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hand in a gesture that almost seemed to
include the entire Northwest Territory.
““The sooner we get this region populated
with men ready and willing to fight for
their homes and families, the quicker
we’ll drive all these savages from the face
of the earth! Think of the hundreds of
new rifles they will be buying from you,
sir!”

“I'm thinking of the blood of innocent
women and children that will be on your
head!” Tom Underwood flung back over
his shoulder as he strode from the block
house.

Much as he disliked carrying tales, he
started off across the commons to Donald
Ames’ cabin on the river bank. He pro-

posed to lay the whole story before him

—even to the rumors about Major Bark-
ings he had heard back in Pennsylvania.
The need for haste drove him on, un-
aware that Luke Mathias was following
in his footsteps.

“Hold hard, thar!” Luke called out
at the same time clapping a big hand on
his shoulder, ‘Is thar so dinged many
white men in this country you can’t pass
the time o’ day with one of the best?”

Whatever else Tom considered Luke
Mathias to be, he knew the man for a
shrewd Indian fighter of abundant animal
courage. A plan formed swiftly in his
mind. Just the barest hint of adventure
would tempt Luke to join him in a
scouting trip to the north., If they found
no hostile sign, then there would be no
sense in stirring up the whole settlement
with false warnings of an Indian raid.

He was about to suggest this when
Luke pointed to Tom’s own foot tracks
made in the snow the night before.

“I'm askin’ you somethin’ you won’t
be able to lie clear of,” he announced
truculently. ‘“What do them tracks of
_yourn mean—headin’ for an comin’ back
from that Injun camp below here?”

“You ought to know,” Tom answered
abruptly. “I went down there and put a
man’s hip back in place—Wo-han’s.” He

gave the grinning Luke a cool stare,
“They'll lift your hair for the beating
you gave that boy, Luke.”

Luke grinned even more broadly.
“You're atalkin’ with your head in a
barr’l. Thar ain’t nothin’ a white man
can do to make an Injun any meaner.
Anyways, young Wo-han got no more'n
any man—white or red—what I ketch
sparkin’ Dorcas Ames. She’ll be my
woman or she’ll die without ever drop-
pin’ a brat—"

For a moment there was a silence
broken only by Tom Underwood’s breath
whistling in through his clinched teeth.
He laid aside his rifle and knife and
turned to Luke Mathias. “Do the same!
One of us is going to get the beating of
his life.”

“I figgered that ud rouse ye!” chuckled
Luke, laying his weapons aside. ‘“Thar
won’t be no woman to stop this ruckus!”

HAT first surge of hot resentment

had already cooled within Tom Un-
derwood. 1In its place had come a chill
which settled in the pit of his stomach
as he waited for Luke’s first rush. He
hated this clawing, kicking and gouging
style of backwoods fighting that usually
ended with one or both combatants more
or less disfigured for liffe. Nevertheless
he stood his ground, his powerful shoul-
ders balanced well forward over the ball
of his left foot.

Luke rushed at him, a grin of savage
pleasure twisting his mouth. Tom took
a terrific blow on his shoulder without
retaliating. That blow shook him to his
heels, at the same time releasing an ex-
plosion of fighting instinct much like the
reaction of a finely tempered and power-
ful steel spring.

Twice he rocked Luke’s head with al-
ternate blows to a hard jaw that felt as
unyielding under the collision of his
knuckles as a weathered beech log. Then
Luke’s right hand clawed down the side
of his face, leaving three raw furrows
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Stark picked up the reins said, “Let’s go,”
and the horse fell into an easy, mile-de-
vouring lope.

IN THE early afternoon Stark was
looking out from a clump of live oak
brush. He was looking down a little slope
in the foothills of the Chollos, looking
down to a little flat where running water
drew a band of bright green through a
drab country, and where three men were
working over a horse.

o

He had ridden over the ridge, through
the scattered live oak trees and caught the
movement of the men, in watching, som-
bre eyes. He rode back a little, dismounted,
dropped the reins and crept forward to a
clump of brush to see what was going on.
In the glare oi the sunlight he saw three
men at work, intent on their job. A horse
was lying on its side, loops of rope around
its feet.

A man was sitting on the horse’s head,
speaking in curt sentences to the other
two. Stark thought, “Joe Palmer.”

A few yards away a man was taking a
branding iron from a little fire. The fire
had burned down to a bed of coals and no
smoke drifted up into the still air. The
third man came from the stream wringing
out the water from a small piece of
blanket. Stark thought, “Branding through
a wet blanket,” and all the true cowman’s
hatred, and the Ranger’s contempt for a
thief surged through John Stark,

But it was not the brand blotting that
most interested John Stark. Out beyond
the fire, a little way down the creek, a man
was lying on his back. A little further on
a saddled horse, with dropped reins

seemed to be patiently waiting for the fig-
ure on the ground to come to life and ride
away.

The figure on the ground lay with feet
together and arms outspread, like a cross,
as though he might have been crucified.
Everything about the horse and the man
on the ground was new. The sun was re-
flected from the shiny new leather of the
saddle, of the chaps, and from the silver
mounting, of the bridle. A new hat, stiff
and wide brimmed lay a few feet away.
And John Stark thought, “And that, I
suppose, is the lad Arnold who knows
horses—but don’t know men.”

Sudden rage came to Stark and ebbed
away to a cold desire to kill. He thought
of the rifle in the scabbard back on the bay
horse, thinking. “I could get all three
from here.” Then he sighed, thinking,
“That’s no way for a Ranger. I have to
know all about it before I can move.” He
turned his sombre eyes to watch the three
men.

HEY had finished with the brand

blotting. A man gave a quick twitch
to the ropes and Joe Palmer got up from
the horse’s head. The horse surged to his
feet, looked white-eyed at the men,
snorted angrily, then trotted away across
the creek. The men laughed.

They stood for a minute watching the
horse, then moved over to their horses and
mounted. They stopped a minute, talking,
looking at the figure on the ground. Finally
one of them rode over, gathered up the
reins of the waiting horse and led him
back to the group. They rode away then,
leading the horse, up the valley, talking
and taughing, indifferent to what they had
left there stretched out in the sunlight as
though nailed to a cross.

Stark listened and watched a long time
to make sure they had gone. Convinced
at last, he spoke aloud, “And that, Joe
Palmer, will put you where you belong—
dead and gone to hell.” He went back
through the trees to the big bay, mounted
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mindin’ him every once in a while he bet-
ter not try gettin’ away. The other feller
- I shot at, and unless I forgot how, he’s
flat on his belly on the ridge. Mebbe
there’s more of ’em—I dunno.”

“But what's the idea?”

“A smart one. They was gettin’ ready
to blow off the whole damn cliff—lettin’
down wire and dynamite. It musta been
dynamite. It was bein’ let down careful,
and it sure looked like a dynamite box—
or I never sold one.”

“Lem Taylor?”

“I dunno. He’s bound to be in it some-
wheres, but with them binoculars actin’
up the way they been I couldn't tell.”

Ken looked up at the cliff and said,
“Why, if you planted a couple of sticks
on that ledge you could block the mine.”

“Sure—damn near for keeps. Least-
ways it wouldn’t be opened up in your
lifetime; and it'd look plenty natural. It
don’t need no spring thaw to start slides
in these hills,”

“Well,” said Ken, “I guess it's our
move. 1 can’t figure out what’s behind
it, but we've caught 'em at it, so it’s up to
us. Got any ideas?”

“Yeah—plenty. I'll keep 'em busy. You
get the sheriff—or some o’ the boys any-
how—an’ go on over to the Taylor Strike.
It hadn’t ought to take more’n an hour.
Then climb the mountain back o’ their
place an’ collar ’em. But be sure you wave
somethin’ before you show yourselves on
the skyline, because I'm sure going to blast
hell outa anything that moves up there
from now on.”

“Now wait a minute,” said Ken, star-
ing at the old man as if he thought he’d
lost his mind. ‘“Maybe you know what
you’re talking about, but it don’t make
sense. It’s fifteen miles from here to the
Taylor Strike. I've never been there, but
I know you have to go over by way of
Pack Lake. What’s that got to do with
the rim of this mountain?”

“You been a dumb fool, young {feller,”
said Ab. ‘“Nex’ time you get a map, take

'y

a look at it. By road, Taylor’s is fifteen
miles away, because it's on the other side
o’ the divide; but somewheres over that
ridge, and not more’n a couple o’ miles,
is his mine. Now you get en outa here
an’ do like I say, because whoever’s up
there ain’t arguin’. They’re jus’ naturally
figgerin’ out some way o’ gettin’ outa the
fix they’re in—an’ I ain’t no smarter'n
they are.”

AS KEN headed for the door, he added,
“An’ tell somebody to come up here
after me, because I want to be in on the
pow-wow over there.”

He didn’'t do any more firing. There
was no use in wasting cartridges. He be-
gan wondering what they were doing, and
what he’d be doing if he were in the shoes
of one of them. It made him uneasy in
his mind.

The man on the ledge wasn't a factor—
if he had a revolver he’'d have used it al-
ready, and he wouldn’t have been able to
do any accurate shooting at that distance
anyway. It was from the others that
trouble would come.

The time passed slowly. He kept care-
ful watch, but nobody appeared, and noth-
ing happened. When he saw a flutter of
white, he heaved a sigh of relief—he’d
said an hour, and it was prebably less than
that, although he insisted later than he’d
been there practically the whole day.

Figures were silhouetted against the
sky. He went outside and waved. They
waved back, and unceremoniously hauled
up on the rope that still hung there, yank-
ing away as if the burden on the end was
a sack.

At the sound of whining gears, he
moved out to the trail to discover a car
climbing in low up the last steep grade to
the cabin. The man whe had come for
him knew nothing except that Ken had
told him to go up to the Bright Star; so
they were both hungry for news, and they
made good time getting to Taylor’s Strike
—most of it consumed on the switchrack,





















