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STAR WESTERN

(Continued from page 6)

to laugh!“Hell,” he says, “we can’t
give a horse like that away in this part
of the country. Full or half-blood
Percherons for draft, or plow; Ham-
beltonian strain for the saddle, fine.
But that paint’s got too long coupling,
and likely stringy muscles. Legs is too
straight, too,” he says. “Likely the re-
sult of uncongenial mixture. Try an’
enter him in a fair, an’ you'd be laughed
off the lot.”

“What do you use horses here for?”
I ask. “To get their pictures painted?
Out where I come from we use 'em for
riding. An’ a horse has to have as much
if not more brains than the man who
rides him, as a rule.”

Another of these loco gents puts in
his two-bits worth, saying that every
black horse he ever bought or got in
a trade always died on him. Even
though they seemed fine for their first
owners, and when he got them.

This feller had a cast in one eye and
the beginning of a hare lip, and so I
told him that I never trusted a man with
a cast eye or a hare lip. Which made
about as much sense as he did.

Later on I saw a three-quarters steel-
dust that the folks called an iron gray,
and another feller argued that it was a
blue roan if he ever saw one. But there’s
only one right name for that kind of
horse as you know, and that’s steel-
dust, and a finer horse for cow-country
work was never foaled.

I won’t lay all the fault on the jug
that was going around, even if it was
loaded with stuff they called hard cider,
which tastes like something we might
feed hogs back home. For the first
quart or so, that is. After that, it’s
sorta mildly warming, and after that,
you got to treat it like you treat the
cocked hind legs of a balky mule. Only,
I didn’t know that. Not then.

They led out a strawberry roan with
four white stockings, and right away
I think of Snowshoes, and how he used
to raise hell around camp, moochin’

. biscuits, and likely pawing over the
dutch oven when he couldn’t find any.
I felt as if I knew that horse.

A crowd of men was around it, and

one of ’em says, “There’s ol’ Jonah,

again. The livin’ example of the say-
in’, ‘One white leg buy it, two white
legs try it, three white legs sell it, four
white legs shoot it!" ”

Mister, how did I know those crazy
fools didn’t mean that as she lay, be-
cause everything they said seemed to
make about as much sense as a woman
trying to buy a new hat. There I was
with the cider sort of working up in
me, and I get the idea that the stock-
inged strawberry roan was really that
old fool Snowshoes—here on a strange
and hostile range, alone with a bunch
of crazy galoots that wanted to shoot
it just because of its stockings.

I took a flying jump that landed me
astraddle of the roan’s bare back. That
roan just turned its head around and
looked at me, and if I ever saw a horse
smile—not laugh, mind you—that did.

“If you think you’re going to shoot
old Snowshoes, you better try shootin’
me first!” I shouted, and then that
roan and I started from there.

They told me later that I made quite
a ride. I remember slipping a little
when we cleared the fence and hit the
road, then lit out for the farm where
my wife and I was visiting,

Well, sir, it seems that they weren’t
going to shoot that roan at all. And
before I got done paying my fine for
disrupting the peace and busting up the
horse auction, old Snowshoes Junior
cost me a considerable sum of folding
money. And my wife did too, because
I took Junior back home in a cattle car,
so I never did get to show my wife
New York. That was all right with me,

Me, I think I'll stay right here in
Boise in the winter, and sneak away
whenever I can to the little spread T
own. Where there are plenty of paint
horses and no bigod “blue roans” or
“iron gray’s” but honest steeldusts.
And where Junior, with his four white
stockings, can have the run of the
place and hunt for the biscuits I hide
under my pillow in the bunkhouse.

Thank you, Mr. LeRoy! And you can

bet that we’d have followed your lead!

So, until next issue, salud y pesetas!
—STRAWBOSS
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Van Carter’s gun sent a bullet plow-
ing into the pine board floor near the tall
cowboy’s feet. As the stranger’s first .45
slug hit him in the belly, the second shot
struck the law badge that was pinned to
his shirt. The tough peace officer’s knees
buckled. He coughed once, then crumpled
in a heap and lay there.

“If that snake has ary friends in the
house,” called the tall stranger with the
smoking six-shooter, “let 'im—"

The sentence was never finished.

There were two swinging kerosene
lamps in the Lone Star, and both of them
were shot out at almost the same instant.
Black Jack Spaden raked in poker chips
and money, while the bartender ducked
behind the bar and lay flat on his belly.

Guns ripped the darkness with short
spurts of flame. Chairs and tables were
knocked over in a wild stampede for the
front and back doors. A man groaned,
and the groan ended in a death rattle.

Black Jack Spaden’s flat toned voice
cut through: “All over but the swamping
up, Mac. Light a lamp.”

The bartender fumbled around until
he found a spare lamp and matches. He
lit the lamp and set it on the bar.

Besides the town marshal, two other
men lay dead. And Spaden was bending
over the motionless form of the tall stran-
ger who had killed Van Carter.

“A bullet parted his red hair, Mac.
He's out like a light, but he won’t die.
We'll get him across the street to the
hotel. Judge Barbee will want him kept
on ice.”

“You know ’'im, Black Jack?”

“No,” the gambler shook his head, “but
somebody in the house did.

Black Jack Spaden, a slim, hawk-
beaked man with a pair of cold yellow
eyes, was known around Alamos as a
square gambler. He owned the Lone Star
Saloon. He carried a white handled six-
shooter in a shoulder holster.

His black broadcloth suit was always

brushed and pressed; his white shirt
never soiled. The ends of his drooping
black mustache hid the corners of his
tight-lipped mouth. He seldom smiled
and never laughed.

As he stood up he ejected two empty
shells from his ivory handled six-shooter,
shoved fresh cartridges into his gun and
slid it back into its shoulder holster. His
black coat dropped back into place over
the gun.

Two of Spaden’s men carried the stran-
ger across- the street to Judge Barbee’s
Alamos Hotel, where the tall, silvery-
haired frontier jurist held court in the
dining room. The Judge’s large nose was
as purple as a cherry, but his quart of
whiskey a day did not blear the sharpness
of his gray eyes nor dull his wits.

He scowled from under bushy brows
at Spaden and the two gamblers carrying
the wounded man.

“Look here, Spaden,” Judge Barbee’s
Southern voice that was as deep and mel-
low as a bell. “Keep your dead car-
casses where they belong.”

“The man’s no more than creased,
Judge. He just killed Van Carter. Just
in case he should die, however, he de-
serves to cash in his chips on the right
side of the street. But if Doc Steel gets
here in time, the man will live. Dead or
alive, he’s your prisoner.”

“He kill Van Carter?”

“Without so much as a ‘by your leave.’
And a neat job it was.”

Black Jack Spaden smiled thinly and
went back across the street.

x

’ I \HE cowpunchers from the trail out-
fit, herded by their trail boss whose
name was Buck Jimson, were lined

up at the bar.

The bartender Mac had set out glasses
and the bar bottle and told the crowd that
the drinks were on the house. Then he
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were the two dead cowhands that Buck
Jimson claims shot out an old grudge.
Buck Jimson said his tough cowhands
came back in later.” _

“Buck Jimson’s brought other trail
herds through here,” said Doc Steel. He's
a quarter-breed Injun. And like some
’breeds he’s got the worst of both bloods
in his system.”

“Whenever Buck Jimson honors our
little cow-town with a visit,” said the
gambler, “there’s a killing or two. I had
it doped out that he and Van Carter
would lock horns tonight. I'd have given
Mac odds on it. But the red-headed
stranger was a dark horse. Buck Jimson
and Van Carter were once pardners in the
cow business in West Texas. Hatred and
larceny was in their hearts when they
split the partnership. When thieves fall
out, Doc. . ..”

“You think the red-headed stranger
might fit into that old partnership some-
where, Spaden?”

“Quien sabe? Who can say? Buck Jim-
son promised to bury his dead before
sunrise when he moves his trail herd off
the bedground. But if the stranger is on
his legs and not in jail by morning I'll
make you a little bet, Doc. I’ll gamble
that Jimson’s herd drifts on without bury-
ing his two dead cowpunchers.”

“I'm not a betting man, Spaden.”

He put down his empty glass and faced
the gambler squarely. There was a har-
assed look in his brown eyes.

“Alamos could be a decent place to live
in, Spaden, if you and Judge Barbee
would bury the hatchet and smoke the
pipe of peace. As it is, the Judge imports
men like Van Carter for town marshal.
And you back the play of this red-headed
stranger, who walks in and shoots the
town marshal without explanation. If you
have the supreme gall now to try to pin
that law badge on Van Carter’s killer,
there’ll be hell to pay. I don’t like it.”

“Is the Judge claiming,” smiled the

gambler, “that T hired the stranger to kill
his spur-jingling marshal?”

“I didn’t probe for the Judge’s opin-
ion,” said Doc Steel. ‘“I know he has the
wounded man under arrest and has two
men guarding him. Van Carter was, after
all, the Law here.”

“Van Carter,” said the gambler, “was
brought to Alamos from Texas. He was
sworn into office by Judge Barbee. His
sworn duty was to maintain law and or-
der. Instead, he abused and violated his
oath of office by gun-whipping men who
were too drunk to give him a fight, If
Van Carter had owned any guts he’d have
killed me. I didn’t need to hire any man
to kill him, I do my own gun-work.

“The man who killed Van Carter is a
rank stranger to me. But I'm pinning this
bullet-scarred town marshal star on his
shirt or busting a gut trying. Providing,
of course, the man wants the job.

Doc Steel shook his head and picked up
his black bag from the bar. He looked
tired and a little old as he walked out.

Black Jack Spaden’s black brows pulled
into a faint scowl above his hard yellow
eyes.

“His name is Moss Reynolds,” wheezed
the whiskey-voiced Mac.

“Uh? Who, Mac?”

“The red-headed young cowhand that
wiped out Van Carter. He was a but-
ton about sixteen last time I seen him. I
was round-up cook for the Reynolds Rail
R outfit when Moss wrangled horses for
his daddy. He’s all man now. I like the
way he gets his chores done. No cussin’,
no argument. Just clean work.”

CHAPTER TWO
A New Marshal for Alamos
0SS REYNOLDS came alive
five days later. His head felt like
it had been split open with a dull
axe, stuffed with red-hot coals, then
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Doc Steel nodded and opened his lit-
tle black leather bag. He gave the wound-
ed man a couple of pills and a glass of
water.

Judge Barbee scowled at the two guards
and motioned them out into the hallway.
He stood there at the foot of the bed,
straight as a ramrod, tugging at his white
goatee.

Moss Reynolds’ bloodshot green eyes
stared hard at the Judge. Judge Barbee
frowned back at him from under heavy
bushy gray brows.

“Untie me, Doc,” said Moss Reynolds
quietly. “I’m not goin’ to rabbit on you.
If it’s a crime to kill a rattlesnake at
Alamos, I'll stand trial.” .

Doc Steel nodded and started untying
the ropes that bound him hand and foot
to the heavy bed. Judge Barbee started
to protest but Doc silenced him with a
shake of his head. The Judge motioned
the two guards back into the room, They
looked uneasy under Moss Reynolds’
mocking, contemptuous grin.

“Take it easy,” Doc warned his pa-
tient. “You've had a narrow squeak.”

Moss Reynolds sat up, flexing his arms
and hands to restore the circulation. Then
he felt the bandage that was fastened
around his head like a turban.

A man down in the bar had crossed the
street, taking the news over to the Lone
Star that the prisoner had come alive.

When Black Jack Spaden came up the
stairs and down the hallway, the two
guards halted him at the doorway.

“Call off your watchdogs, Judge,” said
the gambler flatly. “I'm the prisoner’s
lawyer.”

Judge Barbee snorted. “Lawyer! Keep
on your own side of the street, Spaden,
where you belong. When Doc Steel says
this man is in shape to face the music,
he'll stand a fair trial. He’ll need the as-
sistance of no tinhorn gambler—"

Moss Reynolds grinned. There was no
mirth in it. His eyes were as hard as

green glass as he looked from Judge Bar-
bee to Black Jack Spaden.

“Barbee and Spaden,” he said softly as
if talking to himself. “The Alamos Cattle
Company.” There was hatred and con-
tempt in his voice.

“Take it easy,” said Doc Steel. “You're
in no shape—"

“I'm in shape to stand trial at this
Alamos kangaroo court. Let’s have my
clothes, Doc.”

He swung his legs over the edge of the
bed and stood up slowly. He was a little
dizzy but the pain in his head was slack-
ing off.

Clad in a white knee-length nightshirt
he stood on widespread legs and grinned
derisively at the two burly guards who
had their guns pointed at his belly. The
red-headed cowpuncher stood six feet
three in his bare feet and he was power-
fully built.

“Boo!” he barked at the two guards.
Then walked over to the wall where his
clothes were hanging.

His strength was coming back but he
was still weak. It took him quite a while
to get dressed. That bout with fever and
lack of food had left him weak. His
tanned face with its bristle of red whiskers
was grayish and beaded with cold sweat
by the time he had both tight fitting boots
pulled on. Ignoring the others, who had
stood there watching him dress, he spoke
to Doc Steel.

“I could use a big slug of good whiskey,
Doc. Then a thick steak. Those two
brave hombres will feel better if I'm hand-
cuffed, mebby. After I eat I'll take my own
part in this kangaroo court that passes
for justice in Alamos. Barbee and Spa-
den’s own private brand of Law an’ Or-
der! Did you know, Doc, that Van Car-
ter, their late town marshal left the Pecos
country ten jumps ahead of the Texas
Rangers? Not that it matters, because
Alamos ain’t fussy about who wears its
badge.”
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color had drained from his tanned face
and fear showed in his shifting eyes.

“Don’t beat me up. Buck Jimson give
me orders to stay behind here at Alamos,
to see if you lived or died. Then to fetch
him the news. That’s the truth, mister,
so help me!”

“But not all of it. You got a message
for Buck Jimson. What is it?”

“‘Spaden said to tell Buck to fetch along
more cattle. Another trail herd. That the
Alamos Cattle Company was buyin’ all
the cattle they could git.”

“And what did Spaden tell you to pass
on to Buck Jimson about me? All I want
is the truth, feller. Lie to me and I'll break
your neck. Let’s have it.”

““Spaden said to tell Buck that you was
wearin’ Van Carter’s badge. That he’d
had that law badge pinned on you a-pur-
pose. For Buck not to worry about you
‘because he had his own way of handlin’
you. And that’s all there is to tell, mister.
I ain’t lyin’.”

“Then hit the trail. And if I was you
I'd forget about me collarin’ you and
talkin’ to you. Just forget it. Git goin’.”

When the cowpuncher had ridden away,
Moss Reynolds went back up the street.
He got a shave and haircut at the hotel
barbershop and then went into the dining
room to supper. He saw the bartender
Mac eating alone at a corner table and
joined him. The paunchy Mac welcomed
him with a wide grin.

“It’s bin a long time, Moss. . .. You
was a slim ol’ kid last time we et together.
Remember the pie I'd hide out from the
boys an’ feed you when you fetched my
wood an’ water on the round-up? I heard
somewheres that your daddy was dead.”

Moss Reynolds nodded. “He was mur-
dered, Mac. He was fetchin’ a big trail
herd to Arizona. He got as far as Alamos
with his cattle. Somewheres near Alamos
the herd was stampeded and my dad, Sam
Reynolds and his cowhands were killed.
You might know more about it.” ‘

“I ain’t bin here but a few months,
Moss. And Spaden don’t talk. When was
Sam Reynolds killed? When did he lose
his herd?”

“Two years ago. It’s taken me that
long to pick up the cold trail. None of
his cowhands ever come back alive. They
were either killed or they didn’t dare come
back for one reason or another. ... Van
Carter was one of his cowpunchers.”

Mac whistled soundlessly. “I begin to
savvy, Moss.”

“I didn’t want to kill Van Carter. I
wanted to ask him a few questions. But
he crowded the play.”

“It all happened shore fast,” wheezed
Mac.

Moss Reynolds nodded. “Who shot out
the lights, Mac? Who killed those two J
cowhands? And who nicked my skull with
a bullet tryin’ to kill me?”

Mac shifted uneasily on his chair. He
was sweating a little and his beefy face
reddened. His grin was apologetic. “When
the shootin’ started I made a dive for the
floor. I'm no fightin’ man. Then Spaden
called to me in the dark that the shootin’
was over. To light a lamp.

“There’s a house rule at the Lone Star
that when a fight starts Spaden’s two
dealers or Spaden—whoever is handiest
at the time—will shoot out the lights.

“When I got the lamp lit I seen Spaden
knock two empty shells outa his gun. The
two dealers was gone. There was two dead
men on the floor and you looked dead.

“Buck Jimson said that the two J cow-
punchers had bin layin’ for one another
all along the trail. That they’d taken that
chance to shoot out an old grudge. But
Buck Jimson lied. Neither of them two
dead cowpunchers had a gun in his hand
when we found ’em.”

“So,” wheezed the sweating Mac, “I
can’t tell you much about who did the
shootin’. But it’s my guess that Buck
Jimson killed them two cowpunchers. Or
Spaden could have killed ’em. Unless, as
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pardners of the Alamos Cattle Company,
Doc?”

“Judge Barbee had a son. An only son,
Ward Barbee. Ward was killed one night
across the street at the Lone Star Saloon.
He was sort of a wild kid. But he was

a good cowman. He ran the Rafter A

outfit. Out on the range he worked hard
and worked his men hard. When he came
to town he drank too much and liked to
gamble.

“The Judge was sick in bed ; down with
a bad case of pneumonia. It was a week
before I dared let him know his son had
been killed.

“Ward Barbee’s death is a sort of mys-
tery. A gun-fight started. The lights were
shot out. When the lamp was lighted
Ward Barbee was there on the floor by
the poker table, shot in the head.

“The Judge blames Spaden for his son’s
death. Spaden swore he had nothing to
do with it. Jack Spaden has his faults,
but he don’t lie. He won’t tell a lie or
cheat at cards. It’s his gambler’s code and
he lives up to it.

“Spaden did his best to convince the
Judge he had nothing to do with Ward’s
killing. The Judge has to believe him.
But the bitterness is there, just the same.
And until Spaden proves himself blame-
less for the killing of Ward Barbee, that
bitter feud will exist.”

“Was Buck Jimson in town that night
Ward Barbee was killed?”’ asked Moss.

Doc Steel nodded. “Buck Jimson had
just delivered a trail herd at the Rafter
A ranch. He and his outfit were in town
celebrating. Why did you ask that ques-
tion?”’

Moss Reynolds felt of the bandage
around his head. ‘“Somebody tried to
shoot me in the head. Ward Barbee was
shot in the head. Buck Jimson was in
the Lone Star Saloon both times. Buck
Jimson has built himself a tough rep as
a gun-slinger.”

Moss grinned. “A man’s head makes

a hard target. Most gun fighters shoot
at a man’s chest or his belly. . . . But it
might not mean anything. From what I've
heard, Buck Jimson has shot more than
one man in the back.”

The Mexican waitress brought Doc
Steel’s supper and Moss finished his dried
apple pie and washed it down with black
coffee. He took a roll of money from his
pocket and tossed it on the table.

““There’s no way of thankin’ a man who
has saved your life, Doc. But I want you
to keep that bankroll. TI'll live off the
salary Barbee and Spaden pay their mar-
shal.

He grinned and shook his head at Doc’s
protests. As he left the dining room he
met Judge Barbee.

“I’'ve been waiting for a chance to talk
to you, suh. A private little talk. My
office.”

x

0SS followed the Judge into the
M latter’s private office. He took a
chair but refused a drink.

“Regardless of your opinion of me and
my court, suh,” Judge Barbee started
without his usual preamble of flowery
speech, “or whatever you may have heard
concerning the Alamos Cattle Company
and my pardnership with Jack Spaden—
regardless of everything else, there is one
matter of vital importance I'd like to dis-
cuss with you.

“My only son, Ward Barbee, was killed
in the Lone Star Saloon. Doc Steel can
furnish you with what vague details sur-
round my son’s murder.”

“He told me what little there was to

tell about it,” said Moss.
" “Very well. Find the man who killed
my son. I'll attend to that man, All I
ask is that you find him. Show me proof
that you've found the murderer. And—
you can name your own price, suhs”

Moss Reynolds rolled and lit a brown
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paper cigarette. Then he got to his feet.
There was no doubting the sincerity of the
white-maned Judge. Grief dimmed the
sharpness of his eyes. He poured himself
a drink and downed it. Then he held his
hand toward the new town marshal.

“We’ll shake on it, Judge,” said Moss
Reynolds, “But not until after I've got
the job done.”

He left the Judge scowling after him
a little bewildered. He crossed the street
to the Lone Star.

It was too early in the evening for the
drinking men of the town to gather. Save
for Mac and Black Jack Spaden the saloon
was empty.

Spaden sat alone at a green cloth cov-
ered table playing solitaire.

“T’ll make a little bet,” said the gam-
bler, “that you've been talking to Judge
Barbee. That the Judge has offered you
his share of the town of Alamos, if you'd
point out to him the man who killed his
son.” '

“You win the bet,” nodded Moss.

“You might have made a deal with the
Judge,” Spaden’s thin lips twisted, “that
you’d hunt down his son’s killer on condi-
tion that he'd tell you who killed your
father,”

Moss- stared down at the gambler,
Spaden motioned for him to sit down.
And when he was seated across the green
covered table the gambler gathered the
cards in his long fingered hands and began
riffling the deck.

“You'll find the remnants of those
Rail R cattle on the Alamos range,” said
Spaden. “And I'll show you Sam Rey-
nolds’ grave in the Alamos boothill. But
I'm afraid you killed the only man who
might have been able to give you any
details of your father’s death. . ..”

“The Alamos Cattle Company got the
Rail R trail herd.” Moss Reynolds spoke
quietly in his lazy Texan drawl.

Spaden nodded. “That trail herd was
in Buck Jimson’s J road iron when Ward

Barbee, ramrodding the Rafter A outfit,
made the deal for the cattle with Buck
Jimson and Van Carter. Ward Barbee
made the deal for those cattle and took
delivery. It was after Ward’s death that
we found out the trail herd had been
stolen. That the owner, Sam Reynolds,
had been killed. . . . Killed here in the
Lone Star not a week before.”

“Who killed my father, Spaden ?”’ Moss
Reynolds’ voice did not raise above its
level tone,

“Sam Reynolds was shot in a saloon
ruckus while the lights were out. I don't
know who fired the shot.”

“And they claim,” said Moss Reynolds
grimly, “that you never lie.”

“I don’t deal a crooked game, Rey-
nolds. “I don't tell lies.”

I kin take that,” said Moss quietly, “or
leave it.”

“Exactly.”

“Was Buck Jimson in the saloon when
my father was shot in the head ?”

“He might have been. He probably was .
here. So was Van Carter.”

“Van Carter,” said Moss, “was already
dead when somebody clipped my skull
with a bullet,”

“Meaning ?”’

“Meanin’, Spaden, that the man who
ripped my scalp with a .45 slug is the same
gent, mebby, who killed my father and
Ward Barbee. That feller shoots at a
man'’s head. For some reason his aim was
bad when he shot at me after the lights
went out.” .

“And I can take that or leave it?”
smiled the gambler thinly.

l‘Yeah.!’

Moss got to his feet, shoving back his
chair. He grinned flatly at Spaden, then
walked over to the bar where Mac had
been polishing the same whiskey glass
for the past several minutes,

“Kin you still cook up a son-of-a-gun
in the sack, Mac?”

“I wouldn’t doubt it, Moss.”
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“When the new marshal of Alamos
cleans up this town, I'll hire you to build
a son-of-a-gun by way of celebratin’.
Goodnight, Mac. I’m beddin’ down with
the chickens.”

CHAPTER FOUR
Boss of the Santa Anita

ARSHAL MOSS REYNOLDS
M had Doc Steel tape a less bulky
bandage on his head so that he
could wear his hat. Then he went to his
room in the hotel. He pulled the shades
down before he lit the lamp low. Then
he bolted the door and pulled off his boots.
It had been a strenuous day for his first
up from a sick bed. But he was big and
tough and those five days in bed had
rested him more than anything else. And
now when he awoke after a few hours
sleep he felt ready to go again.

There was a huge pitcher and wash
bowl and the cold water washed the sleep
from his eyes. He grinned at his reflection
in the shaving mirror over the wash stand.
The bandage around his head gave him
a sort of piratical look. He blew out the
lamp and lifted the window shade and sat
in a chair by the open window with his
hat on and his cartridge belt and holstered
six-shooter buckled around his lean
middle.

His room on the upstairs floor of the
two-storied hotel gave him a panoramic
view of the town’s wide, dusty street. The
only sign of life was over at the Lone Star
Saloon.

It was nearly midnight, Moss figured,
when his patient waiting and watching
from the darkened room was rewarded.

Half a dozen cowpunchers rode into
town. They rode in pairs, traveling at a
slow trot, quietly as if they were on busi-
ness instead of pleasure. They stopped at
the hitchrack in front of the Lone Star
and went into the saloon. They kept their

chaps on and Moss took that as a sign
that they would not stay long-at the bar.

He guessed right. They stayed inside
long enough for a drink and then came
out and got on their horses and rode down
the street to the feed barn and corral.

A man came across the street from the
Lone Star and Moss recognized him. It
was Black Jack Spaden. He came into
the hotel, and into the small bar where
Judge Barbee and his cronies from the
right side of the street did their quiet
drinking and card playing.

A few minutes later Moss heard some-
body come upstairs and down the hallway
to his room. He lay on his bed and gave
a good imitation of a man snoring. He
moved a little so that the bed springs
creaked. Somebody rapped cautiously on
his door but he did no more than roll over
and snore. He heard the doorknob turn.
Finding the door bolted on the inside, the
would-be intruder moved on down .the
hallway again and down the stairs, mak-
ing as little noise as possible.

Moss was back at the window now. He
had only a few minutes to wait before he
saw Spaden come out of the hotel and
walk rapidly down the deserted street to
the feed barn.

A little while later the six cowpunchers
rode away into the night and the gambler
came back to his saloon across the street.

Moss crawled feet first through the open
window, hung for a second or two by his
hands, gauged the distance to the ground
below and dropped. It was about a twenty
foot drop and he landed with his knees
limber enough to absorb the brunt of the
shock. Then he slipped around the rear of
the building, keeping to the black shadows
of the hotel wall, moving cautiously.

There was a rear stairway with a little
lean-to shed at the door. Moss could make
out the shadowy form of a man sitting-
on a beer keg, his head sagging forward,
dozing. A gun was across his lap.

Moss slid his six-shooter from its hol-
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ster and crept up behind the dozing guard.
The long-barreled pistol lifted and came
down on the man’s head with a short
chopping blow. The man grunted and
rolled sideways off his keg, a sawed-off
shotgun sliding off onto the ground.

It took no more than a minute to tie
the man’s wrists and ankles with wide
strips ripped from the unconscious man'’s
heavy flannel shirt, then gag him with his
silk neck handkerchief. The man was one
of the burly guards who had been in his
room. Moss grinned as he dropped the
guard's hat across his face.

There was nobody at the feed barn.
Half a dozen gaunt-flanked, sweat-marked
horses were in the corral. Moss caught
and saddled his own horse and rode out
of town. He rode in the direction he had
seen the six night-riding cowpunchers
take, traveling at a long trot.

So far as he could tell, Moss had gotten
out of his hotel room and out of town
without being seen. Perhaps he was rid-
ing on some sort of a futile errand, but
his curiosity was aroused by those extra
Rafter A horses that were kept in town,
those six night-riding cowhands who had
changed horses there and gone on. There
was something stealthy about the whole
proceedings. And that guard had not been
placed at the door of the rear stairway just
for the hell of it. :

After an hour passed, Moss Reynolds
was beginning to wonder if his hunch had
been wrong, or if he had taken the wrong
direction. He was almost in the notion
of turning back when off in the distance
he heard the blurred sounds of cattle being
moved.

It was rough, broken country, spotted
with brush and scrub pinon trees.

Fifteen minutes later, Moss Reynolds
sat his horse on a short ridge and watched
the cowpunchers shoving a bunch of cattle
into a huge corral that was joined to an-
other big corral by a branding chute.
There was a large branding fire burning

and its glow showed the movements of
the cowpunchers. As the drags were
crowded through the gateway of the big
corral, a couple of riders were already fill-
ing the small corral that was connected
with the branding chute by long wings.
Cattle were being prodded into the chute,
caught in the squeezer, branded, then
prodded into the big corral beyond.

Through the bawling of cattle threaded
the sounds of men’s voices, calling back
and forth to one another, Now and then
there would be a few words of broken
English. But most of the talk was in the
Mexican language; snatches of Mexican
songs and now and then laughter at some
ribald verse or some shouted remark. Only
Mexican vaqueros work like that, taking
their hard work and dust and sweat with
a song and a laugh.

+«

OSS dismounted and squatted on

M his boot heels. The Mexicans

should be working under a gringo

boss, and he kept waiting to hear the sound

of that gringo boss’s voice. But only the

Mexicans were calling back and forth to
one another.

They would be branding until sunrise
and after sunrise. But Moss wanted to get
back to Alamos by the time dawn broke.

Finally he mounted his horse and rode
down the slope. He rode boldly, as a
man rides when he is going to meet
friends. As if he belonged to the outfit and
came on open business.

The Mexicans moved back and forth
between the fire and squeezer with cherry
red branding irons. Others kept along
the chute on foot with prod poles. The
riders inside the corrals did not even
notice him as he rode up.

The Mexicans at the branding fire and
along the chute halted in their work, star-
ing at him as he rode up.

“Vaqueros!” Moss called out.
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““Amigos!” Then speaking their own lan-
guage with the ease of a Border-raised
Texan, he asked about their boss.

Nobody answered. They eyed him now
with suspicion. One or two of them slid
furtive hands toward their guns. They
were staring at his law badge that glinted
in the red reflection of the branding fire.

Moss Reynolds had ridden up with a
wide grin on his face. Now that grin
slowly died and his eyes were narrowed
hard green slits.

“Pronto, hombres! Who is your boss?
Where is he? It is the Law who talks
to you! Keep away from your guns!”

A tall slim cowhand straddling the far
corral at the end of the branding chute,
tally book and stubby pencil in hand,
looked down at him from under the brim
of a low pulled hat. Then he shoved the
tally book and pencil into the pocket of
a pair of brush scarred chaps.

“I'm ramrodding this outfit.
take it easy, mister.”

Moss Reynolds stiffened in his saddle.
That was a woman'’s voice. Then he re-
covered from his shock of surprise and
grinned slowly, pulling off his hat.

Her face was in the shadow of her hat,
but Moss saw her white teeth flash in a
quick smile, Then she laughed. It was
a throaty, husky laugh that matched her
voice.

“You must be the new town marshal
of Alamos,” she mocked him, “with a
head so hard that bullets bounce off it.”

She spoke in the Mexican language.
The Mexicans around the branding fire
grinned through their dirt and sweat.

“I'm Moss Reynolds,” he told her.
“Now who are you?”

“Then they didn’t tell you at Alamos
about Anita Spaden?”” There was a gay
mockery in her voice but it was tinged
with a sort of bitterness and defiance that
puzzled Moss.

“Nobody” he said, “told me about
Anita Spaden. You're Jack Spaden’s—”

Better

“Shirt-tail cousin—the sharp thorn in
the side of the Barbee-Spaden Alamos
Cattle Company. The knife in their backs.
They’ve got harder names for me. It’s
either an insult or a compliment that the
Judge and Black Jack have not given you
my pedigree. . . . Chico, take the tally
book and pencil. Get on with the brand-
ing, muchachos.” :

She handed the tally book to a tall,
lean, gray-mustached Mexican with a
knife-scarred face and one shriveled hand.
Then she jumped down from the corral
and walked into the firelight.

“Light,” she told Moss, “and rest your
saddle.”

Standing there now in the firelight Moss
got a good look at her. She was tall and
slim as a boy. She took off her hat and
shook a mop of thick curly black hair
that glinted with reddish highlights in
the glow of the branding fire.

Her face was tanned, healthy looking.
Her eyes were smokey gray, fringed by
heavy black lashes that darkened them
with shadow. Her nose was short and
straight, her red-lipped mouth a trifle
wide. She wore her brush-scarred cow-
puncher clothes like she belonged in them.
She spilled tobacco from a muslin sack
into a brown paper, rolled it and lit it
deftly. :

“There a bottle of good tequila there
by the water bucket if you want a drink.
You look like you need one.”

“T reckon I do,” he told her. “Meetin’
a girl like you here is a jolt.”

“Who did you expect to find here?”

“I didn’t know who I'd find.”

He watched the brand that the Mexican
was stamping on a steer in the squeezer.

‘“Heart,” he read it aloud.

“Ace of Hearts,” she corrected him.
“My iron. My lucky card.”

“Where’'d this bunch of cattle come
from?” he asked bluntly.

“Read the road iron on their hides.”

The next steer in the squeezer kicked
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witted troubador. He was already making
up still another verse for his song, with
the shy boldness of a small boy singing
behind his teacher’s back:
“El Pelirrojo is big and strong
And very brave and perhaps bold
also. ’
He killed that cabrén Van Carter
Because that evil one had bad man-
ners
And a wicked heart inside him.
And now it is good to see him ride
in the moonlight

With the beautiful Sefiorita, our
Patrén
For whom we would all die a thou-
sand times.
And we believe that perhaps the Red-
Headed One
Is a true caballero who killed that
Evil One

Because perhaps in a moonlight dream
He met the Sefiorita Anita

And a brave man kills quickly for one

he loves!”

Anita’s tanned face flushed a little in
the moonlight. Moss felt his face redden
hotly. But he promised himself that he
would buy all the tequila that Chino and
the rest of the loyal outfit could drink.

“T kept them from killing Van Carter,”
she told Moss. “They were ready to kill
you tonight if you’d acted the wrong.way.”

She told him that she worked only
Mexicans. They were loyal and could not
be bribed or intimidated. They were hand-
picked. Judge Barbee and Black Jack
Spaden had not enough money or enough
guns to make any of her vaqueros turn
against her.

“You don’t think much of Barbee and
Spaden, then?”

For a short moment her flecked smoke-
gray eyes darkened. Then she laughed
softly.

“I’'m the sand burr in the Rafter A
blankets.”

They were a mile or more from the

corrals now, riding along in the moon-
light, their stirrups touching now and
then. The trail narrowed where it dropped
into a deep arroyo so that they had to
travel single file.

The girl led the way on a high-headed
palamino that had been spooking at its own
shadow. Now, riding about fifty feet in
the lead down the slope where the junipers
were thick black clumps on both sides of
the trail her horse snorted, whirled,
lunged off the trail and down the slant,
kicking rocks. Moss watched her, grin-
ning.

“Look out back there, Moss!” he heard
her shout. “Something wrong!”

Moss jerked his six-shooter as a man
on a sleek black gelding rode out from
behind a big clump of junipers.

“Put it away, Reynolds.”

The rider on the black horse was Black
Jack Spaden. His right hand was shoved
out of sight under a short black leather
jacket and Moss knew that the gambler
was gripping the ivory handled gun he
wore in an armpit holster.

Moss kept his gun in his hand as he
rode to meet Spaden. He was breathing a
little hard, fighting to control his red-
headed temper.

“I don’t take orders from any man.
Take your hand off that gun or I'll gut
shoot yuh. Pronto!” .

Spaden’s teeth bared in a flat-lipped
mirthless grin. His yellow eyes glittered
in the moonlight like a cougar’s.

Then Anita Spaden jumped her pala-
mino bronc up the slant in long, snorting,
lunging leaps and rode between the two
men.

“Quit it!” her voice was brittle. “What
are you doing here, Jack?”

“From where I'm settin’ my pony,” said
Moss, “it looks like he’d fixed up a little
bushwhacker trap, then lost his nerve.”

“Quit it, Moss. Jack Spaden’s no bush-
whacker. And he don’t lose his nerve. No -
gun-play. Please.” It was more of a sharp
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- command than any sort of a woman’s plea.

“Anita,” the gambler’s right hand came
into sight with an unlighted black Mexican
cigarette, “is this big sorrel-maned hombre
bothering you?”

She crowded her palamino alongside
the gambler’s sleek looking black gelding.
Then away again.

So far as Moss Reynolds could tell, no
word of any kind passed between the girl
and the gambler. But when Moss got a
closer look at her he saw that her cheeks
that a moment before had been drained of
color, were now flushed a little and her
eyes were dark and shining. But her
smile was forced.

“Moss Reynolds and I are friends, Jack.
Put up your gun, Moss.”

“When Black Jack Spaden rides outa
range,” said the big, red-headed Texan,
“I'll put away my gun. Mebby I'm kinda
spooky. But I don’t like men that bush
up along my trail.”

Jack Spaden smiled thinly. “I cold
trailed you from town, Reynolds. You
sneaked out of your room. Anita’s
vaqueros were handling a bunch of cattle
and you’d said something about a Win-
chester cut. I wasn’t going to let her get
into trouble with the Law.”

It was a plausible enough statement,
but Moss had a notion that the gambler
was lying.

The gambler’s poker face had not
changed expression but for the fraction
of a minute when her horse brushed his,
the man’s yellow eyes had lost their hard
glitter. And the color had flooded back
into Anita ‘Spaden’s cheeks. Some sort
of wordless message had passed between
Anita and Jack Spaden, and Moss Rey-
nolds was quivering inside with a cold
fury that he refused to admit was jealousy.

Jack Spaden pulled the head of a match
across his thumbnail and lit his black
paper Mexican cigarette. The faint but
unmistakable odor of marijuana mingled
with the cleaner smell of tobacco smoke.

Then the gambler lifted his black hat,
bowed mockingly in his saddle and whirl-
ing his restless black horse around, rode
off through the moonlight and black
shadows of junipers.

x

NITA'’S lower lip was caught be-
A tween her white teeth. Her eyes

were dark as she watched the man
she called a “shirt-tail cousin” ride away
into the night. But when she turned to
Moss again, her red lips were smiling.
And a couple of drops of blood clung like
scarlet dew to her lower lip where she
had bitten it,

“Black Jack Spaden,” said Moss quiet-
ly, “the square gambler that never cheats
at cards or tells a lie. I'm beginnin’ to
wonder.”

“It couldn’t be,” Anita’s smoke gray
eyes mocked him, “that you’re just a little
bit jealous, Moss ?”’

Her high headed palamino was along-
side his horse now. He leaned from his
saddle, reached out a long arm. Kissed
her roughly on her red mouth. Then let
her go.

The girl's face whitened. Then her
cheekbones were stained red. For a sec-
ond or two Moss thought she was going
to break into some sort of wildcat fury.
Then the sparks of anger died in her dark
gray eyes and she laughed. It was a short,
throaty laugh.

“If you could see the look on your face,
Pelirrojo. Black as a thunder cloud!
That’s the first time I was ever kissed
by a man who wanted to wring my neck!”’

Moss forced some kind of a grin. Then
the hot anger went out of his hard green
eyes.

If Anita and her damned tinhorn gam-
bler shirt-tail cousin were playing a game,
he’d play the cards they dealt him.

“How about that breakfast at the Santa
Anita ranch?” he asked.
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“You've worked up an appetite? Come
along, compadre.”

She gave the high-headed palomino its
way and went down the trail at a reckless
headlong run.

Moss Reynolds followed more slowly.
On the other side of the barranca the
trail widened and they again rode side
by side. She patted the sweaty neck of
her horse with a buckskin gloved hand
and tugged at the dark golden mane.

“He’ll quit throwing his head when
T get in another ride or two on him. I
don’t like a high-headed star gazer. But
that’s a good name for him, no? Star
Gazer.”

She talked horse for a mile or so. She
owned a palamino stud, one of the golden
horses out of Mexico. A direct descendant
from the famous golden horses that a
Queen of Spain had sent to the President
of Mexico. Some of his colts were tawny-
maned ; others silver maned. Now and
then there would be a colt with a black
mane and tail,

“There is one big line-backed gelding
with a black mane and tail. He'll carry
a man anywhere and fetch him back.
Four-years old, and I'm the only one who
has ever been on his back. He’s wicked
as sin. I call him Diablo—Satan. He’s
yours to keep, Moss. You'll never be afoot
on that horse.”

Moss Reynolds was caught off guard.
He had heard of men giving horses to
girls they loved. Or a man giving a horse
to another man he valued as a friend.
But this was the first time he had ever
heard of a girl giving a horse to a man.
He didn't know what to say. He could
not figure out what the gesture meant.

“You can’t read brands at night,” she
laughed at him. “Diablo is a bribe, Mister
Town Marshal of Alamos.”

“I’d like to think it was somethin’

else,” he blurted awkwardly.
“There’s no law against your thinking
what you want to think, compadre.”

’

“Compadres,” he nodded. ‘“Pardners.’

“I want it to be like that. Always,
Moss.”

“Nothin’ more than just pardners?”

“Until an hour or two ago,” she told
him, “we’d never seen one another. You
didn’t even know I existed. For that
short a time, we’ve gone a long ways to-
gether. Perhaps with more time. . . .”

“Jack Spaden loves you.” said Moss.
“Mebby you love him. I don’t know. I'm
not askin’ because I’'m scared of your an-
swer. I'm at Alamos to git an ugly job
tended to. Mebbyso you’ll hate me plenty
before I git that job done. But I'm givin’
Black Jack Spaden a hard .race for it.”

“Good luck to you, Moss. You'll need
it. But—Good luck!”

CHAPTER FIVE

Branded Coward

EARLY a week later Moss Rey-
Nnolds rode back to the little trail

town of Alamos on the big line-
backed dun horse, Diablo.

For a week, from the crack of dawn
until dark, riding a string of Heart horses
that there were as good a string of cow
horses as he’d ever saddled, Moss had
ridden the Heart and Alamos ranges with
Anita Spaden. He’'d worked with her
crew of Mexicans, riding long, hard cir-
cles. Roping, branding, making a top-
hand.

In his tally book was a list of stray
brands. Brands worn by the remnants of
the Reynolds Rail R and other cattle that
had been trailed from Texas by differ-
ent outfit or by Buck Jimson.

Anita Spaden was as good a cowhand
as ever he had worked with. There was
little about horses and cattle that any man
could tell her. She could take the pitch out
of a horse or rope wild cattle with the
fastest Mexican vaquero in her crew.

She knew about the killing of Sam Rey-
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“Would you like to be paid off in stolen
cattle?” :

“And that’s the only reason you claim
to hate Judge Barbee and Jack Spaden?”

“I didn’t want you to ask me that,
Moss. Because I can’t answer you. Not

now. Not yet. Some day, perhaps. Let it
go at that, compadre.”

So Moss Reynolds had to let it go at
that. But he knew from little things that
had been partly said or not said at all,
that the death of Anita’s father, and the
killing of Ward Barbee had a lot to do
with it. :

He wondered if she had been in love
with Ward Barbee. Or if Ward Barbee
had been in love with Anita Spaden.
- Which brought Moss Reynolds straight
back to the gambler, Black Jack Spaden.

“You’re wrong, Moss.” She had read
his thoughts. “Mike Spaden was like a
father to Jack. And Black Jack Spaden

and Ward Barbee were close friends. Or
as close as that shirt-tail cousin of mine
ever lets himself get to any sort of friend-
ship. Buck Jimson might be d good bet.
Or Van Carter.”

“Van Carter was dead when somebody
tried to shoot me in the head after the
lights were shot out,” said Moss.

“And the man who shot at your head,”
smiled Anita Spaden, ““did no more than
bounce a bullet off your skull. It could

“have been some man using Van Car-
ter’s trademark.”

But Moss Reynolds did not think so.
“I ducked just as the lights went out.
That made hjm crease my scalp. It wasn't
much of a miss, at that.”

So now Moss Reynolds was riding his
buckskin gift horse back to Alamos. He
timed his arrival so that Black Jack Spa-
den would be certain to see him ride down
the middle of the dusty main street on the
line-backed dun that was a present from
Anita Spaden,

Judge Barbee and Doc Steel, talking
together in front of the hotel, saw him

and nodded a curt greeting to the town
marshal.

Black Jack Spaden stood just outside
the swinging half-doors of his Lone Star
Saloon riffling a deck of cards. His poker
face never change expression. He riffled
the deck of cards and smiled thinly.

One thing marred the triumph of
Moss’s return to town. There had been
no smile on the face of little Doc Steel.
No sign of friendly greeting.

A chill of foreboding put an empty
feeling in the pit of Moss Reynolds’ stom-
ach. Something was wrong. He had not
expected the kindly, brown-eyed little Doc
to turn against him. He wondered just
what he had done to incur that coldness
from Doc.

It wasn’t anything trivial. The rest
of the town that had made him town mar-
shal had never pretended anything but a
sort of cold appraisal and suspicion of him.
But Doc Steel had saved his life and given
Moss the warmth of a sincere friendship.

x

OSS put his Diablo horse up at
M the feed barn, then walked back
up the street to the Lone Star.
The pot-bellied Mac would have his own

brand of welcome for the red-headed Tex-
an he’d known as a boy.

Black Jack Spaden had gone back in-
side. He sat at his far table dealing poker
hands and betting one hand against the
others without turning the cards face up.

Mac was behind the bar polishing a
glass. As Moss came in Mac’s face seemed
to redden and he polished the already
shining whiskey glass with renewed en-
ergy. His grin was sickly.

“What's good for hydrophobia, Mac?”
grinned Moss. :

“Hydrophobia ?”” wheezed Mac, almost
dropping the glass.

“I’ve got it. A bad case, from all the
sign I read. A shot of likker, Mac.”
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Mac cut a covert look towards Black
Jack Spaden. The gambler did not look
up from his cards.

“I was hopin’ to hell, Moss,” wheezed
Mac’s whiskey voice in what he meant
for a whisper, “that you'd never show
up here no more.”

Mac set a whiskey glass and a bottle
of whiskey on the bar and deliberately
walked away.

Moss could take it as an insult or as

a warning that the bartender could not
talk in front of the gambler who paid his
wages. And there had been something
almost pathetic in Mac’s gooseberry eyes.
Moss filled his glass and downed it, then
walked out of the saloon and across the
street to the hotel.
. Judge Barbee and Doc Steel were no
longer in sight. The door to the Judge’s
office was closed. His small private bar
was empty save for the Mexican bar-
tender. _

Moss went next door to the general
store and bought himself a new change
of clothes and carried the bulky bundle
into the barber shop that boasted the big-
gest tin bathtub at Alamos.

The storekeeper, a nervous man with
shrewd small eyes and a tinny voice, was
fidgety until Moss had made his pur-
chases and paid for them.

The Mexican barber, however, was ap-
parently the only man in town whose
attitude towards the new town marshal
remained unchanged. He was fat and
smelled of bay rum and talcum powder.
He handed Moss a couple of clean towels
and a cake of soap. He never lost a chance
to practice up on his gringo language.

“Ees like I’'m tell my old woman. When
I ’ave that damn’ gringo een the chair
weet the hot towels on the face I should
haye took the razor and whoosh! Cot
hees-damn head off, no?”

“Wthat gringo?”

“Tha¢ one who get so borrcho, so
dronk. IPrag the spurs. Make the talk

that he’s come back to keel you bot you
ron away. That gringo ees call Bock
Jimson.”

By the time Moss Reynolds got out of
the barber shop, bathed, shaved, dressed
in clean clothes from the hide to new
shirt and a pair of California pants, he
had the whole story.

The night Moss had dropped out his
window, tied up a guard and ridden out of
town, Buck Jimson and his crew of tough
cowpunchers had ridden into Alamos
ahead of the dawn. They had painted the
town red.

Buck Jimson had swaggered and made
his loud mouthed fight talk that he had
come back to Alamos to gun-whip the new
town marshal who had made the brag that
he was going to make a Winchester cut
on Buck Jimson’s trail herd.

Buck Jimson and his cowpunchers had
stayed in town two or three days. They
were waiting, Jimson claimed. for Moss
Reynolds to come back to town and meet
his challenge.

Mac and Doc Steel had made excuses
for the missing town marshal. Judge Bar-
bee had tugged his goatee and tweaked
his own bulbous nose until it was as pur-
ple as a ripe plum. Black Jack Spaden
had smiled that nasty, thin-lipped smile
of his and had sent the two burly deputies
out to locate Moss Reynolds. The depu-
ties had come back with the news that
Moss had quit the country in a big cloud
of dust.

Doc Steel and Mac had been torn be-
tween relief and disappointment. Buck
Jimson got drunker and claimed that he
had sent the new town marshal word that
he was coming back to Alamos to run him
out of town. And it was only yesterday
that the swaggering, loud-mouthed trail
boss had taken his crew of tough cow-
hands and pulled out. And today, after
Buck Jimson and his men were gone, the
Town Marshal of Alamos had returned.
So the tough little cowtown had it figured
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out that their new town marshal was a
rank coward!

x

OSS REYNOLDS ate supper
M alone. As he finished his dried

prune pie and last cup of black
coffee the Mexican waitress who was one
of the barber’s children, handed him a
folded sheet of writing paper. She seemed
embarrassed when Moss grinned and
gave her a five dollar bill.

He rolled and lit a cigarette and un-
folded the sheet of paper. It was a for-
mally worded notice that there would be
a meeting of the citizens of Alamos to-
night at eight o’clock. His presence was
required.

Moss killed time until eight o’clock,
when all the male citizens from both sides
of the street were assembled in the hotel
dining room. Then he walked in.

The hum and buzz of talk ceased. Moss
took the one vacant chair that was apart
from the others and obviously meant for
him.

Judge Barbee rapped for order and
the show was on. The Judge stood there
in the lamplight, straight backed, bristling
with his own importance.

His speech was brief enough despite its
flowery trimmings. The marshal stood
accused of gross and flagrant neglect of
duty. He had deliberately, without con-
sulting anyone, sneaked out of his hotel
room by way of the window and fled town
an hour or so before one Buck Jimson
and his cowpuncher crew had ridden bold-
ly into town, shot out the windows and
lights, taken over the town, and terrorized
the citizens. And it was not until said
Buck Jimson and his tough cowpunchers
had ridden away and the danger was over
that the Town Marshal of Alamos had
returned.

Moss Reynolds was on trial. He was
hereby requested to answer charges of
cowardice. The citizens of Alamos de-

manded that he either show good and suf-
ficient proof for his running away in the
night, or turn in his star,

Jack Spaden had nominated Moss Rey-
nolds for marshal, and had been instru-
mental in his election. Could Jack Spaden
bring forth any good and sufficient reasons
why Moss Reynolds should not turn in
his law badge?

The Judge sat down on that challenge.
Spaden got to his feet. Moss sensed what
was coming and leaned back in his chair,
long legs braced, thumbs hooked in his
cartridge belt. There was more amuse-
ment than anger in his hard green eyes
as he watched the gambler.

Black Jack Spaden took his place in
the lamplight with a seeming reluctance.
His flat-toned voice had a strange carry-
ing power. He said that 1t was evident
that he had misjudged his man. That he
had foisted upon the good citizens of
Alamo, a man who was somewhat lacking
in the qualities that should mark a law
officer.

As for the whereabouts of Moss Rey-
nolds after he had, under the cover of
darkness, dropped out his window and
sneaked out of town, he, Jack Spaden,
could shed some light on that.

Jack Spaden told how he had watched
Buck Jimson and his men ride into town.
He had gone to Moss Reynolds’ room to
wake the town marshal. The door of the
room was bolted from the inside. The two
guards had broken in at Spaden’s orders.
They found the room empty.

Spaden said he had saddled a horse
and gone after the man whose sworn duty
was to protect the citizens of Alamos.
After a long ride he had overtaken his

/

man. He hated to admit it, but he hadl,/

found the town marshal taking refuge be/.
hind a woman’s skirts. Though, he addﬁZ,
Anita Spaden seldom wore skirts.
Spaden smiled thinly. He reminded the
gathered citizens of Alamos tharl‘( today
they had all witnessed the returrt of the

’
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means let him remain town marshal. I'm
certain that Judge Barbee will agree.”

“Certainly, suh! Most certainly, Even
though Moss Reynolds seems to be some-
what in error regarding the legality of the
cattle dealings the Alamos Cattle Com-
pany have had with Buck Jimson.”

Spaden made his customary gesture
of inviting the citizens of Alamos across
the street for drinks on the house.

“Deal me out,” said Moss Reynolds.
His eyes were hard and cold.

Mac hung back. Moss told the beefy
bartender to put on his apron and hold
down his job. And to keep sober.

“I’ve got a notion, Mac, that Buck Jim-
son and his outfit will show up before day-
break.”

Doc Steel stayed behind with Moss.
The little doctor said that he had a bottle
of bonded stuff in his office, next door to
the barber shop.

Inside the office, over their drinks, Doc
Steel and Moss Reynolds talked.

“I never for a minute thought you'd
run away, Moss,” said Doc Steel. “I pre-
tended to believe what Jack Spaden want-
ed me to think.”

“Spaden,” nodded Moss, “and Bar-
bee.”

“Judge Barbee,” said Doc, “is scared.
Badly scared. For all his stiff-backed
bluffing, he’s deathly afraid of Jack Spa-
den. Only his pride keeps him from quit-
ting Alamos, leaving everything he owns
behind. Pride holds him here. Pride and
the desperate sort of hope that he will be
able to avenge the murder of his son.

“Don’t judge the old boy too harshly,
Moss. If he’s mixed up in cattle rustling,
it’s through ignorance or fear of Jack
Spaden. His son Ward was no cattle rus-
tler. He was killed because he found out
about the Rail R stolen trail herd that cost
your father his life.”

Moss listened while Doc Steel talked.
And from little Doc Moss got a new slant
on Black Jack Spaden,

“Buck Jimson,” said Doc Steel, “is the
man who cracks the whip. “Van Carter
was Buck Jimson'’s right hand bower: To-
gether they dictated their terms. Black
Jack Spaden is fast with a gun. But Buck
Jimson and Van Carter and Jimson’s crew
of renegade cowhands outnumbered the
gambler. His only bet was to settle on their
terms, buy their stolen cattle.

“When you killed Van Carter, Moss,
Jack Spaden figured he’d found the right
man to clean out Buck Jimson and his
tough outfit. Perhaps he really thought
you did run away from Buck Jimson.”

Moss grinned. “Where does Anita
Spaden fit into the picture?”

“Jack Spaden is in love with her. So
was Ward Barbee. So, in his own ugly
way, was Van Carter. Last but by no
means least, the swashbuckling Buck Jim-
son can be classed among the men who
want Anita Spaden. And unless I'm losing
my eyesight, Moss Reynolds is in the
running. If I were younger . ...”

They heard the sound of men on horse-
back. Doc blew out the light.

Moss opened the door, then shoved his
gun back into its holster and stepped out
onto the wide plank sidewalk. Just as
Anita Spaden and her Mexicans pulled
up in front of the Lone Star.

Anita told her Mexicans to go in and
have their drinks. She rode over to where
Moss and Doc Steel were standing.

“Buck Jimson and his men are coming
to kill you, Moss!”

She swung down and gave little Doc
Steel a hug and kiss, then spoke to Moss
in her throaty voice.

“Buck Jimson is delivering another
trail herd. And he’s half drunk and on the
prod, bragging that he’s killing you on
sight. So I brought Chico and the others .
along to even the odds. They’re Mexicans
but they’ll fight. There’s not a man among
’em with any part of a yellow streak. And
they hate Buck Jimson and his crew! You
won’t be playing it alone.”
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glass in a mask of dirt and blood. His
white teeth bared in a ghastly grin.

Anita Spaden came in through the
swinging doors with a rush, a six-shooter
in her hand.

“It was Black Jack Spaden,” said Moss.
“He didn’t have to cheat at cards to win
from drunken cowboys. He never lied,
except about the killings he'd done.”

Doc Steel came into the saloon, carry-
ing his black leather bag. Then Judge
Barbee entered, gun in hand.

“That night we met Jack Spaden,
Anita,” said Moss, “near your brandin’
corrals, T got a good look at his eyes. It
was moonlight. Those yellow eyes of his
shone like a cougar’s. I suspected then.
And when T talked to Doc and we looked
it up in some medical books, that proved
it. Black Jack Spaden could see in the
dark. His yellow eyes could see where
the eyes of other men would be blind in
the dark.”

“Jack Spaden’s eyes were abnormal,”
said Doc Steel. “In the dark he could dis-
tinguish the outline and shape of things
that the normal eye could not see.”

“Three men had bin killed after the
lights had bin shot out,” said Moss. ““Spa-
den’s two hombres would shoot out the
lights. He'd do the killin’ and have his
gun reloaded by the time he told Mac to
light the spare lamp he kept behind the
bar.

“Spaden mistaken Buck Jimson for me
tonight. Mac had the extra lamp lit and
hidden under the bar. When he turned
it up high, the light kinda blinded Spaden.
And the gun-fight between him and me
was even.”

“Spaden killed your son Ward,
Judge,” said Doc Steel, “because Ward
was honest and had found out Buck Jim-
son was peddling stolen cattle to the
Alamos Cattle Company and Spaden was
reaping the big money.”

“And not because Ward was going to
marry me, Judge,” said Anita. “Ward

Barbee was never anything but a big
brothér to me. But he'd told Jack Spaden,
after he found out Jack was mixed up with
Van Carter and Buck Jimson in the cattle
rustling, that he’'d kill Jack if Jack ever
tried to crowd me, by any means, into
marrying him.”

“I'm sorry, Anita,” said Judge Bar-
bee. “I blamed you for playing fast and
loose with both Ward and Jack Spaden.
Forgive an old man who only loved his
son.”

“That’s easy, Judge,” she told him,
smiling.

It was hard for Anita to believe that
Black Jack Spaden had killed her father.

“Mike Spaden,” said Moss, “found out
that the tinhorn was buyin’ stolen cattle.
He had to be killed to shut him up. Doc
says your father was goin’ to send Black
Jack Spaden to spend some time at the
pen at Yuma.”

2

D OC STEEL had suspected the man

who claimed to be a square gam-
bler and a man always boasted he
never lied.

“But until Moss Reynolds showed up,”
said Doc who had been bandaging Moss’
bullet-ripped shoulder, “there wasn’t a
man tough enough or honest enough to
beat Black Jack Spaden at his own game, *
with his own kind of cards.”

Moss told Mac to untie the two badly
scared cappers. He told them to saddle
their horses and quit the country before
he had time to change his mind and have
them sent to Yuma prisen.

Chico and his Mexicans rode back down
the street. Chico was leading Moss’ buck-
skin horse. The Alamos boothill was go-
ing to get some new graves. No Mexican
had been killed. '

“The Lone Star Saloon is yours, Mac,”
said Moss Reynolds. “You earned it.
It'll cost you a son-of-a-gun in a sack.”
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him. “When E! Jefe talks to you, then
you answer.”

The man shut his mouth, and the irre-
descent beads of sweat were visible on his
forehead, now that his hat was off.

Silver Trent laughed a little, silently.
“Well, Fenner?” He asked, licking the
rolled cigarette. “What's on your mind?”

Slug Fenner swallowed, his eyes run-
ning hastily from face to face about the
fire and then rushing back to Silver’s
as though stampeding there for some kind
of protection.

“Look, Silver,” he said hastily, “I
know what I done an’ what you must
think of me. I—I don’t understand it my-
self. Nothin’ like that ever come over me
before—turnin’ yeller, I mean. Hell! I
owed you everythin’. I was one of the
gang_"

Pablo growled in his throat like a sud-
denly affronted catamount and shoved his
gun back into its holster. For the split
fraction of a second, Fenner’s startled
eyes looked relieved, then they froze
again as the glittering blade of the knife
flowed into Pablo’s hand.

“You were not ever of this gang,” the
Mexican said softly. ‘“Remember that,
hijo del perro grande. Remember that,
and never say again that you were.”

Fenner flushed, his jaw jutting out
suddenly. “All right,” he snapped. “Have
it your way.” His eyes turned to Trent,
“But you know what I mean, Silver.”
His voice had a hint of appeal in it, but
a sudden new defiance was in it also.

Trent looked at him thoughtfully.

This man was one of Silver Trent’s
two failures. From time to time, Fate
threw some new bit of human flotsam into
his reach and, rarely, the man turned out
to be worth having. When that was so,
Trent offered him a chance to run with
his famous Hawks. The man who refused
that offer was rare. But the man who
accepted and then betrayed it was rarer
still,

Of the latter there had been one Grulla
Ferguson and now—this one.

Trent’s hard eyes ran over the face
before him, trying to search out the con-
cealed weakness that had made his ini-
tial judgment wrong. It wasn’t, at first
glance, either a bad face“or weak one,
despite the natural nervousness that
strained it now. The eyes were a trifle
too close-set against the strong jut of
the nose, but then one of the bravest and
most loyal men Trent had ever known
had had eyes even closer set than that.
The mouth was firm, handsome—maybe
a little too handsome ?—and the jaw was
strong.

“Sit down, Slug,” he said evenly.

Fenner sat down a little too quickly, as
though his knees had not been too steady,
and looked relieved.

“I take it you didn’t come back to try
to join up again,” Trent observed, his
voice dry.

Jim Clane, who had brought him, said
impatiently, “Look, Silver—why palaver?
Ricardo damn near died because of this
skunk. Let’s take him out an’ string him
up and get it over for him.”

Lars Johanssen grunted. “Ya! Dat’s
right, Chief. I am not killer, like you
know. But I tak’ d'is neck in my han—
an’ after, I sleep gude.”

Ricardo cut in quickly. “It is not for
me,” he said quietly in Spanish. “What
he did to me is nothing—denada. But for
all of us, I think he knows perhaps too
much. And besides, in the future, men
should know that one does not quit Los
Halcones—nor betray them. . ., .”

Silver’s eyes narrowed and he said,
drily, “It’s a point, but then. ... What
was on your mind, Fenner?”

Fenner caught his breath a little sharp-
ly, started to speak and then tautened.
It was as if a sudden idea of his own had
forced him against his will to speak.

“Listen,” he said, his eyes hard, un-
yielding. “If any of these hard boys think
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they want trouble with me, they can have
it. I joined up in good faith, an’ I ain’t
sitting around takin’ everything any gent
thinks he wants to deal out.”

Jim Clane’s eyes lighted up, and auto-
matically his hands went to his guns.
“That’s me,” he snarled. “I want trouble
with you, you crawlin’ skunk. Plenty of
it!”

Silver cut off Jim’s growl with a raised
hand. “We won’t get anywhere this way,”
he said. “Go ahead, Fenner; say your
piece.”

“All right,” Fenner said, a little
breathlessly. “I got somethin’ that’s good
for me an’ that’s good for you. See? I
don’t say I did right when I was with
you; an’ at the same time, I don’t say that
I ever discovered any reason to believe
* this Robin Hood business that folks talk

about you. I’'m figurin’ that you’re lookin’
out for your own end, same as anybody
else. An’ I got somethin’ for your end
.—anywhere’s from twenty to thirty thou-
- sand dollars, oro—gold.” You interested,
or do I take my crack at these buckaroos
of your’n that think they’re so good with
their guns, an’ then take my leave?”
Silver said, “You’ve talked a lot of
words. What have you really got to tell ?”
-“Two to three thousand head of rus-
tled cows,” Fenner snapped. “You’rn for
the takin’!”

*

E LEANED . forward tensely.
H “Now listen. When I funked out
with you here, I knowed it wasn’t
no use to come back an’ try to explain
it so, I sloped an’ I ended up in a Texas
town, name of Ocotilla. There’'s a hom-
bre there that’s beginnin’ to run the place
an’ he offers me a job as marshal, help-
in’ ‘him. I'm broke, so I take it.
“My boss—name’s Corbin, J. G. Cor-
bin—is figgerin’ to take over the town an’
the range, The town ain’t run right an’

the range is broke up amongst a lot of
two-bit ranchers and homesteaders that
are liable any minute to start ploughin’
up the sod an’ runnin’ good cattle graze.
You know how it is with the little fellers
they can’t make a livin’ on cattle alone,
an’ they aim to do it however they can,
an’ to hell with what comes afterwards.
So what Corbin’s doin’ is all right with
me.”

He paused and stared earnestly at
Silver. “Only,” he said with emphasis,
“there’s one other pretty big rancher
there. Name of Kilvane, who owns the
K&K brand. He’s all right. An’, well—
well, I aim to marry his daughter Anne.
Get it? T got to keep Corbin from ruin-
in’ him. They’re fightin’ now over water,
an’ that means life or death to Kilvane.
If I had a crowd up there that’d bluff
Corbin off—make him know he couldn’t
tackle the K&K without gettin’ the worst
of it—why, that wouldn’t do me any harm
with Anne, or with old Rusty Kilvane.
See? An’ I could still get along with J.G.
Corbin. Get it?”

“I think I catch it,” Silver said thought-
fully. “You just want to show this Cor-
bin that you can call up plenty of strength
any time you want to. That’ll make your
hand about strong enough to play it even
between Kilvane an’ Corbin. An’ you’ll
be hog-tyin’ the gal an’ the K&K by the
same maneuver.”

Fenner pulled in a deep breath and let
it out softly. “You got it,”” he said.

“But then, what’ll happen when we
pull out?”

“They won’t know you can’t be called
back. In fact, they’ll figure that if I did
it once, why not again? That’s what I’ll
play on. Rather than take the chance,
J.G. ’ll play along with me.”

“Besides, in the meantime,” Silver ob-
served shrewdly, “you can begin buildin’
up a crew of gun-fighters of your own.

“You got it.”

Silver laughed shortly. “All right for
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you,” he said, hard-eyed. “But where do
we come in? You already said that we
weren’t any Robin Hoods—an’ you sure
were right. I don’t mind helpin’ out a poor
hombre when he needs it, especially if we
can make a little profit out of it for our
trouble, It's good business. It makes us
friends, hideouts, gets us information we
need. But this is different. It's out of
our territory. What do we get out of it,
feller?”

Fenner leaned forward with his jaw
jutting and something like triumph in his
eyes. “Corbin’s been rustlin’ cattle,” he
said softly, “to break the little guys, one
by one. He’s been goin’ at it strong, an’
hasn’t tried to market a single head of
that stolen beef. It’s all been run up into
the hills for brand blottin’, an’ it’ll be held
there in the best hideout you ever saw
until he gets ready to claim it or sell it.
There’s two to three thousand head of it
not far from the Border, An'—I—know
—where—it—is!”

Silver’s lower lip jutted. “You mean
that’s our cut,” he said grimly. “How
much of this beef is guarded?”

“Hell,” Fenner said contemptuously.
“He don’t keep only three men up there,
You can take it without gettin’ sweat on
a horse.”

“An’ what'll Corbin think of you for
that ?”

Fenner grunted. “He’ll think he don’t
want you back again, is all. An’ he'll
think he better play square with me, an’
not monkey around.”

Trent pushed his sombrero back with
a quick restless hand, so that the fire-
light showed on the one lick of white hair
which ran back from his forehead and had
given him the name Silver. His white
teeth showed in an even grin,

“Might be a deal,” he said with sudden
cheerfulness, “if it’s like you tell it. How
about this Kilvane—he as crooked as you
an’ Corbin ?”

Fenner spat contemptuously. “He’s so

dumb he’ll play it straight, even when it’s
cuttin’ his own throat!”
“An’ the gal? Same weakness?”
Fenner looked complacent. “Leave her
to me,” he said. “I’ll take care of her.”
Trent nodded. “All right. Get on back.
We'll ride on in, gettin’ there in a couple
of days to look things over. It sounds like

 ”

it might be worth tryin’.
R 3

ENNER stood up with his eyes

blazing with triumph. “You won't

regret it,” he said jubilantly. “It'li
be one of the best couple of day’s work
you ever did!”

He stood up and swept his eyes arro-
gantly around the circle. “If the rest of
you birds had as much brains as Silver,”
he announced, “you’d get farther. Before
you get through spending your cut of
thirty thousand dollars, you won’t be so
sorry you had me in the gang once.”

Pablo’s breath came suddenly short and
fast. “Jéfe,” he begged almost pitifully,
“I do not ask much. Let me only cut the
throat of this one before he walks off
leaving me with a sickness in the belly for
ever!”

Silver eyed him coldly. “You had ears
to hear what I said,” he murmured, hard-
jawed. “Did you, then, not hear?”

Pablo subsided with something like a
groan.

The others said nothing. Only Ricardo
spat, the scornful spurt from his lips
sizzling with sudden loudness in the fire.

Slug Fenner laughed and turned on his
heel, striding through the darkness to-
ward his horse, “Adios, hombres,” he
called over his shoulder. “Hasta la vista.”

Jim Clane’s square face purpled until
it looked black in the fire light. “Yeah,
until we see each other again!” he snarled.

The bitter brightness of his eyes fol-
lowed the retreating figure through the
darkness, then he swung on Silver, “I
don’t know what’s come over you,” he
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humming along Trent’s spine as unmis-
takable as the first light rasp of catgut
across fiddle strings.

But there was nothing tangible to take
hold of.

At Silver’s side, Magpie Myers’ wrin-
kled face was expressionless, his faded,
pale-bright eyes very alert.

“This is wrong, Silver,” he murmured
out of the side of the mouth.

“Feel it, too, do you?”

Silver’s gray eyes wandered with seem-
ing idleness over the street and fixed sud-
denly on a girl who stood on the porch of
the general store. She was slender and
lithe as a young willow tree, with dark
hair and wide eyes which were fixed on
Silver in a kind of startled recognition.
He knew that he had never seen her be-
fore so her expression could mean only
one thing—that she guessed his identity,
had known of his coming; in fact, Anne
Kilvane.

Just beyond her, at the store’s hitch-
rack, was a buckboard. An older man
with a white mustache and wrinkled eye-
corners was stowing packages into the
back of it. His head also was turned to-
ward Silver, his eyes keen and question-
ing.

Beside Silver, Fenner's figure appeared
suddenly, as though out of thin air. “The
Busted Eagle Saloon,” he said, out of
the side of his mouth, and passed on.
Silver nodded infinitesimally, but his face
hardened still more.

The murky gleam of Fenner’s mar-
shal’s badge disappeared as he gained the
boardwalk and disappeared among the
strolling crowd of cowpunchers and
townsmen.

The Busted Eagle was only a few doors
down. Silver and Magpie, with Lars
Johanssen a little behind them, pulled
up at the hitchrack and dismounted.

A wide-eyed kid of about ten, in jeans
that were too big for him and rolled up
around the bottom, pulled up in front of

them and stared long at Silver’s horse.

“Gee,” he said softly. “A palomino!”

He looked at Silver earnestly. “It is a
palomino, ain’t it, mister ?”” He said with
his voice trembling a little. “It is, ain’t it ?”

“Why, yeah, son,” Silver said. “It’s a
palomino, all right.”

“Gee,” the kid said, awed. “I never seen
one before. I seen some buckskins but I
ain’t never seen one of them. I—I reckon
they ain’t many of 'em aroun’ these parts.
Gee,” he said softly, “I reckon you're
lucky, mister.”

“Well maybe,” Silver said. “I got sev-
eral of 'em. In fact, I got quite a little
herd of 'em.”

The boy looked at him with a wonder
so great that it had a tinge of unbelief
in it. “Honest, mister? Gee, there ain’t
but one other gent that has ’em like that.”
His eyes took on an unearthly shine. “Sil-
ver Trent! He's got a whole remuda of
’em—real ones. That’s what they say, any-
ways, an’ I reckon it’s true. All perfect
—every one of 'em.”

His voice rose in an ecstasy of recoun-
tal. “The hides of 'em gold as gold, and
manes and tails silver as silver. An’ not a
splotch on ’em, ’cept—'cept mebbe a star
on their foreheads, an’—an’ mebbe a star
the side of their fetlocks. Like—like for
wings.”

Like a shadow, then, a big man came up
out of the alley by the side of the saloon
and stood looking on. The sight of him
jerked at Silver’s attention but did not
quite move his eyes. He kept looking at
the kid, but in the fringe of his vision he
took in the man with something tighten-
ing in his stomach.

The man was curiously built, his body
giving the impression of cones sunk into
one another. His shoulders were wide and
his chest was deep, but also his back was
deep, so that the whole thing made a sec-
tion of a sphere, And that section ran
down evenly, so that it’s circumference
was equal at the waist and then this waist
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widened into two equal diminishing cylin-
ders that were the legs:

It was an odd sight, like a man built
perfectly out of large, pared, solid sau-
sages.

Silver grinned briefly at the kid and
said: “This What’s-His-Name’s has got
some luck, all right. Well, T'll see you,
bud.” He started to turn away.

“This What’s-His-Name?” the kid
shrilled at him in sudden outrage. “You
mean you ain’t hear’n of Silver Trent?”

Trent turned back to him. “I've heard
the name,” he said, smiling a little. “He’s
an outlaw.”

The kid set his small jaw so that it
looked like a young, unripe walnut. “Meb-
be he is an outlaw, mister,” he said, “but
he ain’t that kind of a obutlaw. He’s good.
He don’t never do nobody no harm un-
less’n they does what’s wrong. Why, Sil-
ver Trent—he’s the Hawk—E! Halcon de
las Sierras! Why, if anybody does you
wrong”’—his voice broke high and shrill
in excitement—“they’ll fix it up—"

- He broke off and his small body
seemed to shrink as though it had been
suddenly deflated. “But I reckon not—
any more.”

“Why not any more, son?”

" “Because they’re gonna get him,” the
kid said dully. “You see, they can, if he
ain’t lookin’ for it. If they can trick him
and trap him in. I hear’n ’em talkin’. I
hear’n big Jay—”

- But the huge cylindrical man stepped
forward, clearmg his throat.

“Good evening, gentlemen. I see you're
newcomers to Ocotilla. I'm glad to wel-
come you. Corbin’s my name. I'm noth-
in’ but just another citizen, but we pride
ourselves on our hospitality here.”

which were oddly round also and

queerly colorless. He also saw the
kid shrink like a rabbit freezing at the
-approach of danger.

SILVER saw now that he had eyes

Silver ignored the newcomer. and
turned to the kid. “What’s your name,
bud ?”

The kid gasped and his body trembled
a little. “Sh-h-ucks, mister., I—wasn’t
meanin’ nothin’. Well . . . so-long, mister.
Mom, she’ll be wantin’—”’

“Bud!” Trent’s voice stopped him as
though the snapper of a blacksnake whip
had curled round him.

“You ain’t afraid, are you? What would
Silver Trent think of you?”

The kid stared at him and shivered and
then all at once brought himself together.
“All right,” he said tightly, with his jaw
jutted out, “it’s him. It’s J. G. Corbin.
He runs this town—the bully! My mom,
she says I got to be nice to that o’—that
ol’ swelled-up bullhead!” He looked at
the cylindrical man and burst suddenly
into tears. “Now I've done it,” he said,
“My mom said—". His sobs drowned out
the rest of it.

Trent’s look at the small huddled figure

‘was gentle and puzzled. Then he laughed

a little and went forward.

“Bud,” he said softly. “Bud, listen to
me. You like palominos?” Trent stared
down at him.

The kid’s eyes came up suddenly, won-
dering.

“I only ask you, son,” Silver went
on, ‘“because I got one that you can have.
A colt that’s a pure strain, with only a
couple of flaws—a star on his forehead
and a star on his fetlocks. So I reckon he
was born for you, since you’d be the only
one that would be romancin’ about stars
that were wings and wouldn’t occur in a
thousand years. He’s gentle an’ already
saddle broke. An’ he’ll be yours now, in
just a couple of days.”

The kid looked at him, dazed, yet some-
how believing. “You—you mean it, mis-
ter?”

Silver grinned at him suddenly all out.

“Why, yeah, I mean it, bud. You've
done me a- favor, without maybe knowin’
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snarled at him. “You got some reason
why I shouldn’t put a hot slug through
you?”

Fenner whimpered. “I—God, it wa'nt
my fault. He got onto me. I swear, Silver,
he got onto me an’ he forced me into it.
He’'d of killed me if I hadn’t done what
he wanted.”

“You told Him I was comin’.”

“He—he’d have tortured and killed me
if T hadn’t. You don’t know him. I
didn’t know him. I was hopin’ for a chance
to warn you, but he was watchin’.”

“That why you tried to kill me a minute
ago, you lyin’ skunk?”

“I knowed then it was me or you.
Once it went wrong. But only . .. Oh,
only if you'd try to understand, that I
never meant—"’

“Where are these cows you told me
about ?”’

Slug Fenner pulled a long shaken
breath. “Out by the bend of Black Creek,”
he gasped eagerly. “You follow Horse-
shoe Canyon, an’ then branch left about
half a mile before High Wash cuts in.
You can’t miss that trail—the tracks’ll be
there all along. . ..”

Trent shook him savagely. “If you've
lied to me, I'll boil you in oil. And you can
tell your pardner, Corbin, that he can find
me at the K&K. Me an’ Kilvane are
runnin’ this range from now on!”

He wheeled the palomino about and
sent him plunging across the street into
the other alley, and then he was gone.

CHAPTER THREE

Hell-bound for the Noose!

HE buckboard was only four miles

E out when he and his men caught
up with it. The rig had pulled up
alongside the road before they came up,
and when Silver dragged his horse to a

rearing halt beside the seat he found him-
self looking into the muzzles of three guns.

He grinned. “Easy,” he said. “You're
quick on the draw in these parts.”

“Mebbe we have to me,” Kilvane told
him grimly. “Who are you, and what’s
on your mind ?”’

“This,” Trent told him swiftly. “Fen-
ner asked me to come here to help you
out. And Fenner, with Corbin, tried to
double cross me. He missed it. You
wasn’t in town. Here’s what happened.”

And he told them the story.

“The point now is,” he ended, “that
I've sent word to Corbin that he can
look for me at your place. I won’t be
there unless I have to. How many men
have you got, and how long can you hold
out in case he looks me up there?”

Kilvane sat a long moment in silence
while the palomino’s dainty hoofs beat a
restless tattoo in the soft dust of the
road. Then he said drily, “This is a lot
of help I didn’t ask for.”

“And don’t need,” the other, younger
man cut in sharply. He turned up a square-
cut hard-jawed face to Silver. “If you're
mixed up—even enough to be double-
crossed—with Slug Fenner, why, speakin’
for me, I can do without you.”

Silver looked at him somberly. “Mebbe
you’re right, friend,” he said. “Do you
know who I am?”

“Trent, aren’t you? Some kind of out-
law.”

Silver chuckled. “How’d you know it ?”

-“A kid told us. I've heard somethin’
of you, anyway—not that I believe every-
thin’ I've heard.” :

“Oh, yes—the kid,” Silver said softly.
“Who was that kid, anyway ?”

The hard voice grated back at him.
“Nephew of mine, if you want to know.
Name of Duke Benson. Mother owns a
small spread hereabouts. Dad’s dead.
And, mister, I'm lookin’ out for him—an’
her. Mebbe you mean all right. But don’t
make any mistakes. Like most kids, this
one’s a fool for an outlaw, but I'm not.
Get it?”
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“I get it,” Trent said, a little bitterly.
“Mebbe you're right. So where do we go
from here? You able to take care of Cor-
bin all by yourself?”

The girl hit one clenched fist into the
palm of her hand with sudden energy.
“No!” she answered and Silver could
hear the click of her teeth. “No, he can’t!”

The youngster tautened. ‘“Anne,” he
snapped, “you keep qui—"

“I won’t,” she cut him off passionately.
“Listen, Dan Benson, I told you I'd marry
you and I'll go your way, whatever it is
and wherever it is. But that doesn’t mean
that I've got to go with a gag in my
mouth. I'll say what I think to the long-
est day we live!”

She turned on Silver. “Of course, we
can’t handle Corbin alone! He’s got this
whole range in his pocket. He's run off
one good man after another. He's about to
take Polly Benson's spread. That’s Duke’s
mother. And he’s about to take Dan Ben-
son’s spread, too. Dan knows it, but he’s
so jealous of Slug Fenner that he doesn’t
want to admit it to you. I hate Fenner.
I loathe him. Corbin made Slug town
marshal because he could use him.. I
knew that, and I tried to play along, be-
cause I knew how helpless we were and T
had hoped . . . Her voice died down.

Then she resumed almost defiantly,
“Well, you're Silver Trent. Will you help
us?”

At Silver's side, Magpie grunted sar-
-donically and Jim Clane said in a high
mincing voice, “Oh, please help us Mr.
Robin Hood!”

Lars Johanssen roared. “Har! Har!
T’ank you, Mister Robin. We don’t want
nothin’ but to—"'

Trent'’s furious voice cut across the roar
like a whirlwind slicing through a boister-
ous breeze. “Shut up!”

The sudden violence of his anger set
Magpie’s jaw to dropping and had Lars
looking at him with his china-blue eyes
bulging.

Silver addressed the girl with strained
politeness, “I am here only for my own
profit. That must be clearly understood.
I hear that Corbin has rustled a lot of
cattle. I am an outlaw, and I can’t afford
to dole out charity. It happens, unfortu-
nately, that I have surrounded myself
with fools and half-wits. That is my hard
luck, and I will not bore you with it. I
intend to have cattle. It is up to you and
your father whether I end by helping you
as well as myself.”

He swung suddenly on the older man.
“What do you say, Kilvane. Do you want
to play?”

The oldster grunted. “I’'m not in shape
to say no, Trent.”

“Then how many men have you got to
help out?”

“Two hands at the place. They wasn’t
hired for fightin’ men, but I figure they’ll
stick.”

“That’s three, including you,” Silver
said rapidly. “I've got a few more that I
can leave you.” He swung, blazing eyed
on his gang. “Ricardo, Gomez, Stillson,
Pablo—" he snapped. “You’'ll go with
Mr. Kilvane—Pablo’s in charge, of course.
Don’t try anything on your own, Pablo.
Just keep them busy if they try to raid
the ranch. I'll take the smart hombres with
me. The ones that think they’re fit to run
things.” He glared savagely at Magpie
and Jim Clane and Lars. “Maybe I'll be
able to make out with them, and maybe
I won’t!”

He spun his horse and rode back down
the trail. Slowly, a little sullenly, Jim
Clane, Magpie and Lars followed him on
their horses.

He was half a hundred paces down be-
fore the voice came to him. Silver recog-
nized it as the hard voice of Dan Benson:
“Okay, Trent. I'll play your way, so
there’s eight of us instead of seven. But
you're a damn fool. Corbin’s got the men
and he’s smart. You’'ll run yourself into
a noose.”
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each side to miss the bulk of the first out-
building in front of the main house. And
now, above the hammering thunder of the
hoofs he heard the crack of guas.

One of the lead steers went down, whip-
ping its body over a broken neck. And
steers piled up, bellowing madly, then the
ones behind broke over and swerved.

Silver raced toward the head, his six-
gun hammering and his voice high-
pitched.

But they split at the outbuilding, all
right, helped by the hammer of gunfire
from the ranch yard, and then swept in a
great dividing wave around the place.

Silver pulled up, waited for them to
pass and then as the drag steers hammered
past in the darkness, he lifted his famous
full-throated battle-cry: “To me, Los
Halcones! Hell’s Hawks for Trent.”

Even to his own ears the wild familiar
call had a sudden overwhelming thrili, as
though, listening to it, men’s hearts might
chill and stop—or start and warm as they
never had before.

It lifted high and savage from his own
bursting throat and echoed fiercely from
the throats of his men. And he thought,
if we never ride again, this is good!

He thought that, hammering straight
toward the ranch house, knowing that his
men were behind him, that they had
understood his strategy even before he
had started it.

His throat burst again in the old wild
yell and crimson gun-flame blossomed
from the yard, the bunkhouse and the
ranch house. His guns jumped into his
hands and responded, seeking out the
spurting fire, hammering against his palms
in the old remembered way.

And then the ranch house flashed by
him, with a gun biting at him viciously
as he passed. He pulled the palomino up
to a rearing, wild-headed halt and slid
from the saddle hitting the ground hard.

His hand swept to his saddle bags and
came out with a bottle which he broke

sharply  against the back porch.

Beyond him, around him, behind him,
shots hammered out, and Ricardo’s horse
pounded by half out of control, with
Ricardo’s guns slapping the night.

Silver’s thumb nail struck a match,
tossed it down where the bottle had
broken, and the fumes of kerosene lifted.

The flared match made a yellow circle
of light around him and the up-flicking
blue of the kerosene flames took up from
there.

Lead smacked Silver hard in the ribs
and sent him whirling to the ground. He
lay there an instant with the slugs whip-
ping around him into the dirt, wondering
briefly whether it was J. G. Corbin who
had gotten that shot in. Yet he knew that
it wasn’t, because somehow he was certain
that Corbin was in the house. Corbin,
Kilvane—and Anne Kilvane,

He had needed only sight of Corbin to
tell him what he was up against, and what
this range was up against; needed only
the realization that a gun-trap had been
set for him which would have been deadly
had he not prepared for it.

Slug Fenner didn’t really matter in this
because Slug was a yellow weakling, only
an agent to get things started. The real
man was Corbin. . ..

It seemed to him, vaguely, that the light
was getting brighter. He supposed that
it must be because the flames were flaring
up along the dry wood of the porch. Faint-
ly he heard Ricardo yelling to him.

And then Ricardo took a slug and went
down, and the back door of the ranch
house opened. A round, sausage-made
figure stood there in the crackling flare
of the porch fire and grinned down at
him. Deliberately then, Corbin lifted a
sixgun and put its black muzzle on him.

“You shouldn’t have got yourself shot,
Trent,” the big, rounded figure said to
him, grinning wolfishly.

Against Trent’s palm an unexpected,
unthought of Colt blasted. The sixgun
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in Corbin’s hands jumped upward, ex-
ploded, whipped backward to slam against
the boards of the porch.

Trent jumped to his feet, running to
get out of the flare of light that targeted
him, and pulling up his gun to fire again.

His foot caught on something and he
fell flat and hard, the sixgun jumping out
of his hand.

Corbin hurled himself forward, landed
with his knees in Silver’s back against
his lungs, driving the breath out of him.
He heaved, throwing the weight off.

Corbin fell sideways, caught himself
on an elbow and whipped up with his fist
slugging for Trent’s ear as Trent got
to his knees and slugged savagely. The
blow slapped Corbin backward.

Silver saw that Corbin was getting to
his feet. He struggled up also, think-
ing that this cylindrical man couldn’t
get to his feet any more than he, Silver,
could.

Corbin stood swaying an instant and
then hit Silver square on the mouth. Silver
went back two paces and then stuck out
his left and danced in, sinking his right
into Corbin’s stomach.

They came together then, and for the
first time a full realization of what was

happening came to Silver. He understood '

that so far sheer luck had helped him
escape death at Corbin’s hands. And he
realized that he, Silver, had miscalculated
because he had meant to arrange it so
that Kilvane and his daughter could get
out of the house safely before the thing
burned down. But now he was in the
grip of a man who was stronger than any
other man he had come to grips with. A
man who felt the urgent necessity of kill-
ing Silver here and now.

Corbin’s big cylindrical arms began to
squeeze, and Silver’s cracked ribs were
a sear of utter agony. He brought his
knee up, shoving himself away. Corbin’s
grip broke and Silver hit him with every-
thing he had and looked for him to go

down. But he only staggered back and
stooped to scoop up the dropped gun. And
then it was that Silver knew he was
caught. . ..

house the hammer of gunfire was still-
going on, and everything would be all
right if he could keep from being killed.

Corbin jerked the gun up and pulled
the trigger. Silver held his breath until
he realized that the sharp click he heard
was the snap of a hammer on an empty
shell. In the same instant, he heard a
terrified voice yelling, “Put ’em up, Cor-
bin, or I'll drill you.”

He stood up and slugged, the blow
driving Corbin stumbling backward. And
the same treble voice was yelling, “I tell
ya, I'll shoot!”

Silver glimpsed a fantastically small
figure with a squirrel rifle too big for
him at his shoulder, and then something
hit Corbin. The big body jerked, sagged
and went down.

For a split second he wondered in-
sanely if it could have been the kid. And
then Slug Fenner’s figure stepped out of
the dark edging the firelight.

Fenner stood looking down at the man
he had killed. He laughed and said, “He
won’t run no more ranges.”

“Nor you no more double crosses,”
Magpie Myers said grimly, and shot him.

Silver turned toward the corner of the
blazing house from which Magpie had
emerged.

“Sometimes, old timer,” he said, “you
surprise even me.”

A small, taut, hysterical figure appeared
in front of him. “I'd of shot him, Silver,”
Duke cried. “I'd have shot him shore, if
that other hombre hadn’t of.”

Silver looked at him and the squirrel
rifle which had a ramrod still plugged
into the muzzle, but he couldn’t smile. In-
stead he said gently and soberly. “You’re
a good man, son.”

I N FRONT and at the other side of the
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The kid burst suddenly into wild tears,
and Silver picked him up and held him
close. “Take it easy, old timer,” he said.

He became aware all at once that people
were around him and that the gunfire had
stopped. Jim Clane was there and Pablo
and Magpie and Lars and Kilvane and
his girl and that hot-headed youngster,
Benson, who had his arm around Anne
Kilvane.

Silver grinned. He said: “Looks like
I've hardly got to know you folks, yet
what we was supposed to do was to kind
of help you out.”

Old man Kilvane stared at him and
then laughed unbelievingly. “Kind of help
us out! Hell, if anybody ever gets helped
out better, anywhere, I sure hope to be
around to see it. This range is plumb
clean!”

Anne Kilvane looked at Silver. “It’s
not only clean. We—we saw the cows
you drove in here. I'm guessin’ that
they’re most of those that have been
rustled.”

Silver looked at her. “Why, yes, ma’am.
I reckon they are. ... An’ returned with
the compliments of Los Halcones.” He
bowed and looked at Jim Clane and Mag-
pie Myers. “Though,” he went on, “some
_ of my men kind of think we ought to have
taken them for our cwn profit.”

Jim Clane’s face grew red in the light
of Corbin’s blazing house. “You—you're
damn right,” he choked. “You—"

Silver ignored him. “Instead,” he said
tranquilly to the girl, “we figure to take
Corbin’s cattle. That will pay us out pretty
good.”

Magpie Myers looked at him and sud-
denly burst out laughing.

Lars Johannseen bellowed, “Jeeminy,
he’s right. I see them cows. This Corbin,
he has yust made his round-up. He is
waiting to get through his fighting before
he drives to market. Hall! D’ere ain’t
more than two fallows wit' d’at herd.”

Jim Clane looked at Silver and shook
his head. “All right,” he said, “All
right. .. .” Silver grinned at him.

“There are more of them than there
were in the rustled herd, Jim,” he said,
“but you don’t care about that. All you
really care about is gettin’ argumenta-
tive.”

Jim Clane grinned reluctantly. “What

" I cared about,” he said, “was gettin’ rid

of that Fenner.”

Ricardo, standing to one side, flashed
his teeth. “For me,” he said. “Yes. But
that wasn’t so much. But then, Jim, you
forget. Silver wasn’t fooled. No, I think
not from the first minute.”

Jim looked suddenly
“Sure,” he said. “Sure.”

Silver suddenly put Duke Benson down
to the ground. “Stand on your own feet,”
he hollered at him. “Ain’t you a man?”

Duke looked startled. “Why—why, I
guess not yet.”” Then he grinned suddenly.
“You ain’t scarin’ me, Silver. . .. Much,”
he added, pulling in his breath.

“You wait,” Silver growled at him.
“Your maw and your spread are safe now,
an’ in less than a week it’ll have a palomino
pony on it. You wait. He'll be steppin’
dainty wherever an’ whenever you want
him to go.”

The kid breathed deep and his eyes were
round. “Gee,” he said softly, “That’s
swell. Havin’ that, an’ me havin’ heard it.
Gee, I reckon nothin’ that big’ll ever hap-
pen to me again.”

Silver looked at him, puzzled. “Heard
what.”

Duke looked at him almost scornfully.
“Why the yell,” he said, as though he
couldn’t believe anybody was that dumb.
“Ev'ybody talks about it, but there ain't
many, I bet that’s really heard it. But I
heard it!” He put back his head suddenly
with his eyes shining, in another world.
“To me, Los Halcones!” he roared, deep-
voiced. “Hell's Hawks for Trent!”

shame-faced.

THE END
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a neighboring Californio family, Dona
Luisa Ortega had accompanied the elder
Barnett.

Luisa, it was, Todd figured now as he
stood on the rim of home, who had proba-
bly carried screaming word to his father,
that he had been picked up by a crew of
sailors looking for seamen to shanghai.
That he had fought them until an iron fist
had knocked him unconscious with the
words in his ears that, “the Cap’n needs a
cabin boy, and you look likely.”

Todd had awakened from his stupor to
learn that he was bound for the Sandwich
Islands on the brig Sharpley. Since that
five-year-old day he had coursed the world
from far-off Cathay to London, wherever
ships made port. And during those five
years he had grown into a tough, able-
bodied seaman, ready to stand a watch
with the best of them. Yet, always in the
back of his mind had been the steady re-
solve to find a ship that would take him
home again to Monterey.

He had spent many an off-watch hour
during those lonely years dreaming of the
Peaks of Peace, of his folks and the ram-
bling log home they had raised in the
Valle de los Canadas. And.he had prom-
ised himself that when the hour came to
view that long green haven again he would
stand here with his eyes closed, and let his
senses soak up the restfulness of home
and forget the hard, bitter years behind.

A deep sigh moved Todd’s wide chest.
The past was a thing behind now. He
could open. his brown eyes and look upon
something beside heaving waves. He
could listen to the song of birds instead
of the howling of the gale through rigging.

The young Californio watching this
strange gringo from behind his screen
of greenery saw the Americano’s lips
smile, and saw him open his eyes. And he
saw also how the gringo’s eyes widened,
and how the smile froze into a grimace on
his lips.

The expression was to be expected, for

Todd was looking down at desolation.
“Good God!” the words burst uncon-
sciously from him.

«

ELOW, the green sward of the
Valle de los Canadas was as it had

always been, but that was all. The
adobe casas of Californios, and the log
houses of American farmers were either
burned ruins of roofless skeletons. Yards
were weed-grown. Sheds, outbuilding,
and barns were sagging, shapeless traves-
ties. Cattle now roamed fields that once
had been planted to corn and grain.

Only a single casa in all the length of
the Valle de los Canadas seemed occu-
pied now, and it was one Todd did not re-
member. Sprawling across the top of a
domed knoll a good five miles up the val-
ley it was still easy to view in the clear air
of afternoon.

At the four corners square towers rose
like blockhouses above the red-tile roof-
line. Huge enough to dwarf any of the
casas that had ever graced this valley, it
stood in aloof, grim grandeur. And even
across the distance separating him from
that enormous hacienda, Todd caught the
unpleasant aura that seemed to emanate
from it.

Instinctively, it came to him that the
fortress-like hacienda had something to do
with the disaster which had befallen this
peaceful valley, and a cry that was more
like a curse slipped from his lips.

“Que quiere? Why do you cry out,
sefior?” The liquid warm voice came
from the cover of the mountain lilac siding
the road.

Whirling toward the sound, Todd
blinked. Here again was something un-
expected.

The young Californio stood between
two of the high green lilac shrubs. He
was as tall as Barnett, and the tattered
rags serving him for clothes had once
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“Envy me, eh?” he drawled. “Now
wouldn’t that kill a dog.” He ran his eye
appraisingly over Barnett’s compact body.
“Might be,” he went on, “I could use a

good man like you, if you’re handy with a

gun'il

Todd breathed deeply. There was only
one way now that he might learn the de-
tails of the tragedy which had befallen his
home and those of his friends. Crowley
could provide the answers.

His fingers itched for the feel of the
dirk at his belt, for by his own admission
this arrogant hombre fronting him was the
one who claimed ownership of the Valle
de los Canadas now. To gain that owner-
ship he had brought destruction to visit
the Peaks of Peace.

“I’'m handy with my fists, belaying pin,
dirk or pistol,” he said flatly. “And I'm
tired of the sea. You've hired yourself a
hand, Crowley.”

From the cover of the holly and moun-
tain lilac fringing the road unbelieving
ears listened to him say that. Dark eyes
which had begun to glow with a little hope
turned dismal again.

Silent as the mountain ghost he had be-
come, Garcia Ortega crept away to carry
the sad news of an Argonaut’s return to
those lonesome ones in the hills waiting a
word of cheer.

CHAPTER TWO
Casa del Infierno

EO CROWLEY'’S smile expanded.
L “Good!” he approved Barnett’s de-
cision. Into the tooled leather
holster at his thigh, he rammed the big
Colt. “Won’t be needing this for awhile,”
he said in high good humor, “and I hope
the one we strap on you shoots straighter
than mine when we go looking for more
of the two-legged varmints like the one I
missed when I rode up.”
Todd tipped his head down to fumble at

the rope holding his pants, because he was
afraid his expression might betray his
feelings. When he raised his head again
his face was smooth, impassive, and he
knew he was going to have to keep it that
way from now on. This was a desperate
road to which he had set his feet, and
death would be waiting for him at the end
of it if Crowley got so much as an inkling
that the Valle de los Canadas had been his
home.

“I've been wondering about that,”
Todd said quietly. “Why for were you
trying to fill that Mex kid full of lead?”

With a touch of the huge silver rowels
at his heels, Crowley had urged his palo-
mino forward as the returned Argonaut
asked his question. “Step along beside me,
bucko,” he invited, “and I'll tell yuh as
we move.”

Arms as long and powerful as a goril-
la’s folded across the nub of his saddle,
the master of the Valle de los Canadas
stared down at his possessions.

“You want to know why I was trying
to fill that greaser full of lead, eh?” he
said finally. “Well, bucko, Ill tell ye. Six
months ago I spotted me this valley and
figgered it and these hills would make a
right nice cattle range. There’s a deep
cove down on the sea front where I figger
to build a wharf so’s coasting ships can
dock to pick up hides and taller. How-
ever, I cain’t do it until I clean out the
two-legged coyotes who are hounding my
herds.”

Todd wet his lips. He gestured at the
shattered homes below them. “Looks like
they was folks living here afore you
came.”

The Valley’s master chuckled. “They
was,” he drawled, “but they ain’t no
more. Leo Crowley takes what he wants,
bucko, and don’t you beforgetting it. I
offered the damned greasers and white
trash that had estancias here the same
price they'd paid for their acres.”

“But they’d improved the land, makin’
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it worth more,” Todd said before he could
stop the words.

Something that twined like a snake
caught him across the shoulders as he fin-
ished speaking. Circled with fire, shock
and pain drove a whistling breath from
his lungs. Stumbling sideways, Todd
twisted away from the quirt, and whirled,
hand forking toward his belt.

Crowley’s smoky-hued eyes were glow-
ing slits. He had the long barrel of his
Colt laid in the crook of his left arm. The
quirt hung from his wrist.

“Don’t tech that toad-stabber bucko,”
he said softly. “I was just teachin’ you a
little lesson that you'd better learn fast.
When I say something’s right, it’s right.
Get me? Remember that, and we'll get
along fine. You won'’t regret working at
the Casa del Infierno as the greasers call
it.”’

“Casa of Hell?” Todd gritted. He was
holding himself with an effort, by the re-
minder that only from Crowley could he
learn what had happened to those who
were gone,

“It's a good enough name,” Crowley’s
swarthy face was smiling again. “Kinda
tickles me. The trash who lived here
tacked that handle on my hacienda after I
give ’em twenty-four hours to vacate the
valley. And you know what the cusses
done?”

Todd shook his head. Shoulders still
smarting he had learned the value of
caution.

“Damned if they didn’t gut their places
of valuables and high-tail it for the high
timber. Didn’t git out like I told ’em.”
His gaze turned somberly toward the
Peaks of Peace. “They’re in 'em now—
somewhere, denned up like a pack of coy-
otes. But I'll find their hide-out if it takes
me a year! Ain’t no man can buck Leo
Crowley and live to talk about it. This hull
coast from here to Mission San Luis
Obispo is goin’ to be mine. An empire,
and I’ll be its king! Ain’t no pack of

Mex scum and gringo trash going to keep
Leo Crowley from taking what he wants!”

R

HAT was the last thing Crowley

I had to say as they moved slowly up

the Valle de los Canadas toward his
towered Casa of Hell.

Todd appreciated the silence. It gave
him time to think. And the most startling
conclusion he could draw was that he was
in the company of a madman. Not mad
in the sense that he belonged inside the
high walls of some mental institution. His
madness stemmed only from an over-
weening confidence in himself. In a wild
desire to rule a coastal California empire,
and the streak of cruelty he had displayed
made him capable of going to any lengths
to accomplish his purpose.

He had driven peaceful families from
their homes, burned and ravaged their
estancias when they had defied him, con-
fident in the knowledge that there was no
formal law to halt him.

The chances of helping dispossessed
Los Canadans to regain their estancias
looked less and less promising to Todd as
they reached Crowley’s Casa del Infierno.

An adobe wall ten feet high and a good
five feet thick surrounded the hacienda on
all four sides. Great arched gates of slab
redwood bolted and banked with iron
opened in front of them as they ap-
proached.

A stub-bodied man, as small as Crowley
was large, grinned up at them. He had a
withered, wicked little face and eyes that
were as bright and black as chips of ob-
sidian. Twin belts about his narrow waist
supported a pair of big Colts.

“Howdy, chief,” he greeted Crowley
equably. “Saw you comin’ and figgered I
might as well meet yuh here at the gate
to take the pilgrim off yore hands.
Where'd you pick him up, anyway?”

Watching the man, Todd saw Crowley’s
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fat cheeks seem to rise and meet his eyes.
Some signal, he was certain, had passed
between these two, and yet he could not
detect what it had been. It heightened the
feeling of raw danger in him that he’d
sometimes felt aloft in the ice-caked rig-
ging of a ship with a high wind shrieking
about him. _

“Found him hoofing it along the Ca-
mino,” Crowley murmured. “He was
talking to that cussed greaser, Ortega.
who spends his time spying on us. I
missed the skunk, and after looking this
bucko over, I figgered you might make a
hand out of him. Claims he can use his
maulers, pig-sticker, or Colt. Take him
over to the commissary, and outfit him in
decent clothes, and weapons. Feed him
and line him up a string of broncs. We’re
going hunting this afternoon.”

Todd watched an expression of sour
distaste twist the little man’s face. “So
soon?” he questioned. “The boys are
worn right down to the nub from chasing
gringo ghosts through those damned red-
woods.”

Crowley’s swarthy face darkened.
“They ride or draw their time,” he said
savagely. “We're going to find the den
of those damned Canadans or ride the
legs off every horse here, and the pants
off every man!”

*

IDGET BILL WILLIAMS was
M the name of the little gunnie,
Todd learned as he paced him
across the hard-packed courtyard inside
the great, walled enclosure.
“You cah call me Bucko,” Todd had
told him blandly. ‘“That name oughta do.”
Williams shrugged. ‘“Names don't
mean much here,” he said dryly. “I'm the
only man around with guts enough to
wear my own handle. All Crowley cares
about is one thing. He wants the hombres
that used to live in this valley, and he pay

~ ’

a cool five hundred dollars a pelt for every
gringo or greaser we bring in—dead or
alive. Me, I'm top-kick right now with
five to my credit. Only thing is the cusses
won't let theirselves be took alive. That’s
why they’ve been able to keep secret the
location of their hide-out. Once we get
a line on it, though, we’ll wipe 'em out
complete.”

The casual way these men had of speak-
ing of murder made their statements more
powerful than if they bragged or spoke
boastfully of their accomplishments. Todd
recalled bleakly that he had shipped under
some mighty tough captains, but for sheer
callousness he’d never met the equal of
Leo Crowley, and this little gunnie,
Midget Bill Williams.

Two hours later he sat saddle in the
courtyard along with twenty other Casa
del Infierno warriors. A pair of the finest
Colts obtainable rested at his thighs. A
long, double-barreled rifle rode the boot
beneath his leg. Bullet pouch, cap box,
patchin’ case, and powder flask snugged
his belt. Garbed in a snug-fitting green
drill shirt and breeches, he was dressed
the same as the rest of Crowley’s crew.

Williams had chuckled when Todd’s
eyes had widened on the clothes handed
out to him by a clerk in the rancho’s com-
missary. ‘“Leo likes tuh see his men
dressed all alike,” he drawled. ‘“These
here togs were made special in Monterey
so’s to blend with the coloring of the
mountains. Ain’t many folks who think of
the little things like Leo.”

Todd could agree with that observation.
Crowley’s thought in providing these
green suits for them to wear touched on
the fiendish. Against the somber shadows
beneath the redwoods cloaking the Peaks
of Peace, they would be almost invisible,
he realized. These clothes more than any
spoken word brought home the grim truth
of all that the master of the Valle de los
Canadas had said. He would not, could
not rest, until the hacienderos he’d dis-
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their mounts into the fourth draw on their
side of the canyon.

Instantly one of his big hands was
loosing the riata slung at the horn of his
massive saddle. Todd saw that action
first, and then his eyes swung forward.
Through an aisle formed by arching trees
he glimpsed the bent figure at the spring,
and guessed Crowley’s intent even before
the man’s faint whisper reached his ears.

“I've waited since hell was born for
this chance!” he muttered fiercely. “We'll
take this one alive, boys, and he’ll tell us
all we want to know before we’re done
with him. Hot bark pads against his feet
will turn the trick. If it don’t, I've a
few others that will. Git your ropes, and
fan out!”

They had equipped him with murder-
ous, Mexican spurs for this ride. Right
now Todd was glad of it. Leg muscles
coiling he drove them deep into the tender
flanks of his mount.

The animal reared, snorting with pain.
Between the animal’s ears, Todd saw the
bent oldster at the spring twist around,
a startled expression on his face. Silent-
hoofed on the brown mat of needles be-
neath the redwoods the horses had made
no sound to apprise the old Californio of
danger. Todd saw inexpressible terror
cross the other’s face, then as though he
were confused, he took a faltering step
toward them.

Midget Bill Williams had a Colt in his
hand. It had come from his holster like
streaking light, and it spoke before Todd
could swing his crazed mount to jostle
the other’s aim.

His eyes, in this moment were like a
camera, registering every impression that
came to him. As the Colt’s roar shattered
the mountain stillness, and lead found
their quarry’s heart, Todd saw a smile
that seemed to have satisfaction in it
cross the dying man’s face. Then his
view was masked by Crowley’s squat
shape, as he yanked his horse around to

face the two of them, Rage was twisting
Crowley’s mouth.

“Damn you, both!” His voice was ris-
ing into a scream. “The thing I wanted,
in my hands!-And you two blundering
fools .took it from me. Bucko, what in
the name of blue hell and highwater got
into that horse of yours to make it rear
like that?”

Todd shook his head. He made his
voice sound puzzled, and placating at the
same time. “I dunno, chief. I swear I
don’t. Less’'n mebbe a bee I noticed buzz-
ing around back aways took a notion to
sample this bronc.”

But Crowley wasn’t even listening. His
wrath turned its force on the dimunitive
Williams who was casually blowing smoke
from the muzzle of his Colt. “And you!
You shot him!”

The poise of the little man was some-
thing to admire. Todd watched him icily
answer the misshapen master of the Ca-
nada. ‘“Another minute and he’d have
been gone like a lizard. You think I'm
-passing up a chance to boost my score—
and pocket book ? If you do, I'll ride out
right now.” .

Crowley’s lips still twitched with anger
but his face had smoothed. He gave a
brief glance at the crumpled figure beside
the spring then brought his attention back
to his companions.

“All right,” he said surlily, “we’ll for-
get it. A mistake’s a mistake, and we
might as well ride back and signal the boys
to come in. There’ll be no more hunting
this afternoon. The sound of that gun
of yours will-carry for miles.” His smoky
eyes swung to Todd. “That’s one reason
we've only been able to whittle ’em down.
Once a gun talks up here we might as
well go home.”

There was another reason why the Casa
del Infierno was a good place to go after
a Colt shattered this ancient solitude.
Todd learned the reason within the next
fifteen minutes, and the knowledge sent
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rage-hot blood pounding through him.
They were out in the main canyon now,
riding through the dusky aisles, when a
riderless horse came galloping toward
them. Crowley cursed and sent spurs
deep into the flanks of his palomino.
“Come on!” He ripped out the words.
A hundred yards ahead lay a green-
garbed shape. Reined up around the
man, Todd looked down, and the blood
pounding in his veins sounded like a drum
against his ears. The hell-rider on the
ground was dead. A feathered shaft had
driven through his throat from front to
back, severing his jugular. He was one,

- half-drunken riders proclaimed, “

man was buried. Now that safety was
theirs inside the fortress walls of the casa,
spirits were high again as men gathered at
the cantina Crowley provided for them.

“Their ain’t many bosses,” one of the
who sets
free drinks on the bar. What if Slant
James did die today with an arrer through
his gullet? We're still here, and likely

'”

tuh stay. Let’s hoist one to Slant!

Todd toyed with a single drink at a
corner of the short bar, and a plan started
forming in his mind as he watched these
men drink to forget the feathered death
that came to haunt them whenever they

Like Tod Barnett of this gripping story, Whip Dan Callahan had a job to do
on the bloody freighter trails of Western America—where a strange broken
golden coin led seven men on to damnation. Don’t miss M. Howard Lane’s
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-

the returned Argc;naut thought, who
would do no more manhunting for the
dispossessed hacienderos of the Valle de

los Canadas.
D the manhunters came straggling
into the mouth of the canyon in
answer to the three shots Crowley had
fired to signal them, Todd could read fear
in each face. And when they reached
the Casa del Infierno, with the dead man
roped across his own saddle, Todd saw
Crowley’s private boothill for the first
time.

There were ten neat mounds in a row
beneath a spreading oak tree, and he real-
ized grimly that the Los Canadans were
not the only ones who had paid the last
penalty in this lost cause fight to regain
their homes.

Night had come by the time the dead

‘k

EATH was stalking them now. As

rode into the once peaceful Peaks of
Peace.

As he stood there, he was remember-
ing the sharp impressions he had caught
when they had surprised the white-haired
oldster at the spring. The old Californio
had risen, and instead of fleeing he had
started directly into their guns.

““And when he took Williams lead, and
knew he was dying,” Todd recalled. “He
had a smile on his face like he was almost
glad. . . .”

There was only one reason for that
emmigrant to smile at death, the Argo-
naut realized. That was because by dying
he had outwitted the overlord of the
Valle de los Canadas. Todd pondered the
thought, then downed his drink.

Chinese cook-boys were now filling the
plank tables scattered about the murky
cantina with great platters of food. Mov-
ing to one of them, Todd felt hunger bite
at him, and he remembered that he hadn’t
eaten since the previous night. Yet all the
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“You'll have company in hell, old-
timer !”” he muttered under his breath.

Less than an hour later, he was spray-
ing sparks against the wick of the lantern
that had proved such an effective weapon.
Leaving the compound of the Casa del
Infierno had been comparatively easy. If
watchers in each of the corner blockhouses
had seen him leave they had probably fig-
ured he was going on guard duty at one
of the herds grazing in the valley.

Riders leaving the casa was not their
worry. Only those approaching Crowley’s
vast stronghold were of any interest to
them.

Now he was in the mouth of the can-
~ yon where the crew had started their
manhunt that afternoon. Light burning
brightly against the somber canyon dark-
ness, Todd started forward again. He had
not brought the lantern to light his own
way. He was hoping as he rode that
haciendero watchers might be keeping a
vigil here to guard against a surprise night
raid. If they were, there was danger in
this course he had chosen, Todd knew, for
feathered death might come before talk
to search him out.

He had passed the three side-draws -

they had examined in order that after-

noon, and the mouth of the fourth was not’

far ahead. Minutes now might prove his
hunch right or wrong, Todd realized.

The night was still all about him save
for a faint high breeze rustling through
the crowns of the redwoods towering two
hundred feet above him. Drawing closer
now to the mouth of that fourth draw,
Todd’s thoughts turned to the people he
might soon be meeting.

Garcia Ortega would have told his
father and mother by now that he had
returned, and so their surprise would not
be too great at seeing him. He wondered,
too, if Dona Luisa Ortega would be here
to welcome him. There had been many
times during the lonely years when he
had thought of her, imagining as best he

could the beauty that must be hers now.

“Parada, maldito!” Halt, bad one!” the
words came without warning from behind
a boulder almost beside him, and Todd
heard the whisper of a bowstring drawn
taut. '

Instantly he checked the black, and
swung the lantern high enough to show
the blunt lines of his face. At the same
time the spreading light showed him a
ragged figure risen from behind the boul-
der. Arrow notched to the crude bow,
the Californio could draw and loose the
shaft in the space of a breath. Todd
recognized the guard.

“Garcia, mi amigo!” he could not keep
the pleasure from his voice. “This is
luck!”

The young Californio’s lips wore no an-
swering smile. “Perhaps not so much luck
as you may think, Sefior Barnett,” he said
grimly. “Remove from yourself those
guns you wear and toss them here close

" to me. Then dismount. I will feel a horse

between my legs again, and you will do
the walking! Es verdad!”

*

ception, Todd unlatched his gunbelt

and tossed it to a cushion of needles
at the base of the boulder. Silently, he
swung from his saddle. The thought
crossed his mind that Garcia might really
believe that he had joined forces with
the man who had ravaged their homes,
then quickly he rejected the idea. No Los
Canadan in his right mind could believe
such a thing.

“Andale!” Ortega said curtly when he
had swung to the back of the Argonaut’s
horse. “Walk straight on past the spring.
Do not try and lose me, sefior, for my fin-
ger is itching for to pull the trigger of
thees gun you have been so kind as to
give me.”

Even as a youngster, Garcia Ortega

SPEECHLESS at this unfriendly re-
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had been bull-headed, Todd recalled. He
made no effort to argue with the young
Californio. Once they reached his father
and the rest, a few words of explanation
would accord him a royal welcome, Todd
told himself.

He put his attention on moving straight
ahead through darkness almost as intense
as the gloom of a tomb. Great shadowy
redwoods rose on both sides, and as he
passed the spring the steep canyon walls
narrowed swiftly. Trees torn from their
precarious rooting in the rocky side-walls
of the gulch made a giant jack-straw laby-
rinth on either side now, and as he
rounded an unexpected bend in the gulch,
Todd paused involuntarily. Straight ahead
some ancient windstorm had toppled
mountain mammoths into a gigantic dead-
fall tangle that appeared to block the wash
with solid tons of timber.

As he stared at the tangle, Todd heard
- Ortega chuckle mirthlessly. ‘“Perhaps,”
he said, “the Crowley cabrone would
think like you, sefior, that there is no
way past that barrier. And he would be
right. One cannot ride around those
trees—but he can pass beneath them!
Spread the screen of holly at its base,
sefior, and you will see what I mean.”
Icily polite, the young Californio added
a further grim warning. “I must warn
you, sefior,” he said flatly, “to make no
effort to escape me, once we are beneath
the dead-falls or we will both die. The
vibration of one shot might, I fear, bring
down many many tons of logs to crush
us both!”

Todd parted the curtaining holly. Light
from the whale-oil lantern which Ortega
had appropriated spread enough bright-
ness to show him the amazing proof of
the Californio’s words. Looking up was
like staring at a massive, frozen log jam.
Logs, tangled and splintered, and yet
Ortega had said they were ready at the
slightest shock to come crashing down
and block forever the channel beneath.

A dozen strides carried Todd the
length of the tunnel. Here again was
fresh surprise. On either side naked cliffs
towered sheer for a hundred feet. Huge,
spaced boulders at the rim of the bluffs
were silhouetted against the shine of the
night sky, and like socketless eyes in the
sides of both sheer walls were the open-
ings of small caves.

Ortega seemed to sense the scope of
the Argonaut’s inspection. “A race long
before us sought refuge here,” he said
flatly. ‘“The caves were their homes. We
are forced to use them now. How long
it will be necessary for us to stay here
like coyotes in their dens only the good
Dios knows. But this I can tell you,
sefior,” he ended fiercely, “the day will
come when we will once more return to
our estancias in the Valle de los Canadas.”

A plan was starting to grow in Todd’s
mind. “I—" he began, but Ortega cut
him short.

“Save your forked words, sefior, for
the council,” he said savagely. Then, as
thick holly and buckbrush that had
blocked their view ahead rolled back on
either side he added, “Look you. Did I
not say the council was in session? It is
a'sad man,” he added in bitterly somber
tones, “who conducts their meeting, and
seeing you will not make him feel any
better!”’

Todd heard an unexpected whishing
sound above his head, and instinctively he
ducked, but he was not quick enough to
elude the dexterous cast of the riata that
had been caught about the horn of his
saddle. The plaited loop slipped over
his head, and bit like a steel band as it
slipped down about his upper arms.

This was unnecessary ignominy. Todd
clawed at the rope, then he felt himself
jerked from his feet as Ortega spurred
the black past him. Helpless to protect
himself, he was dragged into the circlet of
light cast by burning redwood slabs.

“Hold!” Ortega announced himself. “I



REBELLION IN HELL!

73

bring us a prize, amigos. In a day that is
best forgotten he was one of us!”

Disheveled and dirty, Todd scrambled
to his feet as he felt the rope slacken a
little. Men and women circled him, Cali-
fornio and American alike. Many of them
he had known and he knew that the recog-
nition was mutual, yet there were no
smiles to welcome him,

“A nice home-coming !” he said hoarse-
ly, and he couldn’t keep the bitterness
from his voice.

',,

Three figures were approaching from
the darkness beyond the council fire. One
broke away from the other, and on light
feet came flying through those grouped
about the circle. It was Dona Luisa Or-
tega. Todd felt his heart leap suddenly.
The girl was coming directly to him. A
spitfire as he remembered her, her tongue
had lost none of its acid bite.

“For shame, Garcia!” her words cut
at her brother like the thonged end of a
quirt. “Whatever you think of Sefior
Barnett, is it necessary that he be treated
like a dog?”

“Ask him what happened to our uncle,
Don Aguilar, this afternoon.” Ortega’s
anger was unbending.

Skirts swirling, the girl ignored her
brother’s remark. With a quick gesture
she caught the rope from about the Argo-
naut’s shoulders. Her smile as her hands
came out to Todd was joyous. He caught

" her fingers, and for one heady second this
was the homecoming he had expected.
The desire was strong in him to draw
Luisa into his- arms, but he throttled
the impulse.

The other two figures had reached the
council circle now. One was Todd’s
mother. The other was his father—a tall,
somber shape with silver hair brushing
the ragged collar of his shirt. Deep lines
marked his craggy face. His parents had

aged terribly during the years of his ab-

sence, Todd realized. . .
Unthinkingly he started forward, with

his hands outstretched. “Dad! Mother!”

Henry Barnett raised his hand. No
man better than himself knew the effort
this was costing him. “Todd Barnett,”
he said in heavy tones that disavowed any
knowledge that this prisoner facing him
was his son, “you are charged with ac-
cepting employment from Leo Crowley.
You have ridden with him, and by your
direct action, you have brought about the
death of one of us. You need not lie. Eyes
saw your action this afternoon. For that
death you have caused to one of us there
is but one verdict this council of the Los
Canadas can render. Come dawn you will
be taken to the edge of the Valley and
hanged by the neck, until dead!”

CHAPTER FIVE
Sanctuary- for the Damned

UISA ORTEGA was twisting to-
L ward her mounted brother even as
she cried, “He will not!”

Todd saw her reach up and pluck one
of his revolvers from the pair of holsters
Garcia had slung about his own waist.
Glinting blue in the night, she flipped the
heavy weapon toward him. Her move had
been so swift and unexpected that it
caught Todd as unprepared as the rest.
Reflex action alone made him reach out
and snag that spinning weapon out of the
air.

Touch of the cold steel against his palm
brought him instant recovery. ‘“Don’t
reach for that other gun of mine, Ortega,
when yuh climb down from my saddle.
I'd hate to have to feed you the same kind
of treatment you've been handing me.”

“Bruja!” the Californio spat the word
at his sister as he swung reluctantly from
leather.

Todd grinned. “Don’t call her hellcat,”
he said grimly. ‘“She’s done you all a
favor!” With a lithe, quick swing he was
in the saddle Ortega had just vacated, and
his gun menaced all of them.
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savagely. “Follow that double-crossing
son. We'll still hand ’em a dawn sur-
prise!”

Branches slashed at his face as he
swept through the screening fringe of
holly beneath the massive, windfall bar-
rier, and the pain of their strike put only
an added edge of pleasure to the savage
joy flowing through him. Hoofs muffled
by carpeting needles were rising to muted
thunder behind him. Crowley was lead-
ing his men into a death trap. A trap that
might close its jaws on him, too, Todd
knew, but he was past caring.

He was in the gorge now, pounding
straight ahead. Behind him, Todd heard
Colt fire open up. He felt the brown horse
under him shudder as lead ripped through
its body. The animal was stumbling, dy-
ing on its feet, and lead was in the air
all about him when an explosion that
drowned all sound rocked the gorge.

They had used twice the powder neces-
sary to blast that wind-fall log jam was
the thought that caught at Todd’s sud-
denly stunned senses. Great boulders bal-
anced at the edge of the high cliffs were
doing a strange, Gargantuan dance all
their own—teetering, swaying, tottering,
and all at once Todd realized that men
driven here to this gorge in ages past had
patiently rolled those mammoth stones
into place as a means of protecting their
sanctuary in case of invasion.

The explosion that had settled the log
jam was starting those stones into mo-
tion now. Like giant projectiles they
toppled forward, came rumbling down the
walls of the narrow gorge on either side.
Like mill wheels of the gods they would
meet on its floor and grind men and ani-
mals alike into nothingness.

Todd freed his feet of stirrup leather.
As the brown sagged forward he went
over its head, lit running. Hope for life
lay only in reaching one of the caves at
the base of the cliffs. Shards of stone torn

from boulders as they struck the canyon
floot were filling the air now like lethal
grape shot. A sharp-edged shred caught
the Argonaut in the left shoulder, and
Todd felt himself falling. .

The mouth of a cave was only a few
rods ahead. Crawling toward that goal,
he reached it, and turned to survey the
destruction of the canyon, but his view
was blocked by a squat, bloody giant.

One of Crowley’s arms hung limp, bro-
ken at his side. Half of his swarthy face
had been ripped by another shard of stone,
but he was still on his feet, and the gun
in his good fist was still filled with death.

Todd twisted himself sidewise as the
weapon spoke. He felt the whisper of
lead past his cheek, and then he had his
own Colt in numbed fingers. His arm felt
the shock as he pressed the trigger.
Through eyes dimmed with grit he saw
the other half of the Valle master’s face
spurt blood, and he knew that Leo Crow-
ley who had wanted to rule a coast empire
would do his ruling from now on in a
hell of his own creation.

There was death, and nothing but
death, in the canyon now. Todd stared
out at it from the entrance of the cave
where he had sought shelter, and he felt
a ragged breath stir his chest.

It would be a long time, he knew, be-
fore the Valle de los Canadas would look
like the home to which he had waited five
years to return, but when the fields were
planted again, men and women could for-
get this bloody interlude.

On his feet, he managed to move into
the open and raise an arm toward the rim
above. Waving hands and a cry that he
could barely make out answered him from
there, and he knew that the three people
who meant the most to him had seen his
raised arm.

Dona Luisa had been the one to cry out
and her words, “M:i querida” were a
promise of bright hope for the future. ...

THE END
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the hook in the town’s sloping street.
Brakes squawling, the driver put his
leaders up over the walk on the right-hand
side and his rolling wheels barely cleared
the buildings which jutted on the left-
hand corner.

This building appeared to be the pivot
of the town. It was the largest, and the
only one which had ever smelled paint.
A weathered sign proclaimed that it was
a store, a bar and the marshal’s office.

As the freighter came around the cor-
ner a young bare-headed fellow called,
“Got those sawmill parts, Zeke?”

The driver was too busy cursing his
team to reply.

Deacon Bottle looped his reins over the
tie rail, stepped across the walk. His low-
crowned black hat was pushed back and
his patched frock coat was open, reveal-
ing the twin silver-mounted sixguns
which had made him famous.

The forward corner of the store was
occupied by a cubbyhole of an office. Dea-
con Bottle rocked ponderously past it to
the bar and, smiling, ordered his favorite
drink, Old Pepper, a brew regarded by
many as a second-grade explosive.

“I'm hunting a feller named Ed Mo-
ran,” he offered, as the dust in his throat
began to disintegrate.

The bartender, a horse-jawed man with
pointed ears, shook his head. ‘“Never
heard of him.”

“I got a letter from him,” objected
the Deacon, rummaging in a hip pocket.

“Might ask Cass Blaird.” The bar-
keep was indifferent.

“Blaird ?”

The barkeep nodded toward the cubby-
hole office. “Owns this town. This setup
here an’ the freight line an’ about every-
thing else that’s worth a damn. He’s
mayor an’ town marshal to boot.”

Deacon Bottle chuckled. “Sounds like
a pretty good all-around feller.”

“He’s all that,” said the barkeep bleak-
ly, “an’ a little bit more.”

Deacon Bottle rapped at the cubbyhole
door, got a summons and went in.

The man seated behind the desk slid a
drawer shut with his knee as he examined
his visitor, and the Deacon had an im-
pression that a gun had been lying there
convenient to his hand.

Cass Blaird’s face was shriveled and
dry, though he didn’t appear to be over
fifty. He had a narrow pair of shoulders
under a shiny black coat. His eyes were
the same glistening dark color, and in
them was an implacable stare which never
shifted or softened.

The Deacon fumbled for the letter.
“I'm Deacon Bottle,” he explained. “Do
a little preachin’ now and again, when
I’'m asked. Feller named Ed Moran wrote
me from here, invitin’ me up.” ’

Blaird accepted the letter. His unre-
lenting gaze scanned it, then returned to
the Deacon’s plump, moonlike face.

“There’s no Ed Moran here,” he stated.
“Never has been.”

“There’s the letter an’ there’s the
name,” protested the Deacon gently.
“Somebody around here has got to be
Ed Moran.”

Blaird shrugged. “A joke, probably,”
he said.

“Mister,” said Deacon Bottle, ‘“my
preachments ain’t exactly jokes. Not to
me, anyhow. So, being as I'm on the
ground, I'll unlimber one as soon as it’s
generally convenient.”

“It won’t be convenient,” said Blaird,
placing two clawlike hands on the table
before him, “while I'm running this
town.”

Deacon Bottle rubbed reflectively at his
round jaw. “I hate making a two-day
ride for nothing,” he declared. “I skipped
a pretty important job to come up here.
Seems the railroad has been losing some
stuff. Among other things, a boxcar full of
barreled whiskey was busted open down
at Pinnacle Junction. I was supposed to
look into it, but I figured this preachment
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“It’s not my trouble; it’s going _to be _

his! He had the gall to tell me that the
freight charges on my sawmill parts were
eight hundred dollars!”

“It’s a long haul,” said Blaird dryly.

“Long haul?” cried the youth. “You
knew how long it was when you contract-
ed to do it for a hundred and a quarter!”

Blaird’s stare remained constant. ‘“Read
your contract over again. Third para-
graph from the bottom says, ‘If unusual
conditions are encountered, a suitable re-
vision of the rate will be made.””

The boy began a furious protest, then
stopped abruptly. He said softly, “So
# at’s the game!”

“If you can’t raise the eight hundred,”
Blaird drawled, “we could likely work out
a mortgage to cover it.”

“Why, sure—unusual,” the boy said.

“I forgot about that.” The gentleness of
his tone didn’t jihe with the iron set of
his jaw. “Nothing like a jolt of unusual
to make a fool of a man.”
" He wheeled around and stamped out.
The ring of his boots had a purposeful
sound that didn’t escape Cass Blaird, and
the owner of Bent Hump slithered from
behind the desk like a spider.

He ignored the Deacon as completely as
if he hadn’t existed and the Deacon, still
angry, strode after him.

The blond youth had disappeared when
he got outside, but Blaird’s scuttling fig-
ure was ahead of him. Just beyond was a
vacant lot which served as a wagon yard
and into which the freighter had pulled.
Bordering it was a loading platform and
a rickety warehouse.

The boy had sprung up to the loading
platform. He put his fingers to his mouth
and whistled. Half a block away a light
wagon moved away from the tie rail.

“That sawmill stuff comes first,” the
boy called pleasantly to the driver and
agent, who between them had worked
loose the tarps covering the load.

The agent was a stumpy, surly man

with hairy forearms and a broken-down
eyeshade. “You get a slip from Blaird?”
he demanded.

“Don’t need one.” The young fellow
jumped expertly to the top of the load.
“There’s my stuff. Right handy. Yank
it out.”

The driver, Zeke, straightened with a
scowl. “No slip, no freight!”

“Ordinarily, maybe. Blaird said this
was unusual. Makes a difference, you
know.” The boy got hold of one end of
a crate, heaved it up.

“You there, Sam Ross!” blatted the
agent. “Get off there!”

The driver said nothing. He sprang
like a cat for the hind wagon. The boy
had expected it, but not quite so soon.
He was turning when the driver’s sledge-
hammer fist exploded against the side of
his head.

Within an ace of being spilled off the
load, he caught himself. His right ear was
twice as big as it had been a moment be-
fore, but he came up grinning.

The driver rushed at him again with a
growl, while the agent scrambled over
the high side of the wagon.

For five seconds it was close and rough
work, with the boy collecting punishment
and dealing it back with interest. One of
his boots took the agent in the belly,
knocked him like a gasping fish to the
platform.

He absorbed two jolting rights to the
jaw, shook his head and began whipping
the driver with both fists. Four of those
solid smashes were enough. The driver
went off the wagon, landing soddenly on
his shoulder and lying still.

«

of a revolver being cocked. He

had forgotten Blaird, who stood
a pace or two in front of him and a little
to one side.

D EACON BOTTLE heard the click .
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The picture and its implications flashed
instantly across his mind, and the Deacon
moved automatically.

Within reach was the scrawny Blaird,
gun swinging up. He had called no warn-
ing, so he meant to use it.

Up on the wagon the boy’s blond head
swung around. The grim set of his face
told that he saw Blaird, knew what was
going to happen, knew there was nothing
he could do to prevent it.

The Deacon’s arm swung, with a silver-
mounted sixgun at the end of it. The
barrel struck bone just as Blaird’s re-
volver exploded. Cass Blaird sagged into
the dirt.

The wagon which had pulled away from
the tie rail came rattling into the lot. A
girl was driving it. She wore a man’s
overalls and a wide-brimmed hat, and all
the Deacon got was a glimpse of sorrel-
colored hair and long-lashed eyes under
which dust was streaked.

Deacon Bottle had to pull Blaird out
of the way, carry him over and prop him
up against the warehouse. Though un-
conscious, Cass Blaird was still breath-
ing.
The blond youth, Sam Ross, had gone
to work at once digging his crates out of
the load. The twelve-foot tumbling shaft
was more than he could handle alone. He
heaved up one end of it, but that was all
he could manage. He didn’t ask for help,
just stood there straining with it.

The girl jumped down from the wag-

on’s seat.
~ Deacon Bottle growled to her, “Stay
where you are, girl, an’ keep that team
steady.” _

He heaved himself up the side of the
freight wagon, got the brawny bulk of his
shoulder under the opposite end of the
shaft.

They eased it down into the bed of
the wagon and lowered the crated gears
and the six-foot circular saw on top of it.

The agent was staggering helplessly to

his feet as Ross said hoarsely, ‘“That’s
it! Some day, mister, I’ll be able to thank
you right. We won’t forget, neither of
us . . . I'll take those lines, Sue.”

He started to clamber over into the
seat. He didn’t quite make it.

Deacon Bottle saw his face go pale with
pain striking across it, saw for the first
time the strain of blood on his shirt. The
boy sank to his knees, gripping the back
of the seat hard.

Shocked alarm came into the girl’s eyes.
She uttered a low cry of desperation.

Deacon Bottle swore and threw a quick
look at Blaird. Blaird was beginning to
stir. That slug he had shaken so hastily
out of his gun hadn’t been wasted.

The Deacon put one foot on the wheel.
“Get in behind there,” he said to the
girl, “and stop that bleeding. Where does
this stuff go?” '

The girl gave him a swift scrutiny, and
the Deacon was grateful that she wasn’t
hysterical.

“West of here,” she said, “about four
miles.”

Deacon Bottle settled his frock-coated
bulk in the seat, slapped his team with the
lines. The harness creaked with their for-
ward lurch, and the wagon rolled in a
circle out of the yard. The Deacon didn’t
look back; he figured that if Cass Blaird
came to inf time, he would hear the bullet.

Stopping to tie the buckskin behind was
the work of a moment. Then the wagon
ground around the hook in the street, and
up the sloping grade out of town.

The high North Hills tumbled upward
on either hand, and as the wagon crawled
into them Deacon Bottle had time to
growl at himself for being a sentimental
old fool.

A man couldn’t hope to right every
item of injustice he stumbled across. The
troubles of two youngsters were none of

" his concern. Still, they had the kind of

courage he liked to see, and he had prom-
ised himself that one way or another Bent















88 STAR WESTERN

“Twenty miles or so by the road. Four-
teen if you don’t mind a little rough going
over the shortcut. I’ll trail along.”

The Deacon shook his head. “You
don’t leave a hundred bucks lyin’ around
while you hunt for five. Your stake’s
here; stick an™ hang onto it.”

Sue Ross stepped close to him. There
was something about her long-lashed eyes
and sorrel hair that put warmth into his
heart.

“Sam’s hurt,” she said. ‘“He can't go,
but I can. Our stake isn’t as important
as backing you. If there’s trouble—"

Deacon Bottle smiled at her. “Ma’am,
I've been in trouble before. I'm going
alone. But I'd like to eat before I leave.”

CHAPTER THREE
Pinnacle Junction Grief

EACON BOTTLE reached Pin-
D nacle Junction a little after mid-
night. It was merely a station and
siding set in the worst of tumbled bad-
lands. The grade eastward was a bad one,
-and when traffic or weather demanded,
cars were held for days or a week on the
siding.
Aside from the station, there was only
a saloon and the Blaird warehouse.
‘Deacon Bottle ground-tied his buckskin
in a ravine on the outskirts and went
warily on foot to the station.

The night operator, a lanky, buck-

toothed ynan, was dozing in front of his
desk. He knew the Deacon and gaped
at him. “How in hell did you get up
here?”

“Got a preachment to get off my hands
in Bent Hump,” the Deacon told him
amiably. “I want to talk to Mallory in
Latigo. Can you roust him out for me?”

The buck-toothed operator looked so-
ber. Lon Mallory was superintendent of
the hills division, and this was two o’clock
in the morning.

“You sure it's important ?”

“Hard telling,” said the Deacon. ‘“You
get him. I'll take the blame if he don’t
like it.”

The operator rattled his key, and for
half an hour the Deacon fidgeted while a
hunt for Superintendent Mallory was
started in Latigo. _

The operator shook his head, finally.
“They think he’s in a poker game some-
where, but they can’t find him.”

Deacon Bottle picked up his hat. “Tell
’em to keep tryin’.”

“You sure it’s all right? What'll I tell
him?”

“Ask him if the railroad’ll back me in
case I get into a jackpot. He fired me just
’fore I pulled out of Latigo.”

“Fired you ?” the operator yelled. “Liv-
ing thunder! And at two in the morning
you're—"’

- “A chore he had in mind that I didn’t
have time for,” the Deacon explained.
“You ask him.” And he shut the door
behind him.

It was still dark, but the Deacon was
hunting trouble and he saw what might
have been a man or a shadow moving in
front of Blaird’s warehouse. Though he
watched the spot steadily for several min-
utes, there was nothing more.

The faint clicking sound could have
been a door shutting or any one of a hun-
dred slight night noises.

Deacon Bottle tramped toward the
warehouse. The nearer end was an of-
fice of sorts. The door was locked. He
rapped at it smartly.

After a short pause a lamp flared up
inside, loose floor boards creaked, the bolt
clicked back.

The door was opened a crack and the
lamp lifted. Behind it Deacon Bottle saw
a wrinkled face with close-set, mean little
eyes.

“What's wanted, mister ?”

“Freight,” said the Deacon, and pushed
the door with a big left hand. His right
was where he could use it in a hurry.
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The night had been whittled down to
soft shadows when the buckskin’s hoofs
clattered in the stony gut of Spruce Can-
yon. He was a dark leather color from
sweat, and foam fell back from his jaws
against the Deacon’s knees.

Deacon Bottle was holding his bruised
left wrist with his right hand and manip-
ulating it gently. He figured he could use
it if he had to. ‘

He’ could see the deep wheel marks
in the road. At intervals they were
marred by the print of shod hoofs. That
meant a rider was between him and the
wagons.

Sorting out facts in his mind, Deacon
Bottle wondered if he was going to have
_a rear guard to deal with too.

Worry was building up in him. Worry
that he wasn’t going to be in time. They
were pulling close to Bent Hump. The
long grade running down into the town
lay less than a mile ahead.

Then he saw the wagons. The second
of the pair pulled across a rise and van-
ished into a slowly boiling cloud of dust
which sparkled and flamed with the sun’s
first rays. At a word from the Deacon the
buckskin’s flagging pace quickened.

Minutes later the intervening rider
came into view, tackled the rise, dropped
out of sight on the other side.

He was too far off to be recognized.

The dragging time was endless, but all-
Deacon Bottle could do was wait. The
buckskin heaved as he hit the slope; he
kept at it doggedly, and topped the crest
with his flanks going like bellows.

The wagons were rolling toward the
long incline, and the rider had pulled
alongside the driver who was astride the
near wheeler.

- The Deacon swore helplessly, jerked
out a gun and threw two futile shots to-
ward the freighter.

The rider wasn’t a man. It was, Sue
Ross, and she had the Winchester across
her lap. She had spoken to the driver, and

its bridle.

lifted the gun, and he had struck savagely
at her with the loaded butt of his whip.

Deacon Bottle saw the Winchester spin
out of her hands as she reeled from the
horse’s back—it was a bay, one of the
team which had pulled the Ross wagon,
and she was riding bareback. She lay
crumpled in the road as the wagons
rocked ahead and her horse turned back
toward the Deacon.

Heavy brakes began their shrill squall-

ing.
CHAPTER FOUR

Sixgun Jackpot

EACON BOTTLE leaned out of
the saddle, crowding the bay. to
the side of the road, and caught

Coming up to where the girl lay, he
sprang down and looped the reins over
the buckskin’s horn. Sue Ross’s eyes
opened as he lifted her. He looked for
blood, and didn’t see any.

She struggled against his arm. “I’'m—
all right, Deacon. He didn’t hit me. I fell
—trying to dodge.” :

The Deacon growled, “What kind of a
stunt were you up to?”’

“‘He’s got the gear, hasn’t he?”’ Sue
Ross was sitting up. “I got to thinking,
after you left, that they might move it this
way. So I came out to stop him if he
came by."”

“Where was Sam?”
Deacon angrily.

“He was asleep. I left without telling
him.”

“All right,” the Deacon said. “Ride
back an’ tell him he’ll get his gear this
morning or not at all.” He stepped quick-
ly into the buckskin’s saddle, squinting
ahead at the lumbering freight wagons.
They had to be stopped and stopped fast.
“Think you can make it?”

“I think so.” She was on her feet, lean-
ing against the bay’s shoulder.

demanded the









94

STAR WESTERN

for the safety of the saloon a second too
late. . A flying board had slashed his fore-
head so that blood streamed down his
face, but he still had his rifle. He was
down on one knee with it, pumping lead
at Deagon Bottle. *

The Deacon’s right-hand gun jumped
in his fist. No man alive knew more about
what a shot gun could do than he. He was
very careful with his second shot, which
was a long one, and Cass Blaird took two
stumbling steps toward him before col-
lapsing. :

From the wreckage behind the fallen
Blaird another gun blasted. The horse-
jawed bartender had thrust a shotgun
through the brokeén wall.

Someone yelled. Deacon Bottle saw
the blond Sam Ross come charging
around the corner on foot. He had the
Winchester his wife had used, and he
began to throw bullets into the saloon.

The Deacon had already decided to
gamble with that danger. He had pulled
around toward the improvised wagon yard
on his right where Zeke and the hairy-
armed agent with the dilapidated eyeshade
had elected to pitch into the fight.

Zeke had sprung down from the load-
ing platform and was running toward the
street.

The Deacon’s sudden wheel caught him
in the open. He flung his gun up with a
curse, but the shot was hasty.

The Deacon’s bullet shocked him like a
bucket of icy water. He stopped in his
tracks, the fury draining out of his face,
looking down stupidly at his chest. He
fell without raising his eyes. )

Up on the loading platform the stumpy
agent had made a half-hearted endeavor
to cover his comrade. His bullet had
flown wide, and now as the Deacon stalked
toward him he whipped the revolver out
into the dirt as if it had scorched his fin-
gers.

“I’'m through,” he yelled hoarsely. “I'm

“through, I tell you!”

The Deacon motioned with his gun
barrel. “Jump down,” he invited, “if you
figure your tongue is loose enough to an-
swer some questions. If it ain’t, we’ll
finish this now.”

Sam Ross came striding in from the
street, his face flushed. “You all right,
Deacon? That barkeep’s done his last
bushwhacking.” :

Deacon Bottle chuckled. “Fair to mid-
dlin’, son. You showed up at about the
right time. Where’d you come from?”

“When I woke up and found Sue
gone,” the boy said shame-facedly, “I lit
out after her. Caught up with her on the
grade. I took the gun from her and came
jumping on in.”

The Deacon nodded appreciatively.
“Your gear’s there with those wagons,
wherever they are. Better hunt ’em up.
You might take a look at the rest of the
load, while you’re at it. I've got a hunch
it’s barreled whiskey.”

*

HE next two hours were busy ones,

I Deacon Bottle let the agent spend

thirty minutes telling him a story
he already knew or had half guessed.
Sam Ross returned with the team and
wagons intact, and a crew was recriited
to transfer the illicit load to the ware-
house for safe-keeping.

A rider was dispatched to Pinnacle
Junction with a message for Lon Mal-
lory. “Got a line on your whiskey,” Dea-
con Bottle wrote. “Job still unfinished.
Am I on the payroll or not?”

A wagon was roundéd up for the trans-
porting of the missing sawmill parts, and
in it the Rosses and Deacon Bottle ram-
bled up the slope out of Bent Hump.

Each pocket of the Deacon’s frock coat
held a quart.of Old Pepper.

“When Blaird came out so dead set
against a preachment,” he explained, “I
suspicioned somethin’ wrong. Mostly,
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evaded. “The boys told me you'd come
back.”

“Yeah,” said the puncher. “Thanks for
the welcoming committee. Sorry the boys
was in such a hurry to leave!”

The two eyed each other for a long
moment.

“Well, Fant,” the rancher said abrupt-
ly. “I reckon you’re out for my hide?”

“Reckon so, Ace,” said Dayton Fant.

“But I didn’t do the killing,” said
White.

Dayton Fant rolled a cigarette and
lighted up. “It ain’t just the killing now,
Ace,” he said, holding his voice in con-
trol. “Pa’s gone. If I wiped the whole
Three Fish outfit off the map, pa would
still be gone. Gunsmoke can’t bring him
back. Nothing can bring him back. That’s
why I hate you and your outfit, Ace.

“That’s why you don’t get pa’s little
two-bit spread here for tax money. That’s
why T tore up that court order giving you
possession of the Circle A when I stopped
at the sheriff’s office this morning. You’ll
get your tax money when I get around to
paying you, but you don’t get possession
of this land. Just remember that—and
keep out of my way!”

CHAPTER TWO

Outside the Law!

‘ N Y ITH that, Dayton Fant swung his
horse away from the fence and
rode off. He didn’t trust himself

any longer. Ace White, or some of his
hirelings, had murdered his father. He
was convinced of that. Yet he couldn’t
prove it. And he’d promised Jess Barker
to wait awhile before he cut loose his wolf.
“Your slate’s clean now, Dayton,” Bar-
ker had pled. “When Wild Horse Evers
got throwed and kicked to pieces by a
jug-head bronc and knowed his time was
up, he confessed to shooting the Jeffery
kid in that fracas you boys had in the

Lucky Lady. That cleared you, like I
wrote. But if you go off half-cocked on
this deal, before we get evidence that’ll
stand up in court, you'll have to go on
the dodge again. And you don’t want
that.”

Dayton Fant had admitted that he
didn’t. He still didn’t. He was tired of
traveling like a coyote, looking back over
his shoulder.

He wanted to be able to sit out on the
front gallery of Little Sam’s adohe house
and listen to the locusts in the burr-
oaks and watch the thunderheads piling
up in the north, threatening rain. He and
Little Sam had always got a heap of pleas-
ure and satisfaction out of watching a
rainstorm come whooping down through
the mesquites.

But how long could he hold himself?
How long before that fierce bitterness in-
side him boiled over and he went wild
with the thirst to kill and avenge the mur-
der of his father? Dayton Fant knew it
wouldn’t be long.

At the forks of the road leading toward
Sabinal, Dayton Fant encountered Daniel
Berry, his neighbor to the north.

The little old scarecrow rancher saw
him coming and pulled up to wait. Shrunk-
en by years of hard work, cramped and
drawn by vicious attacks of rheumatism,
the little old man sat humped in his sad-
dle, resembling nothing so much as a crip-
pled grasshopper. His jeans were wash-
faded and his vest ripped under one arm.
But he rode a cat-stepping horse and his
rigging was of the best. Fancy, too. He
led a saddled horse.

“By God!” he exclaimed when he rec-
ognized the approaching puncher. “Ain’t
the law never run you down yet? I'll
swear. The country ain’t got no protec-
tion a’tall no more!”

Dayton Fant’s heart lifted and his gen- .
erous mouth broke into the first real smile
in months. “They kept me on the jump,”
he admitted. “But I'm hard to corner.”
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They mounted and rode out of town.

*

UPPER that night at the Berry
S ranch was a fine thing. Isabel and

her mother were gracious and happy
with talk and Daniel Berry full of sharp,
dry wit, in spite of another attack of
rheumatism, :

While the women-folks were washing
the supper dishes, Daniel Berry led the
cowboy into the living room and present-
ed him with a check to cover the back-tax
payment owing to Ace White. Then he
told the cowboy to go to hell when Day-
ton Fant objected, on the grounds that
he already owed the rancher more than
he could pay.

“You think,” Berry grouched, “that I
want you to go broke? You think I want
my girl marrying a forty-a-month cow-
chowser?”

“But,” stammered the red-faced Day-
ton Fant, “I ain’t—I mean, we never—"

“Well, why in hell ain’t you?” Berry
flared.. “You mean you fizzled that job
like you done about killing Pecos Hagar?
Why didn’t you stay at home in the first
place. Damned if you ain’t getting more
like Little Sam every day?”

Isabel stepped into the room in time to
save Dayton Fant further embarrassment.
No chance presented itself to the cowboy
for returning the check later. He carried
it in his pocket when he rode home.

He went to bed with a thrilling sense
of high elation. But it didn’t keep him
awake for long. He was too tired. . . .

Dayton Fant knew the voices and ham-

mering on his door had been going on for
some time when he finally awakened. He
stumbled to the window and looked out,
still in a half stupor. It was the dark hour
before dawn. when the coyotes howl in
the mesquites. e could see nothing.

A voice he didn’t recognize called again
and the knocking was renewed.

“Fam'! You at home!”

“Just a minute!” called Fant. “Who
is it?”

“Sheriff’s posse. - Manhunt. Need you
to help out!”

Dayton Fant reached for his clothes in
the dark and struggled into them. He
buckled on his gun belt, groped for the
door, and shouldered it open.

“That you. Barker?” he asked.

The answer was a smother of clawing
hands that gripped him from all sides,
bearing him down instantly.

Caught by surprise, he had no chance
to defend himself. And after the first sud-
den start and struggle, he didn’t try. He
went limp, held his breath and waited for
a better chance. It came when the men
gripping him encountered no more resist-
ance and began piling off. Then, with a
sudden wrench, Fant got elbow room and
surged up. A vicious jab with his heavy
fist caught a panting man in the mouth
and sent him reeling backward with a
startled howl of pain.

Fant stabbed a hand at his gun then,
but it was already gone. He flung himself
toward the only man who was still on
his horse, trying to dislodge him, but felt
a gun-muzzle jam into his hip. That, with
the startled motion of the horse, threw
him backward, and the next thing he knew
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he’d hit the ground, and was half dazed.

There were too many of them. They
crushed him down again, piling on till he
wanted to scream with the agony of their
crushing weight. But no sound came from
his lips. He couldn’t even breathe.

For a moment there his senses reeled
and he went out. When he came to, they
had him in a"saddle, with his hands tied
to the horn and his feet lashed to the stir-
rups. Masked figures, dark in the oncom-
ing light, were mounting horses all around
him.

Then his horse was moving and the
figures were melting away into the dark-
ness. He was left riding with one man
who forced his horse along at a fast clip,
leading Fant’s mount beside him.

A little later, as if in afterthought, the
man set his horse back on its haunches
and drew Dayton Fant’s mount up close.
He jerked out a dark bandana and blind-
folded his victim. Then they were riding
again, riding fast, and Dayton Fant felt
the miles slip behind.

The other maintained his silence, and
Dayton Fant had been on the dodge long
enough in the past to know that asking
questions here would be a waste of breath.
But he continued to wonder what it was
all about. It couldn’t be a lynching, else
it would already have been done. What
was it, then?

There was no answer to that, of course.

The sunlight hurt Dayton Fant's eyes
when his horse was finally brought to a
stop and the blindfold jerked off. The
masked rider cut loose the cowboy’s bonds
and ordered him to dismount. Shielding
his eyes from the glare of the rising sun
.with his hands, the puncher stepped down.
The other led him inside a narrow-

mouthed cave that smelled strongly of

bats.

The light wasn’t so bright here. Day-
ton Fant could see better. He recognized
the cave instantly. It was the same one
he and Jess Barker used to camp in when

‘reckoned the man was lying.

they rode back up the canyon here with
their hounds to cat-hunt.

“Now, pardner, rest and take it easy,”
his captor ordered. “You can hear the
horses leaving and there’s a gent setting
yonder in the mouth of the cave with a
saddle gun across his lap. So don’t be in
no rush to quit our company.”

Dayton Fant rubbed his chafed wrists
and examined the man who had brought
him in. He ‘'saw before him a blocky,
heavy-set man with broad shoulders and
a thick neck. His clothes, while not
dressy, were better than those the average
rider wore. The features of his face were
hidden by his red-checked mask, but the
cawboy was certain he was not acquainted
with the man.

“What'’s the play here?’”’ he wanted to
know. “What was I brought up here
for?”

“They call it a rest cure, brother,”
chuckled the masked man. “You just set
and rest your tail and that’s all there is
to it. And if you'll just get at it now,
T'll go scorch us up a batch of breakfast.”

Thirty minutes later the masked man
returned with a tin plate of bacon and
eggs floating around in grease and sour-
dough biscuits. He’d made good his word.
The food was scorched.

Still puzzled, but hungry, Dayton Fant
squatted on his spurs and ate. His captor
went back outside for a pot of black cof-
fee. The coffee was good. The cowboy
rolled a smoke to go with it and felt
better.

“Was Pecos Hagar in on this job?”
he probed.

“Who’s Pecos Hagar ?”’ the other asked.
“Never heard of him!”

Dayton Fant sipped more coffee. He
“Pecos
Hagar’s the gent who stole fifteen hun-
dred dollars in gold off the dead body of
my old man,” he declared.

To his surprise, the other’s eyes glit-
tered at him through the slitted mask.
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“Now that’s strange,” he said. “I reck-
on that’s where that gold come from.”

“What gold?” Dayton Fant wanted to
know.

“Why,” said his captor, “last night a
gent hands me a morral with a batch of
gold in it and tells me to give it to you.
Claims he’s paying off an old debt. I'll
go get it. It’s hanging on my saddle right
now.”

He was gone and then back in a few
minutes. He tossed a weighted morral
down in front of the puncher. It clinked
musically against the rock floor.

““Here you are, brother,” he said, turn-
. ing and stepping back out of the cave.

The masked guard at the cave entrance
got up and followed. They stepped out of
sight around a jutting corner of rocks.

Feeling like a man in a dream, Dayton
Fant picked up the morral and untied a
rawhide string that closed the top. He
reached inside and then sat back stupe-
fied, clutching a handful of gold coins.

That stumped the cowboy. There was
exactly fifteen hundred dollars in gold in
that morral. His captor had tossed it to
him like so much salt. Claimed a stranger
had asked him to turn it over to Dayton
Fant the night before.

Dayton had been shooting in the dark
when he’d asked about Pecos Hagar. Now
he wondered. Could Hagar have repented
of killing his father and made some sort
of effort in retribution? That didn't tally
with Dayton Fant’s judgment of the rider
who had attempted to gun him dowh on
the streets of Sabinal the day before. But
then, what was the explanation?

Dayton Fant squatted there and mulled
the thing over for hours. Nothing about
it made sense. He eased to the mouth of
the cave, aiming to call in his captor and
try to gain more enlightenment.

There was no one there. He called. No
one answered. Cautiously, he stuck his
head out, half afraid he was inviting a
~ bullet. ‘

Apparently nobody was around. Down
the rock-littered slope apiece stood a sad-
dled horse. Dayton Fant could read the
Circle A brand on the animal’s left hip
from where he stood. The horse stood
with reins hooked over a broken snag on
a dead mesquite. The butt of a saddle-
gun stuck up out of a scabbard and the
cowboy’s gun-belt and sixgun hung from
the horn.

Dayton Fant suddenly felt his scalp
crawl under his hat. Hell, this was a
death trap of some kind. He saw that
now in a flash of understanding. He
didn’t know just how it was to be sprung,
but here he stood in the mouth of the
cave, clutching the bait!

With sudden, savage resolution, he
tossed the morral of gold back into the
cave. Maybe there was still time. He
hated to make a try for that horse, but
he knew he had to have a mount and
those guns.

Low scrub oak and bee-myrtle hid part
of the cave opening. Lower down, the
brush thinned out toward the narrow dry
wash in the bottom of the canyon. Day-
ton thought he might make it through the
brush. He dropped to his hands and knées
and crawled cautiously but quickly down
the slope.

He was getting close when the horse
shied at him and fell back against the
reins. Fant’s heart jumped into his throat.
Now he’d have to expose himself. That,
or frighten the horse till he fought loose.

He rose, speaking softly to the animal
and approached. He eased the gun-belt off
the saddle horn and buckled it around his
slim waist. Then he whirled suddenly at
a sound to one side, clawing for his gun.

Pecos Hagar had stepped out of the
brush, not twenty steps away.

It was an even break. Evidently, Hagar
hadn’t seen the cowboy until this moment.
With one startled ejaculation, the gun-
man’s right hand swooped down for his
cutter.
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Through Dayton slashed a deadly, mur-

derous hatred. Then both guns crashed,
almost as one, and the heavy reports of
the shots slapped back and forth.
~Hagar dropped into the brush from
which he’d emerged and lay there, thrash-
ing and wallowing. Dayton Fant stood
fingering a bullet hole in the leg of his
trousers.

“I guess,” said a voice behind him,
“you’d better get 'em up, Dayton Fant!”

A tremor went up the cowboy’s spine.
He dropped his gun and lifted his hands.

The new sheriff, Jess Barker, stood
with a Winchester in his hands.

Dayton heaved a sigh of relief. “I'm
sure glad it’s you, Jess,” he said.

The quick upsweep of the Winchester
and the grave, almost fearful look that
flashed into Barker’s eyes halted him.

“My God, Jess!” Fant exclaimed. “You
don’t look for me to shoot you!”

The gun barrel didn’t waver. “I don’t
know, Dayton,” Barker said, frowning.
“You ain’t a damn bit backward about
shooting nobody, it looks like!”

Quick apprehension cut through Day-
ton. “Couldn’t afford to, with Hagar.
What'’s it all about now, Jess?”

“I reckon you’re under arrest, Dayton.’

Things were coming too fast for Day-
ton Fant. Unreasonable anger flashed
through him. “For shooting that murder-
ing dog!”’ he flared. “Hell, it was him or
me! Quit acting like a fool, Jess!” ‘

The young sheriff studied his boyhood
friend closely for a long minute. ‘“Day-
ton,” he said. “Walk away from that gun.
Then we'll set and talk it over.”

’

CHAPTER THREE
Cow-Whips and Hot Lead
AYTON'’S anger died as quickly
as it had come. He stepped away
and sat down on a flat rock in the
shade of a scrub cedar.

“All right, Jess,” he said. “Speak up!”

Barker rolled a careful smoke and light-
ed it before he answered. Then he said.
“I reckon I'll ask the questions, Dayton.
Where was you last night?”

Fant said: “I et supper with Daniel
Berry and his folks. Rode home and slept
till close to daylight. Then rode up here
at the suggestion of some gents who wore
masks. . . .” ,

Jess Barker’s face, as he listened, was
a study in emotions. The keen, probing
eyes searched Fant at first with frank
disbelief, then with growing dismay.

“You got the gold to back it all up?”
he wanted to know.

“It’s yonder in that cave, Jess. I was
beginning to smell the skunk in the wood-
pile when I throwed it down. Didn’t want
to be caught with it!”

They climbed back up the steep slope
and Fant brought out the morral of gold.
Barker lifted out a handful of the coins
and let them leak slowly back through his
fingers. "

“Dayton,” he said finally, “you don’t
expect me to swaller a yarn like this. Get-
ting held up and having money give you?”

“Yeah, Jess. You'll believe it. Be-
cause you know I'm telling the truth.”

“But you don’t expect nobody else to,
say a court jury, for instance?”

He got to his feet and handed Fant his
gun. “About daylight this morning, Day-
ton,” he said, “a couple of gents stirred
me out of bed with news that Ace White’s
bank had been robbed. I go down and
look the thing over. The robber don’t get
into the vault, but cleans out everything -
else. And he leaves a heap of tools and
such with Circle A marks on ’em, a ham-
mer and a couple of cold chisels.

“That looks like too damn many clues
to me. But Ace White and his bunch want
to know how soon I can pick you up.
They come along to help me do it. We
find your bed all made up, like you ain’t
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straightened with eyes alight and eager.

“Son,” he said cheerfully above the roll
of thunder, “your tail’s in a crack!”

“And it’s pinching,” admitted Dayton
Fant. “But when that Papalote Saddler
shows up here, I aim to borrow your cow
whip and make somebody else jump and
holler for a spell. Reckon this storm’ll
keep Isabel and Mrs, Berry in town for
the night?”

“If they come in, I'll send ’em over to
straighten up your house,” Berry said.
“Allow it’s dirty, anyhow. In the mean-
time, get your saddle on a fresh hoss. You
got some tall riding to do yet.”

Dayton Fant looked surprised. “Where
to?”

“Why, to round up this Nacagdoches
feller, you idjit!”’ exclaimed Berry. “Hell,
you don’t think Saddler’s confession made
under threat of a cow-whip is going to
stand up in court, do you?”

Dayton Fant stood staring at the little
old rancher, too baffled to speak.

“Look at it this way, boy,” continued
Daniel Berry. “How does Ace White fig-
ure you? Figures you'll hold off, let your-
self be hunted. Maybe shoot up a few
gents. Then get killed off or caught.

“Say you get caught. Your defense is
to try to show you didn’t pull this bank-
robbing job. You spring this wild yarn
about Ace White and his bunch holding
up their bank to hand you fifteen hundred
dollars. They’ll laugh your neck right into
the loop. You don’t catch Ace White with
. his pants down that easy.

“You've got to go kick the lid off, boy.
Go bust that town wide open. Scare ’em
till they chatter like mocking birds with
snakes in their nest. Drag that-there Nac-
ogdoches gent back here by the ears and
throw him and his confession into Ace
White’s face, before witnésses. Crack Ace
before he gets a chance to think his way
out. I'll work on this Saddler.”

“By God!” Fant exclaimed. “It’s risky,
but that might do it!”

“Risky!” yelped old Daniel. “Hell, it’s
risky to be alive. But a man’s got to take
his chances!”

“I reckon you're right,” said Dayton
Fant with new resolution. “I recollect
how pa always used to say that the only
man fit to live was the one who wasn't
afraid to die. I don’t figure I'm afraid
to make a stab at cracking that town.
Reckon I just been expecting to have my
peace and quiet handed out to me, with-
out having to fight for it!”

“There you are!” exclaimed Daniel
Berry. Then his fierce old eyes softened
and a gnarled hand reached out to slap
the cowboy’s shoulder. ‘“But if you don’t
make it back, all in one piece, Isabel and
her ma’ll sure give me hell!”

“T'll come back,” said Dayton Fant
with conviction. “But if Jess Barker
manages to bring Ace White here like
he’s promised, how do you aim to hold
him till I get back?”

“I’ll hold him,” declared Berry. “Don’t
you worry about that. I don’t reckon Ace
White would jump right square into hell
for a bottle of whiskey, but you can bet
he’ll mess around the entrance hole a spell
before he gives up the idea.”

’ I \HE rain was slacking off when
Dayton Fant rode into Sabinal
about sundown. He was drenched

to the skin. His gun and gun-hand were

slick with water. But sight of a lone

Three Fish horse drooping at the hitch-

rack before the Lucky Lady Saloon lifted

his spirits.

Other than this horse and a couple tied
in front of the hotel, the street seemed
deserted. Dayton dismounted before the
Lucky Lady. Then he shoved through the
doors.

A bald-headed barkeep leaned a com-
fortable belly against the bar and con-
versed with a single customer. Otherwise,
the place was deserted.

The single customer was his man, Nac-
=



THE CIRCLE A INVASION

109

agdoches. Dayton recognized him instant-
ly. He could tell by that split-topped boot
on a slightly crooked leg, by the way the
man kept his cigarette cupped in his hand.

Dayton was a couple of steps inside the
room when the barkeep looked up. In-
stantly, the barkeep shot out of sight be-
hind the bar. The Three Fish rider turned.

“Howdy, Nacagdoches!” Dayton greet-
ed casually, then called sharply to the
bartender. “All right, Deacon. I haven't
shot you yet. Get up and give me a drink.
How about a refill, Nacagdoches?”

The blocky rider lifted one quizzical
eyebrow. “Why not?”’ he said.

The drinks were served. The barkeep
shuffled hurriedly away. Dayton Fant
turned to his drinking partner. “Nacag-
doches,” he said quietly, “would a man
have to fight you to get you to swear on
a witness stand about holding me in that
cave and planting that gold on me?”

Whatever the Three Fish rider had been
expecting, it wasn’t this. Half-way to his
mouth with his drink, he halted it, his
jaws sagging open and his eyes widen-
ing again. Slowly, he replaced his drink
on the bar. A hint of admiration leaped
into his milky eyes.

“Well, I'll be a mule!” he exclaimed,
then added : “Fant, you're either the nerv-
iest gent I ever bared an eyeball to, or
the damnedest fool. I don’t know which!”

Dayton Fant grinned. “Likely the
damnedest fool!” he said. “But nobody
can blame a man for trying. Well?”

A sudden humorous quirk twisted the
Three Fish rider’s lips. “It’'d be a hell of
a joke on Ace!” he said, apparently toy-
ing with the idea. “I didn’t like the set-up
from the beginning. Too damn raw. Told
Ace it was. But he asks me will I take
care of you and stay out of-the way.”

“Then you'll talk?” said Dayton Fant.

The rider shook his head regretfully.
“Nope, Fant. I sure hate to fight as game
a gent as you, but I draw Three Fish
wages. I couldn’t—" ,

The batwing doors burst suddenly open.

In stepped two of the three Three Fish

riders Dayton Fant had driven from the
front gallery of his home the day before—
the big tall loose-lipped one and the short,
red-faced man with indifferent eyes.

One glance at Dayton, and the new-
comers went for their guns, without say-
ing a word. At the same instant, the bar-
keep, who had rounded up enough nerve
to pull a sneak down the bar, swung at
Fant’s head with a full quart bottle.

The loaded bottle caught him at the burr
of his ear and knocked him off his feet.
He went down, clawing instinctively for
his gun,

Guns of the newcomers bucked and
roared, and lead meant for Dayton Fant
caught Nacagdoches in the belly, doubling
him up. At the same instant, Dayton Fant
hit the floor, rolled to one elbow, and
loosed two desperately quick shots at the
blurred figures.

He was back on his feet when the mo-
mentary blindness cleared. The pardners
of Papalote Saddler lay sprawled in the
doorway. Nacagdoches sat with his back
braced against the bar. He was clutch-
ing at his stomach. At the door, the
barkeep was trying frantically to push his
way out, while somebody outside was try-
ing just as determinedly to push in.

The barkeep lost in the game of push
and stumbled backward before the onrush
of three excited men. One, Dayton Fant
recognized-as Crip Hepply, the liveryman.
The other two, he didn’t know.

The cowboy swung up his gun.

“Hold it!” he barked, then commanded
in a voice of authority : “One of you gents
go back and keep everybody outside. The
rest of you look into this here killing be-
fore you go any further. Corner that bar-
keep there. He knows what'’s taken place
here. Make him talk. Come on—1I’ve done
all the shooting I want to do!”

They moved at that. One hurriedly
shoved back outside, checking the advance
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gun broke more of the thunder echoes.

Willie Shrike, whose gun-hand had per-
petual fidgets, was laughing. It was a
mirthless laugh that moved his lips but
left his eyes still cruelly cold. “Dance,”
he said, and put his own lead to richochet-
ing against the anvil.

Hammer Harmon was thinking desper-
ately, “They’re going to chew me up
whether I dance or not. The hell with
’em; I won’t dance!”

Aloud, he said, “Put your guns down
and I’ll take you on, all three at once, bare
fists. I'll make you think you're red-hot
horseshoes ; I'll—" ’

Like measured sledge-blows, their lead
kept slamming against the anvil, and
Hammer Harmon felt a bullet, like a hot
knife, crease his thigh. His strong body
trembled from rage and uncertainty.

If he rushed them, they’d put their
lead straight into him. And yet, richo-
chet lead, this close, could kill! And
Hammer Harmon had a lot to live for. He
had Nancy Enderlee.

Outside the blacksmith shop a high-
boarded freighter creaked along the mud-
puddled street behind its four-horse team.
It was the only thing moving. All up and
down the short street men had come to the
front of their stores. With the sweat of
anguish on them, they stood rigid, hearing
the shots. Tragically, they were paralyzed
not so much by fear as by utter hopeless-
ness.

Each spring Nature put on a violent
sky show here. Thunder rolled, lightning
daggered, and rain drummed into the
grassy benches of Storm Valley. But the
heft of the violence this year had been
man-made—that is, if the individual who
styled himself the Thunderbolt Kid, could
be called a man.

A man didn’t kill with gulcher’s lead. A
man didn’t terrorize women, nor plunder
with a pack of range pirates, filching hard-
won gold from the pockets of settlers, tak-
ing the very ground from under their feet.

While the townsmen stood rooted in
their grim despair, the freighter wheeled
on through the muddy street, and stopped. -
Dully, the townsmen watched the driver
back the huge wagon to the wide sliding
door of the blacksmith shop. They saw
him set the hand brakes and stand up. He
was tall and spare; they could all see that.
He was garbed in a funereal black, and he
wore a black sombrero almost big enough
to have served for an umbrella.

They saw him put a booted foot to the
wheel and swing to the ground and go
champing through the mud to the black-
smith door, looking oddly like a gangling
buzzard. They could hear his voice boom
above the gun roar.

“Well, well, boys! Havin’ a little danc-
in’ lesson, huh?”

The gun fire stopped. The townsmen
swapped wondering glances. One by one
they started apprehensively toward the
blacksmith shop.

Here was death in the making, but the
black-garbed stranger, unmindful of richo-
cheting lead, had ambled in ahead of them
and lit himself a stogy and started puffing
with evident enjoyment. It was his casual
acceptance of the set-up that put the stop
to the triggering. But it was something
more ‘that kept it from starting again.

+«

’ I NHE gun bullies, heeling around,
looked into eyes of burning black-
ness. But except for the eyes the

stranger appeared more ridiculous than

dangerous, with his long sad face, his
hawk’s beak of a nose, and the dinky
string tie in his celluloid collar. So it
wasn’t exactly from a sense of threat that
the hardcases held their fire. Personality
had something to do with it. That, and
a fast line of gab that didn’t give them
time to think. '
Waving his stogy toward the staring
blacksmith, he remarked, “He’s some
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machine. What’s it get you? How do you
cash in?”

“Cash in?” Lightning Ben lowered his
voice to a confidential tone. ‘““Jus’ gather
in close here men, and I'll show you. But
first I want to find out if there’s any
sportin’ blood in the crowd.” His hand
dipped into his side coat pocket and came
out jingling coins. “I have here three
double-eagles,” he intoned, “sixty dollars,
gold. Sixty dollars says you can't hold
on to the handles for ten seconds—"

Willie Shrike cursed, and put his gun
to Lightning Ben’s ribs. “Listen, con-
man,” he slashed, “I only asked you to tell
us, not clip us.”

“Clip you?” Lightning Ben looked in-
jured. “But how is that possible? I'm not
asking you to put up any money, friend. I
take all the risks. Look, I put the coins
down on the edge of the wagon bed, one
... two ... three; one for each of you,
see? Then I put my watch down here
where you can all see it.”

He turned and shoved one of the han-
dles into the doubtful grasp of Rance
Dalzell, and the other into Split-Finger
Joe Boyle’s hand. “Now, you don’t feel
anything, do you? You won't until your
pardner here stands in the middle and
takes you both by the hand. That'll
what they call complete the circuit. The
electricity will go round and round. And
all you have to do is keep your eye on the
watch. Ten seconds, and then you each
reach for a gold piece. You ever make
twenty dollars easier?”

Rance Dalzell looked at Willie Shrike
and grinned crookedly. “Come on, Willy;
what you got to lose?”

“He takes the bolts out of thunder-
bolts,” Willie muttered, half to himself.
“I don’t like this hawk-nosed bunko man.
He sounds off too fancy to suit me. I'm
thinkin’ I ought to swap him some quick
lead for his gold—"

“Come on, Willie; what you- scared
of ?” Split-Finger urged.

Willie Shrike gave in, stepped close
and reached out his hands.

“That’s right, Willie,” Lightnin’ Ben
encouraged, “step right down here in the
mud with your yards. For twenty dollars
a fella don’'t mind wet boots, huh? Now
keep your eyes on the watch while I start
crankin’. The electricity’ll tingle more
and more as I crank faster and widen the
spark gap. But shucks, it’s only for ten
seconds, then you grab the gold. Here
we go!”

*

crank. The glass plates in the dry

air of the case revolved against
their friction blocks. A continuous snap-
ping noise set up as the violet lightning
started rippling between the conductors.
The gun bullies had self-conscious grins
on their faces at first. But that was only
at first.

As they felt the current bite in, their
faces set in tense lines, and their bodies
grew rigid. The current fed on them
stronger and stronger. It was more than
they could take and stand still. Long be-
fore the ten seconds were up, they were
leaping and jumping.

Lightning Ben, his long sad face lit with
a somber smile, looked at the gaping
blacksmith. “Didn’t I tell you my machine
would teach a man to dance in one easy
lesson ?”’

Citizens were crowding in now, staring
at the Thunderbolt Kid’s three prize gun-
nies dancing in the mud as though the
Devil himself were prodding them with
his pitchfork.

Ten seconds passed, and nobody
reached for the gold. With faces con-
torted, eyes bulging in panic, legs and
arms jerking convulsively, the three hard-
cases held their death-like grip on each
other and the handles of the “dancing
machine,”

“It’s the electricity,” the awed watch-

I IGHTNING BEN bent to the
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ers were telling each other. “They can’t
let go!”

Lightning Ben Ringo shrugged his
loose-jointed shoulders and pocketed the
gold-pieces. “Looks like they don’t want
-the: gold. Looks like they jus’ want to
play ring-around-a-sosy.” He appeared
to be solemnly considering. ‘“Maybe they’d
like to play drop-the-handkerchief for a
change. Likely they ain’t got handker-
chiefs, so maybe they could play drop-the-
sixguns instead.”

Lightning Ben left his crank, and
sloshed around in his rubber boots, lifting
the guns from holsters. He gave them a
heave to the back of the shop.

The crank slowed down, the violet
sparks quit jumping, the current let go its
strangle grip. The three hardcases pulled
away with such uncalculated violence that
they plopped down in the mud, where they
sat, their breaths rasping.

“Soon as they’ve had time to rest up,”
Lightning Ben said to the blacksmith,
“you might try your medicine on ’em.”

Hammer Harmon stopped gasping. He
turned eager eyes at the ‘““dancing mas-
ter.” “You mean—"

“Ain’t you been, now, entertainin’ some
bare-fist intentions?”

Hammer Harmon looked like he was
about to purr with happiness. He swung
his huge fists. “Let ’em come,” he said.

They came. But not at Hammer Har-
mon. Rance Dalzell was the first to shake
the numbing tingle from his muscles. He
lunged up and came at Lightning Ben
Ringo in a bull rush. Lightning Ben plant-
ed himself and let Dalzell run into his fist.
Dalzell sat back in the mud again with a
grunt.

Split-Finger Joe Boyle and Willlie
Shrike rared up and came in right after
him. But they made the “dancing master”
do a little footwork. He had to make two
feints before he found knuckle room on the
side of Split-Finger’s jaw.

Then Hammer Harmon, moving in with

an all-consuming rush of his own, battered
Willie Shrike down.

A kind of collective sigh welled up from
the townsmen. Three of the Thunderbolt
Kid’s top gunners—knocked down, hu-
miliated, and their guns taken away! It
was a day the men of Rolling Rock had
never expected to see.

The three hardcases got up and skulked
away, Willie Shrike calling over his shoul-
der, “We’ll be back!”

That was all the threat needed to shroud
the townsmen again in a blue fog of de-
spair. The past examples.of the Thunder-
bolt Kid’s outrages in the valley were all
too fresh. This horse-faced stranger who
had sardonically claimed to be a dancing
master—and had proved it—had undoubt-
edly meant well. But his actions had in-
evitably put the death brand on Hammer
Harmon, and likely on some of the rest.

But Lightning Ben seemed utterly un-
aware of the damper that had been put on
the crowd by Willie Shrike’s muttered
threat. A somber smile lit his long face.

“Well,” he led off with enthusiasm,
“did we teach ’em to dance, or did we
teach ’em to dance?”

“You did, pardner,” Hammer Harmon
said. He smiled too, but soberly. He
wasn’t unappreciative of being pried out
from under those guns but he was mind-
ful, too, of the danger to come, and he was
wondering how he could get rid of the
stranger without hurting his feelings.
“Don’t think it’ll do you any good to set
up your pitch in this town, pardner,” he
warned. “You've got off on the wrong
foot with the people who run things here.”

CHAPTER TWO
“You’ll Never Leave Here In One Piece!”
IGHTNING BEN was puffing
fiercely on his stogy. “Wait a min-
ute, blacksmith. You think that
I'm runrin’ a butko-game with my danc-
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A stir of alarm went through the
watchers as they turned. They started
spreading back hastily from the door.

“Why,” the drummer snorted, “it’s
only them same three. Them and a stumpy
little runt ugly as a mud fence that’s set-
tin’ the pace for ’em.” '

“That stumpy little runt, drummer,” a
voice struck hoarsely from the crowd, “is
the Thunderbolt Kid hisself !”

S 3

"I \HE drummer had been reaching in-

side the wagon, clattering an as-
- sortment of lightning rod sections.
“Why, now,” he said, “that’s fine. Maybe
I can sell him some lightnin’ rods.” He
drew back with a stiletto-like piece of
metal some five feet long. It had green
glass insulators on it and was drawn out
to a fine point on one end. “This Thun-
derbolt fella might be, like everybody says,
a tough customer. But I’ve handled tough
customers before.”

The blacksmith = touched Lightning
Ben’s arm and said with swift urgency,
“You don’t know what you’re buckin’,
friend. This is a surefire boothill play.
There’s a back door to my shop. You light
out, and sudden.”

“You goin’ too?” Lightning Ben de-
manded.

Fear—honest and unashamed fear—
touched the blacksmith’s face. But it was
evident in the set of his bulldog jaw that
he wasn'’t letting that fear control him.

“I’m stayin’,” he said simply.

“Why?” Lightning Ben asked with a
strange gentleness. “It'll be a boothill
play for you, too, won't it?”

“It’s like to be, yeah. But I've made up
my mind, drummer. I've quit runnin’”

“Life ain’t so important to you, may-
be?” .

Hammer Harmon could have told him
a book about that. He could have told
about Nancy Enderlee . . . no other girl

like Nancy, none as sweet or as pretty.
And Nancy was his—or would be soon.
It made Hammer Harmon tremble, just
thinking about Nancy.

“Life ain’t important?” he whipped.
“It’s because it is so important that T got
to stay and face these hellions. It’s hard to
explain to a outsider. But somebody’s
got to make a stand somewhere along the
line, or life won’t be worth livin’ for no-
body.”

Lightning Ben nodded sympathetically.
“Reckon I catch your drift. Jus’ don’t you
force the showdown, blacksmith, till I've
had a chance to lambaste ’em with my sales
talk.” :

The watchers had scattered well back
from the door by the time the four gun-
men came up and stopped just inside the
shop.

“That’s him, chief.” Willie Shrike in-
dicated Lightning Ben, his fingers drum-
ming nervously at his gun-handle.

The Thunderbolt Kid stared. With his
thick neck wide shoulders, short thick legs,
he looked something like a high-cut
stump. There wasn’t much more expres-
sion in his face, either, than in a stump.
But for all of that, he seemed to exude
a furious power, an all-pervading evil
force.

His tight mouth cracked open. “So this
is the pilgrim who takes the bolts outa
thunderbolts, huh?”

“Nothin’ different, mister,” Lightning
Ben put in for himself. “If I understand it
right, you're the big property owner
around here so you’re the man I want to
talk to. The Big Jove Lightnin’ Con-
ductor Company of East St. Louis, Illi-
nois, can rig up your buildin’s with rods
that carry a positive guarantee to take the
bolts out of every thunderbolt that might
come out of the sky. Why, I've sold so
many rods that if they was laid end to enc
they’d make a railroad track from here te
the Golden Gate—"

“Frisco, or Heaven? Which gate?”
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The Thunderbolt Kid wasn’t laughing.
Even his eyes showed no hint of amuse-
ment. But his apparent willingness to
meet the drummer’s gab with some of his
own, made him seem more human. The
ring of watchers from outside the building
relaxed a little. o

What the Kid said next reassured them
more. Turning to Willie Shrike, he re-
marked, “I thought you said this long sad
son was a bunko artist. It appears he's
only a lightnin’-rod salesman. I even kind
of like the wide-talkin’ buzzard. A man
* that can talk you three out of your guns—
it's even possible I could use him in my
business.”

Willie Shrike blinked in helpless rage.
Then he turned his wrath full on Hammer
Harmon. “What about the blacksmith? He
ain’t goin’ to be no use to you. And I got
a grudge agin’ him the same as agin’ the
bunko man.”

At the Thunderbolt Kid's next words
the townsmen were telling themselves in
stark dismay that they should have known
better than to feel even a little bit easy in
the gunman’s presence.

What the Kid said was: “The black-
smith? Why, sure. I can’t use no black-
smith. Amuse yourself, boys. It's time
the sheep around here was taught another
lesson, anyhow.”

This time it wasn't going to be a busi-
ness of bouncing lead off an anvil. There
was a murderous glint in Willie Shrike’s
close-set eyes, and Willie Shrike wasn't
the only one. They were all honing for the
kill. But Willie Shrike’s jitter-finger
would trigger a shade faster than the
others.

So it looked as though Hammer Har-
mon had to die. And Nancy Enderlee,
who had nearly lost a brother to the Thun-
derbolters’ gun-hunger, now stood to lose
a lover.

Hammer Harmon threw a last appeal-
ing glance at the drummer, who was
standing there holding his fine-pointed

lightning rod, apparently unaware of the
murder that was in the making. The
drummer was even opening his wide
mouth to continue his sales talk at the
instant Willie Shrike yanked his gun.

“Take it, blacksmith!” Willie Shrike
bit out the words.

Hammer Harmon made a desperate
lunge in the direction of his forge.

But he didn't have to dodge! The way
it turned out, Willie Shrike wasn’t as
much of a menace as the other two gun-
nies were. That was because the drum-
mer bought in.

The black-garbed drummer looked an-
gular and awkward. But the rod he held in
his hands for demonstration purposes was
already pointed straight out. He leaned
forward, aiming with the front hand, pro-
pelling with the back one, at the instant
Willie Shrike started his gun-play.

The lightning rod traveled like a spear,-
with the light from the forge fire glinting
on its polished needle point.

It was only a short drive, and it was
so fast that it was impossible at first for
everyone to grasp what had happened.
But Willie Shrike’s shriek of rage and
pain broke with shuddering loudness as
that needled point slithered in under his
gun and pierced his hand. His gun clat-
tered to the floor along with the lightning
rod.

But Willie Shrike’s pards weren’t ham-
pered. Split-Finger Joe Boyle and Rance
Dalzell were still drawing.

Yet a split-wink afterwards they were
thinking that maybe Willie was the lucky
one after all. Hammer Harmon’s lunge
had carried him to his forge and his huge-
muscled hands had closed around the
shovel handle. The shovel was stuck deep
in the pile of unburned charcoal atop the
forge.

. The blacksmith swept the shovel for-
ward into the bed of hot glowing charcoal,
swung it clear of the forge, full of red-hot
coals. He let go shovel and all in the
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direction of Split-Finger Joe Boyle and
Rance Dalzell.

As the shower of fire came at them,
they let out a squall, dropped their guns
and started beating furiously at the hot
.coals that clung in their clothing.

For the moment, then, all three hard-
cases were out of the gunning again.
Hammer Harmon, in the fighting frenzy
that ran in his blood, could exult about
that. Three of them out of the gunning!

That left only the most deadly trigger-
man of the lot—the Thunderbolt Kid!
And both the blacksmith and the drummer
were empty-handed before his draw!

Maybe he shouldn’t have taken time to
gloat over the thunderbolt impact of each
bullet he intended to drive into the black-
smith and the drummer. Because in the
fractional second he took to brace himself
the blast, he found himself looking dead-
center into the drummer’s sixgun.

From somewhere within that drooping
black-tailed coat, that hung like a shroud

- on his angular frame, Lighting Ben had
clawed out a long-barreled six shooter.

The Thunderbolt Kid came within an
ace of completing his draw, but his brain

- took over from his trigger finger; he
dropped his gun, and spread his hands
wide.

“I'm in the air!” he bawled.

“So now looks like a good time to
finish my plug for Big Jove lightnin’
rods,” the drummer boomed in his deep,
vibrating voice. “From all accounts I got
only two customers in Storm Valley—
you and a fella they call Enoch Enderlee.
I can see old man Enderlee later. Right
now I’m interested in gettin’ a’order out
of you. How’s about it, Stump? You've
seen the good quality of Big Jove rods.
The tips are pointed almost needle sharp
so’s they can fork the lightnin’ from the
sky as easy as forkin’ your gunnie’s shoot-
in’ hand.

“Now, Stumpy, there’s three parts to
these -lightnin’ defangers of mine, an’

they’re all necessary to draw the bolts
from the thunderbolts. First, there’s—"

“T'll take some,” the Thunderbolt Kid
interrupted hoarsely. He didn’t want to
take any more chances with his hawk-
nosed stranger’s brand of bunko. “I’ll
take some,” he blared again.

Lightning Ben looked pleased. “That’s
fine,” he said. “I know you won't regret
your purchase, sir. Now I'll tell you what
you do. We'll skip the details for now.
You and your boys just dig down in your
pockets and shell out whatever gold or
currency you got on you. Jus' toss it
down on the floor in front of you. Don't
overlook none, on account the black-
smith’ll be lookin’ you over after, and I
can tell by the build of him it makes him
mad if anybody holds out.”

The Thunderbolt Kid, shelling out,
looked at Willie Shrike, and snarled, “And
you said he was a bunko artist! He’s just
a plain hold-up.”

Lightning Ben assumed an injured ex-
pression. “Hurts me to hear you talk like
that. A Big Jove drummer’s got sensibil-
ities, even if folks don’t think so. I ain’t
robbin’ you ; this is only a down payment
you’re makin’ to bind the deal.”

“You know you ain’t gettin’ away with
this, don’t you?’ the Thunderbolt Kid
jabbed. “Nobody takes guns and money
from us and lives to brag about it. You'll
never leave Storm Valley in one piece,
drummer.”

“That’s somethin’ I'll worry about
when the time comes,” Lightning Ben
drawled. He waved his gun. “Just keep
emptyin’ the pockets, boys.

CHAPTER THREE
Ride of the Thunderbolt Wagon

FTER the gunners had gone, with
their empty: holsters and empty
pockets, the gaping watchers clus-

tered around Hammer Harmon, slapping
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his back, pumping his hand. They were
too excited to talk straight. They could
hardly believe one of their number had
stood up to the Thunderbolt Kid’s threat
and still lived.
~ Their attitude toward Lightning Ben
Ringo was different. The drummer stood
a little aside, smoking his stogy. He was
a strangely gaunt and lonely looking in-
dividual. They looked upon him with
respect, certainly—but also with a certain
amount of fear.

He was not like any man they had ever
known. He had bucked the Thunderbolt-
ers, first with the tools of his own trade,
then with the tools of their trade—six-
guns. At the end he had robbed from the
robbers. Lightning Ben Ringo was strong
meat for the men of Storm Valley . . . .
A little too strong to be slapped and hand-
pumped in a familiar manner.

One man even found voice to criticize.
He was Hefty Carmine, hard-hitting se-
gundo of Enoch Enderlee’s KV. “When
you had ’em under your gun, drummer,”
he demanded, “why, in the name of To-
phet, you leave 'em go?”

“They're customers of mine, ain’t
they ?”” Lightning Ben demanded sardon-
ically. “Can’t mistreat a customer. That’s
one of the first rules of trade.”

They stared at him in uneasy, puzzled
silence.

He laughed dryly. “Jus’ jokin’ boys.
It’s thisaway, see: When an evil has
rooted down as deep as it has in Storm
Valley, you can’t cure it by jus’ choppin’
off a stalk, 'cause more stalks keep grow-
in’. You got to yank the evil up by the
roots. It’s the only way.”

More silence; then a man’s voice came
through. “That's strange talk for a drum-
mer. Was you, maybe, a sky pilot once?”

Lightning Ben blew out smoke. “I been
called a lot of things. But never a preacher
before.” :

- Hammer Harmon said respectfully,
“What you were meanin’, Mr. Ringo, is

that it ain’t just enough to squash the
leaders. That's it, ain’t it? The pack’s
so used to feedin’ on us by now, that
they’d just find other leaders. We got to
exterminate the whole pack, once and
final.”

“That’s the way I’'m seein’ it,”” Light-
nin’ Ben agreed. “But first you’ve got to
rid yourselves of your fears, and quit
waitin’ for a miracle to happen. A man’s
most often got to make his own miracles.”

“Listen, drummer,” a man’s troubled
voice protested, “we’re only workin’
folks and citizens, tryin’ to make a livin’.
Our tools that we’re used to workin’ with
ain’t sixguns. How you expect us to buck
up agin’ professional gunmen, and live
to tell about it?”

“There’s ways,” Lightning Ben said
solemnly. “How about importin’ you a
professional town-tamer? If you all got
together and backed him up the best you
could—"

“Who you suggestin’, drummer ?”” Hefty
Carmine demanded.

“Suggestin’ nobody. That’s your busi-
ness. Reckon I've horned in too much
already.”

“Like you say, Mr. Ringo,” Hammer
Harmon put in quickly, “there’s men that
throw their lead for the law, but they
come high. Already we been stripped to
the hide. We ain’t got the price.”

“I move around a lot,” Lightning Ben
said, “And I’ve heard talk about one such
that don’t charge nothin’. He ranges jus’
about everywhere. He hates range-hogs
and gun-bullies, and where the local law
ain’t strong enough to keep ’em down, he’s
been known to come in and size up the
situation and gun ’em clean to perdition
—afore they even knew he was amongst
’em!”

“They’s only one man fits that drum-
mer,” a man from the crowd said loudly.
“That’s Len Siringo.”

A stir went up at mention of that al-
most fabulous free-lance lawman. Len
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Siringo—the name had a magic to it for
oppressed men everywhere along the gold
or the cattle-range frontier.

“We’ve already sent for him, drum-
mer,” a man flung in. “But shucks, a
gent of his reputation—he’s got too many
calls on him, I reckon. He’s had time to
get here if he was comin’, and if he don’t
come soon it’ll be too late, what with the
way the Thunderbolt Kid’s pilin’ new
hardcases in on every stage.”

“Supposin’ he did come,” Lightning
Ben questioned, “you fellas prepared to
back him to the limit?”

A brooding silence hung on his words.
Then Hammer Harmon laughed fiercely,
and said, “I plumb branded myself today,
so nothin’ I can say can put me in any
more hot water. Trouble here, drummer,
since you're askin’, is that there’s a low-
down sell-out amongst us. Every man’s
afraid to raise his voice in protest at the
plague that’s bein’ put upon us, on account
he knows the news’ll be carried to -the
Thunderbolt Kid. That’s how young
Steve Enderlee got his. They near killed
Enderlee—and some sidewindin’ inform-
er was to blame.”

x

HE drummer bent and picked up

I the lightning rod that had Willie

Shrike’s drying blood on it. He
started toward his wagon. “Reckon I’ll
get about my business,” he said.

“Where you headed?” Hammer Har-
mon asked tensely.

“Where you think? Enderlee’s KV.
Didn’t you tell me that was my only other
possible customer in Storm Valley?”

Hefty Carmine, the KV foreman,
squinted at Lightning Ben from under
black-bushed eyebrows. “You're wastin’
your time.”

“Why? Ain’t Enderlee progressive?

“Sure he’s progressive. And he’s a-
needin’ lightnin’ rods. I've heard him say

it more'n once that a man was a double-
distilled fool to try and get along in Storm
Valley without 'em. But that was afore
the Thunderbolt Kid started crowdin’ us.
Like as not, if he put ’em up now, he'd
only be decoratin’ his buildin’s for the
Thunderbolt Kid.”

“You mean he’s goin’ to knuckle under
to the Kid, like everybody else has around
here ?”

“Not much, he ain’t!” Hefty Carmine
flared. He'll keep fightin’. But he ain't
blind. He can see the finish, plain as
anybody else.”

“That ain’t the proper speerit to go
into a fight,” the drummer chided. “If I
went at it thataway, I'd never sell me any
lightnin’ rods. An’ I'm goin’ to sell your
boss some lightnin’ rods, mister.”

“I’'m wishin’ you luck,” Hefty Carmine
said tragically. “You’ll sure as hell need
it!”

Lightning Ben moved on to his wagon.

“You're forgettin’ your, now, down-
payment,” a man called after him, and
indicated the small piles of gold and cur-
rency that the Thunderbolt Kid’s outfit
had shucked out on the floor.

“Oh, that,” Lightning Ben said care-
lessly. He looked back. ““This Thunder-
bolt fella must of caused considerable grief
around here. He’s maybe even left a few
widders or orphans.”

*“Both,” a man said starkly. »

“In that case,” Lightning Ben said,
“you fellas spread this money around
where it'll do the most good.”

They stared at him.

Lightning Ben said, ““You don’t want to
be squeamish about it. I took it from
Thunderbolt, sure; but he took it from
you folks first.”

“It ain’t that,” a man assured him
hastily. “It’s just—just that we’re some
throwed by your generosity, stranger. It’s
been so long since anything but plain bad
luck came our way—"

“Always darkest, they say, jus’ afore
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ever meant for, looks like,” Lightning
Ben said tightly. “Let’s go back to the
bridge and see what we see.”

At the bridge they saw plenty. It
wasn’t a thing a man would notice, just
driving along. But looking close, it was
easy enough to see.

Hammer Harmon turned a shocked '

face to Lightning Ben. ‘“Someone’s cut
mighty-near all the way through every
one of them supportin’ wires! “An’ if
we’d drove over the bridge we’d of been
gonners!”’

“Yeah.”

Hammer Harmon took a deep adjust-
ing breath. “The Thunderbolt Kid made
the brag that you'd never leave the valley
in one piece!”

“You figger that’s who it was?”

“Who else could it be?”

Lightning Ben shrugged. “How would
I know? I'm a stranger here.”

Doing his thinking out loud, Hammer
Harmon said, “He had time to ride ahead
of us here, the way we've been draggin’
with this load. Takin’ his bronc down
that wash, he could of easy dropped the
cutters. . . .”

“You know a place where we can ford
the creek ?”

“Yeah, I can show you a place. But
what about this bridge? We better leave
a warnin’ for Hefty Carmine and the KV
boys.”

“It’s still safe enough for most any-
thing short of a load of iron lightnin’ con-
ductors. Come on.”

Safely on the other side of Snake Creek
canyon, and back on the trail, Lightning
Ben urged the horses along as fast as the
load and the weather allowed.

Hammer Harmon was still a little
shaken by their narrow escape at the
bridge. “Sure glad this range lies flat to
the sky,” he said, “or I'd be lookin’ for
an ambush pocket.”

Lightning Ben nodded. “Open country
all the way, ain’t it ?”’

“Right up to the hill Enderlee’s house
sets on. That’s why he’d be a welcome
customer for your rods at any ordinary
time. The house sets up there on the
hill, a open invitation for every thunder-
bolt.”

Maybe an hour after they had crossed
the canyon, Lightning Ben looked back

’

over the trail and said, “Riders comin’.

CHAPTER FOUR

Valley of Doom

AMMER HARMON told him,
H “Then that’ll be Hefty Carmine

and his boys, I reckon. About
time they was showin’. I'll sure feel
easier with them along.”

“There’s a good pair of glasses in the
seat alongside you,” Lightning Ben said.
“Take a squint.”

Hammer fitted the glasses to his eyes
and looked back. “It—it ain’t Hefty!”
he gasped. “It’s the Kid and his pack,
comin’ up fast. They muffed it at the
bridge. Now they’re aimin’ to ride in and
gun us. And us with no more cover’n a
rabbit in a open skillet!”

“Travelin’ in new country, I always aim
to forstall trouble,” Lightning Ben said
mildly. “Loosen that tarp behind you.
I've got the lightnin’ conductors piled so
there’s just enough space in the middle
where a couple men could squat and duck
lead, while handin’ it out.”

“But there’s anyhow ten of them!
How’s our two guns goin’ to count?”

“You fellas in Storm Valley are the
most pessimistical cusses I ever did see!”
Lightning Ben declared. He stirred in his
seat, ready to follow Hammer Harmon
back to the gun nest among the lightning
rods.

Long-range bullets began to pelt around
them.

By the time they were both snugged
away behind their lightning rod barricade,
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lessly, “It had to be the Kid, of course.
But I wonder where he got hold of my
cutters?”

“I'm wonderin’ likewise,” Lightning
Ben affirmed.

Hammer Harmon came out of the
house soon afterwards and helped Len put
the horses up. Then they went to work
“decorating the house” with the lightning
rods, as old man Enderlee called it. End-
erlee sent a couple more men to help, and
the work progressed rapidly.

Nancy Enderlee came out in the yard
and watched them for a while.

“Right honored, ma’am,” Lightning
Ben said in answer to Hammer Harmon’s
introduction.

The wind that blew forever in Storm
Valley tugged at her dress of fresh sum-
mer gingham, moulding her figure, and
putting her hair in soft disarray. Her eyes,
gray and large, were sad, but not even
sorrow could hide her fresh and unassum-
ing beauty.

This girl of Hammer Harmon’s, Light-
ning Ben had to admit, was all that the
blacksmith had said. Now and again
Lightning Ben caught her glance on him.
It was a questioning glance, and forlornly

admiring. It touched the lonely heart of -

the lightning rod drummer, oddly sad-
dened him.

Distantly in Storm Valley, thunder
rolled again that night, sky thunder and
lightning daggered, portending the thun-
der-roar and flash of guns that must fol-
low.

Lightning Ben was in his room, alone,
in a wing of the big two-story house when
Nancy Enderlee with her father came
seeking him. He knew in a second it was
no ordinary visit.

The girl’s face, wan still from her be-
reavement, at the same time seemed to
glow from some glad inner excitement.
Lightning Ben caught her eyes, large and
lusterous, perhaps reflecting some breath-
less hope.

He felt that certainly here was a girl
whose frontier spirit had lifted her above
her sorrows, and above her fears. She was
one who would never quit while there
were things worth fighting for. And it was
easy to see that she was bursting with a
secret that needed telling.

When she spoke, though, it was to ask,
“Where’s Hammer? He’s been gone ever
since supper.”

“He’s movin’ around the valley,” Light-
ning Ben said, “on an errand that’s like to
take him all night, and maybe all day to-
morrow.”

“Errand? Who's errand?”’

“T reckon I suggested it, ma’am.”

“But,” she said, dismayed, “he didn’t
tell me anything about it. He didn’t even
say good-by.”

“Reckon you can blame me for that too,
ma’am. I cautioned him some to secrecy.”

Nancy bit at her lip. Then suddenly,
warmly, she smiled. “It’s all right. What-
ever you do—it’s all right. Because you
see, we—we think we know something.
About you.” She flushed, talked faster.
“We were talking about it after supper.
It all ties up. The things you've done
since you’ve come to the valley this morn-
ing aren’t ordinary things. They—they’re
almost unbelievable. And you do work
that way, don’t you? I mean you come in
as just an ordinary person, a farmer, a
store-keeper, a doctor. . . . And now a
man selling lightning rods! Lightning
Ben Ringo! It’s really not your right
name, is it? Your right name—it’s Len
Siringo! Isn’t it?”” She came Ccloser.
“Isn’t it?”

feeling almost humble in the pres-

ence of this lovely, glowing girl.

“At your service, ma’am,” his deep voice
rumbled.

“T knew it—oh, I knew it! Len Siringo!

And you’re here. In our house. You've

helped people everywhere, I guess. I've

I IGHTING BEN bowed shortly,
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Len Siringo—Lightning Merchant

When the Thunderbolt Kid comes blastin’,
he’ll find every rancher’s gun in Storm
Valley blazin’ agin’ him!”

CHAPTER FIVE
Len Siringo’s Lightning War

EN SIRINGO wasn't talking
through his hat, as events quickly

showed. All during the next day
and the night that followed, men swarmed
in upon the KV headquarters. They
came singly and in groups, quiet or boist-
erous according to their nature, but all of
them buoyed up with new excited hope,
all of them keyed for the finish fight.
When this was over it would be de-
cided once and for all. They would be
dead men, or they would be free men.
Len met each man as he came in, talked
to him quietly, and assigned him to a fight-
ing force. Most of his newly recruited
army was sent under the direction of En-
derlee’s riders to guard the herds.

Enoch Enderlee remonstrated about
this. “You're not keepin’ enough men to
guard the headquarters. The Kid’ll scout
the grazin’ flats; he’ll see how heavy
guarded the herds are—and in conse-
quence he’ll attack the house.”

“Which is precise what I want him to
do,” Len said laconically.

“But why, man?”’

“I'm chewin’ on a idea. You leave the
worryin’ part to me.”

If Len was doing any worying, he cer-
tainly wasn't showing it. He calmly di-
rected reinforcing of the doors and win-
dows only on the side of the house that
faced the brush-grown slope. After that
he went serenely about his usual job of
putting up his lightning conductors, run-
ning the conductors along the ridge poles
and down the sides of the two-story house,
connecting them with the high pointed
rods on top, and directing the digging of
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D Auto Techaioian Foundryman O Heating [ Practical Telephony 0 Structural Drafting
D Aviation O Aviation Meehanio O Hest Treatmeut of Metals (O Publio Works Euogincering O Structural Lngincering
D Boilermaking O Highway Engineering D Pulp and Paper Making O Burveying and Mapping
O Bridge Engineering O House Planning Radpio, General D Telegraph Engineering
Chemistry O Induntrial Metallurgy O Radin Operating O Telephone Work
DO Civil Engineering [u] Locomotive Eagineer Radio Servicing Q Textile Deasigning
O Coal Mining O Maohinist DO R. . Bection Foreman O Toolmaking 0O Welding
0 Concrete Engineering a Dagement of Iaventions (J R. R. Sigual O Relri ion [J Woolea M { ing
BUSINESS COURSES
O Aooounting p Advertislag [ College Preparatory Q First Year College O Railway Postal Clerk
D Bookkeeping O Commercial 0O Foremanakip O French O Saleamanship
Business Co d aQc ial Tl ing O Good English O Secretarial O Spanish
o Budn-q Manmmapt 3 Coet Aoccounting 0 Righ 8c¢hool O Showoard and Bign Lettering
0 Cartooning () Civil Bervice [OC, P, Aocounting O Managing Men at Work QO Traffio Management
o o HOME ECONOMICS COURSES
Advanced Dressmaking Home Dressmaking O Tea Room and Chafeteria
O Foods aad Cookery O Professioanl Dreasmaking and Designing Management, Cacering
Nowe, Age. Addresas... -
Dity. State. Present Position....
Oanadtan residents sond ooupon to 2nter I Corr d Sohools (Oangdian, Limited, Montreal, Oanadg
Brittsh rosidents send coupon to 1. 0. 8., 71 Hingsway, London, W." @, 2, England
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