenty
naked cowboys each with a bar of soap in
hand, were wallowing in the shallow water
of the creck that flowed past the bunkhouse
door. .

Scrubbed, shaven, and clad in a new silk
shirt of rebin’s egg blue with a flaming red
scarf knotted locsely about his neck, Buck
Suminers stepped from the bunkhouse and
headed for the corral—the first of the cow-
boys to doll up for the dance. He was won-
dering whethier Stelia McCoy had received
the letter he had posted a week before in
Lodgepole asking her to go to the dance
with him. The Lazy E boys were probably
already in town, and the Circle Js, too. Both
outfits had finished their roundups days age.

10

Buck scowled. The Y Bar would have fin-
ished in plenty of time, too, if Joe Smart
the wagon boss, hadn’t decided to swing
down for a look into the Little Bend coun-
try—three or four days lost for 2 few damn
calves! And maybe Stella would go to the
dance with some cowpoke from cne of the
other outfits.

At the corral fence he straightened up
{rom his saddle, ropc in hand, to see Joe
Smart coming toward him from the house.
Joe held a slip of paper in his hand, and
with a sudden premonition of evil, Buck
slipped into the corral, built a stingy loop,
and tossed it over the head of his town
horse, a snorty palomino with plenty of
showoff.

When he led the horse out through the
gate Joe was waiting for him. The wagon
ooss eyed him with a grin of approval. "All
prettied up, eh? Gosh, wisht I was a girl—
Y'd shore be proud to step it off with you.”
He extended the slip of r. “Swing
around by the Lazy E an’ give ‘em this tally
cf their calves we branded. Pick up their
tally of our calves. An’ you better get theirs
first. I wouldn’t trust that new foreman no
hell of a ways. We're payin’ a dollar an’” 2
half 2 head this year for brandin’—an’ he
might doctor the balance his way. "Specially
as I heard that him an’ Shorty Watts was on
a two-day drunk over to Stanton, couple

A

~ weeks ago. This’ll be the last time Shorty
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will ever rep for this outfit—or ride for it
either. He's through around here.”

UCK scowled at the paper in the other’s
hand. “Aw, hell, Joe—let one of the
other boys toke it. I've got a date.”

Joe Smart’s grin widened. “So’ve nine-
teen othicr cow waddies—or they’ll claim
they have. It ain’t so far out of your road.
You'll make it all right. Have a good time.”

"Good time—hell,”” Buck grumbled, as he
thrust the paper into his pocket, “ridin’
clean around by the Lazy E! If that's what
vou call 2 good time, why the hell don't you
take it yourself?”

Two other cowboys detached their ropes
from their saddles and grinned. “The early
bird catches the worm,” Bill Hambly
grinned. “"I'm shore as hell glad you beat
me to that lookin’ glass, Buck!”

Buck growled an inoffensive obscenity,
threw the saddle on the palomino, swung
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aboard, and headed down the trail in a cloud
of dust.

It was nearly ten o'clock when Buck Sum-
mers dismounted and thumped on the door
of the McCoy ranchhouse on a bend of the
river three miles below town. Presently a
dull light glowed through the darkened
window and old man McCoy, lamp in hand,
opened the door a few inches.

“Oh, that you, Buck? Thought you
couldn’t git in fer the dance. That’s what
Bill Hambly claimed. Stopped in ‘long
about eight an’ told Stella you had some
work to do fer the boss an” couldn’t make it
—<laimed you sent word fer her to go to the
dance with him. Stella didn’t like it much—
claimed it would be the last time you'd git
the chanct to stand her up.” The oldster’s
lips widened in a snaggle-toothed grin.
“Better watch out fer Stella when she’s got
her Irish up. She rode off with her nose
pretty high.”

\WWith a muttered curse, the cowboy swung
into the saddle and dug the rowels into the
palamino’s flanks. Buck Summers rode with
a grim set to his lips. This was the second
time Bill Hambly had put one over on him,
and by God, it would be the last! The other
time he had taken it as a joke. But this time
it was different—a damn sight different,
when he dragged Stella McCoy into it.

The Fourth cf July dance at Riverton had
been advertised far and wide. And when
Buck crossed the track at the edge of town
he noted that the flat between the buildings
and the shipping corrals was crowded with
dim outlines of innumerable spring wagons,
the horses unhitched and tied to the rear
wheels, munching hay out of the boxes.
These were the rigs of the family men—the
small ranchers and nesters from up and
down the valley. Through the open windows
of the Valley Mercantile Company’s wool
warehouse the strains of Buffalo Girl blared
forth into the hot, still night, and Buck
caught glimpses of the dancers as he rode

t and on into the main strect vhere the
saddied and bridled horses of half a dozen
cow cutfits dozed with lowered heads before
the hitch-rails of the false-front buildings
that flanked the wooden sidewalks.

Dismounting before the Last Chance Sa-
loon, he passed on through, washed the dust
and sweat from his face and hands at the
pump, and returncd to pause at the bar fora

1
dtink. The bartender grinned as he set out
a bottle and glass. “Hambly was in here a
little while ago,” he said, “tellin’ the boys
how he put one over on you.”

Buck frowned, and glanced toward a
group drinking near the end of the bar. He
noticed Slim Jones, foreman of the LazyE
and two LazyE cowpunchers. They must
have just ridden in because he had seen
Jones at the ranch only a couple of hours
ago. Shorty Watts was with them. Buck
wondered whether Shorty knew that he was
through at the Y Bar. He tossed off his drink
and refilled the glass.

“Hambly’s made one brag too many,” he
said, and tossed off his second drink.

Slim Jones detached himself from the
group and sidled along the bar. “Drink up,
an’ have one on me,” he invited, motioning
to the bartender. "I seen that Hambly when
he was in here,” he said. “Looks like he
might be a tough guy to beat to the draw.”

The words irritated Buck. “There’s plenty
of ways to even up a score without beating a
man to the draw,” he replied shortly, and
turning on his heel stepped out onto the
street.

When the bartender returned from serv-
ing a round of drinks at the end of the bar
Jones jerked his head in the direction of the
door through which Buck had disappeared.
“Tough hombre,” he said. “Claims he’ll get
this guy Hambly, an’ I'm bettin’ he will.”

The man behind the bar laughed. “Buck’s
all right. Little sore, that's all. Bill Hambly
beat his time an’ took his girl to the dance.
It ain’t no shootin’ matter. Buck’s a quiet,
steady goin’ fella. He's Joe Smart's tophand
over on the Y Bar. If it did come to shootin’
though, I'd bet on Buck. They say he can
jump a tin can up in the air with one shot
out of that hog-leg of his, and put three bul-
lets through it before it hits the ground.”

The other poured his drink and watched
the little beads rise and rim the glass. *“Yeah,
an’ it’s the quiet ones you've got to keep yer
eye on. I never seen a loud-mouthed, brag-
gin' guy yet that was worth a damn in a
pinch. I seen the look in his eye when he
went out. Tellin’ you about me, I wouldn't
want to be standin’ in Hambly’s boots.”

There were half a dozen saloons in the
two blocks between the Last Chance and the
wool warehouse, and in each of them Buck
stopped to inquire for Hambly, and in each



0 BUCK SUMMERS BUYS A HORSE 39

'he took a drink or two with friends and
acquaintances, who kidded him about Stella
McCoy. Evidently Hambly was enjoying his
joke hugely. Thus it was that when he ar-
rived at the dance he was pretty well oiled,
and fighting mad.

Frank Howe, the genial marshal of River-
ton, who sat behind a table at the doorway
selling tickets, shoved out the pasteboard
with a grin. “Little late, ain’t you, Buck?
Looks like Bill Hambly's beat your time.”

The music blared to a finish, and men
were escorting their partners to the chairs
ranged along the walls. “A lot of men have
started something they couldn’t finish,”
Buck retorted grimly, as his eyes swept the
faces of the crowd. Bill Hambly waved his
hand, and his partner, the pretty wife of a
sheepman from over on Sage Creek, laughed
as her eyes met his.

Buck scowled. Make a fool out of him,
would he? Well, there would be plenty of
time to hunt Hambly up later. He didn’t
want to start anything here among all these
women. A Circle J rider was seating Stella
McCoy directly across the hall.

IDDLE in hand, Bull of the Woods

Clark stepped to the edge cof the raised
platform that seated the orchestra. “Get
your pardners for a square dance, gents!
Whirl 'em fast, and swing ‘em high!”

Buck crossed the floor to Siella McCoy.
“Can I have this dance?” he asked.

The girl glanced up into his face, her blue
eyes darkening. “Oh, it’s Mister Summers,”
she said, with elaborate sarcasm. "I didn’t
expect to see you here tonight.”

“If you got my letter you knew I'd be
here,” Buck replied shortly.

“And this extra special work you had to
do for the boss,” she continued evenly. “If
it was emptying a jug, it looks like you've
done a good job.”

“Hambly lted about me not being able to
get here,” he snapped. “He heard the boss
tell me to swing around by the Lazy E, and
he thought he’d put one over on me. I'll
"tend to him, later. it’ll be the last time he'll
try to pull a fast one. Do I get this dance?”

“No, you don't.” There was a flinty note
in the girl’s voice. "“You're drunk, Buck
Summers. I didn’t know they had a saloon
‘at the Lazy E.”

“ Qver by the doorway Frank Howe'’s brow

drew into a frown. An ex-cowpuncher
whose injured leg prevented him from ever
again riding the range, he well knew the po-
tentialities of a hair trigger and a belt full of
liquor. Catching Hambly’s eye, he motioned
to him with a jerk of the head. "Buck’s on
the prod,” he said, in a low voice, as the
other leaned over the table. “Better slip out
for a while and give him a chance to cool
off. We don’t want to start nothin’ in here.
Never saw him tight before, and there’s no
telling what he’ll do.”

ACROSS the hall, Buck’s eyes narrowed
as they gazed down into the angry eyes
of blue. "Okay. I'm drunk. There’s plenty
of other girls that ain’t so parsticular. If you
think I'm drunk now, wait till you see me a
couple of hours from now—and wait till
you see Hambly.” He turned abruptly away,
and a moment later led a giggling cowgirl
onto the flocr and tcok his place in a set that
was just forming.

At the conclusion of the dance he seated
his partner and his eyes swept the room in
search of Hambly. Not finding him he
headed for the door. As he passed the ticket
table Frank Howe smiled up into the scowl-
ing face.

“"What's your hurry, Buck? Better stick
around and get your money’s worth. Lot of
pretty girls here tonight.”

“I'll be back after I see that Hambly gets
his money’s worth,” Buck retorted.

“Okay, Buck. Pon’t do nothin’ you'll be
sorry for—that’s all.”

Mzking the rounds of the saloons, in each
of which he imbibed a few drinks, took time
and it was long past midnight when he re-
turned to the dance. He stood in the door-
way, his eyes searching the faces of the
dancers who whirled past to the tune of a
lively waltz.

“Where the heil’s Hambly?” he growled.
“I can’t find him anywheres.”

Howe laughed. "Guess you're too late to
find him, tonight, Buck. He leit here half
an hour ago—him and Stella McCoy. She
said she was goirg home. Go on in and have
vourself some fun. There’il be a lot of danc-
ing between now and daylight. Boy, if it
wasn'’t for this leg of mine, I'd be out there
on the floor every minute, you bet! Give
yourself a chance to cool off.”

“I'll cool him off,” the

words ground






P BUCK SUMMERS BUYS A HORSE 41

Something in the sheriff’s tone caused
Buck to sit up in his bunk. His eyes felt
stiff and he blinked them rapidly as he
strove to collect his befuddled wits. “What
do you mean—I found him?” he asked. “I
tell you I never did find him.”

“Who shot him, then?”

“Shot him!” The words exploded from
Buck’s lips. Blankets heaved all down the
bunkhouse as the cowboys sat up to stare at
the trio. “You mean, someone shot Ham-
bly?”

“That’s right. Someone that knew he left
the dance early with Stella McCoy, and fol-
lowed him. You didn’t overtake "em before
they got to McCoy’s, Buck. But you met
Hambly coming back. You met him there on
the trail—and you let him have it. You shot
him out of the saddle without giving him a
chance to draw. His gun was in his holster
when they found him.”

“By God, I never shot him!” Buck was
fully awake, now, and his brain was clear.
“I followed him to McCoy's. But I tell you
I never caught up with him! And if I had, I
wouldn’t have shot him.”

“Plenty of people heard you threaten to
get him. You must have shot off your mouth
plenty. Damn near everyone that was in
Riverton last night heard you threaten him
—responsible folks, too—Frank Howe, and
Stella McCoy, and Slim Jones, the Lazy E
ramrod, besides all the bartenders, and half
the cowboys in the country. I ain’t saying
you'd done it if you was scber—but you
wasn't sober last night, by a damn sight. I
had a talk with Stella, this morning. She
was afraid you'd make a gun play, so she
made Hambly take her home early.”

“Sure, I threatened him. He pulled a fast
one on me, and I would have knocked hell
out of him if I'd caught up with him—but I
didn’t. You say his gun was in his holster
when they found him—was he dead?”

“He died in the hospital about nine
o'clock this morning, Jack Cleary found
him. Him and his wife were driving home
from the dance along on the edge of day-
light, and when they got within a half a
mile of McCoy’s the horses shied, and Jack
pulled 'em up—and then they saw Hambly
laying in a patch of weeds close beside the
trail. They loaded him into the back of the
- spring wagon and rushed him to the hospital
—but Doc Peters saw it was no use—he

never even went in after the bullet. Hambly
was in pain, the way he kept muttering. So

Doc gave him a shot of morphine and after

a while he passed on.”

“And you're accusing me of murdering
him, eh?” Buck said bitterly.

The sheriff shrugged, and reaching down
drew Buck’s revolver from the holster in his
belt that lay beside his bunk. “I guess that's
what they’ll have to call it, Buck,” the sheriff
replied gravely. “With Hambly’s gun still
in his belt.”

“I shot at a coyote,” Buck replied, and
even as the words passed his lips, he realized
how lame the explanation must sound.

“Did you get him?” the sheriff asked.
“They say you don’t often miss.”

“No. It was dark—only starlight, and he
was running. I know it sounds like a lie—
and a damn poor one. But that’s the way it
was.

“I'm afraid you’ll have a hard time mak-
ing a jury believe that, Buck. Andy McCoy
says he woke up when he heard Stella’s door
close, and laid awake for a few minutes
when he heard a horse gallop out of the yard
and a few minutes later he heard a shot. He
didn’t think much about it, figuring that
Hambly had fetched Stella home and was
riding off feeling his oats and shooting up in
the air. But it wasn’'t Hambly that fired that
shot, Buck. It was you. And it wasn't a
coyote you shot at. It was Hambly—and you
didn’t miss.”

“You say Hambly muttered quite a bit
before he died. Did he say I shot him?”

The sheriff shook his head. “No, Buck,
he didn't. I tried to get him to talk before
the morphine took holt—to tell me who
shot him. But seems like he didn’t under-
stand. Prob’ly out of his head all the time.
The only thing he'd say was ‘Charlie Olds’
—kept on repeating it over and over again,
‘Charlie Olds, Charlie Olds.” There’s no
Charlie Olds around these parts. Someone
he knew somewheres else, maybe —him
being out of his head. Maybe when he was
a little kid. Or it might be that’s his own
right name—no one knows where he came
from. Anyhow, it didn’t make any sense, so
we didn’t get any help there. But what with
the evidence we've got, it don't look like we
need any help.”

Buck sat silent. There was a terrible taste
in his mouth. His lips felt dry and his head
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ached dully. All the boys were awake, now
—sitting up in their bunks looking at him.
His eyes swept their faces—impassive faces
staring at him with eyes that were neither
friendly nor unfriendly. These men had
heard the evidence, and Buck knew that in
their minds they had already convicted him
—even as the jury would convict him later.
The only difference was that the jury would
pronounce the word that would put a lo?
about his neck. Slowly he sheok his head.
“No,” he said, in a dull toneless voice, “it
sure don’t look like you'll need any help.”
He glanced up into the grave face of the
sheriff. "I guess you'll be wanting me to go
along with you.”

The man nodded. “That’s right. Get
your clothes on, Buck. I'll wait here.”

Joe Smart moved toward the door. \With
his hand on the latch he turned. “Some of
you boys throw Hambly’s stuff together. TI'll
catch up his horse and saddle it. We've got
to give his belongin’s into custody of the
sheriff, so if anyone claims 'em, he can turn
‘em over to 'em.”

He stepped from the room, and Buck
slipped from his bunk and drew on his
clothing. As he stepped from the rocm a
few minutes later, with the sheriff at his
side, he turned. “So long, boys,” he said.

“So long, Buck.” The reply came almost
simultaneously from twenty-odd throats, and
Buck detected a note of blended sympathy
and finality in their voices as though they
knew they were seeing him for the last time.
He noted, also, that few eyes met the glance
with which he swept their faces.

At the corral Joe Smart was throwing
Buck’s saddle on Hambly's horse, a big
rangy black. He turned to the sheriff. “This
is Hambly’s own horse, Tom. He rode a
company horse to the dance. When you lo-
cate him, strip Hambly’s saddle off and turn
him into the livery barn corral. \We'll pick
him up.”

“He’s there already. I found him feeding
a little ways from where they found Hambly
when I went down to McCoy’s early this
morning.”

“Okay. Buck ain’t got a horse of his own,
so he might as well ride Hambly’s in.” He
tightened the cinch and started for the
house. “Come on up an’ get some breakfast
before you hit out.”

“1 et at McCoy’s,” the sheriff said.

“I don't want anything to eat. I feel like
hell,” Buck said.

The sheriff shot him a sympathetic glance.
“Better throw a couple of cups of coftee into
you, Buck. Do you gocd. Come on—I
wouldn’t mind a cup or two, myself.”

Fifteen minutes later, as they were about
to mount, Buck glanced at the sheriff. *“Want
to put handcuffs on me?” he asked, stretch-
ing out his arms.

Miwald grinned. "No. I've got a gun
here—two of 'em, counting yours. I'll take
a chance on you, Buck. It would be a miser-
able job—ridin’ in on a hot day with brace-
lets on.”

They mounted and Joe Smart stepped
close and offered his hand. “Well—so long,
Buck,” he said, awkwardly. “An’—good
luck.”

Buck shook his hand. “I didn't kill Ham-
bly,” he said simply. “But they’ll prove I
did it. I haven’t got a chance in the world—
with the evidence they’'ve got. The best luck
1 can have is that my neck will break so I
don’t choke to death.”

I

THE saloons of Riverton did a thriving
business that morning. Many cowpunch-
ers from various outfits had no! returned to
the ranches by the time the Clancys rushed
the wounded man to the hospital. And when
Hambly died the news spread like wildfire.
Word passed that Tom Miwald had gone to
the Y Bar to pick up Buck Summers, and no
one pulled out of town. At the bars tongues
wagged.

“Buck was huntin’ him, last night.”

“Yeah—he was stewed to the gills.”

"I seen him in the Long Horn "tong about
midnight, an’ believe me, he had blood in
his eye.”

“Hambly copped off Buck’s
throw’d his brag about it.”

In the Last Chance Saloon Slim Jones
turned to the bartender when news of Ham-
bly's death came from the hospital. "What
did I tell you, last night? I knew damn well
Summers would get him. I seen it in his eye.
Like I told you, it's them quiet ones you've
got to watch out for.”

Toward the middle of the afternoon men
crowded the doorways of the saloons, and

ngd the wooden sidewalks to stare at the

gal, an’
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peared. With his fingers Buck explorcd the
crack in the mortar at the base of the iron
bar. It crumbled a little, and grasping the
bar he twisted it and to his surprise found
that it turned with a low, grating sound, as a
tiny shower of mortar dust trickled down
from above. He tried the next bar and found
that it, too, was loose. Sudden hope welled
up within him. To hell with Miwald and his
rotten jail! Why should he stick around and
be hanged for a crime he never committed?
Once let him get out of here and onto a
horse—and they could have their damned
evidence! He'd keep on going—Canada
wasn’t so far away. He'd hit for Canada.
They'd never look for him there. They'd
figure he’d pull south—for Texas. Plenty
of the boys knew he came from Texas.
They’d think he’d make for the Rio Grande
—and Mexico. What had Miwald said—
he’d come for him at twelve-fifteen? At
twelve-fifteen he'd be well on his way. But
—he also said he'd bring him some supper.
Buck curbed his impulse to pull and wrench
at the bars. Instead, he pulled out his hand-
kerchief and carefully wiped the mortar dust
from the window-sill, returned the chair to
its place, and then wiped up the tiny par-
ticles of mortar that had dropped to the
floor. If he should loosen the bars now, he
might leave a scar on the wall under the
window-sill—a scar he might not be able to
conceal by fitting the loosened mortar into
place, and Miwald would be sure to sce it
when he brought his supper. Buck returned
to the cot and was awakened later by the
grating of the iron door.

The sheriff stepped in, clesing the door
behind him and set a well-filled dinner
bucket on the chair as Buck swung Lis fect
to the floor. "There you are, Buck,” he said,
as he placed a tin plate, knife, fork and
spoon beside the bucket. "Better tackle that
before it gets cold. I told the Chink to make
it a big one, and to put in a double chunk of
pie, seeing you ain’t had nothing to eat to-
day. Be secing you at twelve-fifteen. Got to
get back, now. Got mixed up in a poker
game in the Last Chance to pass the time
away, and they’re into me for about thirty
dollars, Slim Jones is getting all the gravy.
He’s sure riding a streak of luck. It's so
good that I'm beginning to wonder if it is
all luck. I notice some of the other boys are
watching him pretty close, too.”

»

Buck nodded. “Yeah, he might be handy
with the cards, at that. Joe Smart don’t like
him much.” A low rumble drowned the
words and he glanced in surprise towards
the window with the sunlight streaming in.
“What's that—thunder?”

Miwald grinned. “You must have been
asleep. It's been thundering off and on for
an hour or more. It's pretty black in the
south. Looks like it’ll hit us directly. Well,
so long—T'll be seeing you.”

Buck’'s head had stopped aching and
he realized that he was Egngry. The sun
was low in the west, and as he ate, he
watched the square of sunlight climb higher
and higher on the bare brick wall, as the
rolling of thunder became louder and nearly
incessant. Suddenly the sunlight blotted out,
and drawing the chair beneath the window
he stood on it and peered out at a black
cloud shot by vivid flashes of lightning.
Grasping the bar he jerked and wrenched at
it with his two hands as one of the bricks
of the sill loosened, and a shower of mortar
dust rattled down from above settling in a
gray powder on his hands and the sleeves of
his silk shirt. Loose as the bar was, it took
rearly half an hour of wrenching and twist-
ing to free it from its crumbling mocrings.
Using it as a lever, the next bar came loose
easily. It was raining now—a drenching
downpour of big drops that splashed on the
window-sill and pounded audibly against
the sun-baked earth.

BUCK grinned to himself as he wriggled
through the window and dropped to the
ground. “I'm sure glad this window’s on the
side away from town,” he muttered, as a
vivid flash of lightning followed almost in-
stantly by a deafening crash of thunder,
lighted the scene. “And this rain will keep
‘em inside.” .

Almost instantly he was drenched to the
skin, and bending low, he ran for the shelter
of the small barns and wooden pig fences
that berdered a sort of alley in the rear of a
row of dwelling houses. Dodging from shel-
ter to shelter he skirted the main thorough-
fare and came to the corral at the rear of the
livery barn. Peering between the poles of the
corral he saw what hc had hoped to find—
Hambly’s horse, among half a dozen others.
Fhe big rangy black he knew to be a “long
horse”—a horse that had speed, and heart,
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and stamina—a horse that could carry a
man far and fast. Working swiftly, he
stepped into a shed, took his own saddle and
bridle from the rack, loosened the rope, and
hurried into the corral.

The rain was slackening, now—the light-
ning flashes were less vivid and spaced far-
ther apart. He led the black from the corral
and saddled him. As he was about to mount,
a man stepped around the corner of the shed
almost bumping into him. A flash of light-
ning revealed Con Sanford, a Circle J rider
—tevealed also by the look of startled sur-
prise on the man’s face, that he had recog-
nized him.

Like a flash Budk’s fist shot out and caught
the cowboy squarely on the button. It was a
teerific blow and a lucky one, The man
dropped like a polled ox and lay sprawled
in the mud. Reaching swiftly, Buck jerked
his six-gun from its holster and thrusting it
into his own, leaped onto the black, dug in
his spurs, swung around the corral and out
onto the flat.

v

IT WAS half past eleven when Con San-
ford, soaking wet, and plastered from
head to foot with a mixture of mud and
horse manure burst into the Last Chance Sa-
loon and made for the table at which Tom
Miwald was playing poker.

“Buck Summers is gone!” he yelled. “He
pulled out on that big black you fetched him
1n on!”

The six players eyed the speaker incredu-
lously, and a cowboy drinking with several
" others at the bar laughed. “Where the hell
you be'n, Con? Thought vou pulled out two
hours ago.”

“What's the matter with you?” Miwald

demanded. “You drunk, or crazy, or what?”

“He was pretty well crocked when he left
‘the Long Horn, 'long about nine o’clock,”
the cowboy at the bar said. “He claimed he
was hittin’ fer the ranch. We tried to make
him wait till after the rain, but he wouldn't.”

“I might of be'n crocked, then—but I
ain’t now,” Sanford replied, prodding gin-

gerly at his jaw with his fingers.

“Buck Summers is over in the jail, and
Hambly's black is in the livery barn corral,”
Miwald said.

“They might of was there, but they ain’t

there now, by a damn sight! I tell you
Buck’s gone, an’ that big black’s gone—an’
my gun’s gone along with "em. Look at me!
You think I've be’n wallerin’ in horse ma-
nure for fun?”

The sheriff’s chair scraped sharply on the
floorboards as he rose to his feet, and eyed
the speaker. “Listen, you—say what you've
got to say—and say it quick. And if you're
lying I'll throw you in the coop and tell
Howe not to let you out for a week!”

Sanford pointed to the man at the bar.
“Like Rawhide said, I got a pretty good
stootful an’ aimed to hit fer the Circle J. I'd
left my horse in the livery barn corral, an’
no more’n I'd stepped around the corner of
the shed to get my kak, then I damn near
run into that big black al! saddled an’ ready
to go. Then I seen Buck Summers had him
by the reins. He must of socked me one,
‘cause the next thing I know'd, I was layin’
there in the mud, wetter’'n hell an’ damn
near froze. An’' my jaw feels like I'd be'n
kicked by a bronc.” :

Miwald walked to the bar and cashed his
chips. As he left the saloon, he turned to
the others. “You men wait here. If this fel-
low’s told the truth I'm going to need a
posse. Buck Summers shot Hambly without
giving him a chance, and by God, I'll bring
him in, dead or alive!”” Fifteen minutes later
he was back. “Get set, men. I'll be deputiz-
ing five or six of you that’s got the best
horses. We'll take Buck alive if we can—if
not you’re authorized to shoot him. Let’s get

going.”

SLIM JONES pocketed a roll of bills and
bit the corner from a plug of tobacco.
“It's damn dark outside,” he said. “Which
way do you figure he’d hit?”

“He come from Texas,” a cowboy ven-
tured. ““He'll prob’ly hit south.”

Miwald nodded. “That’s right. I recol-
lect talking with him about Texas one
time. He used to ride for the Hashknife
outfit.” '

“Prob'ly try to get acrost into Mexics,”
opined another.

“That black of Hambly’s is a long horse
—an’ it's a damn long ride to Texas,” an-
other hazarded.

Slim Jones spat accurately into a brass
spitoon. “If it was me,” he said, “an’ I
know'd there was plenty folks savvied I
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mornin’, 'long about daylight. Et breakfast
with me. An’ begged a little salt. Claimed
he was ridin’ fer stray horses.”

“Which way did he go?” Miwald asked,
cyeing the apparently impassable barrier of
mountains, a dozen miles away.

The man pointed. “He hit fer the moun-
tains,”

“But—there’s no pass here.”

“Mebbe—mebbe not. Some claims there
is. There's talk about Flyin’' H colts bein’
slipped through some pass that only a few
knows. The talk is that a Flyin" H wagon
boss tuk out about three jumps ahead of the
shuriff a year er so back when one of the
cowboys ketched him slippin’ Flyin' H stuff
through there an’ sellin’ 1t on his own hook.
Might be so—might not. I don’t git around
much. Jest hear the talk.”

Miwald thanked the man and the two
rode on. As they passed out of sight, he
glanced at Jones. “"Guess I'll have to take
back all I said, Slim. I examined those
niarks mighty close, and I couldn’t even tell
they were made by a horse—let alone any
particular horse. Cripes, when it comes to
trailing you've got an Injun backed off the
map.”

The other shrugged. “Takes practice,
that's all,” he said deprecatingly. Learnt it
from the Blackfeet. Lived amongst 'em
when I was a kid.” -

“What I can’t figure,” the sheriff said,
“if there is a pass here how the hell did
Buck Summers know about it? He came up
from Texas and went to work for the Y Bar.
He’s been with chem ever since—and their
sange is south of the railroad.”

"I wouldn’t know about that,” Jones re-
plied. "All I've be'n doin’ is follerin’ his
trail. If there’s a pass here, an’ he used it
we'll find it. Maybe someone told him about
it. Maybe he run across that crooked ramrod
the goat-loafer told us about.”

\Y%

NCE clear of the town Buck Summers
swung northward. Plenty of people in-
ciuding Tom Miwald knew he came from
Texas, and they’d expect him to head south.
But there were cow outfits in Alberta and
Saskatchewan—and the Canadian line
couldn’t be more than four or five hundred
miles away. For half an hour he let the big

black run. Con Sanford might wake up any
minute. There were plenty of cowboys in
town, and Miwald would be out with a
posse as soon as he learned of the escape. A
tough break—to have Sanford show up just
when he did. If it hadn’t been for that he’d
have had a good three-hours’ start. Anyway,
the encounter gave him a gun, and he had a
beltful of cartridges. At least he could put
up a fight. He hoped the posse wouldn’t
overtake him. He didn’t want to shoot any-
one—least of all Tom Miwald. Tom was a
good fellow. He'd been mighty decent. But
he was the sheriff, and he must do his duty.
“He believes I shot Hambly,” Buck mut-
tered, “and with the evidence he's got, I
wouldn’t have a chance in the world. But I
didn’'t shoot him—and I'll be damned if
they’ll ever hang me for comething I didn’t
do. They might shoot me—but they’ll never
hang me.”

The rain ceased, the lightning flashes
paled, and the thunder became a mere rum-
bling in the west. Buck pulled the big black
down to a running walk—a smooth gait—a
pace that eats up the miles and leaves a lot
o: horse.

Dawn broke and he pushed on, his eyes
scarching the broad expanse of bench. Cattle
grazed here and there in small groups, and
at a spring hole in a coulee he flushed a
stallion with his harem of mares and their
colts. The roundup was over and the cow-
boys would be blowing their money in
towns, or breaking horses on the ranches. A
man might ride for days without encounter-
ing another rider this time of year.

He watered the horse and drank his fill
at the spring. Toward noon he felt hungty
and tightened his belt a couple of holes.
Mountains showed—blue and dim in the
distance ahead. He was impatient to reach
them. Here on the bench a rider could be
seen for miles. It would be easier to dodge
pursuit in the mountains.

The sun hung low in the west when Buck .
encountered the first rolling foothills. He
was hungry—good and hungry. A small
bunch of cattle were feeding tn a coulee.
Taking down his rope, he tied onto a yearl-
ing, busted it down, and cut its throat.
Working swiftly he cut out a juicy steak,
and roasted it over a tiny sagebrush fire.
The meat was good. Even without salt it
was good, and he roasted another. Then,
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the night before. Waking only occasionally
to toss on more wood.

All the next day the big black held un-
falteringly to that dim trail. It was only at
long intervals that Buck could tell it was a
trail at all. Toward evening they were
among the foothills, and as darkness gath-
‘ered the horse topped a low ridge and halted
abruptly before a wire gate.

Buck's eye followed the fence which
barred the coulee, and disappeared over a
low ridge in either direction. Dismounting,
he let the horse through, and closed the
gate behind him. As he mounted, the horse
headed down a small creek. Buck pulled
him around and, riding into a grove of cot-
tonwoods a short distance away, dismounted
and hobbled the animal. "If we're coming
to a ranch I want to hit it in daylight,” he
muttered, “when I'd have a chance if things
didn’t go right.” He built a little fire and
roasted the last of his meat. As he had done
the night before, he collected wood and kept
his fire going.

When he awoke in the morning the big
black was gone. He walked to the edge of
the thicket but the horse was nowhere in
sight, although the grass was lush and plen-
tiful along the little stream. Other nights
the big black had fed close to camp. Buck
wondered whether the animal had slipped
his hobbles. *“Oh, well—this must be a
field, or pasture of some kind. I'm sure
glad he didn't pull out before. I'd have had
a hell of a time getting through those moun-
tains afoot.”

Buck ‘walked downstream. He had pro-
ceeded perhaps a mile when he rounded a
bend and halted abruptly. There on the
bank of the creek a hundred yards away
stood a low log house, evidently of several
rooms. Beyond was a log stable, and beside
the stable was a haystack, and a pole horse
corral. Standing beside the corral fence was
the big black.

It was a small spread. He noted that
the curtains in the windows gave it an air
of neatness. Smoke curled lazily from the
stovepipe, and as Buck started on the door
opened and a man stepped out. He took a
couple of steps toward the stable, halted
abruptly, and stared at the big black that
stood nickering and rubbing noses with a
couple of horses in the corral.

When Buck came up the man was strok-

ing the black’s neck and talking to him. He
glanced at the hobbles and then at Buck.

“Your horse?” he asked.

Buck nodded, noting at a glance that the
horses in the corral bore the same brand as
the black, a Crazy BE on the left shoulder.
“Yeah,” he answered. “Got him from a
fellow named Bill Hambly—a cow-poke
down south of here.”

“You've got a horse, there, brother. 1
rzised him from a colt. Sold him to Hambly
a year ago last fall. Didn’t think Hambly
would part with him.”

“He thought a lot of the horse—ran into

a bunch of hard luck and had to let him
go.” ‘
“I hated to let him go, too,” the man
said. “Wouldn't of, except I figured Ham-
bly needed him worse than I did. He
worked for the Flyin'H horse outfit over
cast of here and he got onto some crooked
work the ramrod was up to—easin’ colts
through the mountains on a secret trail an’
sellin’ ‘'em down along the railroad. Hambly
tumbled to the racket and followed him
through, one time. The boss must have
found it out, because a few days later some-
one took a shot at Hambly that put a couple
of holes through his hat when he was ridin’
the foothills.

“He knew that some of thc other Flyin’
H riders was in on the deal, so he figured
the odds wasn’t right, an’ he better get to
hell out of the country before he got dry
gulched. So he slipped over here an’ bought
Nig off'n me, an’ pulled out. Then in the
spring the Flyin' H got wise to the racket,
an’ the ramrod high-tailed about four jumps
ahead of the sheriff. Some of the Flyin'H
boys told me he figures Hambly turned him
in—wrote a letter about it, or somethin’.
Anyway he ain’t be'n heard from since—
an’ good reddance. He run all the other
nesters an’ little ranchers off the north slope,
except me. Figured the fewer folks there
was in here, the less chance there was of
someone gittin’ onto his racket, an’ reportin’
it, I guess.”

OTH men turned at the sound of hoofs
and the next instant a rider bore down
on them, six-gun blazing. At the sound of
the first shot the rancher dropped flat and
rolled under the lower rail of the pole cor-
ral. The big black reared and whirled,
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plunging clumsily away, his hobbled fore-
feet kicking up the gravel. Buck’s gun was
in his hand and he fired twice as the rider
pulled up, sharply, flung himself to the
ground, and using his horse as a shield,
fired again. Buck felt a hot searing pain in
his left side and he spun halfway around at
the impact of the blow as a bullet tore
through his cartridge belt.

The horse was rearing and plunging as
the man fought to keep behind him. Again
Buck fired, aiming at a leg that showed be-
neath the belly of the horse. The man went
down, bridle reins in one hand, gun in the
other, as the horse circled hir vainly trying
to break away. Buck fired twice more at the
man on the ground before he could bring
his gun to bear, and threw his own gun opcn
to reload. But there was no need to reload.
The man lay very still and his horse, bridle
reins flying, was galloping off down the
creek.

The rancher opened the gate and stepped
fram the cortal, just as another rider dashed
around the corner of the house, gun in hand.

“Drop that gun!” Miwald cried, pulling
his horse to a stand, his own gun covering
Buck.

Buck dropped the empty gun to the
ground. “Okay, Tom,” he said. “You've
got me, I reckon. Glad it wasn't you I had
to shoot. You used me all right. But at
that, I'd shot it out with you if my gun
wasn't empty.”

The rancher eyed the horseman who had
dismounted and picked Buck's gun up off
the ground. “What the hell’s comin’ oft
here?” he asked. “Chargin’ down on a man
in his own dooryard?”

“It wasn't you we were after,” Miwald
replied. “It was this man. I'm the sheriff
of River County, couple of hundred miles
south of here. The dead man there was one
of my possemen. We've been trailing this

man for the last three days. Shot a fellow
named Hambly, and then broke jail in
Riverton.”

HE rancher scowled at Buck. “So that’s
the kind of hard luck Bill had, eh?”
he said, a note of contempt in his voice.
“That’s how you come to have his horse?”
The three walked over to where the dead
man lay. Suddenly the rancher stooped,
rolled the body onto its back and stared into
the upturned face. “Well, I'll be damned!”
he exclaimed. “Posseman or no posseman
this damn scoundrel got what was comin’
to him, at last!” )

“What do you mean?” Miwald asked.

“I mean that there lays what's lefi of
the crookedest, orneriest skunk that ever
rode a range. His hair’s black, now, instead
of red. An’ he's grow’d a mustache an’
dyed that, too. But he can’t fool me! Not
with that scar runnin’ back from the corner
of his eye, he can’t. I was there when his
horse went down an’ throw’d him ag'in a
sharp corner of rock. It was only a milc or
so down the crick an’ we fetched him here
an’ my woman fixed him up right there in
the house—sewed it as good as any doctor.
She used to be a nurse.”

“Are you sure?” Miwald asked. “This
man was foreman of a big outfit down in
our county.”

“Foreman of one here, too—till they got
onto him. Then he slipped out. You bet
they don’t come no crookeder than Charlie
Olds.”

“Charlie Olds!” cried the sheriff. “Charlie
Olds! Why that’s the name Hambly kept
repeating just before he died. I was trying
to get him to tell me who shot him—and
he kept repeating the name ‘Charlie Olds.’
There wasn’t no Charlie Olds that we knew
anything about, so I thought he was out of
his head.”

The rancher’s glance traveled from Buck’s
face to the face of the sheriff. “It might be,”
he said, “that you've be’n trailin’ the wrong
man. Olds tried to drygulch Hambly once
before. That's why Hambly pulled out.”

“But the evidence—it all points to Buck
Summers, here. Motive and all.”

“Olds had a motive, too,” the rancher
said. “Hambly had got onto his racket of
runnin’ off Flyin'H colts. That’s why he
tried to drygulch him. Then after Hambly
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I never had another. But if you do not wish
to handle this, Dibby, I will go elsewhere.
Get me Lefty Harker, any place, any time.”

He got up and went out of the Nine Club,
limping a little in the left leg. He was a
medium-sized guy with a double-breasted
suit and nobody looked twice at him, not
even Nobby Joe.

I sat and thought about Ad Wilkins, the
Jersey Skeeter. He had been a very good
welter, at that, although not of the elite.
He had beaten a lot of good boys and only
Lefty Harker had really conked him, after
Lily Carte had ditched Lefty for Ad—and
had then left Ad for Rolly Ronder, the
tobacco fellow with all the folding money.
The funny thing about it was that Rolly had
joined the Air Corps and had come in on a
wing but failed with the prayer and it was
then discovered that his money was all in
trust and Lily was now singing nights at the
Nine Club. . . .

Lefty Harker was around, like always. He
was the Fighting Cop. He was a jerk if I
ever saw one and I could not blame Ad for
wanting to take one more crack at him—
only Lefty could really fight. He had that
heok which only a converted southpaw can
dish out from a natural right-hand stance
and he was beating on the door of the
champ, and only the war kept him from tak-
ing over the throne room. It was not sensible
for Ad to come back from whatever mys-
terious land he had been in and take on
Lefty without a warm-up.

F COURSE nothing has been sensible
since the war began. Even characters

like Nobby Joe went and got kicked punchy.
It was the Japs who did it to Nobby. He
came over to my table carrying a beer and
he looked all right, a great big goon with
one of those short haircuts and a red face.
He had been a trial horse heavy. He said:

“I still think we gotta take 'em from
East China. I gotta do my duty, ya know.
But I still think . . . ™ His voice sounded
as if it was coming from a paper bag. Sort
of fuzzy and foggy.

I said, “Nobby, you are dead right!”

He blinked and looked at me with his big,
round blue eyes, like a child. “Wasn’t that
ole Ad Wilkins talkin’ to you? He never
gave me no tumble. What's he want around
here?”

I said, “He wants to fight Lefty Harker,”
not that Nobby would get it, but because I
had to talk to someone, just to hear my own
voice and sec if it made sense. “He will
fight Lefty for nothing—any place, any
time.”

Nobby screwed up his face and leered at
me. “Haw! And they think I'm screwy.
hey?”

“Exactly,” said I. “Look, Nobby, when
Lily comes in will you tell her Ad’s in
town?”’

He said, “Lily? Oh, yeah, huh? I remem-
ber now. Lily and Ad and Lefty. Long
ago!” He wrinkled his brow and I left him
there, struggling with his memory. He
worked for Charley James, who ran the Nine
Club, which is a smallish trap in the Sixties,
a profitable place because the fight crowd
likes it. Charley was once a light heavy and
a good one and he kept his beer pipes clean
and sold California champagne in silver
buckets just like it was the McCoy and did
not charge eleven bucks a split. He charged
nine, which made the Jacobs Beach mob
think it was getting a bargain—and pro-

vided his joint with a name . . . the Nine
Club.
I went downtown towards Mushky

Mike’s, remembering as I went that Charley
James besides being a pug had also been one
of the mains in the old rackets, and a very
handy fellow with brass knucks, not to men-
tion firearms. And now everyone knew that
Charley was on the make for Lily Carte
Ronder, who was singing at his club, and
everyone therefore laid off Lily, which left
her nothing to do bui run around with
Charley. Personally I would rather stay home
and knit than be seen around with Charley
James.

Mushky Mike was running the Acme
Club, a brisk fight emporium over on the
Avenue and he certainly thought I was
crazy.

I said, “We will take five per cent. The
commission needn’t know and you can hand
back the difference under the table to Lefty
and the crook Porky, his manager.”

Mushky said, “It'll pack the joint, all
right. But Ad Wilkins has not showed here
in a donkey’s age. Can he make a fight?”

“He can and will,” I said. ‘"You know
him. A gamer boy never walked.”

“He don’t walk—he limps,” said Mushky.
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“I seen him. Lefty will slay him, and you
know it.”

“That is our business,” I said. In fifteen
minutes we had it arranged for a week from
Friday. I left Mushky wondering whether
he had got a great bargain or a bad show
which would give his club a black eye.

There was a lot to do. I had to get Ad
a new license, see that the doctor passed him,
arrange stuff with the Commission and get
a place to train. I did not see Ad until two
days later, in the Nine Club.

LILY was singing and the place was
crowded. There was plenty of cham-
pagne going around and Charley was chew-
ing a cigar in a corner, watching Lily and
every once in awhile looking over at Ad
with thunder clouds on his puss. I sat down
with Ad and Lefty Harker came in with
little Porky, his manager.

Lefty is no longer on the Force, having
capitalized on his reputation to open a
shamus office. He wears loud green suits and
could not catch a cold in a refrigerating
plant, but he gets some business and of
course he makes plenty of scratch in the
ring. He is thick-eared, a big-mouthed very
tough potato with no manners and he also
sits down and stares at Lily.

I said, “This place is becoming uncom-
fortable and besides you should be training.
Let us go away from here and talk business.”

Ad said, “You got him, didn’t you?”

“I got everything but good sense,” I ad-
mitted. “You train at Sealy’s Gym.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Ad said. “I
got a little errand or two for you, Dibby.
Here is a list of stuff I want to buy. Tomor-
row you can go over on Sixth Avenue and
shop for me. And whatever you buy, make
a note of where you get it. Here is some
money.”

He gave me some bills and a list. I
looked over the stuff and it was Greek to
me. Mostly radio parts, and some blankets
and razors and electric motors and things
like that. There was even some items like
“four dozen knives, forks and spoons, plain™
and “dishes, heavy.” 1 said, “This don't
make sense and neither do you.”

Ad said, “You can keep the change. And
if you can’t buy anything, you can keep all
the dough.”

Lily finished singing and went straight

back to the table where Charley James
waited for her. The lights went on bright
and Lefty spotted us. He got up and came
right over, little Porky worrying along be-
hind him. He said loudly, “Well, I signed
to give you another shellacking next week,
you simple jerk!” '

Ad said, very quiet, “Thanks, Lefty.”

“No hard feelings,” said Lefty. He
thumbed towards Lily and Charley. “We
both got the gate. What's the use bein’ sore?
I'm just beating you for the records this
time.” ‘

Ad said, “You're not beating me again,
Lefty.” He did not raise his voice, but that
square chin was solid as a rock.

Lefty laughed and shrugged and turned
away. I saw Nobby Joe’s head sticking
through the door from his position in the
lobby where he made himself useful at
greeting people, helping the check girl, the
doorman, or even cleaning out drunks. I
wondered how a punchy like Joe, discharged
from the marines for brain trouble, could do
even those simple chores, but he scemed all
right. Lefty went past him and out into the
street.

I said, *“This is all getting too mysterious
for me. I wish you would tell me what in
the hell is going on!”

Ad said, “Just a return fight with Lefty.”

I said, “That is a lot of hay. You are go-
ing out of your way to cause trouble. If
you go over there . .. "

He was already limping across the room:.
I had seen it in his eye when Lefty went.
He was going after Lily. I watched him
draw up a chair and saw the expression on
Charley James’s ugly puss and my stomach
turned over.

It is one thing to fight in the ring and
be brave with characters like Lefty Harker.
It is another thing entirely to mess with men
like Charley. In the bottom of the River,
their feet stuck in cement, are several gents
who tangled with Charley James in the old
days, and this is a fact known to one and
all, that it CAN happen again. Yet Ad sat
down and reached out his hand and touched
Lily and I heard him say, “You're as beauti-
ful as ever, Beautiful.”

There is one thing about Ad, he does no:
ever make broad statements. Considering
everything, the years on Broadway, the mar-
riage with Rolly, who was not a quiet chap,
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the nights singing in the Nine Club and the
days running around with Charley James,
Lily is still handsome. She is not a slim
girl, but the flesh is well scattered on her.

She smiled at Ad. Charley did not
shake hands nor change expression. Ad
called a waiter and I saw the bucket wheeled
out and the champagne cork popped.
Charley naturally did not make any objection
to Ad spending nine bucks for the native
giggle water. It looked like a party to me,
so I got up and exited.

That night I Jaid awake and puzzled about
things and looked over the list Ad had given
me and nothing made sense. I wished the
war was over and the fight business back on
its feet and that I had a heavyweight pros-
pect with no geezer in him and a good, clean

right hand. I fell asleep still dreaming. . ..

THE next night I was soaking my dogs in
hot water when Ad came home. We
were staying in an apartment on 135th, a
little three-room trap and I was fecling
pretty fairly comfortable.

I said, “Those were very queer errands
you sent me on, Ad. I picked up a few
things. But most of that stuff is strictly off
the market.”

Ad said, “Yeah. I know.” He went out
and looked at my collection of condensers,
radio tubes and small motors. I had put
tags on them with the prices and where I
bought them. He examined it all carefully
and said, ‘“What is this note about Cantle’s
Warehouse?”

“A couple of people told me I could
maybe get the stuff there, second hand,” I
said. ““That was before I picked up the tail.”

Ad said in a sharp voice, “Someone tailed

ou?”’

“Uh-huh,” I said. “A plainclothes dick.
He never said anything. Just followed me
around.”

Ad said, “Did you shake him?”

“Nope,” T said. “T just took a cab and
came home and put the junk in there. I
have got fifty bucks change.”

“It’s yours,” said Ad. “Cantle’s Ware-
house is over on North River, ain’t it?”

“Yeah. It is a small place, ramshackle
and dirty. You wouldn’t want anything out
of there.”

Ad said, “You did a good job, Dibby.
But I don’t want you to be tailed around

town. Maybe we had better train for this
fight.”

I looked straight at him. “‘That blond
hair on your shoulder does not look like
training to me. Charley James is a man who
will do away with any necessity for training
or anything else if he gets his mad up. Why
don’t you get hep and tell me what makes,

o

He shook his head. “Just let us take care
of this fight. I need to get Lefty into a
ring. I may be a little off in my timing, so
get me some good quick boys and we will
go to work tomorrow at three sharp.”

I said, *No road work?"’ ,

Ad said, “My heel is all right. It won’t
stop me.”

But he could not run. He stripped well,
better than I had ever seen him. He stepped
around, using his right leg a lot, just bal-
ancing on his left. He kept an elastic
bandage on the hcel and no one saw the
scar, not even me. .

Everybody in Sealy’s Gym was curious.
We had Sailor Kid and a couple other good
ones and Ad boxed them. He was not as
fast as before, but he was socking pretty
well, I saw at once. He had a new one-two,
very swift. I told him to vary it and try the
body and he did and that helped.

THERE was one thing—he trained hard.
When he was with me before the war
he had never been one to train, but now he
took to it good and worked like a nailer.
The time whirled by and I guess we did as
goc-d a job as was possible and his timing
seemed to be fair enough when the day came
for the fight.

He did not go to the gym, of course.
We were sitting around our apartment, cut-
ting up old touches when the door opened
without cven a knock. Charley James
walked in.

I said, “"Hello, Charley. What makes? I
thought you were no longer interested in
fights.”

Charley perched on a chair heavy enough
to accommodate his heft. He chewed off the
end of a cigar and looked at Ad. He said,
ignoring me, “What's your damned game?”

Ad slumped in my favorite red leather
chair and cocked one of his heavy black eye-
brows and said gently, “I'm a fighter You
ought to know that. A leather pusher. A
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Ad stopped moving. He leaned close and
said something to Lefty. Then he sunk
the right into the body, using all his
strength.

Lefty’s mouth opened and his knee came
up. Ad just stood off, then, laughing. He
poked the straight left into Lefty’s face. He
got Lefty off balance before he could re-
cover from that terrible right to the belly
and stabbed his eye closed.

I was howling like a madman on a
drunken spree. I was kissing Eightball. I
was doing dance steps out of Astaire’s book.

The round ended. I said, “That is the
ticket, chum! Box him! Make him eat
leather!”

Ad looked up at me and said, *“You think
he’s got geezer in him, Dibby?”’

“I would not be surprised,” I said. “I
never saw it in him before, but tonight he
may have a bit of geek. What did you say
to him?”

THE whistle blew and I had to get down.
Then Ad went out again. He deliber-
ately boxed. He would sink that right to the
body, using his new leverage that he had
learned after his heel got hurt. Then he
would step around easily and box and he
would cut Lefty to little bits.

After the seventh I said, “He has been
ready for two rounds. Why do you not stack
him among the dirty dishes, Ad? One good
right to the chops. . . . "

I got down. Ad weat out and boxed. They
wrestled and Lefty’s mouth opened again.
He was in pain. They were dircectly over me
and Ad held him a moment and said, “It’s
yours and Charley’s, ain’t it> And the kid's
in the clear? Will you talk, Lefty?”

Harker tried to answer but Ad filled his
mouth with leather. Lefty floundered and
went down. The referee counted to nine.
Lefty got up, pale and dazed.

Ad slid in again. He held Lefty up with
his right and belted him with his left. The
referece hesitated as blood spurted from
Lefty. My eyes bugged out. Never had I
seen harder short punches, not since Demp-
sey. Ad’s face was a livid mask and he just
held Lefty there, tearing him apart with
lefts.

I saw Lefty break, then. I saw him nod
and blurt something through broken teeth.
I saw Ad showe him away and drop the

20

merciful right at last, rounds after.he could
have slammed it home.

Lefty fell like a bag of oats and that was
the end of the fight. Ad came boiling back
to the corner and said, “We got to hurry!”

We went back to the dressing room and
Ad yanked on his clothes as fast as 2 quick-
change artist and we went outside and there
was a cab right there, waiting, which was
very strange indeed. I stared and it was the
same guy brought Lily and me to the Acme.

I said, “We didn’t even get paid off! I
need that five per cent!” '

Ad said, “Never mind that. Can you use
that gat?”

I had almost forgotten the gun.
it out and slipped the safety.
“Now?”

Ad said, ““You were in thc cellar of the
Nine Club. You saw the stuff. Don’t you
know what it is?”

I said, “T guess I know, all right. I fig-
ured it out during the fight.”

Ad said, “There may be a little trouble.
We want to get them all. I'm worried about
Lily. . . . Will you look after her while
we are cleaning up?”

I said, “If you say so, but I found that
twist down in the cellar with the stuff and
I'm not sure about her.”

- He said, “Look after her. ...

We got out at the Nine Club and I started
to pay the cabbie, but Ad yanked me in-
doors. I had the rod ready, expecting Nobby
Joe to be on deck, but the big goof was not
around. The band was playing and people
were dancing.

Ad plunged through the door like one
of those footballers and I went after him.
We got into the hall, but the cellar door
was locked.

Ad said, "Step aside and let Hod handle

I took
I said,

it.

I stepped aside and it was that taxi driver.
He hacg his hat off and was carrying a short
hatchet. He looked at the door and then
tapped it in a certain way. It opened.

We went flying down. I saw Charley
James come up from one of the cases marked
“Cantle” and he had two guns, one in each
hand. I tried him with a shot and he spun
around. There were other characters, and
they had Lily stacked up against the cham-
pagne cases, tied and gagged.

I had my orders, so I made a bee line for
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came in for—to blow about this new strike
of yours?”

“No.” Windy growled the word. Back in
his thick skull was the knowledge that Luke
Day held considerable contempt for him
and wasn’t slow to show it. Luke was young,
and also rawhide tough. “No,” Windy
growled again. “Gimme a packet of ciga-
rettes—Wings. And,” with a show of tem-
per, “I'll be smokin’ dollar-cigars less'n six
months from now.”

“Mebbe,” said Luke Day carelessly. He
threw him the cigarettes. “In the meantime,
see if you can dig up two-bits for them.”

S WINDY went out, two other men en-

tered the store. One was a Mounted
Policeman, Sergeant Dan Kennedy; the
other a tow-headed gangling individual,
Pete Schmidt.

Grinning at Luke Day, the sergeant re-
marked that the Big Wind was once more in
town. “And what's it this time?” he sug-
gested. “The strike he’s going to make, or
the one that got away?”

“Neither,” supplied Doc Allen.
struck it rich.”

Dan Kennedy, one of the Black Irish
with Great War ribbons on his chest, seemed
faintly amused. “Real rich?”

Doc shrugged. “To a layman, the samples
look all right.” _

“If he didn’t swipe 'em some place,” put
in Luke Day. “And as he says he’s going to
promote a company, it's likely he did.”

The sergeant pulled himself up to a roost
on the counter and began to roll himself a
smoke.

“So,” he mused, “"Windy clicks at last.
Did he say where he made it?”

“He said, all right,” Luke Day assured
him. “Claims he hit her on Moosehom
Lake.”

“‘His samples looked good,” offered Fred
Marsh.

“Well?” asked the policeman, “What're
you waiting for?”

Doc Allen shook his head. “Not for me.
Not in my line.” :

“Forget it,” growled Pete Schmidt.
“Windy and me was all over Moosehorn
fast summer and ag'in this spring. Forma-
tion’s ag'inst findin” anything much up there.
Anyway, who'd bust a gut on the say-so of
Windy Young?”

“He’s

10

For a moment Sergeant Dan Kennedy
watched the smoke of his cigarette curling
upward; then he turned to Pete Schmidt.

“Seems like, Pete, you broke up your part-
netship too soon.”

The tow-headed man shrugged heavy
shoulders. “I never broke up no partnership.
But when a guy lets you see you ain't wanted
I pull out.” Schmidt turned to Luke Day.
“When did he make this strike?”

“I wouldn't know,” said the trader. “"He
never let on.”

Schmidt added heavily. “U-huh. Isee.”

Just then two Indian girls came into the
store. With much blushing and giggling,
each bought a gaudy silk handkerchief. As
they went out with their purchases, Luke
Day mentioned the wedding of the Chief’s
son that was coming off that cvening.

“Heard about it,” said the sergeant. “We
must go down and take in the dance.” He
slid from the counter, bought a can of coffec
and a tin of jam. “In the meantime, though,
a feller must eat.”

ID-SEPTEMBER now, the sun was be-

ginning to drop; and by the time Dan’s
supper was cooked and eaten and the dishes
put away, night had fallen. Thea into the
whitewashed detachment staggered Windy
Young.

Windy was drunk. That is, in 2 slap-
happy sort of way. He almost fell into a
chair, hauled a crock from his pocket and
squinted at its contents against the light of
the lamp.

“Jus’ inch er two lef’, Sarge. Jus’ li'l drink
fer you. Here!” he invited. “"Down ‘er!”

Dan Kennedy took the bottle, removed
the cork and sniffed at the contents. It was
good stuff, bonded, and legal; but after
Windy had slobbered at the mouth of the
bottle for nine-tenths of its contents, Dan
Kennedy wasn't fussy about the dregs.

“Nice of you and all that,” he told
Windy. “but you're too late. Just had sup-
per; and I can’t drink after meals.”

“Yeah?” Windy secemed amazed at the
confession; but after a moment spent in ab-
sorbing it, he drove home the cork, shoved
the crock into his hip-pocket and became -
groggily confidential.

“Yunno, Sarge, oI’ Windy’s struck ’er at
last. Yes, sir!  Struck ’er high, wide and
han’some! Lookit m’ samples!” He hauled
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chunks of rocks from several pockets and
offered them for inspection.

While Dan Kennedy gave them the once-
over, Windy elaborated on his future—
the recording of the claims, the organizing
of the company, the activities emanating
therefrom. Then he somewhat startled the
policemen by informing him that he had
taken on a partner in the scheme.

“Partner?” echoed Dan
“Who?”

“Well, I don't mecan jus’ a partner,”
hedged Windy. “But a sorta one. I'll pay
him wages till the thing gets to runnin’
right; then, if he sticks, he gets a cut like
the rest of us. Fred Marsh.”

Dan scowled. “Fred Marsh? What does
he know about mining?”

"Nothin".” Windy giggled. “But he don’t
hafta. He's a banker, sce; he knows figures.
So there y'are; with me as the prac’le man
and Fred as seccertary, we kin get organized
right away.”

The policeman gave a grunt. “You're
nuts.” After a while he added, ‘“What other
deal you make with this figure-wizard, this
Fred Marsh?”

“At’s all,” stated Windy. “Mind yuh,
it took a bit of coaxin 'to get ’im. Yuh
don’t find a real edjicated seccertary in every
rabbit-hole up here. But I sold him at last;
and hc’s goin’ out with me in the mornin’.”

As the sketch of his plans unfolded,
Windy's hecad seemed to clear. But he
nipped this disaster by another pull at the
bottle.

“Well, okay,” Dan Kennedy told him,
“I'm giad to hear of it. Between the two
of you, you'll make a million. Now va-
moose; I've some work to do.”

WITH Windy gone, Dan sat down to
his typewriter. A chance to get let-
ters off to town didn’t crop up every day at
Keg River. Besides which, he had some
monthly accounts for Divisional Headquar-
ters that were somewhat overdue.

But there were others who thought along
the same lines as Dan. Doc Allen dropped
into the detachment as Dan was finishing, to
borrow a postage stamp from him. Doc
had an order he wished to send to town
with Windy; and though he said nothing
of it, the sergeant was prepared to wager
that the otder would be on the liquor-store.

Kennedy.

“Wouldn't have bothered you,” said Doc
Allen, "if Luke Day had been around. But
his  place—store - and house—is shut up
tight.”

Dan obliged with the stamp, and told
Doc Allen that if he was heading for
Windy's, he'd go along with him. He had
mail himself for Windy.

“We'll take a look-see at the dance,” he
suggested. “On the way back.”

There was no need to conjecture as to
where Windy would be camped. When in
the settlement—and it was fairly often—
Windy pitched his tcnt in a spruce-grove a
hundred yards or so beyond Luke Day’s
store.

Their road ran through the Indian vil-
lage, and off towards the fringe of the bush
was a house that was larger than the rest
and brilliantly lightcd. From it came the
squeal of fiddles and the drumming of feet.

“Whooping it up,” grinned Dan. “We'll
sure look 1n on ‘em.”

But they didn’t get as far as Windy's; for
approaching Luke Day’s store they found
the office in the rear lit up and the front
door of the place open. At a suggestion from
the sergeant, the two walked through to
the lighted office. Luke Day was working
at his desk.

“Back, are you?” remarked Doc Allen.
“And what’s this—overtime?”’

“Yeah; making vp an order for Fred
Marsh to take to town. It’s just too bad,”
growled Luke Day, “that you wouldn’t sell
me that old typewriter of yours. I'm no good
with a pen; and I've got to write everything
out by hand.”

“Guess you can have it,” soothed Doc.
“But what’s all this about Fred Marsh go-
ing to town?”

Dan Kennedy informed him of the new
partnership existing between Fred Marsh
and Windy Young. “T told Windy he'd
probably make a million,” grinned the ser-
geant. “‘He may; but it'll be a million for
somebody élse.”

“If Fred Marsh is going to town,” he be-
gan—when the man himself burst in on
them. He came running, face working with
emotion.

“Quick you fellers!” the mman panted.
“Windy—up at his tent!”

Day sprang to his feet. Dan Kennedy
scowled, “Whadya mean—Windy?”
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worse to the sergeant’s reasoning, nothing
of any informative value at all,

“I'm getting no place,” Dan told him-
self. “And why should 1? Except for Lukc

. mixing into things, there isn't a clue of any
sort. All I know is some guy sneaks up to
Windy's tent, wallops him over the bean
and beats it. And out of that I've got to
build a case.”

He cooked his dinner, and over it wan-
dered idly where Windy had obtained his
liquor. Had the man been sober, the mur-
der might never have accurred. But within
an hour of finishing dinner, this was ex-
plained to him. Fred Marsh said he had been
keeping a bottle for Windy since Christ-
mas.

“Windy and Pete wcre on a drunk, and
when they sobered up, Windy slipped me
the crock. Said to look after it, as they'd
had enough. I thought he’d forgotten about
it—but not Windy!”

Well, that was that; and Dan didn’t know
where to go from there, He said to Fred
Marsh, "Did Windy leave any samples with
you?”

“No. Why?"

Dan was down at Marsh’s tent, over-
looking the river. Marsh was washing his
dinner dishes. Dan squinted to the far shore.

“Nothing. Only they might be nice to
have. Now Windy can’t stake stuff, some-
body else should. That is, if he could lo-
cate it.”

Marsh said, “I'd take a crack at it. Only,
well, how would it look? Suppose I did go
up to Moosehorn, did strike sign of Windy
and staked it, it'd look as though—well, it
wouldn’t look too good.”

Dan glanced down at the man. “You fig-
ure on going?"’

“May do, next spring. No need to turn
my back on a fortune. Pete Schmidt'll likely
try it, too. So will a slew of others, when
news of the murder gets out to town.”

Dan gave a bit of a grin. “Sort of funny
spot to be in, eh? Still, if a feller’s hands
are clean, why should he worry?”

Marsh threw a wave of dark hair from
his eyes. “I'm giving Luke a hand in the
store for a few days; but you nail Windy’s
murderer, and I'll pull right out.”

Later in the day, Dan ran into Pete
Schmidt, Schmidt seemed to have the same
sort of worry as Fred Marsh—he'd like

to take a burl at Moosehorn Lake, but
what would a cop think 2bout it?

“"Moosehorn Lake?” Dan gave a frown.
“Weren't you the boy who said he wouldn’t
go tearing off to Moosehorn on the say-so
of Windy Young?’

“Yeah.” Schmidt admitted it. “But I got
to thinkin’. I'll have to winter somewhere,
and the trappin’ around Moosehorn
shouldn’t be too bad. And if the guy did
hit somethin’ worthwhile up there, I might
just run across it.”

“It'll be all right with me,” Dan assured
him. “Only I wouldn’t want you to leave
right away. Till I get this mess cleaned up,
I want all my friends around me.”

“You do, ¢h?” Schmidt nodded. “Okay;
but I hope it won't be for long.”

But just as the man was turning to go,
Dan stopped him.

“About that liquor that Windy was
drinking—d'you know where he got it?”

“No; wish I did,” said Schmidt. “I'd get
some myself.”

“Maybe,” suggested Dan, “it was a left-

over from Christmas and that toot you were
on.”
Schmidt grinned. “Don’t worry about
that. We had half a dozen crocks between
us, but when we killed the last one, Windy
was still lookin’ for more. He fin'ly finished
off with Painkiller.”

O, MUSED Dan, as he walked away,
there were a couple of good liars still
around—Luke Day and Fred Marsh. Day
had admitted lying concerning the wallet
and Dan was prepared to bet that the story
of the ten-dollar debt was a lie also; and
Pete Schmidt's statement regarding the Pain-
killer seemed to place Fred Marsh in the
same category as Luke Day. .
But what of it? Except for showing that
both men knew more concerning Windy's
affairs than they were prepared to say, it did
not link them definitely with the killing. On
the other hand, they might know all about
it; but hanging it on them would take a lot
of painstaking work. Well, Dan was pre-
pared for the work; but before he could pro-
ceed with it, two happenings came 2long
that temporarily threw him out of step.
The first was the arrival of a plane with
a load of freight for Luke Day.
Dan was at his detachment when it
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landed, and he realized that here was a
chance to send out the mail that should have
gone with Windy Young. He got it ready
and added to it a subsequent report, but
when he reached the store to give it to the
pilot, he found the plane unloaded and
Luke Day himself ready to take the trip to
town. The trader said he had short-ordered
on some lines and was going out on a brief
buying-trip. He'd be back within forty-
eight hours.

The news caught Dan a bit flat-footed.
His first rcaction was that Luke Day was
doing a bolt. But then he scouted it. Luke
Day was certainly not as free and cordial in
his manner since the policeman had caught
him in his lie, but for the little that had
passed between them, there was no necessity
for Day to take it on the run. Not enough,
at least, for the man to turn his back on a
trading business that represented an outlay
of anything up to ten thousand dollars.

So the plane left with Luke Day aboard;
and ten minutes later the second interrup-
tion occurred. An Indian arrived from Lynx
Lake with the harrowing story of one of his
people going violently insane. That meant
Dan had to leave his investigations while he
followed the man back to Lynx Lake.

And, as he found afterwards, there was
so little need for it. His insane Indian turned
out to be a man who had died of pneumonia,
and the insanity was merely a fit of de-
lirium before the end. The man had died
the day beforc Dan arrived, so that all re-
mained was to obtain statements from the
witnesses and instruct them what to do in a
similar case.

But though five days had elapsed before
Dan got home, things seemed to be in ot-
der. Luke Day was back from his buying-
trip and was working with Doc Allen’s old
typewriter in the office, Fred Marsh tended
the store, and Pete Schmidt was still on

hand. The latter had taken a carpentering
job at the Mission and would be there at
least another two weeks.

So, home again, the matter of Windy’s
murder came once more to the front. The
rest of the village secemed to have forgotten
about it and Dan wished he could forget i,
too. The trouble was that if he didn’t turn
up somcthing soon, Headquarters would be-
gin to nag.

So, for three days, he continued his plod-
ding investigation. Then on the fourth
morning—which made it eleven days since
the murder — something happened which
banished Windy momentarily from his
mind.

Following breakfast, he paddled upstream
and set out a fish-net; and when he returned
he was met by Fred Marsh, Pete Schmidt
and Parson Haynes. They scemed to be
awkward, nervous, but it was Fred Marsh
who broke the news.

“It’s Luke,” he said.
—up at the house.”

Dan scowled, stared at the man. “Luke
what?  Shot himself?”

Marsh nodded. “When I couldn’t get into
the store, I went up there. He’s in the
front room, slumped across the table. Got a
gun on the floor beside him,”

Without another word, Dan struck off.
The others silently followed.

“He's shot himself

UKE DAY'S house was locked, front
door and back. The sergeant found
this odd. Locked houses in the north were
a rarity. But when he rammed a heavy
shoulder against it, the front door flew ajar.
As Marsh had said, Luke Day lay slumped
across the table. There was a blackened hole
in his right temple and his arms hung limply
by his side. The gun was there, too, but it
was the man’s own .38 caliber revolver.

Dan stood still for a moment in silent sur-
vey. The parson, Pete Schmidt and Fred
Marsh flanked him. Then he moved over
and put the back of his hand against Luke
Day’s cheek.

Apparently Day had been dead some
hours. Dan found the limbs were stiffened,
and the blood on the table-top was clotted.
Then Marsh drew his attention to a folded
piece of paper propped on the table against
a couple of books.
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For a long time the parson said nothing.
He seemed to be pondering Dan’s revelation
m his mind. Then, “What made you do
this fingerprinting at all?” he asked. “Were
you suspicious?”

“I don't know,” answered the sergeant.
“But with Windy’s murder on my hands and
every otier man in the place a liar, I'm get-
ting to distrust everybody and everything.
But I guess what started it was the fact that
Luke committed suicide at all. He seemed
well enough to me lately, and as for having
a headache—well, guys don’t shoot them-
selves because aspirin don’t work.”

Haynes picked up the significance of
what Dan was saying.

“Then you're convinced it wasn't sui-
cide?”

“Well, aren’t you?” countered Dan.

AYNES didn’t know whether he was

or not. “I'll admit that Luke couldn’t

have written you that letter, but it still looks
like suicide.”

“Does it?” Dan scooped his prints into
a pile. “I'm going down again to Luke’s
to make sure.”

Haynes suggested he would like to go
along, and Dan assured the parson it was
all right with him. So they reached the house
~ together to find that Pete Schmidt had lost
little time in noising the happening abroad.
A mob of silent but interested Indians hung
around the premises or gazed, awe-struck, at
the house itself.

Dan went in with the parson, closed the
door, and returned to his contemplation of
the dead man and the setting of the trag-

19

First, there was the gun. Luke Day had
fancied himself as a bit of a fancy revolver-
shot, and gun and holster had hung on the
wall of the front room since Dan could re-
member. Holding it in his handkerchief,
Dan picked up the gun, broke it, and exam-
inéd it. Only one shot had been fired.

From the gun, Dan turned to Luke Day
himself. There was the powdered-black-
ened hole on one side of his head and a
larger and more ragged hole on the other.
Dan nodded, and his gaze traveled naturally
to the nearby wall.

He had no trouble in lccating the hole
the spent bullet had made in the smooth,
oiled logs. In fact, it had struck a pitchy
part of one and was buried scarcely half an
inch deep. With his jack-knife Dan wor-
ried at it and finally was able to pick the
bullet out with his fingers.

It was flattened, considerably mush-
rcomed, but as he stared at it, he began to
frown. And the reason for his frown he
explained to Parson Haynes,

“See that?” he asked. “Clean as a new
pin!”

“Shouldn’t it be?” suggested Haynes.

“If you'd ever dug a bullet out of a
moose or a caribou, you'd know difierent.
This bullet never went through blood or
bone at all.”

“Then that wasn’t the bullet that kilied
him!”

“Couldn’t have been.” Looking at the
wall again, Dan said, “And yct I can’t see
any other.”

To prove his thoughts, Dan made a care-
ful scrutiny of the entire wall; but he only
found himself back to his original conclu-
sion.

“Something screwy about all this,” he
grunted. “Just now it looked simple: Marsh
wanted Luke out of the way, so when Luke
went up to the Portage with that load of
stuff, he wrote this “suicide note.” Then he
followed Luke here to the house, found
him sitting at the table, and shot him. Sure;
but now it don't add up.”

The parson looked puzzled. “I can’t see
why Marsh should want him out of the way
at all.”

“There’s a lot of things I can’t see,” con-
fessed Dan. “Too many of ‘em. Or put an-
other way, there’s too little I can see.”

Frowning, he slipped the bullet in his
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were the man who had killed Luke Day, he
had had intelligence enough to wear gloves
ip firing the gun but had lacked similar in-
telligence in handling the typewriter. Pos-
sibly he thought the letter would be taken
for granted but that the gun would be scru-
tinized. If he did, he pulled a boner. No
fingerprints at all could be as bad as too
many.

~But it was dinncr-time and the sergeant
cooked his solitary meal. He thought of
the matter of going through Luke Day’s ef-
fects, but due to the latencss of the hour, he
decided to put it off until after the inquest.

The inquest was again held in the police
detachment, with a jury composed of five
of the more-intelligent halfbreed residents
of the place and Doc Allen as foreman. They
viewed the body, and the gun. The bullet
Dan merely held by the base, showing only
its mushroomed head. Had it passed from
hand to hand, the quick-witted and gun-wisc
halfbreeds would have commented on its
un-gory appearance. But it was while they
were looking at the body itself that Dan
Kennedy noticed a point he had overlooked
before. Luke Day must have been shot
at the table, for the puddle of blood was
there and nowhere else in the room.

The rest of the proceedings took little
time, but the verdict rendered differed to
that given on Windy Young. This time it
consisted of onc word, plain and stark—
Suicide.

ERGEANT DAN KENNEDY didn’t al-
ways have luck, although of the Irish he
was. In fact, he had had little luck at all
for the past two weeks. But it just happened
that after he had completed a search of Luke
Day's belongings, a southbound plane
landed at Keg River. Dan’s fervent wish
had been to catch a quick lift to town, and
here it was for the taking.

It was a Consolidated ship, coming back
from the Barrens with two prospectors
aboard. Dan held it long enough to make
arrangements with Parson Haynes for Luke
Day’s funeral and to tell him that he was go-
ing out to see his O. C., then he grabbed his
club-bag and left the detachment on the run.

But it wasn’t luck that provided him with
transportation back to Keg River again the
next day. The plane he rode was a charter-
job, hired by the Royal Canadian Mounted
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Police to take Dan north for a prisoner, And
Dan was going to get him.

Four white men and a knot of natives
met the plane as it landed. Dan went up
to the store with the pilot, through, and into
the office. The four white men he called in
with him. They were Parson Haynes, Pete
Schmidt, Doc Allen and Fred Marsh.

The room was a bit crowded. Doc and
Fred Marsh sat on the flat-topped desk, and
the pilot and Haynes took a couple of
chairs. Dan and Pete Schmidt preferred to
stand.

Dan Kennedy lost no timc in getting
down to facts.

“I wanted you boys in here so that we
could clear up matters, They concern Windy
Young, and also Luke Day. After I get
through, all but one of you can go out with
clean hands and free of suspicion. I haven’t
a thing against you, so you might as well
know it now. But the other one, the one 1
want, well—we’ll come to that latcr.

“Now about Windy—Windy was a blow-
hard, but he got a raw deal. You all know
what happened to him. He was beefed with-
out a chance to defend himself, and by a
guy he had no reason to distrust, Itried to
find out who this guy was, but I couldn’t
turn up a thing. Luke, however, did. Mebbe
it’s because his eyes were younger than mine
or perhaps because I was looking for some-
thing out of thc way. Anyhow, he found
this thing that indicated who the killer might
be; but he wanted a bit of proof. Well,
perhaps not proof so much, as a motive
for the killing. He got it; but instcad of
turning it over to me, he did a bit of high-
jacking. And it cost him his life.”

Dan pulled a fistful of papers from his
tunic pocket and ran through them.

“Then I found something, when I
searched Luke’s effects.” He frowned, pawed
over his papers as though he couldn’t
locate what he was after. “Here's some-
thing, Doc,” he said casually, “that’ll inter-
est you.”

It was a sweepstake ticket, a receipt made
out to Lucky Jim. F.D. Allen.”

Dan held it, but so that Doc Allen could
read it. And Dan read something himself,
something in Doc Allen’s face. It was a
tightcning of the muscles, a swcep of emo-
tion that came, and went again.

Doc gave a short laugh. “Sure. Windy's
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window, and in a four-letter name like that,
the forgery would never be detected. But
when I say you fell down bad, I mean it.
You killed him the nigit before last on his
way back from Rat Portage, loaded him into
your canoe, and towed your own canoe be-
hind his. You packed him up to his house
and laid him across the table and fired the
shot into the wall. You’d probably have got
away with it, anyway, but the thunderstorm
helped you. With the row of that, a re-
volver-shot would never be heard. But heze’s
where you fell down—

“Your fingerprints on the typewriter of
some days ago were obliterated by those of
Fred Marsh, And,” p01mcd out the sergeant,

“that could have made it mean for Fred.
Especially after lying to me about Windy’s
liquor. Why didn’t you,” he asked Marsh,
“come clean? \Why didn’t you tell me you
got Windy loaded on a crock of your own
so that he'd shoot the works about his strike
on Moosehorn? You should have done so,
for you almost hung yourself there. But to
get back to you, Doc—

“With Fred's fingerprints on the type-
writer but none on the revolver, things
didn’t add up. Then a clean bullet in the
wall was another thing. The bullet being
clean told me that this wasn’t the one that
killed Luke. But where was the other? Not
in the room, sure. And that meant that Luke
was killed some other place, in spitc of the
blood on the table.

“Where? 1 wanted to know. It dida't
occur to me till afterwards, but the thunder-
storm we had here the night of his death
was pretty local. We had rain in the village,
but you had none up at the fox-ranch. I
noticed that when I was up there the follow-
ing day. So before I went to town, I tock
a look at Luke’s feet. He was wearing moc-

casins, and the moccasins were dry. That
meant, of course, that he didn't walk from
shore to house after he landed from the trip
to Rat Portage. And if he didn't walk, he
was carried,”

The parson, Haynes, was fidgeting ner-
vously, Pete Schmidt looked stolid, but ex-
pectant.

“And the rest of it?” suggested Dan.

“Well, you're a big chap; so yau lugged him
into the house, came out again and slipped
the night-latch behind you. And there he
was—>bullet-holes in his head, gun on the
floor, blood on the table-top. But the
blood—" Dan nodded grimly. “That blood
fooled me; but analysts find things out. It
was fox-blood—blood you probably brought
along in a can.”

{e stopped suddenly. Doc Allen seemed
to have shrunk. The pouches under his eyes
seemed more baggy than ever, his face had
taken on twenty years; so that he looked
an old, old man.

“No grudges, Dan,” he said thickly. “I
was rather expecting something like this.
You tcok off to town so suddenly—and
your cas¢ is so good. But that's where it
will end—between you and me—just be-
tween man and man.”

Then he whipped a hunting-knife from
the belt beneath his sweater. It flashed twice.
As Dan and Pete Schmidt drove at him,
he was trying it again. But death came too
quickly for him, The nerves of his fingers
perished.

He almost fell forward
Schmidt’s outstretched arms.

They l2id him on the floor, looked down
at him; and the tension seemed to break. But
Dan Kennedy got in the first word.

“The ecternal obsession-—somethinz for
nothing. And the Dealer takes the pot.”

into Pete
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house, but he lied about the time. He
changed that to give himself an alibi. And
the great brains of the homicide detail—
almost a match for your own, Max—went
to check up on Margot—"

“Who's becn refusing to mention the
meeting at all,” put in Maguirt.

“Yes, for fear you'd find out and put one
of your choicest wrong interpretations on
it,” continued Verna sharply. “She was ac-
tually more worried about your ill-will than
the danger of being convicted of murder.”

She touched her middle finger.

“But seeing that they knew, she admitted
being with Seeley and me. She, too, made
the most of it by saying that the time of the
get-together was earlicr. Thus she confirmed
as true that lie of Seeley’s.”

“Then they called you,” Maguirc supple-
mented. T heard Kohler on the telephone.”

“By which time,” amplified Verna, “they
were excited cnough over the downfall of
their charges to put leading questions to
me, especially as regards the time. And I
knew what to say to get Margot out.” She
ticked off the remaining finger in conclusion.

Maguire nodded eagerly. “As I say, I
heard it. Kohler asked you point blank if
Margot was with you before the murder
time.”

“And out walked Margot, and in stayed
Max.” Verna cocked her head sidewise to
study him. “Tell me, did only two detec-
tives mark you up like that? You look as if
a heavy-weapons brigade had held mancu-
vers on you.”

He brushed the question aside. “We're
back at the start,” he said, his voice thought-
tully quiet once more. “You told me to trust
Margot, then you come out with the news
that she can’t account for her whereabouts at
the time that—"

“Oh!” she gasped in disgust, and raised
her clenched fists shoulder high. “If you’re
so utterly sure that Margot killed Jeff, why
don’t you personally escort her to the electric
chair and pull the switch with your own
hand? Will you spend all your life demand-
ing witnessed and documented evidence of
where she was, and what she was doing, at
every given moment? I declare, you don’t
deserve as much as a kick from the toe of
her oldest and least becoming shoe!”

Maguire’s temper rose. :

“If you're so convinced that she’s inno-

cent, why did you consider it necessary te tell
a lic to get her out of jail? You aren’t much
better off than I am, morally.”

Verna picked up her drink again and
sipped at 1t. Her manner grew calmer, but
no softer.

“Probably you aren’t sorry now that you
tried to railroad that poor, liquor-soaked
Seeley simpleton,” she said. “Since you
know he wanted Margot, you wish you'd
succeeded. The point is, Max, yon failed to
get her free, and I succecded. But she’s free -
now. Isn't that what is most important to
both of us? Let the police do all the suspect-
ing, and we’ll do the believing.”

“You believe inher?”” Maguire challenged.

Verna nodded. “She told me that she
didn’t kill Jeff,” she replied simply.

“You sentimental old faker!” cried
Maguire warmly. He sprang up from the
bed, caught Verna by her shoulders, pulled
her roughly to her feet and planted a loud
kiss upon her check.

“Pfaa!” she spluttered in protest, but then
she smiled and turned pink. “You impudent
Irish-Austrian guerrilla!” she giggled, like
a confused girl. “"Don’t think you'll get past
my guard with those commando tactics. I'm
not young enough to be thrilled, and I'm not
old enough to be softened—though I used
to think I was old enough for anything.”
She dabbed at his face with her handker-
chief. “Get that smear of powder off yout
face before Margot sces it.”

“Margot?” echoed Maguire. “Is she com-
ing here?”’

“Do you think she’ll pursue you into your -
hotel room, you conceited ape?” demanded
Verna in high disdain. “No, Max. You'll
go out to her place and see her.” '

“Oh, I am?”” Maguire sat down on the bed
again. “‘Thanks for arranging my love life.”

“I'm capable of doing just that,” she
assured him, unabashed. “The cold observer
is always sounder of judgment than the
flustered opcrator. Go out to her home, I
say. She’s there by herself.”

Maguire reached a long arm toward the
whiskey bottle, but Verna, still on her feet,
quickly seized it and put it out of his reach.

“Please, Max!” she begged. I know that
another drink, and another and another,
would help a lot. But you'd better do your
celebrating after this whole mess is
straightened out.”
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he headed with the name of Gwen Dor-
rance. He followed the form he had devised
for the first sheet:

GWEN DORRANCE

Possible Motives: Jealous rage because
Jeff Gage may have thrown her over. Fear
of exposure in illicit love affair. Double
vengeance motive—kill Gage of whom
she despaired, doom of Margot, whom
she hated as her lover’s wife.

Maguire winced as he wrote “doom of
Margot.” The thought of her danger had
been with him for more than twenty-four
hours, yet he could not accustom or harden

himself to it. He began to write more

swiftly, as though fresh words on paper
might banish the grim worry from his mind.

Suspicious Circumstances: She was at
Blue Lantern shortly after Margot left.
Was cautious or curious enough to search
booth, gather up and hide torn pieces of

“.menu card. Is an expert shot and likes to
hunt—would logically use firearms to
kill. Definitely wants to prove Margot
guilty—may wish to cover up evidence
that she did crime herself.

The dossier concerning Gwen Dorrance’s
possibilities as a suspect was almost as long
as that he had drawn up for her father. He
left a space as before, then the final para-
graph of things he intended to do:

Notes: Get possession of scraﬁs of
menu and Margot’s note, now in hands
of Gwen Dorrance—use force if neces-
sary.

. Heunderlined the last four words heavily,
as if .to strengthen his own resolve. Then,
continuing:

. . . Also learn about her last talk with

-Gage, check against her father’s confer-
ence. Check closely for mental abnormal-
ities, trace if possible entire course of her
affair with Gage.

He read thc sheet over. As before, an
image rose in his mind, this time of the
plaster-white face, the loose full mouth, the
inscrutable dark eyes of the banker’s daughter

who had loved Margot's husband. He
twitched slightly in distaste at the thought
of her. Both the Dorrances repelled him—
they might have been ghouls or vampires,
of the fabled race of “"undead” which fright-
ened the superstitious. At the same time he
told himself sternly that he must not let this
personal distaste cclor his valuation of the
evidence for or against either of them.

He laid aside the second page, and with
it the dominant thoughts about Gwen and
Simon Dorrance. At that moment the tele-
phone rang again. Once more he lifted the
receiver. “Yes?” he said.

“Mr. Max!"" It was Lizzie, her voice hys-
terical. “I tell you, you can’t do this to me.”

“You mean I can’t fire you?”

“No, you can’t. You can stop my pay and
forbid me the office, but I'll go on working
for you. Mr. Max, you don't understand me.
I mean to help you, save you.” She paused,
seeming to sob.

“Save me from what?"’ he prompted.

“Not only from suspicion and arrest,
There’s another danger, Mr. Max. You're
letting yourself in for a very foolish entangle-
ment. You only think that you're in love
with—"

His anger rose again. ‘'Lizzie, that’s why
I have to fire you. Because you can’t keep
your nose out of my private business. I can’t
help but be sorry for you, but it goes. Now,
if you really want to help me, stop tele-
phoning.”

She started to say something else, shrilly
and protestingly, but he hung up. His heart
ached over this awkward, floundering
declaration of passion and loyalty—but
Lizzie could not be allowed to complicate
further his relations with Margot, already so
sadly complicated. He turned back to his
writing.

Lizzie—what was her last name? It took
him a moment to remembcr. Lizzie Rausch,
that was it. He wrotc it at the top of the
third sheet of paper.

LIZZIE RAUSCH

Possible Motives: She is obsessed with
passion or worship for her employer, in-
tends to watch over and direct his affairs,
May have killed Gage to entangle Margot
in web of suspicion that would ruin het
eyes of world, perhaps land her in prison
or death house. :
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Suspicious Circumstances: Was by her-
self all morning—may have slipped away
to commit murder. Has shown undue in-
terest in affairs not her own, especially
concerning murder case itself.

Maguire paused. He was having a hard
time putting into written words his ideas of
Lizzie as a potential murderess. But the
impulse to distrust and analyze her remained,
and he went on:

Notes: Find out definitely her activities
on morning of murder. See if she has
pistol or other firearm. See if she knows
Gages or anything about their home.

He laid that shect aside in turn, and
pulled the fourth sheet toward him, writing
a fresh name.

Verna Hesseldine! That acrid friend and
champion and helper—could he set her
down as a suspect and not hate himself?
Yet he had suffected Margot; a moment ago
he had refused to lct personal feelings of a
vastly different sort affect his estimate of the
Dorrances; he had deliberately added the
name of Lizzic to his list even though he
found it hard to set down his reasons for
suspicion. Resolutcly he began to catalogue
Verna’s conncctions with the casc, real and
potential:

VERNA HESSELDINE

Possible Motives: Disliked Gage, might
have tried to clear way for Margot’s hap-
piness.

He grinned a little as he added:

Is quite capable of murder, especially if
it will help those dear to her.

Suspicious Circumstances: She knew
material of metal cylinder found at mur-
der scene. Seems to have much special
chemical knowledge. Is wealthy and idle,
time and money no object. Presided at
meeting that proved alibis for Margot,
Seeley and herself. When questioned by
police, readily established alibi for Mar-
got and Seeley—thereby establishing her
own—but admits in confidence that they
met well after time of Gage's death.

Maguire paused, tapping the butt of his
pen on the edge of the table. What sort of

investigations could he press against her? He
would rather face Kohler and Grott in their
most violently suspicious mood than brave
the flash of Verna's spectacles as she an-
swered charges of murder. He pondered a
full minute before adding:

Notes: Visit her home, search if pos-
sible for weapons. Try to establish her
whereabouts at time of Gage’s death.

Yet another finished sheet was added tc
the pile. The fourth was to be devoted to
Seeley. Maguire shook his head slowly. He
found some difficulty in mentally dividing
the true and false evidence that affected the
ex-reporter. At last he wrote, briefly but
slowly:

KING SEELEY

Possible Motives: Love of Margot.
Enmity for Gage bccausc of slights and
quartzels.

Suspicious Circumstances: Met Margot
at Blwe Lantern—chance or design? Had
been drinking heavily—bolstering cout-
age after trying experience? Was at po-
lice station when Margot was brought in.
Seemed unstrung. Licd about time of
meeting at Verna's.

Notes: If he is murdercr, exposure will
be doubly hard after failurc of frameup
Catch him off guard.

Maguire had written a shorlcr page for
Seeley than any of the others. Resolutely he
marked the last sheet with a name:

MARGOT COY GAGE

Possible
Maguire.

Motives: Love for Max

That was short, but his hand trembled as
he wrote it. He could think of no other
motive to add, and so he proceeded to the
next paragraph:

Suspicious circumstances: Owned .22
caliber pistol (same caliber as bullet).
Wrote threatening note to Gage. Scrib-
bled menu. Lied about meeting with
Verna. Police sure of guilt for time. Kept
important secrets to herself.

He paused again, then wrote, in big, un-
derscored capitals:

TRUST HER AND SAVE HER
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He reviewed all that he had written,
folded the sheets carefully together and
thrust them into his inside pocket.

His hat and topcoat still smelled of jail
disinfectant as he donned them, and he
registered yet another vow to settle accounts
handsomely with Kohler and Grott. He
looked at his watch—the hour of delay ad-
vised by Verna was nearly up. He left his
~room and rode down in the elevator. The
operator gazed curiously at Maguire's bruised
face, but said nothing. Maguire got his car
from the garage and headed for College
Grove.

HE FELT better than on his last trip
along this same route. He had been
ready to crumble then, with fear for Mar-
got. Now that she was free, at least tem-
porarily, from suspicion, he thought more
clearly and dispassionately. The fact that
he himself was the object of police inves-
tigations did not frighten him nearly so
much. He had been in trouble with the
police before—with Kohler, at least—and
had come out of it without trouble.

The brick house came into sight. Maguire
stopFed the car at the curb and strode up
the front waik. His feet made loud impacts
on the concrete. Reaching the door, he rang
the bell.

He caught, or fancied he caught, the faint-
est echo of movement inside, then silence.
Nobody answered him.

He rang the bell again. No answer. He
remembered that Verna had said that Mar-
got was alone. Had she seen him arrive?
Was she standing within, stubbornly silent,
bent on refusing him entrance? He 'swore
solemnly to himself that she must hear him.

Pulling open the screen door, he tried the
latch. It gave, and the door swung silently
inward.

“Margot!” he called softly.

His voice seemed to float around the par-
lor. within, then to bounce back in a ringing
echo. Still there was no answer. He crossed
the door-sill and stepped inside.

Then he thought he heard a soft sob from
the direction of the library. He turned his
face that way.

Margot moved slowly into sight, pausing
at the threshold of the library door.

She was pale and haggard, still without
rouge on her face. Her gleaming hair was

slightly disarranged, as if her hand had
groped over it. A belted robe of green silk
hugged her body, and on her feet she wore
mules and ankle-length hose. She stood in
the libraty door, her head turned sidewise
over her left shoulder so that her face, in
profile, seemed to be gazing at something
behind.

Maguire walked forward to her. “Mar-
got,” he began earnestly, "I couldn’t stay
away. I came here to tell you—"

Then he saw what she was walking away
from in the library.

A body lay there, a long female body in
crumpled clothing of extreme sports-fashion
cut—yellow-green and blue-green. The wo-
man was dead. She lay face down, her
slouch hat fallen away from her tousled
black hair, one arm doubled under her, the
other curved up and arcund her head. About
her was the limp abandon that marks the
swiftly stricken corpse.

Maguire gazed. His mind groped for
a word to describe that element of jumbled
stillness that is recognizable at first glance
as death. Thrown away. That was it. Like
a jointed doll, a big doll with which a care-
less giant had played until tired. Now the
giant had dropped the plaything on the
floor. It had fallen to remain—

Through these half-idle musings came
recognition.

It was Edna Tipton who lay there; Edna,
his former partner, who had hated him and
Margot, who now would never hate any-
body again.

CHAPTER XV
THE HIDING PLACE OF DEATH

HE MOVED slowly toward Margot, and
after 2 moment, she took an unsteady
step to meet him. Her shoulder touched
him, numbly, stiffly, like the prow of a
boat knocking against a pier. Still she did
not look up at him, and her arms hung
straight down at her sides as if they had
become too heavy to lift. Maguire caught
her close, and suddenly she relaxed, relaxed
utterly, as though about to wilt and fall to .
the floor.

“Steady, Margot,” he exhorted her, his
voice strained. “Steady, dear. It’ll be all
right.”
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“What did you say to all that?”’ he urged
Margot.

“I'said nothing. I walked into the library.
She laughed, a very soft and superior laugh,
and followed me in. She seemed to think
that she was in full command of the situa-
tion. While we looked at each other, she
picked up a cigarette from the box in there
on Jeff’s stand.”

“I know which one,” said Maguire, re-
membering.

She lighted it, and went on talking. She
said something to the effect that I should be
more adroit, both in love and in murder. I
was afraid, and angry, and felt that I could
not stand much more. I turned my back.
Then there was a shot.”

“At you?” :

Margot shook her head slowly. *I sup-
pose so. I felt a sort of slapping sensation
at my leg. I whirled around, greatly fright-
ened. She was bleeding at the mouth, her
eyes were bulging out. Next moment she
fell forward, knocking over the table. She
lay there and did not move.”

She trembled violently, as though stirred
by strange, inward motor impulses. The
tears overflowed at last. Maguire pulled her
close in his arms and she dug her head help-
lessly into the angle of his neck and shoul-
der, her wet cheek touching his chin. He
mused for the space of a moment on the
situation. '

Once he and Edna had been friends, con-
fidents, business partners. They had even
been attracted to cach other. Now she was
dead, violently killed, and he was shocked
but not sorry. Edna lay dead in one room
and he sat in the next, tenderly comforting
Margot. What an awkward position they
would be in if someone discovered them. If
he were more of a philosopher, he felt, he
might smile quietly. Being the sort of man
he was, he frowned.

“"Margot,” he said, “‘you say you had your
back to her when the shots were fired?”’

“Not shots.” Her face was still hidden,
and her voice sounded indistinct and muffled.
“Only one shot, Max. Yes, I had my back
to her.”

“One shot, you say? How could both of
you have been hurt, then, if—"

She broke off abruptly, with his mouth
half open. Margot had calmed her trem-
bling. He released her and rose to his feet.

“Stay heré,” he said. “I want to have
another look at the body.”

He hurried back into the library and
gazed again into Edna’s bloody face. The -
wounded lips were a little relaxed and,
bending, he could see the chipped teeth be-
hind them. Like Gage, she must have been
holding her teeth together when the bullet
struck. Again, like Gage, she must have
been shot with a small-caliber bullet. He
remembered what the morgue attendant had
said about tonsils torn to pieces. Maguire
studied the flecks of paper and tobacco.

A little sparkle of white light drew his
eye to the carpet. Quickly he stooped and
caught up what lay there.

More puzzled wonder dawned in his face
It was a small hollow cylinder of pale
metal, half an inch wide and less than
a quarter of an inch in diameter, open at
both ends—an exact duplicate of the one
he had found in yesterday’s visit to this
same room. Duraluminum—Verna Hessel-
dine had supplied him with that informa-
tign, out of the strange junkshop of her
knowledge. Straightening up, he gazed in-
tently at nothing as he combed his wits for
the explanation that seemed dancing on the
very fringe of capture.

Edna had faced Margot with accusations
and threats. Standing here—and he moved
to the place where Edna must have posed
in her fashion-drawing manner as she spoke
her last ironic sentence in this life—she had
gazed upon the lgrotesting back of Margot.
Where had that back been stationed, where
was Margot’s position? He quartered the
floor with his eyes. Opposite him, on the
rug, was an isolated spot of blood, undoubt-
edly the first gush from that scratch on
Margot’s leg. There was something beyond
it, too. A bit of light, duller than that of
the duraluminum cylinder and cven smaller,
lodged there and blinked up at him.

From his trousers pocket he took a pen-
knife, whipped it open and dug the point
of the blade into the carpet. The heavy
fabric ripped away, and he exposed the
wood of the floor beneath. In it was lodged
a round blob of lead.

Still holding the carpet away with one
hand, he used the knife to chip splinters
around the find. Then, prying carefully, he
slipped the knife-point under the lead lump
and lifted it free. Taking it between his
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fore, and I never saw anything like this.”

“Was it made abroad, do you think?”
asked Maguire.

The clerk sniffed expertly at the brown,
close-packed tobacco at the untipped end.
“It smells like home-grown tobacco to
me,”" he said guardedly. “I'm not an ex-
pert or anything, but, like I say, I've han-
dled and sold tobacco for years, here and
in other places. My guess is that this pill
was made up here in the States.”

Maguire put out a hand to take the ciga-
rette again.

“I had a notion that it was made here,”
he said. ““You see, a friend of mine sent
me some as a present. I thought I'd check
up—just curiosity.”

“Maybe they’re loaded,” grinned the
- clerk.

Maguire refrained with difficulty from
starting. ‘Yes,” he smiled back, “‘maybe
they are. But it's a long time until April
Fool's day.”

The clerk chuckled professionally. “Could
I interest you in some recognized brands?”
he suggested hopefully.

“No, thanks. To tell the truth, I smoke
pipes almost exclusively.”

“How about a pipe, then?” The clerk

inted to a card behind the counter. Sev-
eral cheap briars were fastened to it with
loops of thread, and above them was the
word BARGAIN, in large crimson letters.

“No, thanks,”” demurred Maguire again.
“I have twenty-four pipes already.” His
eye traveled past a display of wines and
whiskeys to a marble-topped soda bar, with
shiny fixtures and a card that read SAND-
WICHES AND SOFT DRINKS. He re-
membered that he had had no lunch.

“I'm all equipped with smokables,” he
said, “but you might give me something to
eat.”

The clerk moved over behind the soda
bar. Maguire ordered a toasted sandwich
and a cup of coffee, and then sat down at a
table behind a big show case full of fountain
pens, writing tablets and fancy cosmetics.
The man brought him his lunch, then
moved back to the cigar counter. The show
case shut him from Maguire’s sight.

Carefully Maguire broke open the ciga-
rette he still held in his hand. In its cen-
ter, snugly sheathed in tobacco, was an-
other of the double cartridges. Maguire

did not test the others—he was convinced
that they would prove to hold similar secrets.
He slipped the cartridge into his vest pocket
with its mate, then quickly ate his sand-
wich and drank his coftee.

As he rose, the clerk lounged from the
showcase and toward the table. His eyes
were upon the torn paper and spilled te-
bacco that littered the table-top.”

I see you took what I said to heart,” he
volunteered. "I mean about the cigarettes
being loaded.”

“Yes, I did,” agreed Maguire.
messed uE your table.”

“Oh, that’s all right.” The clerk wet the
tip of his forefinger, reached it out and
picked up a fragment of the tobacco. He
touched it to his tongue and savored it for
a moment, standing with his eyes closed in
concentration. .

“Yeah, that's American, all right,”” he de-
cided. “'Virginia, I'd judge. Not the best,
just fair. You tell your friend he ought
to put out a better line of gift smokes.”

“T'll tell him,” promised Maguire. “Just
as soon as I catch up with him.”

“Sorry 1

 CHAPTER XVII
THE GUN SHOP

S BEFORE, Simon Dorrance himself

opened the door to Maguire. But he
did not invite his visitor in, and stepped
out on the porch.

“What is it?"" he demanded, and Maguire
fancied that the heavy face was bloodless,
even beyond its normal dead pallor. ““What
did you come to tell me?”

“You said you wanted a report of some
kind today,” reminded Maguire. “"Well,
I have a clue to the murder weapon.”

Dorrance shifted his soft weight from one
foot to the other. A dead leaf crackled
under his shoe. *'Clue?”’ he echoed, rather
stupidly. ““What kind of clue?”

“Let’'s go inside,” suggested Maguire.
“T'll tell you about it there, and show it to
you.”

“Very well,” said Dorrance hesitantly,
stepping back to leave the doorway clear.
“Step into my den. You know the way.”

guire crossed the threshold, but
paused. “No, not your den, Mr. Dorrance.
That gun workshop of yours.”
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Maguire, “T've thought very little at all on
the subject.”

“The world at large thinks less still, but
scientists are intcrested—uvitally interested.
Important brains and important money have
been used in experiments that have now
passed the blind stage. Maguire, you're a
young man. Undoubtedly you'll live to see
the day when a rocket-propelled ship will
attempt to reach the moon—even Mars or
some other planet.” ,

“That'll be interesting, but how does it
affect this little double bullet of yours?”

Dorrance dropped his eyes to the device,
as if to gain inspiration from it. “I'm trying
to perfect a system of figures and formulas
to explain the force of explosions, propul-
sions and recoils,” he answered. ‘I measure
flight distances, force of impact, and so on.

For some cxperiments I need, not an ordi-

nary gun, but a device whereby a charge
will speed its projectile without a barrel to
guide it or a solid base to kick it off—a
rocket ship in flight, of course, would lack
both guiding barrel and solid base. And so
I evolved the double cartridge. The two bul-
lets, of equal weight, act each as a mo-
mentary base for the other to push away
from.” He smiled loosely. “A toy, as I said.
Yet it may some day—"

“The cylinder's of duraluminum, isn't
it?” put in Maguire. :

“Dural, yes. Did you know that?”’ Dor-
rance shot him a sharp glance, then dropped
the cartridge into its box and replaced the
lid. “Dural is light and strong, and it can
contain the explosion without bursting, as
copper or brass might.”

“And how is it set off?” was Maguire’s
next question. "By outside fire?”

“Exactly,” answered Dorrance, with an-
other glance of suspicious wonder at Ma-
guire’s grasp of the subject. “Of course, I
use a low-temperature explosive—there are
several—to mix with the ordinary powder.
Powder alone is harder to explode by sim-
ple heat.” He paused abruptly. “Well, this
must be boring you.”

“Not at all,” Maguire assured him. “You
make lots of those double cartridges, I sup-

se.

“Oh, quite a few.” From being impa-
tient, Dorrance was being rather stagily
casual. “That box has a number in it. You
see, I need them for a long series of experi-
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ments. But shall we return to the clue you .
brought, Maguire?” He handed back the,
little piece of lead. ““Where did you find it?”
Maguire had his lie ready. "I stole it in
the morgue,” he replied. "It was taken from
the body of Jeff Gage.”
“And I'm helping you?" :
“A little.” Maguire fastened Dorrance’s
gaze with his. “The murder weapon, ac-
cording to your findings, was not an ordi-
nary gun with a rifled barrel, and the bullet
it fired was home-moulded. That sort of
firearm ought to be easy to identify, in these
days of modern guns and factory-made am-
munition at low prices.” -
Dorrance stepped back against one of the
shelves, placing his elbow upon it. Inches
away lay a handsome pistol, large-bore and
single-shot. His loose lips stirred, but did
not quite smile. “You're thinking,” he said,
“that one of my double bullets, fired with-
out a gun at all, would be just such a
weapon.” .
“Something to that effect,” said Maguire.
“"Does your daughter know anything about
these double bullets?”’ '
Dorrance slid his elbow back on the shelf
and closed his hand on the butt of the pistol.
Before he could bring it up, Maguire
threw himself forward to grapple.

CHAPTER XVIII
ONE SUSPECT CLEARED

MAGUIRE'S right arm whipped around
Dorrance’s gross, struggling body, his
left clutched for Dorrance’s gun wrist and
closed instead around the pistol itself. The
banker was stronger than Maguire would
have guessed—he could not be disarmed at
once. “Get away,” he choked out, then
panted wordlessly as he tried to fight free.

Maguire heard the dry snick of the pistol
hammer drawing back, and thrust his own
thumb forward to hook over the breech.
Next instant pain shot from nail-root tc
wrist as the hammer came down hard. .

All this happened within the space of
two fierce gulping breaths. Then Maguire
shifted his right arm upward around Dor-
rance’s neck. He turned the lower part of
his body to the left, ramming his hip into
Dorragce’s soft belly, and bent quickly over.
The movement tore Dorrance from his feet,
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whirled him over and dropped him heavily
on the concrete. Magnire threw himself
astride the banker, still clutching the pistol
while its hammer chewed at his thumb. His
right fist lifted high.

“Let go of that gun,” he commanded,
deep in his throat, “or I'll smash your teeth
out through the back of your neck.”

The dull dark eyes glowed as green as an
angry cat's, then closed. Dorrance showed
his pointed teeth, and his right hand loos-
cned its hold. Maguire tossed the pistol into
a corner. Rising, he caught Dorrance’s coat-
front and dragged the pudgy form upright,
then shunted it ahead of him into another
corner, far from any of the firecarms. Letting
g0, he sucked his lacerated thumb.

“1 won't let you do it,” said Dorrance.

“Do what?”

“Frame Gwen. You tried with King Sec-
ley—1I've seen the papers—but my daughter’s
a different person. I don't care how clever
or plausible your plot is. If you try to frame
her to save Margot Gage, I'll kill you.”

Maguire studied him narrowly, “Or do
you mean that you'll kill me if I find her
really guilty and prove it?”

Derrance shook his bald head. ““We both
know she’s.not guilty. But she's a logical
suspect. If you—"

“Quiet, or I'll ‘hit you!” Maguire broke
in savagely. “If you believe she's innocent,
you're hurting her case by acting like this.
As for killing me, you've just found that
I'm hard to kill. Another foolish move may
be your own finish.”

“We understand cach other,” said Dot-
rance. “‘So get out.”

“I won’t. You paid me to do a piece of
investigation. Part of the investigation is
now taking place here. You interrupted it
with clumsy gunplay, when I asked if your
daughter knew about the double bullets.”

“She does not. She’s interested in firing
gun, not making them. You find it strange,
Maguire, that I withhold so much from my
daughter. We haven't been too affection-
ately close, she and I, but I'm willing to die
for her. Yes, or kill for her.”

“Maybe she won’t like your methods,”
said Maguire.

“Maybe not. But I'm going to serve her,
whether or no.”

Dorrance pulled his rumpled clothing
straight. His eyes, green again, wandered
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to the corner where Maguire had thrown the
pistol. Maguire quickly moved that way,
picked up the weapon and broke it to eject
the cartndge.

“Mr. Dorrance, you gave me a fifteen-
hundred-dollar retainer, and promised me
thirty-five hundred more if I found the
murderer and cleared the name of your
daughter from connection with the crime ot
alleged scandal zbout an affair with Jeff
Gage. In spite of our little wresiling match,
I'm going to hold you to that.”

Dorrance produced a handkerchief and
wiped his face. "“What I said still goes.
Carry out our agreement, in the terms you
just stated, and the rest of the money is
yours.”

“No matter whom I expose?” prompted
Maguire.

“No matter whom.”

Maguire left the house quickly, and went
to the curb for his car. He was baffled, and
the sensation was both unfamiliar and dis-
pleasing.

WITH police backing, or even police
neutrality, he would have moved to
settle Dorrance’s guilt or innocence right
there in the gun shop. But Kohler wauld
be hostile, would classify Maguire as a sus-
pect. He, Maguire, must not present himsel
to the police without a proven culprit in his
hand. He savagely kicked a swirl of leaves
from the sidewalk as he opened the door of
the car.

“Max! Max Maguire!”

He started, whirled and faced the man
who hurried up. '

“Hello, Max!" It was King Seeley. The
blond young man seemed jaunty, happy.
His pink face smiled, his hat rode slanted
above his creascless brow.

“Are you trailing me?” demanded Ma-
guire.

Seeley’s smile grew broader. “Oh, don't
be that type. Look, you didn’t do me any
dirt. That little experience was the luckiest
break I've had in weeks.”

“How?” asked Maguire, still alert.

“I got my job back.” Seeley clasped
Maguire on the shoulder, almost affection-
ately. “'As soon as I got out of jail I headed
for the Record office. They offered me ten
dollars for a quick column on my experi-
ences.
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By WALT COBURN

“Judge Arnold will throw the book at
'im,” Stock Inspector Harry Webb chuckled.
“Butcherin’ a Slash L beef. Makin’ a gun-
play when we rode up on 'im. And him a
damn dude that ain’t bin more’n three years
in Montana.” :

“They bin a-ribbin’ Baxter, like as not.
Tellin’ ’im that a real cowman never eats
his own beef. Too bad that pardner of his
got away.”

George Baxter sat up slowly. He had to
brace himself to sit up and his hand skidded
a little in the corral dirt that was slick and
wet with the blood from the partly skinned
beef.

“That wasn’t my pardner—"" George Bax-
ter’s voice sounded weak and ineffective in
his own ears. “You men have got me all
wrong. It was that new cowboy I hired. I'd
been to town for the mail. Found him butch-
ering this beef--"

“So you helped him,” grinncd the Stock
Inspector,  “You was whittlin’ the Slash L
brand outa the hide when me'n Ledbetter
rode up. For a dude pilgrim, Baxter, you
ketch on shore fast.”

“He comes from Chicago, Webb. Mebby-
so learnt a few pointers hangin’ aroun’ the
Union Stockyards. We ketched you dead
to rights, Baxter.”

“If you was so almighty innocent, what
made you try a gun-play?” Webb's eyes
looked like red coals in the sunset.

George Baxter’s hat lay on the ground.
He reached up and felt of his aching
head.

Then looked at his hand. His hand was
sticky with fresh blood. His thick brown
hair was matted with sweat and blood and
corral dirt. He fought back a wave of
nausea.

“I'm hurt,” he said weakly.

“Lucky you ain’t dead,” said the burly
Stock Inspector. “You shot first. Couldn’t
take no fool chances on you missin’ the sec-
ond time. So I parted your hair with a
forty-five. You kin tell it scarey to the
other convicts at the Deer Lodge pen.”

“I didn’t shoot at anybody. You both had
guns. Sam Waggoner was standing behind
me. I heard him say, “There’s that glory
hunter Webb and he ain’ takin’ me alive!’
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“There’s a way outa this if you actually
want to keep from doin’ a twenty-five year
stretch in the Deer Lodge pen, Baxter.”

George Baxter was a little winded from
his single handed job of wrestling the heavy
beef quarters. His head throbbed with pain
and the stench of beef blood hung in his
nostrils. Blood smeared his lean, blunt-
jawed tanned face and his thick brown hair
was sweaty and his brown-flecked dark gray
eyes were bloodshot. His blood-caked fists
unclenched under the threat of the big cow-
man’s gun.

“Your proposition will stink, Ledbetter.
I'll stink like your dirty unbathed hide.”

“You talk too much for a pilgrim. Your
play is to listen, Baxter. Webb is out to build
hisself a rep. Might be I can't call him off.
But I kin try. We got you foul, Mister.
Fifteen years is the lightest you kin git off
with. Judge Arnold bears down heavy on
cattle rustlers. But it's my beef you butch-
ered. My Slash L hide. If I don’t prose-
cute, there ain’t much that Stock Inspector
Webb or Judge Arnold kin do about it. Sign
over your Antelape Crick outfit to me, your
Lazy Ladder brand, and I'll forget I rode
here and ketched you butcherin’ a Slash L
beef.”

“I have a pardner, Ledbetter: He owns
a half interest in this spread—"

“It's your Chicago money. Steve Sulli-
van ain't nothin’ but a forty a month cow-
hand. You taken a likin’ to him and dealt
him in. It’s your layout. And I'm offerin’
you your first and last, and one and only
out. You better take it, pilgrim. Or as
shore as hell’s hot, I'm a-sendin’ you to the
pen.”

EORGE BAXTER'S white teeth bared

in a flat-lipped grin. Prison. George
Baxter III. Wearing prison stripes. Or did
they wear stripes and walk the lock-step at
the Montana prison? Boston papers please
copy. George Baxter III wearing handcuffs.
Scion of Back Bay Boston Baxters gces to
prison for cattle rustling. A squib in the
Harvard Lampoon. With cartoon. All Amer-
ican Throwback “Bax” Baxter. Carrying an-
other man’s cowhide instead of the old pig-
skin. We want a touchdown! Goal for good
old Bax! Then, Gaol for Baxter. The British
still call their jail a gaol. Polo playing, five
goal man Bax Baxter rides again. Good old
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Bax who swapped his string of polo ponies
for a string OF cow horses. Solcﬁz.is racing
stable and bought himself a cattle ranch in
Montana. Bax goes Western! Nice going, old
man. It was a lark when you took a cop’s
helmet after a football victory and spent a
few hours in the Boston jail with a crowd
of teammates and you sang songs until they
were glad to swing open the doors and chase
you out, Fifteen years at Deer Lodge don’t
come under the head of sports. Think fast,
George Baxter the Third. Make up your
mind, Bax—

GEORGE BAXTER was still grinning
when he slapped the gun out of big
Ledbetter’s clumsy hand. Then rocked him
backwards and off balance with one-two
swings that chopped and cut and hammered.
And then he sank one deep into the big
cowman’s belly and twisted it up in under
the man’s ribs like a corkscrew and Led-
better's long lantern jaw sagged down like
an open hinge and he choked on a big soggy
quid of tobacco and his pale eyes rolled
back in their sockets until only the blood-
shot whites showed and the big lanky raw-
boned frame doubled and folded up and
Slash L Jim Ledbetter was out cold when he
hit the corral dirt. o
Ledbetter was still out and Baxter was
washing the dirt and blood from his hands
and face and head when Stock Inspector
Harry Webb rode over from the big log
barn. '
“Your boss has a bellyache,” Baxter
grinned at the gun in the Stock Inspector’s
hand, “and a broken nose. He’s sick. From
his own medicinc. I'm under arrest. You are
privileged to handcuff a prisoner. But I'll
tolerate no further abuse from Ledbetter.
Or any from you, my fine feathered Beau
Brummel of the wide open spaces. Keep it
like that and we'll get along. Better lend
a bit of first aid to your chum. He sounds
like he’s choked on his cud of plug.” -
Blood was spurting from Ledbetter’s
smashed nose and spilling from his mouth
that had been torn against his big yellow
buck teeth. Both his eyes were swelling tc
thin slits and turning a greenish black and
purple. That solar plexus punch and the
whiskey and the tobacco he had swallowed
was making the cowman very sick,
“I'm blinded!” he gasped as he lay in the



110

thick corral dust, doubled up and holding
his belly. *“He blinded me!”

“Nothing that a hunk of that skinned
steer won't cure,” grinned Baxter. “He
begged for it.”

“I'd orter gut shoot you, Baxter.”

“Mister Baxter to you. And they hang
men for murder.”

“When a law officer kills a cow thief in
self-defense, pilgrim, the Montana law pays
him a bounty.”

“Circumstantiz evidence would prove you
a liar, Webb. The beef had been skinned,
quartered and hung up. The hide with its
Slash L brand is tied on your saddle. The
prisoner has long ago been disarmed. Even
law ofiicers have been hanged for murder.
Since you have had that cheap nickel-plated
Stock Inspector badge pinned to that red
fireman’s shirt, \Webb, you have killed two
men. Your last victim was a mere boy. Not
quite eighteen years ald. You shot the boy
in the back. Public sentiment ran high
against you at the time. The bad odor of
that murder still clings to your fancy range
dude raiment. The skunk and the rattle-
snake each have their peculiar odors. Stock
Inspector Harry Webb gives off a similat
aroma. On trial for your life before the
stern-visaged Judge Arnold and a jury of
your peers, the stink would be very pro-
nounced. Murder will out. My pardner,
Steve Sullivan, would spare no effort or ex-
gense. The murder of a Back Bay Boston

axter might be quite easily accomplished
under the circumstances. But perjuring your-
self clear of the charge would be something
that would moke Houdini's most difficult
feat seem like child’s play. I'd advise you
to go slowly, Webb. And speak softly.
Better lend the helping hand to your
chum. He acts like a horse with the blind
staggers.”

Ledbetter would have killed George Bax-
ter. But Stock Inspector Harry Webb had
been bluffed into something like a sullen
but non-belligerent attitude. The killing of
that young horse thief about six months ago
had kicked up a bad stink and that stench,
as Baxter had so bluntly reminded the Stock
Inspector, still clung to him.

“Take ’er easy, Ledbetter. Wash up and
let’s git goin’. If Steve Sullivan should ride
up, hell would bust loose. Cut out the cus-
sin’ and put away that gun. We got Baxter
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over a barrel. Don't spoil the game. And you
better hit that bottle casier. We gotta be
cold sober when we fetch this pris’ner in.
Old goat whiskered Arnold kin be hell on
wheels. Tuck in your shirt tail, Led. Let's
git away from here with the pris’ner and the
hide. Steve Sullivan’s a warthog when he’s
riled.” -

“My damned belly—my nose—my
eyes— He tried to kill me and you say treat
him easy. I'll tromp ’is guts out.”

“Baxter,” Webb reminded the cowman,
“was ketched butcherin’ a Slash L beef. We
want him in good shape. Take him up be-
fore ol' goat whiskers Arnold all beat up
and there goes your damned case ag'in’ the
tenderfoot. Arnold don’t like me too good.
He'd jump at the chance to pull off my law
badge. Manhandlin’ a prisoner is somethin’
that a smart shyster kin build up into a big
club. How come he whupped you, anyhow?
You had a gun.”

Ledbetter cursed him and the prisoner.
They tied Baxter’s feet to his stirrups and
handcuffed him and took him to Circle City.

IRCLE CITY was a wild and woolly

little cow town. It boasted half a dozen
saloons and a, general mercantile store and
a post office and the best building in town
was the feed and livery barn. There was a
small log jail. And a restaurant. Judge
Arnold owned the store and was the Post-
master and Justice of the Peace and Judge
of the District Court. Sheriff Pete West
owned two of the half dozen saloons. The
biggest and best. He called it the Mint and
for sufficient reasons. His Bucket of Blood
was likewise aptly named. It was Circle’s
toughest boozing place.

The Widder Black owned and ran the
OK Cafe. She did the cooking and it was
the best in the cow country. Her nineteen-
year-old daughter waited on the table and
swapped talk with the customers and every
man in the cow country had, at one time
or another, asked Wanda Black to become
his wife.

Wanda was small and as one cow-
puncher put it, built like a quarter horse.
Her thick curly hair was a reddish chestnut
sorrel. Her black fringed eyes were so dark
a gray that usually they looked black. Her
red lips smiled easily and she had beautiful
white teeth and her voice was soft toned
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and when she laughed it was never loudly
but it sounded like the echo of something
deep inside her heart,

She was laughing now at something
Steve Sullivan was saying to her while he
lingered over a third wedge of dried apple
pie and his fifth cup of coffee.

Steve Sullivan was six feet tall and his
muscles were long and tough as rawhide and
he was a fast roper and a top bronc rider
and as good an all around cowhand as you'd
find in any man’s cow country. His hair was
as red and wiry as an Irish terrier’s and there
was a mass of blurred freckles across his
face and they looked like a black smear on
his weather tanned face. His nose was short
and his mouth too wide and he was blunt
jawed. There were shining sparks in his eyes
now as he joshed Wanda Black. But when
his temper barcd the color of his eyes
changed and they were as green and cold as
winter ice. And the color would drain from
his face and the freckles would stand out
like a dark brown smudge across the upper
part of his face.

It was early in the morning and Wanda
was joshing him about his eating pie like
that for breakfast and the Widder Black
was standing in the kitchen doorway, apple
cheeked and snowy haired and smiling.
Then the door opened and Sheriff Pete West
came in. He was a large man with a whiskey-
veined face and a heavy paunch. Time had
been when he was a top cowhand and later
he ran a wagon and then he got badly
crippled one stormy night when a stampede
ran over him and killed his horse and he was
laid up for a year and while he was still too
crippled to fork a horse he won the Bucket
of Blood playing poker. He still walked
with a limp and his right leg bowed out a
lot more than his left leg and he had the
limping gait of a drunken sailor. His depu-
ties did the hard riding. But Pete West had
the savvy that it took to ruan the job from his
saloon and he had plenty of guts and a
quick draw to back his play. Sheriff Pete
West was well liked. He always had a
new story on tap and his storics were as
clean as his spotless bar apron. .

“Pie for breakfast,” grinned Steve Sul-
livan. “Pete orders a T bone steak and a
quart of rye and feeds the T bone to his
houn’.” ’

“Bourbon,” chuckled Sheriff Pete West.
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“And she’s a bulldog. Part bull, anyways.
With a family. Nine pups last night. I set
up all night with her. Doggondest lookin’
litter you ever seen. All colors. From one
pure white to a brindle that’s goin’ to
amount to somethin’. Fry six, Miz Black,
and burn the taller outa the bacon. Plenty
of fried spuds and a big bowl of applesauce
on the side and a gallon of coffee and fix it
to take out. Steve kin take it.”

“For the proud mother and her nine 1i'l
fellers?”” grinned Steve. "No T bone for
the ol’ gal?”

“Here's the jail keys, Steve. You let him
loose and I'll have Arnold send you both
up. He says he don’t know when he’ll be
able to stand the smell of a steer, raw or
cooked to a cinder. And where was you last
evenin’ about sundown, Steve?”

“Me?” Steve Sullivan cut a quick look at
Wanda and her cheeks colored and Steve
grinned and looked up at the Sheriff.

“Noue of your doggoned business where
I was, Pete.”

“Mebby not. Most mebby, yes. Judge
Arnold will be askin’ yuh.” He tossed the
jail keys on the oilcloth-covered table and
told the Widder Black to wrap him up the
two best T bone steaks she had on tap. For
Queen, the mother of nine fancy pups:

“And mind you, Steve, no doggoned
monkeyshines. You let ‘im out and I'll shoot
your big ears off.” o

“Let who outa where, Pete?” R

“The hoosegow. Your dude pardner Bax-
ter. Ledbetter and Fancy Britches Webb
fetched him in. With a Slash L hide:
Ketched him red handed butcherin’ the steer
that belongs to the hide. Ledbetter’s face
looks like he’d bin bucked off into a stone
wall. There's a bullet hole in the Stock In-
spector’s hat. Doc’s takin’ some stitches in
Baxter's scalp where Webb’s bullet parted
his hair in the middle. Beef butcherin™ and
assault ag’in’ a law officer with intent to
kill and resistin’ arrest. Them'’s the charges
ag’in’ your tenderfoot pardner. Better take
him some smokin’. And you kin pick up a
quart of bonded stuff at the Mint. I'd take
his grub over only I gotta tend to Queen.”

Steve Sullivan’s grin died slowly and the
freckles smudged his face and his gray-
green eyes were slivers of ice.

Sheriff Pete West shook his grizzled head
and told Steve to keep his shirt on.
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out of the brawl and took him out on a
ranch and tried to make a man out of
George Baxter the Third. And what the
hell happens? The first time I'm left alone
and on my own I shoot the works. Lose
the outfit you've sweated your guts out to
build up. Listen, Steve. The best bet is for
me to stand up before Judge Arnold, plead
guilty and take my medicine. They can’t
lay a hand on you. I'm the Boston boy who
went Western. And pulled up lame. You're
a champ, Steve. You're all the aces in the
deck. The salt of the old earth. A white
man. Don't stick your neck out. Keep out
of this mess. Hang onto the outfit. It’s all
yours now. Marry little: Wanda. I'll knit
you a fancy horsehair bridle for each of your
many children. Hail and farewell, chum.
Now get the hell out!”

“If you wasn't bunged up, Baxter, I'd
bust the hell outa you. You're talkin’ now
like the dude souse that tried to whip all the
tough hands in Circle City the first night
you landed and the Slash L cowhands and
Ledbetter was goin’ to make you jig to six-
shooter music or shoot the heels off your
low-cut two-tone shoes. You quit me now
and I'll Rave Judge Arnold throw the book
at your dude head. Hell of a pardner!
Quittin’ a man in a tight, Just when I got
the ‘chance to shove a hunk of wolf bait
down the throats of Ledbetter and Fancy
Britches Webb."”

“You're fooling yourself, Steve. They’ve
got me across the old barrel. You know it
and I know it. Stay out of it.”

“You quit on me now, pardner, and Pete
West will have to put an extra bunk in
here. Do like I say and you'll be back fin-
tshin’ halter breakin’ them broncs about day
after tomorrow.”

“You don’t mean that, Steve?”

“The hell I don’t! Stall "em till tomorrow.
Then remember you never read no Slash L
brand on that hide. Or if you did read it,
it looked like a Lazy Ladder. Now git to
work on that quart of forty rod. Pass out
cold before Judge Arnold opens court. Adzos
and so-long, Bax.”

QITEVE SULLIVAN locked the cell door
b and went away whistling. When he
had gone George Baxter pulled the cork on
,the bottle. He smelled it, Then carefully
poured most of it on his clothes and he
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gargled it and spat it out without so much
as one small swallow. And he grinned at
himself and at the waste of excellent ten-
year-old bourbon whiskey. And when Sheriff
Pete West came for him a little before ten
o'clock that morning, to take him to Judge
Arnold’s court, he found the bottle empty
and the prisoner George Baxter apparently
maudlin, stinking drunk.

Steve Suflivan had taken Wanda Black
with him and paid an early morning visit to
Judge Arnold.

“Tell the judge, Wanda, where I was last
evenin’ about the time Ledbetter and Stock
Inspector Harry Webb arrested George Bax-
ter at the Antelope Crick ranch.”

“Steve was whipping some manners into
Chet Ledbetter with a doubled ketch rope.
At the Slash L home ranch. I'd ridden there
with Chet to get a buggy team my mother
bought from Chet’s father, Jim Ledbetter.
Steve was on his way home from the Pool
round-up, with his string of horses and bed
horse. He stopped at the Slash L Ranch to
see Jim and Chet Ledbetter about a brand
argument he’d had with the Slash L rep who
was working with the Pool wagon. Steve
rode up about the time Chet was paying
more attention to me than he was to the
buggy team. After Steve whipped some
manners into Chet's hide, we threw the
buggy team in with Steve’s string of horses
and came on to town together. We'd just
as soon you didn’t mention it to anybody,
Judge.”

“You gave young Ledbetter a hiding,
Steve? A good 'un?”

“You should have watched him crawl on
his hands and knees and bawl and slobber,”
smiled Wanda. “That alibis Steve?”

“For the beef butchering. Chet Ledbetter
will have you up for assault and battery,”

“He says he’s going to kill Steve the next
time he sights him.”

“Then Steve had better- keep his eyes
open,” said Judge Arnold. “Jim Ledbetter
and his big son Chet are hard cases. Now
run along. Unless you want to see me about
Baxter's case, Steve.”

Steve Sullivan shook his head. “Some
day, Judge, if I kin rope whup a few more
Chet Ledbetters, I might git Wanda con-
vinced that she’d better take me on for a
lifetime job protectin® her. And we’ll pay
you another visit. Now I gotta git back to
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the ranch. Git that beef hung up in the
meat house.”

“It looks bad for your partner, Steve.”

“A judge shouldn’t be prejudiced for an
opinion,” grinned Steve Sullivan, “till he's
weighed all the evidence. So-long, sir.”

They left Judge Arnold tugging his gray
whiskers and chuckling and scowling from
under shaggy brows.

Steve Sullivan left his string of horses in
the pasture behind the feed and livery barn
and rode on to the ranch. He spent the rest
of the day doing what chores that needed
to be taken care of, And when it was dark
he changed into a pair of old canvas overalls
and old boots and a battered old hat and
shoved a whetted skinning knife into the
saddle scabbard with his .30-30 carbine. And
rode into the broken badlands. A little
after moonrise Steve Sullivan shot a three-
year-old Lazy Ladder steer. He worked fast.
In less than half an hour he had the hide
off the carcass. He had shot his beef near
the edge of a big soaphole bog. The bad-
lands had a lot of those black mud bog holes
that crusted alkali white and in some cases
were bottomless. Any animal trapped in
one of those bogs would soon sink out of
sight under its own weight. Steve rolled
the beef carcass, minus its hide and the ears
with their telltale earmarks cut off, into the
bog. It sank out of sight and Steve covered
the blood sign on the solid ground and at
the edge of the bog and erased his boot
tracks and the tracks of his shod horse. He
rolled the beef hide with the hair side out
and threw it across his saddle and rode be-
hind it.

Back to the ranch. There he slid the flat-
tened hide in between the soogans and
blankets of a tarp-covered bed and loaded
the bed on a pack horse and hit the trail for
town. If he met anyone along the trail he'd
tell them he was taking George Baxter’s bed
to him. That his dude pardner had some
tenderfoot notion about wanting his own
bedroll there in jail. But Steve Sullivan met
nobody. And he rode unseen into the open
doorway of the Widder Black’s barn. And
when he had shut the barn doors he jerked
loose the squaw hitch in the rope and slid
the tarp-covered bed with its hidden Lazy
Ladder hide onto the dirt floor of the barn,
" He took the hide out and rolled it up again
with the hair side out and rolled up George
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Baxter’s bed and roped it and left it in the
harness room. And hid the hide in an
empty manger.

The Widder Black’s place was at the edge
of town. A log house and a good log barn,
a big truck garden and a lot of flowers and s
horse pasture. A light showed in the kitchen
behind drawn blinds. When Steve rapped
cautiously Wanda opened the back door and
let him in. Then she struck a match and
lit the candle she had blown out before she
opened the door for her after-midnight
caller.

She let Steve give her a big hug and a
clumsy kiss. He had burned his butchering
clothes and bathed the blood off and was
shaved and dressed in a new pair of Cali-
fornia pants and blue flannel shirt and his
town Stetson and best boots.

“You're .duded up like Harry Webb.
Buckskin seat in your new pants. My, oh
my! Fancy Britches Sullivan.”

“Have it your own way, lady. What did
you find out?”

“It's soaking in a tub of water in Stock
Inspector Webb's office next to the jail.”

“Pickin’s,” grinned Steve.

“And Chet Ledbetter standing guard.”

“Not so easy pickin’s.”

“Chet’s a little drunk. A Slash L cow-
puncher relieved him at midnight and he
came to the restaurant for supper, I let him
hold my hand while Ma cooked his steak.
And promised I'd meet him for a few min-
utes later on. It’s about that time now. He'l!
slip out for half an hour. He's tamed down.
Eating out of my hand.”

“Yeah. And he'll chaw off a few fingers
if you ain’t watchin’. Doggone, you're a
white man. Ten minutes would be plenty.
I won’t forget what you're doing for me,
Wanda.”

“How do you know I'm not doing it for
dear old Harvard? Well, let’s ramble, cow-
hand. Don't trip over your feet.”

About fifteen minutes later Steve Sulli-
van slipped in the back door of Stock In-
spector Harry Webb’s cabin that was his
living quarters and office. He carried the
cumbersome rolled beef hide. He was
breathing hard and wet with sweat and it
was a minute or so beforé¢ he located the
wooden tub in the corner because the lamp
light was turned on a low wick. Another
five minutes and he had substituted the Lazy
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Ladder hide for the Slash L hide. And he
had to compare the two hides and cut a long
angular rip in the Lazy Ladder hide to match
the cut in the other hide where Waggoner
had started to cut out the Slash L brand. The
hides matched closely enough for color. Both
steers had been red and brockle faced. And
once wet the hair darkened and the hide
would have to be closely examined on both
sides to read the brand. Steve wore a long
black slicker to cover and protect his clothes
from both hides. He rolled the soggy hide
that had been in the tub and carried it out
the back door and he must have taken longer
than he figured or Chet Ledbetter had got
uneasy. He heard Chet coming in the dark-
ness and flattened himself in the black shad-
ows and Chet passed him so close that he
could smell the tipsy young cowhand’s whis-
key breath. Chet’s gait was long legged and
stumbling from tanglefoot booze. There
would be wet spots between the tub and the
back door and Steve had to hope and trust
that Chet was too drunk to notice.

Steve waited quite a while. He heard
Chet stumble over something and curse
thickly. Then the plop of a pulled cork and
the clink of a bottle neck against the rim
of a glass. Chet was having himself some
beer.” And singing now about Rye Whiskey
I Crave.

Steve lugged the sodden hide through the
night to the Widder Black’s barn. He
grinned as he spread it between Baxter’s
soogans and buckled the bed tarp and rolled
up the bed and roped it. He had cut out
the Slash L brand with the big whetted blade
of his jackknife. And he rode away with
the brand and when he got into the hills he
whittled the brand into small pieces and as
he rode along he scattered those bits of hide
across-a'ten-mile ride. And it was daybreak
when he swung back to the wagon road with
his slicker tied behind his saddle cantle and
all traces of his hide changing carefully
wiped from his hands and bocts. And the
sun was in the sky when he rode boldly
down the wide dusty main street of Circle
City. Past the row of saloons. And he
nodded, scowling blackly, at the little group
of men standing on the wide plank sidewalk
in“front of the Mint. Sheriff Pete West
minus his bar apron and wearing his street
coat and a cartridge belt and holstered six-
shooter buckled around his paunch. Stock
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Inspector Harry Webb standing between the
sheriff and big Jim Ledbetter and young
Chet Ledbetter who was in his twenties and
as big as his father. And both the Ledbet-
ters with battered looking faces. Chet had
his father’s long jaw and high bridged nose .
and pale eyes but he wasn’t as ugly looking
as his tough tobacco chewing sire.

TEVE watched the Ledbetters warily, his

hand on his gun. Chet had slobbered

his threats about shooting him on sight. He

would have ridden past but Sheriff Pete

West hailed him. And for a few bad mo-
ments Steve Sullivan wondered if his hide

swapping had been found out. '

“Baxter comes up before Judge Arnold
at ten o'clock sharp. You better be handy
in case you're called fer a witness.”

“T'll be there,” Steve Sullivan scowled
heavily to hide the grin inside him. “I'd
give a purty to locate that Sam Waggoner.”

“There ain’t no Sam Waggoner,” said
Stock Inspector Webb.

“Baxter claims there is, Fancy Britches.
His word is good enough for me any time.
And against your word, Mister, it's worth a
million.”

Steve grinned at big Jim Ledbetter’s bat-
tered face. Then at the rope welts that
scatred young Chet’s. And rode on whis-
tling through his teeth.

I

HE courthouse was a one-storied build-

ing with a sizeable courtroom with
judge’s stand and a railing in front of the
stand and the chairs and two tables reserved
for prosecuting and defense attorneys and
the prisoners and the witness stand on the
other side of the judge's platform with its
flat-topped desk and heavy armchair. And
the judge’s one-roomed chambers at the
back.

The courtroom was packed. The benches
occupied and standing room taken up to the
last foot of crowded space. Jim Ledbetter
and Stock Inspector Webb lugged in the
wooden tub with its soaking hide. Sheriff
Pete West came in with the prisoner. George
Baxter was dressed in a cléan gray flannel
shirt and Levi overalls and he was fresh
shaved and his head wrapped in a snowy
fresh bandage. His eyes were clear and
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there was a faint grin on his mouth but
something of the healthy outdoor color was
gone from his face. And his jaws were
clamped till the muscles at the corners
bunched. He saw Steve sitting with some
Pool ranchers on the front bench and they
exchanged grins and Steve winked.

This was the preliminary hearing and no
jury. Judge Arnold took his seat and rapped
for order and the hearing got under way.
George Baxter entered his plea of not guiity
and told the judge he’d act as his own at-
torney.

There was something grim and desperate
in Baxter’s attitude. Like a man who was
fighting a losing battle. Licked before he
started.

Jim Ledbetter was called for the first wit-
ness. He was asked to identify the hide.

“I kin identify it, Judge, from both sides.
It's a SlashL hide. Me'n Stock Inspector
Harry Webb kin both identify that hide. We
watched George Baxter skin it off that
Slash L steer he killed an’ butchered.”

“Have 'em both identify the hide, Bax.”
Steve leaned across the rail to whisper to
Baxter. “Right now.”

Baxter looked puzzled. He got to his
feet. “If it please your honor I would like to
call upon Stock Inspector Harry Webb and
have him sworn in and allow both men to
examine and identify the hide.”

UDGE ARNOLD said it was contrary to
the usual procedure but if both Ledbetter
and Webb were willing he saw no objection
to their making a point examination of the
hide. It would save time. So Webb was
sworn in. Ledbectter and the Stock Inspec-
tor examined the hide. The water had been
drained off. The hide was heavy and sod-
den. It was almost impossible to read any
kind of brand on the wet hairy side. And
the hide would have to be fleshed before the
brand welt on the under side could be ac-
curately deciphered. But both men saw the
knife rip in the hide where the brand was.
They had been drinking all night and though
neither man was drunk, their eyes were none
too keen and their fingers clumsy as they felt
of the hide. They looked at one another and
rodded and dropped the sodden hide back
in the tub,
“That’s the hide,” said Ledbetter. *“I
swear to it.”
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“That’s our hide all right,” agreed Stock
Inspector Harry \Webb.

They had not actually examined the hide.
But since it had been skinned off that steer
they had retaired absolute possession of it.
One of them or Chet or some trusted Slash L
cowhand had guarded the hide. This was
their Slash L hide. Get on with the hear-
ing. That was their attitude.

“Make ’em swear to it, Bax.”

The still puzzled Baxter had both wit-
nesses repeat their declarations under oath.

The prosecutor had spent most of the
night in the celebrating company of Ledbet-
ter and Webb. His eyes were red rimmed
and his voice too loud. He put Baxter cn
the stand and bullied at him. And made
him identify the hide. And then Baxter sent
the cow country courtroom into chuckles
when he said he identified this hide as being
the onc he had skinned off the butchered
beef.

“It’s the same color. And there’s that
rip in it where Waggoner tried to cut the
brand out. You'll have to remember I'd
had a head injury. Pain blinded me. And
at the best, I'm no brand reader. Harvard
offered no course in the reading of brands.
I naturally supposed the lad Waggoner had
killed a Lazy Ladder steer. I presume this
is the same hide I skinned from the beast.”

“You presume!” shouted the prosecutor.
“Is it or 1s it not the same hide you skinned
from that butchered beef? Answer Yes or
No.”

“Ledbetter and Stock Inspector Webb
have so identified the hide. They are both
experts. I bow to their superior knowledge
and training in such matters. I am forced
to agree with them.”

“That will be all.” The prosecutor wiped
the beads of sweat from his bald head and
smiled placidly at Ledbetter and Webb.

That part of the hearing seemed to be
over with. Judge Arnold had heard both
Ledbetter and Stock Inspector Webb tell
their coinciding stories of the arrest. The
assault hearing would be separate from the
beef butchering charge. The judge was
about to formally charge the prisoner and
bind him over for jury trial when Baxter
said he had one witness to examine. He was
acting upon Steve Sullivan’s orders as re-
layed to Baxter by Wanda Black when she
brought his jail breakfast to him. :
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eyes measured for a pair. And he didn’t
give a damn if he did look like a drunk
preacher in ‘em because the Widder Black
wouldn’t have him anyhow, specs or no
specs, till he cut down his quart a day to a
pint. And for Baxter to put on his shoot-
ing specs and they’d get going after he got
the loan of a fresh Lazy Ladder horse that
was stout enough to pack somebody heavier
than a race jockey. -

“Somethin’ gun broke, Steve, that I kin
shoot off.”

And the three of them rode away to-
gether. Packing saddle guns. And George
Baxter the Third, tenderfoot cowman, was
not much fooled by the easy joshing and
hoorawing and careless talk that passed be-
tween Steve Sullivan and Sheriff Pete West.
Behind their easy banter was a grimness
that was like a cold steel core. Like a gun
barrel in a leather scabbard.

It was that hour before dawn and the
part of a moon still in the sky when they
reached the upper end of the badlands and
heard the bawling of cattle being moved.
They reined up and Sheriff Pete West said
this was it and for Baxter to stay close to
Steve and for them to make every shot count
because they were his deputies and he was
the John Law and the odds were against
them and the men they were after were
killers.

“You know what to do, Steve.
Baxter with yuh. Good luck, boys!”

Sheriff Pete West rode away. Steve and
Baxter called, “Good luck, Pete!” And then
Steve slid his saddle gun from its scabbard
and Baxter followed suit. Steve grinned
and said, “Wipe your shootin’ specs clean,
Bax.”

No handshaking or sentiment of heroics.
It was just 2 grim sort of job to be done.
Shoot first and don’t shoot to miss. Steve
led the way. A few minutes later he pulled
up under the rim of a scrub pine ridge and
" waited. Dawn was graying the sky and then
the cattle drive shufled up out of the bad-
lands. Weary, sorefooted cattle. The leaders
setting a faster pace than the swing cattle
and the cowpunchers behind fighting the
drags along with dragging ropes that
flicked out at the deft twist of the rider’s
wrist and the knotted rope end would spat
against the rump of one of the drag crit-
ters.

Keep
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TWO men rode the point. One on either
side of the strung-out leaders. One of
the point men was big Jim Ledbetter. The
other rider was Fancy Britches Harry Webb.
And a hundred yards or so behind them and
on opposite sides of the moving cattle in the
swing or middle of the trail herd rode Chet
Ledbetter and the man Baxter recognized in
the gray dawn as his man Sam Waggoner.
And there were two more cowhands fetch-
ing along the drags. They were a couple of
Slash L tough cowhands. Drawing fighting
wages and about to earn their big money,
Steve grinned at Baxter,

Baxter was uneasy and the palms of his
hands damp with sweat and he wondered
what bad happened to Sheriff Pete West.
He cut a furtive look at Steve Sullivan and
Steve’s eyes were slitted under the shadow
of his slanted hat brim. Then Sheriff Pete
West’s big voice boomed.

“Hold up, Fancy Britches! You and the
Ledbetters is under arrest!”

The broken hills threw back the echo and
then the gray daybreak was shattered by the
crashing roar of saddle carbines. Some of
the cattle broke and ran. But the bulk of
the long, hard driven, leg weary cattle balked
in their tracks. Riders spurred for the near-
est shelter of brush and rocks. The two
drag riders headed straight for the brush
that hid Steve Sullivan and George Baxter.
Steve’s teeth were bared in a mirthless grin.

“Hold everything, Bax. Keep your shirt
on.

“The whites of their cyes, old sox,” said
Baxter. His voice dry.

The pair of Slash L tough hands charged
their horses through the buckbrush. They
sighted Steve and Baxter and their guns
spat jets of fire and Baxter felt and heard
the close whine of bullets and then Steve’s
saddle gun cracked and Baxter shot twice
before he rcalized he'd squcezed his gun
trigger and levered a fresh cartridge into
the breech and fired a second time. One of
the Slash I. men was on the ground and
threshing around and yelling for them not
to shoot him any more. That he had a belly-
full. The other rider was hanging onto the
saddle horn with both hands and then his
horse whirled and he pitched off and his
arms clawed the air and he lit heavily on his
head and one shoulder and lay there with
his head twisted under him and didn’t move.
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The two riderless horses tried to spook and
they sidled off crabwise until the dragging
bridle reins fouled in the brush.

A bullet nicked Bauter’s shoulder and
then he heard Steve yelling at him and
realized they were under fire.

“You deaf, Bax? Quit that horse. Belly
flop, you bonehead!”

And Baxter flung himself from his saddle
and none too soon because one of the hail
of bullets tore a deep furrow in the high
cantle of his fancy-stamped saddle. Then he
was lying flat on the ground behind the
buckbrush. He heard Steve cursing and
there was something like a dry sob in Steve’s
voice.

Then Baxter turned his head and he
saw that Steve's horse was down. Hit
through the shoulder and kicking. There
was a brief second when Baxter’s ears were
filled with the almost human squeal of horse
pain. Then Steve’s six-shooter cracked and
he'd put his suffering horse out of its misery.

“Oh, damn you!” yelled Steve. “You
horse murderin’ hound!”

“Just settin’ you afoot, Mister. First the
pony and then the man!”

“Waggoner!” Baxter's voice was a snarl.
Waggoner was going to kill his, Baxter's
horse! Like hell he would!”

“Bax!” yelled Steve. “Down you damn’
fool!” \

But nothing but bullets could stop George
Baxter the Third now. He went through
the buckbrush and down the slant. Bullets
snarled past his head but he kept on until
one struck him in the thigh and he stum-
bled and fell headlong. And he had hardly
hit the ground behind the mecager shelter
of a fallen lightning-blasted pine before his
saddle carbine was cracking. And from the
brush patch a hundred yards down the slope
came a man’s sharp yelp of agony. And
alias Sam Waggoner’s next shots went wild
because Baxter's bullets were cutting twigs
in front of his face and two .30-30 bullets
broke both Sam Ledbetter, alias Sam Wag-
goner’s shoulderblades and he was scream-
ing with pain when Baxter’s third bullet
crashed into his open mouth and tore out
bis upper teeth and the back of his skull.

QTEVE SULLIVAN and Chet Ledbetter
) - were swapping shots but both were
tidden by the brush and they were getting
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nothing better than close misses. Until Bax-
ter sighted Chet moving in behind the brush
to get a shot at Steve’s back. Then Chet
was hidden by the brush before Baxter could
shove fresh cartridges into the empty maga-
zine of his gun. And Steve Sullivan hadn’t
seen Chet move out from behind the brush
so Steve was wasting bullets shooting at
the brush patch. Baxter was going to yell
at Steve, then changed his mind. His bullet-
ripped thigh was starting to hurt. He rolled
over and over and into the shelter of some
rocks and brush. And peered through the
tangle of buckbrush to sight Chet. But he
couldn’t hear or see Chet. Until he looked
over toward Steve’s patch of brush. And
sighted Chet Ledbetter crouched down on
one knee and deliberately lining his sights
for a bead on Steve’s back. No time to aim
or shout a warning. Baxter shot without lift-
ing his carbine and the bullet struck Chet in
the shoulder and spoiled his aim. Chet's
shot whined over Steve’s head. Steve whirled
and his carbine whirled with the motion of
his shoulders and he shot twice as fast as he
could pull the trigger and lever a fresh
cartridge into his gun breech. Both shots
tore Chet’s heart and ribs to slivers.

Up toward the point of the herd the
shooting still sounded. Then Steve Sullivan
and his tenderfoot pardner Baxter saw Sher-
iff Pete West crouched in behind a little
patch of rocks and brush. With a six-shooter
in his hand. And from a distance of about
two hundred yards Fancy Britches Harry
Webb was squatted behind a sandstone rim-
rock and was sending shot after shot at
Pete’s rocks and brush. The bullets were
hitting the rocks and ricocheting off with
snarling, pinging whines. Pete West was in
a bad tight. He had somehow lost his
saddle carbine or run out of cartridges for
the saddle gun, because he was using his six-
shooter and the range was too far for a hand-
gun and the soft-nosed .45 slugs were fall-
ing short or missing wide. And the big
sheriff dared not quit what shelter the small
boulders and brush afforded because that big
bulk of his made too easy a target. And any
one of Webb’s bullets might find its mark
now.
“You damned white-livered, glory hunt-
in’ Fancy Britches!” Steve’s voice lifted to a
wild yell. And it drew a couple of quick
shots from the Stock Inspector’s carbine.
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Baxter was going to shoot but Steve’s
voice halted him.

“That purty fella tried to steal my girl.
He’s my meat, Bax! Lay off!”

Steve could have killed Webb with his
first shot. But he wasn’t doing it. He
drove the Stock Inspector out from behind
his shelter with a fast volley of shots. Webb
dodged and ducked'and ran and flung him-
self onto his horse. And by that time Pete
West was out from behind his flimsy shel-
ter 2nd had mounted his horse to head off
the Stock Inspector, They met almost head
on and now it was close quarters and the
sheriff’s six-shooter was handier than the
Stock Inspector’s saddle gun. Sheriff Pete
West shot Webb through the belly twice
and then through the chest and Stock Inspec-
tor Harry Webb was dead when he slid from
his saddle and hit the ground.

“I'm obliged, Steve!” Sheriff Pete West
called out. ""Ledbetter made a freak shot be-
fore I gut shot 'im. His damn’ bullet
smashed the trigger and magazine of my
saddle gun. That Fancy Britches had me
shore 2-sweatin’ there behind them pebbles.”

So the gun fighting was over and big Jim
Ledbetter and his younger son Chet and the
older son Sam who had turned outlaw were
dead. And the Stock Inspector Fancy
Britches Harry Webb was dead. And two
dead tough hands. Horses to catch and un-
saddle and turn loose. Let the cattle scat-
ter and spread out on feed and water. Sheriff
Pete West had a couple of bullet rips in
his big carcass and Steve had got off with
a flesh wound in his leg and Baxter’s thigh
wound was painful but not dangerous.
The sheriff and Pete West went over to
where the tenderfoot cowman sat on a
fallen log.

Baxter slid his six-shooter from its holster,
aimed at a trce trunk about fifty feet away,
shot at it and hit it. Then picked up his
saddle gun, lined his sights on a pine cone
at the tip of a scrub pine a hundred yards
away, and shattered it.

“Hey, you Bax! Call it a day.
over but the hollerin’.”

“I had to make certain sure.” Baxter put
down the gun and began peeling off his
pants to get at the bullet rip.

“Sure of what, pardner?”

“Under certain stress of excitement the
nerves are taut. Even the optic nerves be-

It’s all
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come affected. Of course I'm not completely
relaxed. The chances are that when the last
trace of excitement has died out, I'll be near-
sighted. But the eye specialist who refused
to operate claimed that eye exercises would
better or even completely restore the eye-
sight. And while he didn’t specify gun
fighting— You saw those two shots I just
made. Accurate enough, no?”

Then Sheriff Pete West and Steve Sullivan
noticed that Baxter wasn't wearing his eye-
glasses. And Steve said, “Where’s your
shootin’ specs?”

“Lost 'em. The damn’ things fell off
when you yelled at me to belly-flop off my
horse. Horse stepped on 'em. From then
on it was the good old naked eye.”

Steve grinned and shook his head. “'Well
I be damned.”

They were patching up each other’s
wounds and Sheriff Pete West said that
Steve Sullivan and George Baxter had to
take over the big Slash L outfit—lock, stock
and barrel-—and he'd sce that nobody dis-
puted their claim. They could let the own-
ers of the stolen cattle come from Wyoming
and claim their stock or sell the cattle to
Steve and Bax. And then he grunted like
he’d been kicked hard in the paunch. And
took a crumpled yellow envelope from his
chaps pocket.

“Telegram for you, Baxter. Forgot it.
Thinkin’ about Queen and her pups. Tl
keep one. You boys take the others out to
the ranch.”

It was addressed to Gceorge Baxter, III
Tenderfoot Badman. He grinned and then
opened it. Then his lips puckered in a slow
whistle.

“Wheeeew! Her name is Betty Lou and
she’s a You-all gal from the bluegrass coun-
try and savvies horses like Pcte savvies his
likker. She threatened, last time I saw her,
to toss the engagement ring into the gutter
with me. Listen. Hang oato your hats,
boys.” And he read the telegram aloud.

“Well, well,” she wires. “You had to
make the calaboose to get into public print.
Anyhow it’s one way for a gal to locate her
missing man. Will arrive in Circle City with
a second-hand hacksaw blade and a rusty
horse rasp and grandpappy’s squirrel gun.
Stop. Two licenses. A feudin’ license and 2
splicin’ license. Stop. And a carload of
brood mares. And a steeldust stud I bought
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in Texas. Stop. If we have to spend our
honeymoon in the Circle City hoosegow get
busy and sweep it out and talk the jail man-
ager out of a nice quiet cell. After all we'll
want a smidgin of privacy. Stop. Three
years, you missing son of a gun. Stop. Hope
you saited down six-bits of your cattle rustler
dough. I need it to pay the feed bill at
Lexington Downs. They ran away from
my colors. So I'm raising short horses.
Quarter horses for the cow country trade.
So get your pasture fence fixed. And move
over, jail boy. For Betty Lou.” A
Baxter shoved the telegram into his pocket
and grinned. “She’s got hair the color of a
crow’s wing. Eyes the color of smoke. She’s
an orphan. She’d get the best room at the
best hotel. Then pile some horse blankets
on the straw and sleep in a box stall to be
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near her horses. Owed a feed bill at the
Arkansas Hot Springs stables when I met het
the first time. Got her and her ponies out
of hock. She got a winner at Saratoga and
paid off with compound interest. Prideful.
You'll like her. And she’ll like you folks.
And she'll really go for those pups!”

Sheriff Pete West and Steve Sullivan
helped Baxter to his feet and he limped
over to his horse. They mounted and headed
for Circle City. The sheriff was sending a
wagon for the dead men.

A week later Judge Arnold did a land-
office business. He married the Widder
Black to Sheriff Pete West. Pronounced
Steve Sullivan and Wanda Black man and
wife. And gave Betty Lou Langly to George
Baxter III to love and to cherish and perhaps
obey.

THE STORY TELLERS’ CIRCLE
(Continued from page 7)

sands of pugs are fighting the war pretty
good, and not many soldiers would be
any good in a main event at the Garden.
I like to write about fighters, because they
are courageous, simple souls who love to
fight. Some are heels and some are great
men. Like people. Fighters ARE people.
They even have families. Remember ?im
Braddock? " .

“I even remember when Mickey Walker
was a featherweight and fought Tommy
. Speno in Newark and licked Tommy too.
Now look at Mickey—he’s painting in oils
or water colors or something with a beret on
his skull. The greatest fight he ever had was
against Benny Cohen when both were light-
weights, eight rounds to a perfect draw, each
down four times. Cohen became a dentist
and quit the ring and if he also is painting
Eictures’ you could prove something or other

y the analogy. .

“But Greb was the best. He licked Mickey
‘and he licked Dempsey in the training
camps when he was a2 puffy middleweight.
Greb was a dancing fool who loved ale and
beer and women. Greb fought anybody any-
time any place for any dough because fight-
ing was Greb's business. Tunney still car-
ries only one memento of his warring among
the inferior folk. . .. Greb gave it to him,

over the eye and if Gene says he was butted,
why did he let Harry get his head lower than
Gene’s? That's against good practise!

“In the end, Tunney became Greb’s mas-
ter, but Harry had danced away many a
night by then. He had fun and it was a
sorry day he died in Atlantic City or he
would still be having fun laughing himself
sick at the current heavyweights. . . .

“Although the lightweights :re pretty
good, and this Zurita is not a baa boy, am-
bidextrous like all Mexican fightcrs. I saw
him on the Coast last year and he went good
against a colored boy who can fight a bit
himself. What ever happened to Allie Stolz,
anyway? He was the best amateur light-
weight I ever see . ..

“Excepting maybe Benny Rothwell, the
old Olympics fighter, who quit after six

ro victories and went to running his dad’s
profitable Newark bar. Benny had a left
hand like a knife and he was almost as_tall
as Georgie Ward, the old welter who belted
Walker plenty in no-decision bouts in New-
ark. . .. '

“You see how it goes? You start talking
about fights and fighters and you go on and
on. Hours and hours. If my favorite glama-
zon had not walked in, I might be doing
this yet tomorrow morning. . . .

“The lieutenant found most of his sup-
plies, too. He is a very nice lad from Three

(Concluded on page 143)
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had been an attempted holdup of the Oco-
tillo Bank two days ago, by two men, in
which the cashier had been badly wounded.
The shots had awakened Ocotillo City,
and before the bandits could get away, one
of them was knocked down by a bullet, al-
though the other escaped. The man who
was knocked down refused to talk to any-
body. The heavy bullet had cut a furrow
around the back of his neck, shocking him
so badly that he was unable to get up.

He was a big man, long-haired, bearded,
hard-eyed, and as lithe as a wolf. His range
clothes were threadbare, his boots worn
badly. But he merely glared his hate at
Haslam, when the sheriff questioned him.
Who he was and where he came from, no-
body knew. Haslam had told Red:

“Whoever he is, he’s a killer, Red.”

All this ran through Red’'s mind, as he
lay there. Red was usually elated over a
mystery, but this one struck too close to his
heart, leaving him weak. He tried lying on
his stomach, but he was too restless, so he
flopped back on his back, unable to close
his eyes and relax.

Red Harris was only sixteen years of age,
but he possessed a brain of an older boy,

" which helped him make up for what he

. Little Pardner’s

]

lacked in his slight build. He was still
dressed in his overalls, which were held
up by a short rope belt, a badly wrinkled
white shirt, and he was barefooted. Red
wanted to be ready in case any word of
whereabouts was an-
nounced. His face was lean, tanned, and

_ freckled. His nose was straight, set be-

tween two bright blue eyes.

Red Harris had been an orphan, who had
drifted into Ocotillo City after his old pard-
ner had been murdered. Sheriff Spike Has-
lam had taken a liking to Red, given him a
home, and later he adopted the boy. Red
had one job in the Haslam household—
looking after Little Pardner—and that was
2 mighty task in itself. Right now Red
blamed himself for the youngster’s disap-
pearance. It was his interest in the prisoner
at the sheriff’s office that had taken him
away from the house, during which time
Little Pardner disappeared.

Little Pardner, just in case you should see
him, was short and stocky, with a moonlike
face, small pug nose, and large bluc eyes
which - led him continualiy on the search
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for bugs—large or small, he didn't care,
just so they were bugs. He was four years
old. He was dressed in bib-overalls, a faded
blue shirt, and he wore dirty tennis shoes on
his small feet. A few strands of blonde
hair always managed to appear from beneath
the brim of his battered old straw hat, which
was held in place by a whang-leather strap
that fastened under his chubby chin.

Red stretched, yawned, and tried to close -
his eyes and catch a few winks of sleep, but
just as he was about to drop off into slum-
berland, he heard the front door of the
house open. He turned his head and lis-
tened. He could hear voices belonging to
Sheriff Spike Haslam and Geography Jones
—but not to Little Pardner. Red sighed as
he listened, but he was too tired to get up
and join them.

Sheriff Haslam was a big, red-faced man.
Right now his face was deeply lined, and
his once bright eyes were tired and worried.
He stood by the front window and looked
outside. His broad shoulders seemed to
sag, and as he turned from the window and
walked over to a rocker, his gait was jerky,
uncertain. He slumped down into the chair
and looked over at Geography.

The deputy was tall, lean, with a thin,
lined face. His eyes looked weary as he
rubbed his hooked nose, then he tugged
at his straggly mustache. His long legs were
stretched out, and he kicked off his bat-
tered old high-heeled boots and wiggled
his toes. .

“This is hell!” grunted Geography. “Read
that letter again, Spike.”

Haslam pulled a soiled piece of pa
from his shirt pocket. He unfolded the
paper and held it close to the oil lamp. He
cleared his throat, then read the note:

W hen you turi my brother loose, you'll
get yore kid back. I'll give you until mid-
night tomorrow night, and if he ain’t
loose, the kid dies!” Don't tell anybody
about this note. Make it look like a
break, if you want to, I don’t care. You
can't lose if yore smart. You know who
I am and you know 1 mean business!

Jack HALLDAY.

Red Harris, tense, had heard every word
of the note. He swallowed hard as he
sank back oa his piliow. So that was where
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“Onery as the devil,” snorted Larry as he
flopped back on the cot. *“Won't talk much,
exc_lc;ﬁt grunt. Mean as they—"

e front door of the office was flung
open and into the room stepped Sheriff Has-
lam and Red Harris. They glanced at Buck
and Jeep, then what hope they had built up
within faded away, and they sighed deeply.

“Don’t tell me,” said Haslam. “It’s the
same old answer.”

Buck and Jeep nodded as they got to their
feet and moved toward the door. Geography
started to get up out the chair, but the
sheriff stopped him.

“Stay there, Geography,” he said, “I can'’t
sit still.”

The two men left the office. Red sidled
in beside the desk and climbed up on one
- comner. Haslam turned and walked to the
doorway, where he fastened the door open,
then he leaned against the wall and stared
out into the street. His mind was busy work-
ing, trying to figure out what he should
do. He turned from the doorway and looked
at Larry.

“You'd better get some rest, Larry,” he
said. “You only slept a couple of hours
this mornin’. Geography an’ I'll stay here
an’ watch things. Don’t come back until this
afternoon.”

LARRY sighed as he got slowly to his feet
and stretched. “If yuh insist, Spike, but
I'm glad to stay here if yuh need me.”

“\We'll watch things,” assured Geography.
Larry nodded as he left the office. Red got
to his feet and sauntered outside, where he
looked over at the hitch-rack. The posse was
still in the salcon. He moved across the
street and sat down on the edge of the
saloon porch.

“If they only knew,” sighed Haslam as
he sat down on the cot. “Certainly funny
not to be able to tell Red about it. He's
eatin’ his hecart out.”

“Everyone is,” said Geography. *Is there
anythin’ else I can do to help yuh, Spike?”

The sheriff sighed and shook his head.
“I wished there was, Geography, but it’s all
up to me. I have a duty to do—one to the
enforcement of law that I swore to uphold;
the other to the protection of my own child
—a duty that the good Lord gave me. Is
it fair to place any man in such a situation?”

“I dunno, Spike,” sighed the deputy.
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“Sometimes it's done jist to test yuh—yuh
never can tell.”

Haslam nodded wearily. “It's hell—
that's what it is!”

Red Harris leaned against a porch post
and watched the main street of Ocotillo City.
People were moving back and forth, and
here and there people stopped and talked,
with Little Pardner’s disappearance the main
topic of conversation. People passed Red
and spoke to him, but he merely nodded to
them, as his mind was far away, trying to
find the answers to questions that popped
into his mind.

“Hyah, Red!” greeted a cheerful voice,
and a hand slapped him on the back, bring-
ing him to his senses. He turned and looked
up to see a young handsome-looking cowboy
towering above him on the porch.

“Oh, howdy, Crane,” smiled Red. “Was
you out with the posse?”

“Yeah,” nodded Steve Crane, a new-
comer to Ocotillo City, having purchased the
Lazy S ranch north of town. “We sure did
a lot of ridin’ but without any luck.”

ED nodded. He knew about Little Pard-
ner, but he didn’t dare say 2 word to
anyone. Down deep inside him, he felt
sorry “for these men who had ridden all
night, but he was thankful to know that
they were all so interested in Little Pardner.
“What's the matter, Red?”’ asked Crane.
“Didn’t yuh hear me?”’

“Uh-huh,” nodded Red, “but I was
thinkin’ of Little Pardner.”

“Grand youngster,” smiled Crane. *‘Re-
minds me of my kid brother—but he was
shot to death when he was six.”

Shot to death! Those words flashed
through Red’s mind. Little Pardner’s life
was held in a balance—freedom of a killer
or shot to death. He swallowed hard and
was about to say something when Jeep Car-
ter came from the saloon and joined them.

“Jeepers, Red, but that youngster's good
at gettin’ himself lost, all right. We never
missed anythin’,” he grunted.

“Where'd yuh ride to?” asked Red.

“All over,” replied Jeep. “"We started
southwest o' here, an’ made a circle,
takin’ in the Calicos, Mummy Canyon,
Pancho’s place, an’ endin’ up at the Golden
Goose. Heard the others swung north o
hete, so it looks like we done covered every
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“Still searchin’, Red?” he asked.

Red nodded as he drew up on the reins.
“I'm not goin’ to give up if I can help it.
Little Pardner’s got to be somewhere near
town. He couldn’t get far.”

“Well, I hope yuh find him,” said Larry.
“I'm goin’ back to the office and relieve the
sheriff an’ Geography. I managed to get a
few hours’ sleep.”

Red rode beside Larry until they came to
the main street, where he swung Diamond
to the right toward home while Larry went
down to the sheriff’s office.

gHERIFF SPIKE HASLAM spent most
*J of the afternoon seated in the old rocker
on the front porch of his house. His eyes
were focused off across the desert toward the
Calicos Range, but there was very little ex-
pression in his eyes. He had a deep problem
to solve, and only a few hours left before
midnight.

Red Harris sat on the steps leading up
to the porch, watching every move that the
sheriff made, but he was thinking too, won-
dering just what Haslam was going to do.
Beside Red lay Glub and Fitt, lonesome
and blue because they missed Little Pardner,
too.

Red had just caught himself in time
on several occasions when he was going to
say something to the sheriff about the note
from Jack Halliday.

Finally Red got to his feet and entered the
house, where he looked at the large, old
clock on the mantel, then he returned to the
porch. Haslam shifted his eyes to the boy.

“It’s six,” said Red softly. “'Feel like sup-
per, Sheriff?”

Haslam slowly shook his head, then he
turned and looked out toward the road
where four men were riding up. Another
group of men who had been searching for
Little Pardner. They reined in close to the
front fence that stretched across the yard
and called to the sheriff. The leader was
Peter Falls, owner of the Golden Goose
Mines.

“Nothing to report, Sheriff,” he called.
“We've combed the south side and no sign
of the kid."”

“Thanks,” muttered Haslam, his fists
tightly clenched.

" “Anything else we can do?"”" asked Falls.

*No, I'm afraid you've done all yuh
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could. Better rest up,” replied Haslam. The
men waved and rode on into town.

“Lord!” grunted Red. “Where can Little
Pardner be?”

“I wished he could answer yuh, Red,”
sighed Haslam as he got to his feet. “I'm
goin’ back to the office.” He stepped down
the steps past Red. The boy watched the
sheriff. Haslam had aged years in the past
day. His footsteps were uncertain, like a
feeble old man.

Red sighed. He knew what the sheriff
was up against. Red also felt sorry for the
posses that were still searching. If only the
sheriff could tell them, and spare them, Red
knew it'd take a load off Haslam’s mind.
Red got to his feet and entered the house.

It was getting dark, so he lighted the oil
lamp on the table and sat down. Beside his
chair was a large wooden box, and inside
the box was Little Pardner’s toys. Red’s
fingers ran along the edge of the box as
thoughts of thc youngster came into his
mind. He had built the box for the express
purpose of keeping the toys off the floor
and perhaps saving someone’s life from
tripping over them.

One by one, Red removed the toys, look-

_ing at each one carefully. Fond memories
~ crept into his mind, but quickly they were

dimmed by what lay ahead. Red’s blue eyes
soon were filled with tears, and he wiped
them, sniffed, and looked over at the clock.
It was nine—three hours to go! Carefully
he replaced the toys in the box, then leaned
back in his chair and stared at the old clock
as it ticked away the precious minutes,
which soon turned into hours.

AT QUARTER past eleven, Red couldn’t
stand it any longer. He got to his feet,
picked up the lamp, and went into his bed-
room. He set the lamp on his crude dresser,
then he opened the top drawer and picked
up his Colt .45. He cxamined the gun,
pushed shells into the empty chambers, then
he shoved it insidc the waist-band of his
overalls.

Red replaced the lamp in the living room,
blew it out, and hurried outside, where he
paused on the porch. The moon was bright,
lighting the landscape. Red went out to the
road, turned to his left, and walked toward
town. He walked slowly, his keen eyes
searching each dark spot along the street.
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He peered at everyone he saw on the street,
and Red knew most of them.

He stopped in front of the sheriff’s office
and glanced about. There was a weak light
inside, but the door was closed and a curtain
was drawn across the front window. Red
tried the door, but found it locked. He
moved to the edge of the walk. Business
was going on at the Fill 'Em Up Saloon
across the street. So Red walked across the

street and stopped at the foot of the steps’

which led up on the porch of the saloon.
He glanced under the swinging doors.

There were several men lined up at the
bar. One of them was Larry McMann. Red
climbed the steps and halted near the door
where he could obtain a better view of the
interior of the saloon, but was backed down
the steps as a cowboy staggered through the
swinging doors. The boy stepped back into
the shadows and watched as the man, with
some difficulty, managed to get through the
doors. He paused on the edge of the parch,
then stepped off, missed his footing, and
landed on his face on the boardwalk. He
muttered a curse, and climbed unsteadily
to his feet. He made his way out to the
hitch-rack, where he stopped, grasping the
railing for support as he looked at the four
horses that were tied there.

“’S funny,” he muttered loud enough for
Red to hear him. “Shure I left him here.”
He turned and glanced back at the saloon
door, then he shook his head. ““Shomebody
took him—that’sh what they done. My poor
old Shpooks—rushtled!”

He staggered along the hitching rail, care-
fully examining each of the four horses.

He stopped at the end, turned, and started
back into the saloon.

“Can’t go home,” he said
“Shomebody shtole my horse.”

A stolen horse! Red's mind clicked. If
Jack Halliday expected the sheriff to release
Nick, he would have to have a horse for
his brother to ride on. Red glanced about
quickly. Jack Halliday must be nearby, wait-
ing for midnight. Just then one of the
horses at the hitch-rack nickered. Red’s head
jerked back to the horses, as an idea struck
him. An unseen horse’s nicker! Red whirled
and moved up the street at a run, keeping
in the shadows as best he could.

Inside the sheriff’s office, Spike Haslam
watched the old clock on the wall while

thickly.

137

Geography Jones sat slumped in a chair. It
was” ten minutes to twelve. The deputy
watched Haslam as the sheriff got to his
feet and moved back toward the cells. He
opened a door that led to the hallway and
the cells.

Seated on the edge of the bunk in the
first cell was Nick Halliday. He glared at
the sheriff as the officer lighted a small oil
lamp that was fastened to the wall in the
hallway.

"I reckon you know about yore brother’s
note to me,” said the sheriff. “Couldn’t help
hearin’ us talkin’ it over.”

Nick nodded. “Goin’ to let me out?” he
asked thickly.

Haslam leaned against the bars and .
studied the outlaw. “If I let yuh out, how'd
yore brother know where to look for yuh?”

“You let me out that front door, I'll do
the rest,” snorted Nick Halliday as he got
up off the bunk and started toward the
sheriff, but Haslam backed away from the
bars, blew out the lamp, and moved toward
the door.

“Hey!"” growled Nick, as he grasped the
bars and shook them. *"Whatcha goin’ to do?
Ain’t yuh goin’ to let me go?”

Haslam stepped into the office and
slammed the door, leaving the prisoner’s
question unanswered. Geography looked up
at the sheriff, then he glanced at the clock.
It was two minutes to twelve.

The sheriff walked over to a hat-rack,
where he picked xiip a dirty, old black som-
brero. He fingered it, then placed it on his
head. He turned and looked at the bewild-
ered deputy.

“What in hell are yuh goin’ to do,
Spike?”

“We're about the same size, ain’t we?”
queried Haslam. ‘It’s dark enough out there,
an’ I'd be wearin’ Nick’s hat.”

“Spike, yo're plumb loco!"" snorted Geog-
raphy as he started to get to his feet, but
Haslam shoved him back in his chair.

“Stay here an’ watch Nick!” he ordered,
then he turned on his heel and walked to
the door. Here he paused for a moment,
then he flung the ch))or OéDeD and stepped
outside. He banged the door behind him
and stood in the shadows on the walk,
glancing about. _ -

A shrill whistle split the silence. Haslam
glanced to his right. There was a man stand-



138

ing in the shadows of the alley between the
office and the bank. He motioned for Has-
lam, and as the sheriff drew close, the man
said in a husky voice:

“C’'mon, Nick, we’ll be movin® fast.”

He started down the alley at a trot. Has-
lam started after him, and nearly caught
up with him as they rounded the rear of the
bank and went down the alley toward the
first side street.

THE tumble-down shack was a grotesque
sight in the moonlight. The weeds and
old trees about the building caused weird-
shaped shadows against the crumpled walls.
An old ow! hooted now and then from up
in the rafters.

Through the weeds sneaked Red Harris,
his blue eyes darting here and there. He
moved in beside the tumble-down fence,
slowly, carefully he made his way over the
top of the fence and dropped into the tall
weeds in the yard.

Red sneaked through the weeds to the
tumble-down shed at the rear of the house.
He stopped and listened. He could hear
something inside the shed. Slowly he drew
his six-shooter and gripped it tightly in both
hands as he stepped to the comer of the
shed. This end of the shed was out com-
pletely, and as Red rounded the corner, he
stopped dead in his tracks.

The moonlight was bright enough to
allow Red to see two saddle horses inside
the shed. He moved in beside one of the
horses and stopped. The two horses were
alone in the shed. Red shoved his gun back
inside the waist-band of his overalls.

“Ready for a getaway, eh,” he grunted as
he noticed both horses were saddled, and
their reins were dangling on the ground.
He moved in beside the other horse. One
of these belonged to the drunk back at the
saloon. Red thought about stealing the two
animals, but had a better idea. He took a
sharp pocket-knife from his pocket, snapped
open a big blade, and quickly cut the cinch
away. He repeated this procedure on the
other cinch, then he put his knife away and
moved out of the shed.

Outside, Red paused and listened. He was
sure that it was after midnight, and he won-
dered where Jack Halliday might be; and if
the sherif had released Nick. He aut
through the weeds to the house, where he

SHORT STORIES

10

stopped and glanced about. The old shack
had been built on a high foundation. Red
found the opening where there had once
been a back door, and he glanced inside, but
the place seemed empty.

Red wondered where Little Pardner might
be. He wasn’t in the shed, and he wasn’t
in the shack. Suddenly Red’s knees became
weak, Had Jack Halliday done away with
the youngster? Was he trying to pull 2
double-cross on the sheriff? Thoughts
Hashed through Red’s mind, and he glanced
about the shack, spotting a hole in the
foundation. He moved forward and peered
inside.

It was pitch dark under the shack. Red
decided that this would be a grand place to
hide, because he could watch the shed from
there. He crawled into something. Red
stopped in his tracks, his right hand feeling
out before him in the dark.

He felt flesh! Slowly, Red’s hands felt over
the human object that was in his path. He
could feel ropes, clothing, and flesh.- Sud-
denly a thought dawned on him, and he
whispered hoarsely:

“Little Pardner, is that you?”

The person wiggled. Red’s hands found
a gag, which he carefully removed, his heart
pounding rapidly.

“Red!” gasped a hoartse, excited voice.

“Are you all right, Little Pardner?” asked
Red as he fingered the knots of the rope in
the dark in an effort to untie the youngster.
Red knew that his time was short, and he
worked as fast as he could until he felt the
last rope slip free.

“We've got to be careful,” warned Red.
“The man that stole yuh is liable to be
around here any minute, an’ we don’t want
him to find us because he’d kill us.”

Red managed to turn around, and he
started toward the opening, dragging the
youngster by the arm behind him.” A sound
outside caused Red to freeze against the
hole in the foundation. He heard footsteps!
Quickly he drew his six-shooter from E?s
waist-band and gripped it tightly in both
hands. If anybody tried to get under there,
he’d meet hot lead. Red listened.

“Let them find the kid if they can,”
panted a voice. "I cached my rifle under
here. The horses are in the shed, Nick.”

“Where’s the kid, Jack?”

(Continued on page 144)
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This is the only tool we will use other
than a bullet mould, lead pot and dipper.
The mould will cost $5.00, the dipper ﬁo
and the pot $.50 or a dollar. Total this and
we have put out about ten bucks. (Remem-
ber that’s in normal times. You can't get
these items now.)

The projectile we are using is the Ideal
Pope bullet No, 308403. 1t 1s used as cast
without sizing, is very accurate and can be
seated in the case by hand without tools.

So far we’ve spent ten iron men for equip-
ment. Now let’s see what it’ll cost to load.

Primers cost $3.00 for a thousand.

DuPont powder No. 80 cost $1.00 for a
half a pound.

Lead for use in moulding bullets—noth-
ing if you use old storage battery metal.

Let's see now! If we load each .30-40
Krag or .30-06 case with 12 grains of No.
80 we get 291 cartridges from half a pound
of powder. 291 primers would cost $.87.
Therefore, we load 291 cartridges for $1.87.
I should mention that the bullets have to be
lubricated but the amount of grease neces-
sary for 291 bullets is negligible as for a
buck you can make up enough compound
to last a lifetime—or good cup grease can
be used.

Anyway our cartridges have cost us quite
a bit less than a cent each. And as the
prewar list price per box of 20 of .30-06
and .30-40 ammo. was $2.10 and $1.93 re-
spectively—figure it out yourself and you
will find we have not only paid for our
equipment but have realized quite a saving
besides. And all this with only 291 car-
tridges. Many times I have fired more
rounds than this in a morning.

It costs more to reload using jacketed
bullets—but you always save if you do much
shooting. Of course you can't count in the
time element as costing anything. It's sup-
posed to be fun anyway.

At one time I was only interested in load-
ing at Maximum velocities. In fact, I con-
sidered it a waste of time to fool around
with reduced (I called ‘em sissy) loads. For
these high-speed loads the best of equipment
is necessary including a set of very accurate
scales sensitive to 1/20 grain or less. It
costs a lotta dough and believe me, it takes
time on this stuff (otherwise it's unsafe).
So I never encourage an inexperienced hand-
loader to mess around trying to make up am-















