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“No, we don’t admiie to be skinned, Lari-
son, We’d make short work of this gam-
blin’ erowd if we were sure of what you
say.” = _

An ominous muttering flowed round
the room. Feet shuffied, games were sus-
pended as the patrons massed about the
central figures in the altercation. No-
body had ever charged Dacer with run-
ning brace games before. Other gunmen
in Dacer’s employ were taking their
stand to back up his play. He must an-
swer the accusation with convincing
argument or pistol-fire. Dacer suddenly
thrust Yeager and his mates aside, shunt-
ad the wounded croupier to the rear,
and stood boldly beneath the lamp sus-
pended over the roulette wheel. He was
smiling, but sweat glistened on his point-
ed face. He knew his danger.

“Gents,” said Dacer, “you can take my
word for it that every game here is op-

-erated on the level. I look upon you as

my friends, and no man worth his salt
would stoop to cheat his friends. I've
gone to great expense fitting up this
place for your recreation., And mind you,
we work no holdouts of any kind. You
win or you lose, according to the dictates
of chance.” His glittering eyes fastened
on -Larison. “Ken, here, happens to be
a loser. A poor one, obviously. But I'll
overlook his gunplay and brash talk, just
to prove where I stand.”

“Kind of you,” said Ken grimly, “but
your man pulled first.”

“Naturally,” rejoined Dacer. “To ac-

‘cuse a gambler of cheating is fighting

talk.”

“How would we know whether you’re
trimmin’ us or not?” a hard-faced stock-
man asked. “We ain’t onto gamblers’
tricks.”

“T’ll allow there are some in my pro-
fession who run their business on a sure-
thing basis,” answered the gambler. “But
a fair percentage for the house is all 1
want. Like the rest of you, I'm a tax-
payer, a heavy one. I have a good invest-
ment here. Do you think I’d run the risk
of losing it by ringing in a cold deck on
you, now and then? Let’s forget it, gents,
and all have a drink. In fact, the drinks
will be on the house for the balance of
the night.”

BACER waved a hand toward the ma-

hogany bar, but for once deserted.
Cowmen and punchers responded to the
invitation uncertainly. Smooth words

had saved the gambler for the moment.
But Larison knew he had implanted seeds
of suspicion in their minds. He hated a
crooked gambler as he hated a rustler.
He did not follow the crowd to the bar,
but, shoving gun in holster, employed
both sinewy arms to drag the cursing
Carew doorward.

Sue was awaiting them on the side-
walk, and as he recognized her, Neil
bridled his tongue. “I lost again, Sue,”
he said in a thick voice. “If Ken had let
me alone—"

“You hadn’t a chance, like Ken said,”
Sue interrupted. “Oh, Neil, why can’t you
be a man and cut it out? You can’t think
anything of me, and if you keep it up,
we’re through!”

Her sobbing roused Neil, leaning
heavily on the grim-lipped Ken. “Don’t
say that, Sue! I'll quit—I promise.”

Larison said, “Know where his horse
is? I'll take him home.”

“It’s tied up by the store.” Sue started
away, turned back abruptly. “You’re such
a help, Ken. I can’t thank you enough.”

Ken answered, “That’s all right, Sue.”

An hour after leaving the bright lights

of Sacaton, he halted the horses at the
Open Lazy A ranch house, plucked the
groggy Carew from the saddle. Horner,
the foreman, came in while he was put-
ting Neil to bed. The ramrod hadn’t much
to say about his boss’s condition, for he
and the hands were accustomed to carous-
ing with Neil. Young Carew, sprawled on
the bed, looked owlishly at Larison.

“I reckon you did me a good turn to-
night, Ken. Sorry I kicked up a fuss, [
want to talk to you, but I'm too drunk
now. Hang around till I sober up, will
you?”

“Sure,” said Larison. .

The foreman went out, and Ken, turn-
ing out the lamp, settled in an easy chair
near the bed. The next he knew, daylight
was stealing through the window. He
stretched cramped muscles and yawned.
While waiting for the heavy sleeper to
waken, he rolled a quirly, picked up a
newspaper lying on the floor. It was a
recent copy of the Sacaton weekly paper.

Ken became absorbed in a graphic
account of the blizzards sweeping the
northern ranges, killing off cattle by the
hundreds. He was glad they never had
that kind of weather here in the south-
west, didn’t see how anyone in his right
mind would try to raise cattle in a land

where the winter season was so long -












CHAPTER IIi

LEAVING the barbershop by the rear

door, Larison cut through ar alley
lower down and came out on the main
street. The mob, closely packed around
the shop front, wasn’t watching the
hitchrack. Swiftly Ken untied the horses
of the Montara men, stepped into the
saddle of a rough-coated bay. Then some-
one in the crowd caught sight of him and

“‘'shouted:

-

“There’s Larison sneskin’ off with
their broncs!”

A cowpuncher carrying a coiled lariat,
built a hasty toop and spun it as Ken
kicked the bay toward the nearest alley-
way, towing the other horses. He trvied
to dodge the swishing rope, but was
noosed about the shoulders, yanked clear
of the saddle as the puncher braced the
whole line across his hip. Ken struck the
ground hard, but was up in a minute,

tugging to loosen the rope. Through slit- -
‘ted, angry eyes he saw Bull Yeager and

his gunmen hurrying toward him. Think-
ing they were going to jump him, Ken
stopped wrenching at the noose to work
his gun loose. Because of the binding
rope, he was a little slow. Then be saw
his mistake.

Two of Yeager’s mates plunged past

him to stop the horses, which had wheeled -

to flee down the street. Buli and three
others faced about on the sidewalk with
drawn guns, the big Coltman barking:

“You fellers freeze or you'll walk into
some hot lead! Ang Sheriff Callum will
say we done right. You ain’t got no call
to gang up on visitors thisaway !

The Sacaton cattlemen fell back in sur-

prise. Larison shared that feeling. As he
pulled the noose over his head he observed
Diamond Dacer standing alone by the
hitehrack, a half-smile on his sharp face.
The two gunmen had caught the horses.
Ken mounted the bay, and the reins of
the other animals were pressed into his
hand. :
Riding for the rear of the barbershop,
he riddled out the reason for the Colt-
men’s unexpected assistance. Dacer was
interested in having the northern cattle-
men return with their herds. The talk of
running Dacer out of Sacaton hadn’t sub-
gided, and it would divert the local cow-
men’s attention from him if they had
something else to worry about.

Old Cale was waiting at the back door
with Sibbold and his friends when Ken

-
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arrived with the mounts., The Montana.
men scrambled into leather, thanking
Larison for his aid. Sudley called affer
them: )

“I'll have the boys quieted down by the
time you fellows return with your cattle,
They’ll regret actin' up so cussed mean.”

Watching Sibbold, Berdan, and Pollock
spur away acress the back lots, Larisor
said to Sudley:

‘“Notice who lent me a hand after I
was roped out of the saddle?”

“Yes,” said Cale, “and they didn’t act
without Dacer’s orders. I can’t under-
stand him makin’ a stand for law and
order.”

Ken told the oldster how he viewed it.
“And if there’s war when the northern
stockmen come back, it won’t hurt
Dacer’s feelin’s if a few of those urgin*
action against him are killed off. He can
do business with whoever’s left after the
smoke clears.”

Sudley’s face clouded. “Dacer’s a slick
one. A bad one, too. But I feel fairly cer-
tain there'll be no fightin’. I'll do my best.
Glad you see eye to eye with me, Ken.”

They walked through the building to
the front. The crowd was dispersing,
knowing the Montana men had got away.
Dacer and his gunslingers had with-
drawn, Sudley sat down in a barber’s
chair to have his beard trimmed. He
would talk to his neighbors when they
were in better humor.

Ken went out, untied his horse and
Carew’s, paying no heed to caustic re-
marks passed by the few men still on
the sidewalk. He spied Neil farther down
the street, called to him, and they hit the
road for the Open Lazy A.

Carew, taken to task by Larison, said
he hadn’t intended to start any trouble
by spreading word about the Montana
stockmen. He seemed badly broken up
over losing Sue, but believed that Ken
hadn’t severed partnership. Neil failed to
tell Ken, however, that besides squander-
ing the cattle money he was several thou-
sand dollars in debt to Diamond Daces.
Between the roulette wheel and faro bani
he had been properly trimmed, didn't
know how he was going to pay up with-
out Larison finding it out. Neil refused
to believe that Dacer was crooked.

LD CALE SUDLEY’S efforts for
peace bore fruit, He won a half prom-
ise from his neighbors that the northern
ranchers would be allowed to settle om
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time. Right now we're more interested in
keepin’ our range free of invaders. We
- only half promised Sudley 1o let ’em-come,
Larison, and we've changed our minds.
Cale’s all right, but I reckon he wouldn’t
mind leasin’ the range he has no use for,
and you have seme you don’t need since
throwin’ in with Carew. Easy to see why
you’re so keen for a peaceful invasion.”

Ken stood with fists clenched, eyes
blazing. There was but one way, he
thought, to keep the cattlemen from going

 on the warpath, Get old Cale Sudley,

whom Carew had been careful not te in-
vite to the meeting, and have him exert
his influence for peace. It might not suc-
ceed, but it was worth trying. Turning
on his heel, Larison left the living room.
He strapped on his spurs, quit the house
on the run, heading for the corral.

Larison didn’t know that hostile eyes
and ears at the front windows had taken
in everything that occurred in the ranch
house. On advice of his chief pistoleer,
Dacer had sent Yeager and a half-dozen
others gecretly to cover the meeting. Ken
hadn’t 'said where he was going, but Bull,
when he saw the mounted figure flying
down the road toward Sudley’s, gave his
mates the nod and swung into saddle.
Sudley was too potent & power for peace
to be allowed to reach the Open Lazy A.
It was time that hoth Cale and young
Larison were given a dose of lead medi-
cine,

Two hundred yards from the home
corral, going at a gallop, Ken made an
involuntary ducking motion as guns
roared behind him. He heard the whine
of passing lead. His Colt rasped from
the scabbard and he slued round as gun-
flame tore holes in the starlit night. For
an instant, he believed some of the cattle-
men were following to smoke him down.
But Bull Yeager’s voice rumbled above
the hoof hammering, betrayed who they
were, )

¥en slashed fire where the voice had
sounded, and Bull emitted a deeper rum-
ble, tinged with pain, “That feller's got

cat-eyes or ‘he’s trigger-iucky!” l.arison .

threw a secona sshot, but an outcry in a
different voice oproclaimed that some
other rider had got between Yeager and
the cowman's spurting gun.

Leaning low and spurring hard, Lari-
son and his ground-grabbing bronc
shaved disaster a dozen times in the next
half mile. The saddle lobos stiil hung te
his trail, their sixes blasting while his

remained .quiet. Past ciusters of trees
berdering both sides of the road, where
it was impossible to sse men or mounts,
Larison led the race at a pounding run.
Beyond, the road wound through a tree-
less stretch. As -he flashed dowa the
stretch - and his strung-out pursuers
trickled inte the starlight, Ken, reserving
his fire for this moment, cut loose agair.
A dark figure shot sideways from a
horse’s back, the ahimal swerving into a
field. :

Ken’s rattling gunfire emptied another
saddle. Three pencils of fire unraveled
in answer, then the gang was pulling up.
He knew from the feeble reply that they'd
used up all the loads in their guns, des-
perately eager to riddle him before he’d
got this far. Sudley’s was now only a mile
or.so southward. Larison made good time
while they stopped to reload.

1t looked as if he had shaken his pur-
suers as he neared the Sudley ranch, al-
though a bend in the road kept him from
observing more than a quarter mile of the
backtrack. He slowed his horse to a trot,
passing beneath the rustling alamos in
Sudley’s front yard. The bronc spread its
forelegs as Ken stepped from the saddle
to the porch of the dark house. Old Cale
always went early to bed unless there
was some special reason for staying up.
But Ken didn’t have to knock. A light
sleeper, the old man had heard the trot-
ting horse. He opened the door, clad in
shirt and trousers, but unarmed as usval.

“That’s risky,” said Larison.

“What is, Ken?” Sudley asked.

“Comin’ to the door without a gun,"” re-
plied Larison. “I might’ve been one of
Dacer’s Coltmen.”

CHAPTER 1V
@UDL’EY didn’t understand. “What in
the world would they be comin’ after
me for? You know I never pack a gun,”
he' said to Ken.

He listened in growing excitement as
Ken told the reasom for his .desperate
night ride. The old man was not -only
willing but eager to return with him te
the Open Lazy A. While Sudley hastened
to his bedroom to finish -dressing, Lariser
stood a moment on the porch. Hearing ne
hoofbeats, he concluded that the gunmen
had given up the chase, and led his brone
around the side of the house. Old Gale
came out with his saddle and a stable
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us last night—Bull Yeager’s gang—had
gone. All but a couple that I sieved. Say,”
he recollected suddenly, “I didn’t notice
’em when I came in. One was layin’ in the
front room, the other by the porch.”

“Not here when we came, Larison.”

“Yeager was hidin’ somewhere when I
rode out, then, Took ’em away after shoot-
in’ this poor, helpless—"

“Don’t try to work up any fake sor-
row,” Callum interposed harshly. “Bull
Yeager was in town when we left. It was
Bull, in fact, who reported the shootin’.
Said he was comin’ up the road at day-
break, saw you ridin’ away fast. He
stopped here, found Sudley as he is now,
but was afraid to move him. When we
arrived, I roused Cale enough to ask how
it happened, and he gasped, ‘Larison and
me—' Then he fell unconscious. Wanted
to say you and him had a fallin’ out, no
doubt.”

Ken shook his head vigorously, “Aimed
to tell you we had been jumped by Yea-
ger’'s gang. Are you takin’ Bull’'s word
against mine, -Callum? He saw a chance
to get rid of me safely, along with Cale.
Don’t you know Cale and I were workin’
together for the peace of the range?” -

Callum’s mustache twitched. “I can
imagine Cale playin’ peacemaker, but not
you. Still Yeager’s a bad actor. We'll
get at the bottom of this when we reach
town. I won’t handcuff you if you prom-
ise not to attempt a getaway.”

“You have it,” said Ken. “Let’s get
started. F'ill that wagon with hay, so Cale
won’t be jolted more’n necessary. Al-
though it looks as if he won’t last out
the ride to Sacaton.”

With the heavily breathing oldster in
the wagon bed, Larison swung to the seat,
shook out the reins. Sheriff and deputy
rode on either side of the wagon. Out on
the road, cowboys passed them at gallop,
heading for town. These flying riders only
waved their hands in answer to the sher-
iff’s shouted query as to why they were in
such a hurry. Callum began to look wor-
ried.

“Maybe them Montana men have
showed up with their cattle,” he said.

Ken Larison, believing the sheriff’s
guess was a bull’s-eye, drove on in stony
silence. He broke that silence as they
turned into the main street of Sacaton,
which was boiling with cattlemen and
cowhands.

“The stock trains raust be in sight,

Callum. What’re you goin’ to do about it?
Let ’em fight?”

“No,” Callum answered stoutly. “I’ll
get my other deputy, see what we can do
before it reaches the shootin’ stage.”

Larison leaned out of the wagon, drew
his .45 from the lawman’s waistband.

Callum snapped, “Hey, you’re my pris-
oner!”

“We can talk about that later,” Ken
said, holstering the gun. “Right now, I'll
be a lot more useful to you as a deputy
sheriff. Soon as I get Sudley to the doc’s
office, I’ll join you.”

Callum looked at him a moment. “Go
ahead, Ken. I've got my work cut out for
me!” He and his deputy spurred away
toward the milling stockmen, and Ken
swung the wagon team in the opposite
direction.

CHAPTER V

EEELPING Larison carry Sudley into
his office, Doctor McCann shook his
head gravely. “Old Cale won’t be the only

.casualty. ‘The trains bringing in those

northern herds are up the line, and the
minute the owners start unloading the
local boys will be on top of them. It’s too
bad.”

“If Cale could talk,” said Ken, “trouble
might be sidestepped.yet. But since he
can’t, I'll do what peacemakin’ I can with
a six-shooter.” He added earnestly, as
they laid Sudley on McCann’s operating
table, “Do all that’s possible to save him,
doc.”

Ken hurried out, untied his saddle
horse from the tailgate. The bronc was
moving downstreet before his right foot
found the stirrup. The Sacaton rangemen
were swarming around the jail. Ken saw
the sheriff and his deputies, all three dis-
armed, being pushed through the jail
door. A guard of half a dozen citizens
took their stand in front, and a cattleman
yelled as Larison rode within earshot.

‘“Keep them lawmen in there till it’s
over!”

Ken’s teeth clenched. Apparently he
was the only man still free and footloose
who was opposed to fighting the Montana
stockmen, He wondered if he could bluff
those guards and release Sheriff Callum
and deputies. Before attempting it he
must replenish the ammunition he had
used up the night previous. He swung
his horse toward Jowett’s general store
and leaped off. Jowett and Sue Higgins
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were just inside the door, waiching the
mob. The girl didn’t know Ken was in
trouble with the law. He told her quick-
Iy, adding that he and Carew had split
the blankets.

“Haven’t much time to talk, Sue. I”

came after some cartridges.”

“Ain’t got any, Ken,” Jowett spoke up.
“Sold out.” .

“Sold ’em to those kill-crazy fellows out
yonder ?”’ Ken asked.

The storekeeper sald “No.” He lcoked
seared.

“Mr. Jowett’s afraxd to talk because his
life was threatened,” Sue broke in. “His
whole stock of ammunition was bought up
yesterday by Diamond Dacer. We’ve had
to turn down all the rangemen who ecame
to purchase rifle and pistol cartridges.
They didn’t like it a bit.”

“Dacer, eh?”’ said Larison, his eyes
narrowing. “Funny he’d have need of so
much ammunition all of a sudden. T'll go
see him.”

He flung out of the store, hit leather.
Cattlemen and cowboys were mounting to
ride up the railroad track, extending
northward from the shipping pens at the
edge of town. Some of the riders carried
crowbars to pry up the rails. Ken was no
longer interested in freeing Sheriff Cal-
lum. It couldn’t be done without battling
the guards. He had a better plan.

There was but one horse at the For-
tune’s Wheel hitchrack—Diamond Dac-
er’s. Larison swung down and stalked
in, his right hand brushing his gun scab-
bard. Not a game was running, and the
bartenders were leaning on the empty
bar. Bull Yeager and his gunmen were
conspicuous by their absence. But Dacer
was present, dealing a game of solitaire
at a table. He started up as Larison en-
tered, squinting through the smoke of his
cigar.

“Expected I'd be out of the way, locked
up for shootin’ Sudley, didn’t you, Dac-
er?” gritted Ken. “But I’'m here for a
showdown, What’d you want with that
stock of cartridges you bought from Jow-
ett?”

Dacer frowned, then smiled thinly. “So
he told you I got ’em. You’ll find out why
I wanted them, soon enough!”

“I know,” said Larison, “without your
tellin’ me. You’ve sent your gunmen to
meet the Montana outfits, to help them
fight their way into Sacaton. And the
smokeroos have taken the ecartridges,

leavin’ no extra ammunition for the local
cowmen. You want to be sure the Mon-
tana stockmen win the fight. The loeal

fellows, with just what they’ve got in .

their belts to draw on, will be out of ecar-
tridges pretty quiek in a big battle. Tin-

- horn, you and me are goin’ to stop that

fight!” He snaked out his .45 as the gam-
bler’s hand moved hipward. “Step out to
your horse or P’ll leave you here on the
floor!”

Dacer hesitated, then came 1orwa,rd
slowly. Falling into step with the gam-
bler, Larison didn’t frisk him, but kept
his six-shooter against Dacer’s ribs until
the man had mounted. There was death
in the cards for Dacer that day, whether
Ken won or lost, but he didn’t want to
kill an unarmed man. Larison pushed his
horse alongside the gambler’s, telling him
where to turn. They left Sacaton ahead of
the mob, riding parallel with the rails.

A BOUT a mile above town, Larison
spied the first section of the stock
train at a halt. Men ahorse and afoot
were grouped near the locomotive. Ken,
looking behind, saw the Sa¢aton cowmen
coming at a swinging trot. He ordered
the gambler to spur up, still tilting his
Colt for the throwdown if Dacer tried any
tricks.

As they galloped toward the train, Ken
saw that the mounted men were Bull Yea-
ger and his gunslingers. Yeager held the
hackamore of a pack horse, which car-
ried the ammunition bought from Jowett.
The other men standing about were Sib-
bold, Berdan, and Pollock, and some of
their cowboys, Observing the riders head-
ing up the plain, Larison and Dacer well
in advance of the mob, the group at the
trackside scattered, preparing for action.

As the horsemen broke their close for-
mation, Ken spotted a familiar figure
which had escaped his notice before. Neil
Carew sat hunched in his saddle, ready to
side Dacer’s gunman against his own
neighbors, the men he had harangued to
2o to war.

Dacer turned .his head suddenly, cast-
ing a look of triumph at the cowimnan rid-
ing beside him. “Well, the boys have rec-
ognized me and here they come. I reckon
you lose, Larison.”

Yeager had turned loose the pack horse
to lead his men at a fast trot toward the
approaching pair. Ken eyed the gang a
moment. “Holler for ’em to pull up and

~
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drop their belts on the ground, tinhorn,
or you'lt get my first bullett”

Dacer proved himself a gambler to the
end. With a lightning movement he slid
over to the left side of his horse, throw-
ing his weight on the left stirrup. He
fiipped out his gun as he moved. A bullet
smashed into him, yet he thumbed ham-
mer. Larison ducked, wrenched his horse
to a stop.

Hard hit, Dacer had fallen backward
to the ground, his left foot clearing the
stirrup. His horse pounded on, and he
pushed up on one elbow as Ken looked at
him over his gunsights. They fired to-
gether. Ken’s shirt sleeve was ripped
from wrist to elbow by hot lead. His bul-
let had struck the gambler’s half-open,
snarling mouth. Dacer’s eyes protruded;
he jerked back, flat on the ground, drew
up one leg and was. still.

Larison, leaping down, snatched the .

smoking revolver from Dacer’s fingers,
turned in a crouch to trigger two-handed
at the nearing Coltmen. Bull Yeager was
foremost, throwing down. His lead kicked
up a gout of dust.

The next minute he was pitching head-
long, lifted from the saddle by a slug
through his chest., He flopped to earth
roaring, staggered up again, a man of
immense vitality, a killing machine until
_heart or brain ceased to function. He
worked his trigger as he lunged toward
Larison. Ken felt the bite of lead, but it
didn’t spoil his alm. His right-hand Colt
banged once, twice, Both bullets tore into
Yeager's left side. He raised his feef
higher with each step, his gun-arm sag-
ging. Suddenly he chinned the sod.

Two of the gang were swinging from
saddles, smoke mushrooming from slant-
ed pistols. Ken spotted lead on one, the
gunman bucking as he hit the ground.
His companion, impeding another slug,
reeled against his horse. The bronc
jumped sideways and its late rider
sunned his spurs, Half blinded by smoke
and dust, Larison was aware of another
horseman riding him down, gun drum-
ming unceasingly. Neil’'s whisky-flushed
face was behind the roaring Colt.

Larison sighted or a small star on the
forehead of Carew’s bronc. The animal
reared up as Ken fired. It went over in a
back-fall, but Neil, kicking off the stir-
rups, jumped clear of the toppling horse.
Larison was up and plunging through the
dust as Carew rose. He had lost his hat,

but clung to his gun. Ken cracked him on
the wrist and the weapon fell. Neil clawed .
at his former partner’s right arm,
screaming curses. Ken swung with his
gun-filled left, landing on Neil’s bare

. head. A second tap of the Colt barrel laid

him senseless at Larison’s feet.

E&EN squatted on his spurs, expecting
to be the target of the other gun-
men charging in. When no shots were
fired, he stared in bewilderment. Yesger's
pals were riding away at top speed, not
back toward the train and the Montana
stock raisers, but westward. Thundering
hoofs close behind him made Ken realize
why they were fleeing, He faced about,
flinging up both hands, as the Sacaton
cattlemen swept toward him.

“Hold it, neighbors!” he
“You've got to listen to me!”

They began sawing on reins, though
the glances of many strayed from the
bloodstained, dusty figure to the men
grouped by the distant stock train. The
sun flashed on weapons in the hands of
the Montana men, getting set to fight for
their herds.

- “If Cale Sudley hadn’t been besicged
at his ranch last night,”” Ken hurried on,
“I reckon you fellows wouldn’t be ridin’
like madmen to keep Sibbold and his
friends from unloadin’. Cale’s now layin’
at the point of death in Sacaton, struck
down by killers’ bullets.”

Their excited faces showed concern. A
rancher asked, “Who shot him and why?
Cale’s a peace-lovin’ hombre, never goes
heeled—"

“That’s the reason he was drilled!”
shouted Larison. “His strivin’® for peace
didn’t suit Diamond Dacer, who knew
you’d run him out of Sacaton if there
wasn’t a war to keep you busy. I told yow
that at the meeting last night, but would
you listen? No, instead you listened to
this traitor!” He pointed to Carew, who
was trying to get up. “I broke with Neit
this mornin’, Though I didn’t know it at
the time, he was saddlin’ to ride here and
help Dacer’s pistoleers fight you—his old
neighbors?”

A wrathful murmuring ran through the
cavalcade, and Neil Carew cringed on the
ground.

“Wait, you ain’t heard it all,” said Ken.
“I want you to know how Dacer was plot-
tin’* your destruction, with Carew as his
willin’ tool. See that pack horse up yon-

yelled.
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done for years is git himself loaded up
with incumbencies like this two-bit ranch,
a wife, three children, taxes an’ a ulster
in his stummick. Fer the last time,
Hatch, adios!” .

The indolent pair rode away. Wimby
Hatch banged his hat down on the ground
and stomped on it. He picked up a rock
and threw it through the window of the
ranchhouse. “What makes me so blasted
ding-dong mad is that they was right!”
he howled. “As dumb an’ as lazy as them
two jaspers are, they are smarter ’'n’
happier than me!”

Coming out onto a benchland where
Doodlebug cattle grazed, Butterball put
his thumb to his nose and waggled the
fingers that went with it. “Nurse your-
selves, you fleabit T-bones on the hoof.
Fall into canyons an’ step into gopher
holes an’ see if I care. The next cow I
handle will be on the label of a corned
beef tin. Come on, Gabby.” :

Gabby Snead threw a long leg over the
saddlehorn, pulled a wad of bills out of
his pocket and began to count. ‘“Money
is the root of all evil, Butterball, but if
we could only pull up all the roots, there
wouldn’t be no evil, huh?”

“I figger we got about three hundred
gsimoleons betwixt the two of us, Gabby,”
" the fat waddy said. “If we live a plain
temperate life, we shouldn’t have to work
fer six months. I wonder which direction
we should go.”

“We'll go toward them mountains off
to the southwest, Butterball,” Gabby
said. “We’ll live close to the sky an’' git
the alkali outa our lungs an’ the smell
of cows out of our noses. Maybe there is
one of them places out here like in
Tibet.”

(lIiuh?)P

“Fergot you wa’n’t educated,” Gabby
Snead sniffed. “Tibet is somewhere in
Agia, an’ there is a place there where
hombres never git old an’ truck gardens
an’ frait trees plant theirselves an’ never
dry up.”

“Who brands the cows?” Butterball
asked. i

“Nobody. Everybody owns everythin’.
The town is called Shaggy-La,” Gabby
said. “Folks sit under trees all day an’
soak in comfort. If you feel thirsty you
slap your hands together an’ a jinni or
4 little elf comes up an’ takes your order.”

“Yesterday,” Butterball said, “you
went bareheaded in that hot sun. When

~

we git to a cool stream, you better soak
your braing in it, Gabby."”

“Yep, that place has green grass when
everythin’ else fer miles around is covered
with ice an’ snow,” Gabby droned on. “I
read it in a magazine in the barber shop
a week ago.”

&T NOON, the mismsated pair entered

the dusty main street of a settle-
ment labeled Pine Cone Crossing. Half of
the frame shacks seemed to have been
blown against the side of a bluff by a
tornado. The One-Eyed Jack Saloon was
perched on a sort of shelf. A ladder was
the only means of entrance.

“I'm kinda tired,” Butterball said.
“Clap your hands, Gabby, an’ call a elf.”

“Don't try to be funny,” Gabby said.
“Alongside you, a orphan caught in a
house burnin’ down in the dead of night
gives me stitches. Kind of a poverty-
struck layout, ain’t it?”

The cowpokes climbed the ladder to
the saloon and found it to be a place
that was quite cramped if more than
four men got thirsty at the same time.
A little bald-headed man with a prickly
mustache leaned over the counter. There
were three bottles of liquid refreshment
on a shelf behind him. A spider seemed
to be the buasiest creature in the whole
place as it went on spinning a big web
over the fly-spotted mirror.

“Er, hate to bother you,” Gabby said.
“Me an’ my pardner would like a drink.”

“Two dollars each,” the barkcep said as -
he poured the strong elixir.

“Wha-a-t?” Butterball protested.

“Don’t have to drink,” the barkeep
said. “Only way we kin get back to
solvency. Town was raided by badmen a
month ago. They took every last dollar
we had. Our life savin’s. Bud Hook lost
sixty-five dollars. Eight towns was
cleaned out by Plat-Eye Poggin an’ his
partners in less’'n two weeks. They must
be traveling with close to a thousan’ dol-
lars in cold hard cash!” )

“Git a look at the outlaws ?”* Butterhall
asked.

“They was all masked,” an hombre
with a droopy mustache offered. “Got a
description of Poggin, though. Medium -

_height, dark hair, an’ wears dungarees -

rolled down low over his boots.”
“He'll sure git caught bein’ so differ-
ent than most men,” Gabby sniffed.
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in and. turn. me over to the sheriff,” he
finished. _

“Why didn’t you.go to the sheriff. in
the first. place?” Glint. said.

“Beeause — because you: control- the
bank’s stock. I thought—” His ehin
jerked. Suddenly he let his head- fall:on
his arms. “Minnick:- came here, offered

me a measly ten thousand' dollars- for.
my share. We quarreled. So- yesterday-

1 killed him. I. thought: I knowed! where

he’d hidden the rest of the money, but
I was mistaken. I didn’t find the rest of:
it.” He reached: inside his shirt; pulled:
out a sheaf of crisp bank notes, put: them:

on the table. “There’s the ten thousand,”
he said. “Now take me to.the sheriff. The
money proves me out.”

Glint glanced: at: the money; his- face

unchangingly; he said; “Where’s: Trela?-

¥d like to hear whiat she has to say about
this.”

“Trela?” The old man.raised:his head;
stared: at: Glint nervously. “Why—why—
. Trela's—she’s—"

“Well; where is she?” repeated’ Glint.

stubbornly. “It’s strange shke ain't' here.
Does- she know about: this?”

Miteh said, ‘“Dad; where is she? She’s
in bed, ain’t she?” ‘

“Yes,” waid the old:man- quickly. “Yes,
that’s: where she is: In. bed.”

“Go see,’”’ Glint told: Miteh.

ITCH. moved: toward a door. John
Bruce spoke roughly, his tone mean-
ingful. “Let: your: sister sleep, Mitchell.
You: hear!”
Mitch hesitated. Glint said, “Go see

if she’s in her reom. If she’s asleep you:

don’t need to awaken ker.”
Before Mitch could’ move, his father

said; “Stay where you are. I' don’t. want:

Trela. brought into this.”

‘“Then I'll go,” said' Glint, standing
up.

A gun leaped into John Bruce’s fist.
His voice was shaky, but determined.
“T’d' hate like snakes to have to shoot
you down, Glint. But nobody’s goin’ to
bother Trela. You understand?”

Glint glanced at the gun, his. eyes
slitted, the sear on his cheek glinting
scarlet. “You’ll. sure have to shoot me
down then, Mr. Bruce,” he said, whirl-
ing away. His spurs chinked musically
as he strode the roem. John . Bruce didn’t
shoot. In:a few minutes Glint returned.
© “She ain’t in. her. room, Mitch,” he

said, not looking at the old. man’s sad;
beaten-faece, the gun dangling in his fin- _

. gers: “She’s not. in the house, either. So

we got to find her—you hear?” His words
whistled.through teeth that were clench-
ing in viselike determination. “We've got
to find. her!”

‘“Where do we start lookin’?” replied.
Miteh.

Glint. turned to John. Bruce. “You.
know. where she is, all right; Mr. Bruce,”
he accused. “Somethin’s got you secared.
About. the omnly thing that eould. scare
you -would be gomethin’ pretty awful.that
might happen to Trela. You wouldn’t be
scared like this for yourself, or for
Miteh; but. you’re ready to own.a mur-
der you didn’t: eommit to save Trela from
gomethin’, What. is it—who is it? Tell
me who threatens her harm. Tell . me and.
¥l smash. every. damn. bone in. his car-
cags! Tl rip this town so wide open:
that: it—"

“T've told you the truth,” moaned the
old cattleman. “If she ain’t in the heuse,
I don’t. know—1I don’t know. . . .

Glint  sighed angrily, said; “Ceme
along, Mitch.” They went out. Riding to-
ward the bank, Glint said, “I'm goin’ to
trust. you. to take Poppet’s place at: the
bank, keep anybody from comin’ in. This-

‘business needs a brain like Poppet’s. I'm.

sure hopin’ he ean help.me with a puzzle
—a puzzle that might. make murder savvy.
if we can show a stabbed ridin’ glove
and a chicken with its throat cut means
there’s more in Minnick’s grave on.boot
hill than just his corpse.” )

No sign of life registered. in front. of
the bank as they rode down Main Street.
Except for a light in the hotel and the
lights still burning at Teazy’s Bar, the
town was dark, also a little too quiet.
From somewhere beyond Teazy’s a
drunken. waddy sang a sad song, softly
and sadly. Glint slowed down as they
reached the bank. Mitch halted. his
mount. Glint whistled softly, then
waited. There was no answer. He tried
it again without response from Poppet.

“Somethin’s gone wrong,” he told.
Mitch. “Hold my brone. Y'll walk over
and. gee wamt—"

He walked swiftly, as silently as pos-
gible, trailing his spurs. Beside the
broken window he stopped, listened.
“Poppet? Nick?” he called softly. His re-
ply was sudden, loud, and trimmed with
red and'blue fire, He heard a bullet kiss
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*Why not? Any decert hombre will
lie ‘t0 save ‘his -daughter, :especially
when—"" He quit, decided he would save
all.comment.as to Trela’s-sweetness and
goodness for her ‘own :ears.

“Glint,” said the :old man, ‘his ‘voice
steady, resolute, “I'm -goin’ ‘to “tell you

‘what ‘happened. 1f 'they kill ‘her—if—""

‘“You don’t need to say a word,” Glint
gtopped ‘him. “I know the play, from the
table up. The polecats still hold itwo aces
against me, ‘but I figure T'll whip their
hand ‘with -sixes. Stand pat, Mr. Bruce.”
He spur-touched the brone, sang oit as
he rode toward the Wounded Eagle Hotél,
“It'lIl'be a.good day come-dawn. The sky’s
goin’ ‘to be ¢lear and sunny.”

HERE was no clerk in the deserted

Jobby. Glint knew the location of
Peers’s room. He climbed ‘the stairs on
tiptoe, damning ‘the occasional murmur
of his spurs. Peers’s room was at the end
of the second-floor hall. He prayed the
door wasn’t locked; reached, drew a deep
breath, flicked the knob. The door swung
open. An oil lamp burned on a stand
near a bed.

On the bed, pale, motionless, seeming
dead, lay Trela Bruce. Beside the bed
stood Jay Minnick, his face a mask -of
stupid fear, his right hand hovering
above the butt of the .45 at his hip.
Beside him crouched Sheriff Mont Gor-
son.

Glint stepped -forward, stopped, a smile
took his face, twisted ‘it evilly. “Four
years ago ‘the bad bloetl of -the ‘Gorsons
boiled over,” he said, his voice level, firm.
“The pot that carried that mess was your
brother, Mont. Since then :the same kind
of buzzard p’ison has been stewin’ -in
you. You’ve kept your grudge, lettin’
your nice actions tell damn lies for you.
Now you're gettin’ a lopsided chance
to settle. You lyin’, ‘thievin’ buzzard!”

Minnick drew a tight breath. It whis-
tled above the quiet of the room.

Gorson ‘'was calm, confident. His eyes
held Glint’s, pointed, magnetlike,

Glint continued easily, “Bendle’s dead,
Bruce was murdered, Peers is confined.
T've got the bank -money ‘back, and 1
know ‘the play as far as John Bruce is
concerned. For you two, ithere’s pnly one
way out. You’'ve got to kill me. Under-
stand? You've got to kill me!”

Minnick’s breath whistled again. His

hand trembled above the .45. The sheriff

seemed :a stdatue. ‘Minnick’s ‘tongue ccame

out, ‘touched bloodless lips. His nerves
werenit .going to -stand :any dong 'wait.
The edge of -his fear ‘was gétting teo
fine,

Suddenly he dipped his hand. ‘At the
same -moment :Gorson struck. ‘A pivot,
his -side flashed. The -cross-draw. .

@lint’s -hand 'was .a ‘demon’s rapier.
Gorson’s bullet dug splinters at his ‘toes.
Glint’s .38 spangetl a split second before.
Gorson’s head jerked up, back. His -ear
shot blood. Glint’s second bullet -smashed
Minnick’s -édhest. The men fell ‘together.
Minnick had never a'¢hance 'to press:trig-
ger.

Behind Glint, a wheezy voice said,
“Right -nice. Miglity nigh as ‘good 2as
I could have done ‘it.”

Glint ‘turned. Poppet was there, pale,
grinning. “You didn’t expect them
knockout drops to keep me down for-
ever?” he said. “Somebody spiked my
coffee, damn ’em.”

‘They ‘went over to Trela. She was
breathing regularly. Her pulse was firm,
“Peers-gave :her a dose of the same stuff
he :did you,” :Glint said. “He made John

Bruce ‘bélieve she’d die if he didn’t do
:gemethin’ ‘to save her.”

'GRlinit (decided then :t0let Peers-suffer

in ‘the :grave until Tréla xevived. “Go

dglong :out to Bruce’s :place, fetch John
Bruce ‘over ‘here,” ‘he told Poppet. “Tell

‘him ito bring the bank money.”

“Bank money?”’ :said Poppet, sur-
prised. ’

.@lint -nodded. “Youw’ll know all about
everythin’ soon -encugh. About Toles, he
came ‘baek to watech Minnick didn’t pull
any ‘'shenanigans. Minnick killed him.
Peers talked. Now .get dlong. It’ll help
John Bruce to know his daughter’s all
right.”

When Poppet had gone, the itamer of
wild horses ‘stood ‘looking ‘down at ‘the
sleeping girl. Minutes passed. ‘Once -she
lifted her ‘hand, ‘let .it fall ‘back. ‘A ‘good
warmness traced the man’s being—a
feeling that seemed a living promise.

When she -opened ‘her eyes, he was
there.:She smiled wanly, put:her hand:in
his. He:squeezed 'it—wondered strangely
if he might not be able to learn.scme-
thing about banking after all. His father
had dlways wanted him to-give the money
business a good whirl,

































it was almost time for the shift to end.
He could forget this dark hole and the
toil and the lousy gold ore whlch made
~--~another rich,

His pale eyes were aglow with anticipa-
tion, and his mouth twisted in a grin.
Tonight was special. He had a date with
Judy Holden, He would put forth his best
manner, use all his charm, and perhaps
he could talk some sense into her head.

Chad didn’t see Judy much -because
there were too many nights when she
was with Dana Grant. It was puzzling to
Chad. The frustration of it infuriated
him. He didn’t know what she saw in
Dana. He was handsome enough as ap-
pearances went, big and young, and al-
ways smiling as if he really liked these
dull plodders who worked in the mine,
but he had no ambition further than
Rocky Gap. He was sort of a leader, presi-
dent of the Reliance Miners’ Association,
and active in a lot of other things. That
probably made an impression on Judy,
although Chad couldn’t see why.

Tonight, though, Dana was working
the night shift. He would be far below
at the one hundred and fifty foot level
while Chad was showing Judy the town.
They would see the really worth-while
things. Dinner at a restaurant with
bright lights, then a show afterward at
the opera house. She would see that he,
Chad Winslow, wasn’t like the rest of
these folks. He had ambition and would
go places. He would do his best to con-
vince her that she should go with him,

Judy Holden was an obsession with
Chad. He.wanted her as he wanted wealth
and power. His desire for her was the
only tie which bound him to this hole
they called Rocky Gap.

A whistle sounded, and its hoarse veice
echoed through the tunnel. It was the
sound for which Chad had been listening.
He threw down his pick where it would
lie until he returned to take up the
drudgery again in the morning. There
was a babel of voices as men gtarted
toward the cage to be lifted to the sur-
face of the earth above.

There was laughter and gaiety in their
voices. Mot so much of relief that another
day of toil was over, but a manifestation
of good fellowship and happiness with
their existence. They hurried along, and
Chad wondered why. The cage wouldn’t
leave until the last man was aboard, so
why waste energy. He didn’t hurry but
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let all of the others rush past him.
~ He brushed against the side of the
tunnel and his clothes felt suddenly damp.
He stopped and directed the lamp on his
cap toward the wall. The dim rays sought
out the rough structure of the rock. He
saw water oozing out. It was coming
through a crevice in the wall and trickled
down the side. A small pool had already
formed on the floor.

1t looked as if the diggings had tapped
a subterranean reservoir. Chad felt a
sudden rush of terror at the thought. The
water might easily have broken through
while they were working and engulfed
them all, might yet even before they
reached the cage.

' "E‘HE first terror fled. Straight thinking

told Chad they were safe for the pres-
ent. The flow hadn’t broken through yet.
It might hold for hours, or might even
continue indefinitely as a trickle. Never-
theless, water in a mine was bad busi-
ness. There were others down at the hun-
dred and fifty foot level tonight. They
would never discover the water until it
was too late, because there would be no-
body in the hundred foot tunnel again un-
til tomorrow morning.

He started to call a warning. A sudden
impulse checked his words. Dana Grant
was down there tonight. If the water
broke through, he and the others would
work, The flow would go on undisturbed

~ until it was teo large to stop. After that

there would be no more interference in
Chad’s attentions to Judy Holden.

Such an accident could break Harvey
Todd and the Reliance Mining Company.
That, in itself, was a singularly pleasing
thought to Chad. With the mining com-
pany gone, Judy would no longer have a
job in their offices. There would be noth-
ing "to hold her in Rocky Gap. Also it
would serve Todd right. It would, of
course, be hard on a lot of the other men
and their families, but they were poor
miserable souls who didn’t have much
feeling anyway—otherwise why would
they spend a lifetime living and working
in a place like this?

Chad hurried along after the others
now. He got into the cage and the door
closed. A bell clanged. The winches and
cables started to creak; the car started
its slow movement upward

Chad stood m the corner and studled
the faces of the men around him, They
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didn’t know. Nobody knew but him. It
was a strangely potent feeling to realize
he held the fate of so many souls in the
palm of his hand. He could save them or
let them ‘go to their destruction. He held
power in those two hands of his, more
power than anybody else in Rocky Gap.
More than even Harvey Todd. He wished
he could tell it to the mine owner and still
be able to go through with his plan.

But Dana Grant was down below to-
night. Because he was there, the others
had to be destroyed with him. Nobody
must ever know Chad’s secret. It would
be an accident. Chad would feel sorry
along with everybody else for the grief-
stricken ones who were left behind. They
would forget in time, Judy would forget.
Chad would be tender and sympathize
with her while she was forgetting.

The cage rose to the top. One by one
the men filed out into the open air. Down
the mountainside the lights of the town
blinked their promise of gay times ahead.
Tonight they gave a special promise to
Chad. He hurried away from the tunnel
entrance. The night was his, it might be
the greatest night of his life. As he made
his way toward the lights of Rocky Gap.
his hopes were high.

He dressed and was meticulous in do-
ing so. The coarse miners’ garments were
discarded for fine clothes. He washed his
rough, calloused hands with care and
cursed the mining company with all his
might. But there was a bright side. If
all went well, he might not have to go
back in that dark hole again, The ruina-
tion of the mine was in sight. With it
“and Dana gone, Judy would surely want
to leave Rocky Gap.

He called for her. When she appeared
he was held breathless by her radiance.
and beauty. Her bright blue eyes were
friendly. Chad had a momentary thought
that they might also be friendly for Dana
Grant. The thought tormented him.

The plan had to.go through; the idea
of its failure was intolerable. Judy was
his girl’ tonight, Chad Winslow’s girl.
That was the way it had to be from now
on, They walked along the board side-
walks, and he wondered what the folks
were thinking. He wanted them to see
him, wanted them to get used to seeing
him with Judy Holden,

They went to the Oriental, the finest
restaurant in Rocky Gap. Chad took the

most conspicuous table in the place. When
»

the Chinese waiter brought the menu, he -

ordered lavishly. Chad was going to show
Judy what it meant to do things right.

They talked but their talk was general.
Chad couldn’t seem to get around to what
he wanted to say. He wanted to find out
some way how she felt about Dana. He
wanted to hear her say that she didn’t
really care about him, but only admired
him. There was never any opening or op-
portunity for Chad to get the conversa-
tion started right. He found it difficult to
conceal the anger of his frustration.
While he talked he listened for the
whistle at.the mine which would herald
the disaster and remove Dana permanent-
ly from any further competition.

They were having their dessert when
Judy told him.

“You’ve been awfully nice to me,
Chad,” she said, “so I wanted to tell you

first. Dana and I are going to be mar--

ried.” ) .

It was blunt and straight. Because he
was unprepared for it, the soft words
were like a knife thrust into his heart.
He sat for a moment stunned. The malice
in his pale eyes was hardly noticeable;
there was a slight twist to his faint smile,
but he didn’t say the black things which
were in his mind. v

“I didn’t know, Judy, you felt that way
about him.”

“I d6, Chad,” she replied. “Dana’s fine
and straight, but you know it as well
as L.”

Sure, Dana was fine and he was good,
and he was a leader in the community.
Those were the things a person could
see. But she couldn’t see that he was a
drudge, and that he would spend the rest
of his days in Rocky Gap. He might work
up to a fairly decent job with the mining
company, but he would still be cast for a
lifetime with these dull and impossible
people, Such things weren’t for a girl

like Judy. She needed gay times and fun,

and a fellow with ambition like Chad
Winslow.

M[NE whistles started blowing then.

Their sharp, shrieking blasts cut
through the night. Chad’s heart gave a
joyful leap. He watched Judy turn pale
and rigid when the full meaning of the

" disastrous sound settled upon her. She

really did feel that way about Dana, then.
It was ‘too late now. Dana was trapped
down there, helpless, and out of the way.
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