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before Kelly’s death, and offered to
take up his old job.

Jan vividly remembered how, when
her father had known he was dying, he
had called his wife, Jan and young Billy
to his side. For the first time Jan had
learned of how the Longhorn ranchers
had promised to pay fifty-two thousand

“dollars for the Diamond H cattle and
horses and had given a promissory note
due in twelve years,

“I never figgered to try to collect
that way,” Bill Kelly explained. “Fig-
gered to go back and take what was
mine—blast them fellers plumb to hell,
too! But Thad ain’t never showed up
and you folks need the money, a big
chunk of it. They got to pay, too,
’cause that note carries eight signatures
and would stand up in court.

“All shot to pieces like I was and
scarce able to set up while I was watch-
in’ ’em sign that paper, I hid it the
minute they left me alone in the cabin.
Scared they’d steal it. That note’s hid
in the cabin Thad and me built when
we started the Diamond H. Above the
fireplace they’s a pair of extra fine long

and curvin’ steer horns, fastened to--
il

gether by a strip of rawhide. The note’s
inside the left horn. I knew when I hid
it that it’d be the last place them fel-

lers’d ever think o’ lookin’.

AN had learned then, too, that Bill
Kelly, in the years immediately
following his flight from the Longhorn,
had been held up by masked men three
times, had been searched and threat-
ened with death unless he revealed the
whereabouts of the promissory note.

“I never found out who them holdups
was,” whispered the dying man. “If I'd
been younger, stronger, able to ride and
to use a gun like I could once, I'd a
trailed ’em down, even if they did back
water when they found they couldn’t
bluff me. But, Jan honey, that slip o’
paper’s dynamite. Don’t trust nobody
nor send nobody to git it an’ collect.
Do it yoreself.”

Riding now on her mission, Jan felt
hot tears sting her eyes. Her father
hadn’t been sympathetic. He’d been a
gruff, sombre, forbidding man, brood-
ing over injustice, embittered, revenge-
ful. Though himself unable to wreak
vengeance for which he always longed
he sought, he still had lived in the hope
that Thad Kelly would return and
“clean up them damned ranchers.” And
although Jan had loved this harsh and
bitter man, she found it hard to forgive
him for not trying to collect long ago.

She had never known even the sim-
plest luxuries; had never owned pretty
things such as girls love. Ever since
the tragedy on the Longhorn the family
had been poverty stricken, and now
Mrs. Kelly’s health was failing, and
they were in dire need. The money
would mean everything to them, so Jan
would get it—if possible.

But had Bud Weaver lied? He didn’t
look to be the sort who would lie about
any matter so terribly serious.

The voice of Ormond Van Ormeoend
broke into her thoughts.

“May I ride up beside you awhile?”
he asked. “It’s lonesome trailing.”

“Of course,” said Jan.

Again she sized up this stranger
who wore glasses—they were dark
lenses, and shadowed his eyes—in a
land where glasses were almost un-
known. His face was full and round
and red. He wore a sandy mustache
and might have been thirty or fifty for
all the girl could tell. He rode well fora
tenderfoot, she thought, and seemed to
know how to handle a horse. All she
knew about him was that he had come
West on a rather vague mission to find
a missing brother, he said. And he
didn’t seem at all sure in which direc-
tion to look.

Billy Kelly was looking the tender-
foot over with a hint of disapproval.

“Why don’t you throw them city
duds away and dress like a cowpuncher,
Mr. Van Ormond?” he asked. ‘“Mebbe
yuh’d fool folks into thinkin' yuh
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was the original note! Malden had just
said so. Therefore the one Malden had
shown was a forgery! If that could be
proved Jan Kelly could yet collect the
debt due her father.

Abruptly however she stopped think-
ing of that debt, for a voice rumbled
across the yard:

“There she goes! As I thought, it’s
Jan. We got to—"

And at that moment Jan remembered
the voice of the man with Diamond H.
It was the.voice of Frank Newhouse,
the Kellys’ hired man on their little
ranch near Nugget. Could he be—

No time to puzzle about that now.
She had reached the huge stable and
abruptly her hopes of escape tobog-
ganed. Bronc, the burly, coarse-fea-
tured cowpuncher she had met at the
supper table, stood at the open door.

“Goin’ somewhere, sister?”

The fellow’s insolence stung Jan like
a lash. Obviously she could not get a
horse. But if she could only cross the
intervening distance to the willows
along Longhorn River she could hide
in the dense brush.

Instantly she attempted to dodge
past the cowpuncher. Bronc, however,
was too quick for her. Darting after
her, he threw his arms about Jan’s
body. Like some wild thing she fought,
and as they struggled, they shifted
places until Bronc was nearer the cor-
ner of the barn than Jan. Locked in
his embrace, she saw a man appear be-
hind the cowpuncher, as though by
magic. The man’s arm with some-
thing heavy at the end of it lifted high,
plummeted downward.

RONC collapsed in a heap against
the dark wall. And Jan’s rescuer
was saying in a low, tense whisper:

“I got a horse for you. Led it out the
back door. It’s on this side.”

He caught the girl’s hand, pulled her
around the corner. The ominous sound
of boots pounding across the yard were
drumming in Jane’s ears—Malden and

Newhouse running to the stable. But
she was up in the saddle, and the man
—Jan could see now that he was Van
Ormond—was pressing the bridle reins
into her hands and whispering:

“Fog clear through to Cragmont.
You may be safe there. You won’t be
in Last Stand. Get the sheriff on the
job. Good luck!”

As Jan spurred ahead at a dead run,
she heard Malden’s booming shout:

“Bronc! Bronc! Who's on that hoss?
Where’s that girl?” A pang shot
through her at thought of what might
happen to the man who’d made her
escape possible. But Ormond Van Or-
mond had shown plenty of resourceful-
ness. Surely he’d be able to take care
of himself. A tenderfoot, that myste-
rious fellow? Not on your life!

Flying along the road to Last Stand
by the light of twinkling stars, Jan was
soon aware that someone was hot on
her trail. She had no gun; yet she was
determined not to be taken back to the
Diamond H—not when Malden wanted
that original note so badly; not when
Jan Kelly felt that the most impera-
tive thing in the world right now was
for her to find her Uncle Thad.

She had no intention of going to
Cragmont as Van Ormond had sug-
gested. She meant to find Cougar Can-
yon as the first step toward locating
Thad Kelly.

The pursuing hoofbeats, growing
steadily louder, were terrifying. Sud-
denly a plan to avoid her pursuers came
to mind and, at the first stream the
road crossed, Jan swung off her horse
and led him in among the scrubby wil-
lows. She stood holding one hand on
the animal’s nostrils while a lone rider
thundered along the road only a few
rods distant and went on. When the
sound of his horse had become faint,
Jan mounted and cut across the sage
brush hills for Cougar Canyon as near-
ly air line as she could direct her course
when unfamiliar with the locale.

A new worry now rose in her mind.
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HE clear, cold air of the high,

rough country cut through Jan’s
light jacket, stung her cheeks, numbed
her fingers. A flock of grouse whirred
out of a nearby cluster of jackpines and
winged away. Bun Weaver whipped
out his Colt, only to holster it again
abruptly.

“I’m hungry as a lame and toothless
lone wolf,” he said half apologetically.
“But the sound of a shot might upset
our plans, pardner. . .. Almost -there.
We should be able to see Thad Kelly’s
camp from this next ridge....I
coulda led my rancher friends in a sur-
prise attack from this side on yore
renegade uncle.”

J“But you didn’t, Bun. . . . Because
you want to stop this awful war as
much as I do.”

“As much as you do, Jan. We’ll leave
our hosses here; take a look-see from
a-top the ridge.”

Only a minute later, from the cover
of pines, Jan saw saddled horses, a
camp fire, a half-dozen men getting
breakfast in the distance, on the south
side of Cougar Canyon. Her eyes
sparkled with excitement. . The camp
of the uncle she had not seen for twelve
long years!

“Not all of ’em there,” said Weaver.
“Some still guardin’ the canyon lower
down, I s’pose . .. Li’l girl, you kin
follow right along that wide swale and
ride right up to the camp.”

“Couldn’t you go with me, Bun? I
feel sort of shaky —I expect they’re
pretty rough men.”

“Yore uncle and Billy are there,”
Weaver said reassuringly. ‘“Twill be
best if I don’t show myself. Thad
Kelly’s plenty hard and he’s out for
revenge. But I'll be watchin’. Don’t
mention me to ’em, though.”

They went back to their saddle
horses. Jan held out her hand.

“I wish vou could have some hot
breakfast, Bun. Good-by for now. It’s
been—"

She stopped. Her eyes were meet-

ing his and in their depths she read
something that tingled her nerves,
made her heart beat faster as a flush
mantled her smooth cheeks. In spite
of all the mental worry, this night ride
with the brown-eyed, tanned-faced,
lean cowman had been the most glori-
ous adventure of Janet Kelly’s life.
And within her an emotion heretofore
unknown had stirred to flaming life.

He had taken her soft hand and was
standing silent, just looking at her face
and then suddenly—Jan never knew
how it happened—the man’s arms had
clesed hungrily around her and her
lips felt his fierce kiss. Nor were her
own lips unwilling. In delirious
ecstasy she clung to him, all problems
erased, forgotten "in the realization
that this man whom she’d known less
than twenty-four hours possessed that
nameless something which stirred her
to the depths. Which caught her up
and out of herself in an emotion wild
and ungoverned.

For a never-to-be-forgotten minute
Janet Kelly, obeying the dictates of her
heart, let herself be swept away by love.
But sanity and cold logic returned with
appalling force.

HE struggled free, face flushed,
eyes hot and flashing,

“We’re mad,” she gasped. “Crazy!
I'm a Kelly and you’re—"

“The man who loves yuh,” said Bun
Weaver. “And love smashes through
all barriers. Jan darling, I couldn’t no
more help kissin’ yuh than I kin help
tellin’ yuh now I love yuh and always
will no matter what—"

“Stop! Our fathers fought. You, as
a boy, fought my father. The Kellys
and the ranchers are again at war, and
I should not have let you do what you
did, Bun. Because—because there can
be no future together for you and me.
Don’t touch me again—please.” Jan
sprang lightly to her saddle. “Good-
by.))

The man stood motionless. All the
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his cold-blooded crew of murderers
playing Thad Kelly against the ranch-
ers of the Longhorn, hoping and ex-
pecting that Kelly would annihilate
the ranchers. And after that the Dia-
mond H meant to massacre Kelly’s
force. :

“Yes,” Malden agreed, “yuh’ve got
the signals straight. Now be shure to
git this through yore thick head, Ne-
vada. I've learned that the best laid
plans kin go wrong. So if matters
don’t work out like they should, I'll
mebbe summon you boys to finish off
my neighbors. At least, what’s left of
the dumb, blind suckers after Kelly gits
through with ’em. However, if Mace
plants a hint or two in the ears of Thad
Kelly tonight, like I told him, and then
plants another idea in the minds of Mc-
Nulty and Leckenby and the rest, I'm
hopin’ these said neighbors’ll be wiped
out this very night at Cougar Canyon.
. . . Wonder if that ain’t Mace comin’
home now?”

Malden was listening to a sound of
hoof beats in the quiet darkness.

“Or maybe it’s Snip bringin’ back
that girl,” he suggested.

The drum of hoofbeats grew louder.
Only one horse, Van Ormond decided,
but whoever was riding that horse was
certainly sending it along. The rider
had dashed up to tize buildings. But in
only a moment more the horseman was
pounding over to the willows. He gave
a peculiar shrill whistle. One of the
group answered, duplicating the sound.

Then Mace Malden came crashing
through the brush and pulled up a stag-
gering, spur-gashed and foam-flecked
horse.

“Well? Matter with yuh?” asked
Diamond H coldly. “I kin see yuh’'ve
bungled or—"

“Bungled!” flashed Mace. “Some-
body ’round here bungled a-plenty to
let Jan Kelly git off the ranch.”

“Yeah,” retorted his father.
what kin you know about it?”

“I met her, She was headed toward

“But

Cougar Canyon. I stopped her, aimed
to bring her back, but Bun Weaver’—
the tall, blond young rider took time
out to curse Weaver—“he popped up
from nowhere, cracked down on me
with his gun, and rather’n take a bullet
I—I had to let him lift my smoker.
He took my good hoss, too, and left me
this dead-on-its-feet nag. Then he rid
off with the girl. Gunless, I couldn’t
stop that, so I fogged for home. I want
a couple of good men, fresh hosses; a
rifle and two sixes for myself. I'm go-
in’ to track that maverick and kill him
my own self!”

9% UMBLES of amazement greeted
£1& this savage announcement, and
then Diamond H said with a sort of
terrible quietness which betrayed how
he was secthing inside:

“Before yuh start, Mace, give a full
account of yoreself. Yuh saw Thad
Kelly? Left the kid?”

“Shore! And Thad done jest ex-
actly like you figgered he would. The
threat of doin’ somethin’ to the girl if
he refused to talk turkey made him see
red, set him right on the prod. Yeah,
he said ‘On with the war!” Then I jest
hinted as mekbe the ranchers would be
ridin’ up Cougar Canyon, and left the
salty old fighter.

“At Windy Hollow I saw the ranch-
ers all bunched, ready and spoilin’ for
a fight. Told ’em where Kelly was
camped and that Cougar Canyon was
wide open. Figgerin’ that was enough,
I said I'd lam for home to git more
help. Dad, don’t yuh go blamin’ me.
I shore thought McNulty, Leckenby
and all the rest would ride straight into
an ambush. But that double-damned
Bun Weaver stopped ’em and saved
their hides.”

“So-0? We’'ve got Bun Weaver to
thank for that scheme blowin’ up?
Mace, what I want to know before we
hear any more of yore story is: Do yuh
know by what chance it happens
Weaver is still alive? Scar Sellers had
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THE LONG PLAY

piled them on the table, went to one
of the green-trimmed cupboards and
got out his own revolver and harness,
buckled it around bony hips. The
holster was old, cut deep around the
gun action, worn slick and shiny.
Turning frem the wall, Ed Stinson
eyed the distance to the revolvers
lying on the table. About eight feet.
Will was fussing with the buckle of
his cartridge belt. The deputy tensed,
waiting until Leo should move from
the window.

“All right, Leo,” Will called, still
watching his belt buckle, fussing with
it.

Leo’s blond-bearded face outside
moved sideways - from vision. His
boots thumped on the little porch.

Muscles tensed, Ed Stinson relaxed
as Will drew his gun. Without hurry,
with a smooth coordination so fast it
defied analysis, Will brought out his
revolver, and then Ed saw the blue ice
of the eyes on him, and relaxed. It
would be suicide, plain suicide, trying
to jump for one of the weapons on
the table. He had seen a few gun-
slingers in his time, had heard of
others, but he hadn’t imagined human
muscles could move with the smooth
speed that Will Palmer displayed in
getting his Colt from leather.

“I told you he was fast,” big Tobe
rumbled in the deputy’s ear. Leo en-
tered the door.

“And faster than I used to be,” ad-
mitted Will from bearded lips, thin
against his teeth. “Me and Leo have
practiced an hour a day, regular,
drawin’ against each other. We
knowed you Berringer skunks would
show up, and we kept ready for you.
We knowed you’d be the ones to find
us, because maybe you’d be afraid
until we was dead. And we got ready.
We moved here close to Ed Stinson,
so’s when you did come you’d bring
old Jack Stinson’s boy along with you
to get us. So we got ready to finish
up what you started in that cabin up
in the hills outside Butte.”

“Wh-what you goin’ to do?” stut-
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tered pudgy Vance Berringer, stark
fear in his voice.

Will ignored the question. Leo took
the revolvers from the table and went
out, as if by some prearranged plan.
Will put a little oil on a rag, care-
fully wiped his .44 Peacemaker,
polished it with a dry cloth, tenta-
tively drew the gun a few times with
that liquid motion, shifting the har-
ness on bony hips ever so slightly.
Finally he tied the holster thong
around a lean leg, and:

“All right,” he said. “File out to the
rear of the granary. I don’t want to
muss up the clean floor in here.”

S HE crossed the frozen yard,

leaning against the whipping
wind, Ed Stinson’s muscles fought
one against another. Will and Leo
Marcum—Palmer—had moved along-
side, had made friends with him, had
waited all these years, waiting out
their plan. They’d known the safest
place to hide is close to a man. Now,
whatever their plan was, they were
going through with it,

Snow was drifting against the un-
glazed, granary window, and it
seemed incredibly cold in the plum-
shadowed interior. An old saddle was
hanging by a wire from a rafter. Half
the place was used as a store-room.
Bits of leather, cans, hammer and
saw, shoemaker’s last, other odds and
ends were stacked neatly by the walls
or hung from nails. And, with that
precise way the bearded brothers had,
Leo had hung the four revolvers along
the wall in a row on nails by the trig-
ger guards. The rear half of the place
was partitioned off with a low board
railing and loose, flapping burlap
nailed to the boards and joists.

“Line up along there,” Will
ordered, nodding at the burlap-and-
board partition. Then he said to Leo:
“You hike out of it. You know what
to do.”

Leo went out. The wind swung
open the door which banged against
















































