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Tim rode up to the shed back of the house where
he was living temporarily with Mason Todd and Ace
Fibber. The shed backed the brush of the gully and
was used as a stable. As Tim unsaddled, his thoughts
coursed along familiar channels. He had lost his
company money by staying to aid a wounded stage
driver while a famous price man rode away. Heck
Billings had all but frothed at the mouth when he
learned of it.

As Tim turned to hook his stirrup over a peg
on the wall, his hand froze in midair.

A foot had moved stealthily in the brush back of
the shed. A window was cut in that rear wall, about
on line with a man’s shoulder blade. The noise had
been slight, instinct furnishing most of the chill at
Tim’s spine. His right hand was above his head,

"ready to hook the stirrup on a peg, his left was sup-
porting the heavy saddle. Deliberately he hooked
the stirrup over the peg, then he swung about. The
window was empty.

From outside the barn came the voice of Mason
Todd: “It’s time you was gettin’ home. It's your
turn to cook. See that there ain’t sody streaks in
the bread.”

Tim leaped to the window that overlooked the
brush of the draw. Evening shadows dulled out-

" lines, but he noticed a limb twitching. And a bird

fluttered up with a throaty cry. Someone had been
sneaking up to the barn and had been frightened
away by the approach of Mason Todd.

Lighting a cigarette, Todd looked on as Tim fed
his horse. “You seem to have your lip buttoned
on some deep thoughts,” he observed. ‘“Maybe
you're figurin’ on how you can bag Benj Slater.”

“I guess we’re all figuring that.”

“I'm not. Sol Wyeth knew Slater’s gang had
drifted south. Otherwise he’d have stayed here
to collect pelt money.”

“I look for Slater to make a try for this gold that’s
bound to start rolling this week,” Tim maintained.

Todd swore. “Benj Slater ain’t within a hundred
miles of here.”

Supper was an unpleasant meal. Mason Todd,
still resentful, harped on Tim’s obvious absent-
mindedness.

“Wyetl. must have handed you an earful on that
ride,” he snapped as Tim passed him the bacon when
he had asked for biscuits. “He must’ve just about
drawed you a map on how to catch Benj Slater.”

Ace Fibber looked over his coffee cup. “Did Sol
spill anything, Tim?” he asked mildly.

“Just said to keep our belts tight for trouble,”
Tim answered.

Mason Todd kicked back his chair and rose in
disgust. “Give me as many breaks as Wyeth’s had
- and I’ll show you twice as much speed.”

Ace laughed. “If I was an outlaw, I’d rather have
a dozen of you and me on my trail than one of Sol
Wyeth.”

After supper Fibber and Todd lost no time in
heading for the saloons where they spent their eve-
nings with the miners. Tim washed the dishes and
sat down in the kitchen of the two-roomed shack.
The blind was drawn, for men who hunted outlaws
realized that they were in turn hunted. Tim never
rode skylines, and always backed a wall when
strangers were in a room. And Sol Wyeth claimed
he had not slept away from his brace of sixes in
twenty years.

The fire went out and the room grew chilly. Tim
closed the middle door, shutting in the lingering
odors of fried bacon and coffee. Sitting down,
he gazed absently at the dead ashes piled high on

_the hearth of the cook stove. Some of the ashes had

run over onto the floor. His thoughts were pulled
away from the Slater gang to center on the untidi-
ness of spilled ashes. A cheerless sight. He re-
turned to more active thinking.

So Sol Wyeth thought he had better quit Billings
& Co. before he was fired. Fired! Why? Because
he refused to be molded into a cold machine of
destruction. Then every thought was driven from
Tim’s head as the back of his neck began to tingle.
He sprang to his feet, gun ready. The middle door
swung open,

Tim stood still. Beyond the doorway was the
blackness of the bedroom. A leap was useless; he
was caught in the light. Then from the dark pit
came a man'’s voice:

“I want to talk with you, Henry.”

“You're calling the dance,” Tim replied.

“Put up your gun. If I'd wanted to kill you,
I'd have done it when I shoved the door open.”

Tim calculated the chances of shooting it out.
Later there might come a moment, but right now
the man in the bedroom had all the advantage. As
Tim slowly holstered his gun, a young man stepped
from the blackness, his face dominated by steady,
hard eyes. Rocklike, his gun was trained on Tim’s
heart.

“Your nerves are good, Henry,” he observed.

The youth was slight to the point of gauntness.
A careless eye might have tagged him as frail, but
he reminded Tim of a lithe cat. His muscles were
thin as buckskin and as tough. The slender wrist
supported the six-shooter unwaveringly, the trigger
finger was like so much steel. Tim’s judgment told
him the lad was cunning as a fox and dangerous
beyond any consideration of his years.

“You're Phantom Benny Slater,” Tim said. He
had never seen the youth before, but he knew he
faced the son of the famous outlaw, Benj Slater.
It was said that the Phantom Kid could hang up a
wreath of smoke faster than his dad’s best gunman.



BOOTHILL FOR BOUNTY HUNTERS 5

“I’m Phantom Benny,” the boy admitted. “I hope
you won’t make me kill you, Henry. I've come to
talk, not fight. I could have got you this evenin’ at
the barn, but that wasn’t my aim.’ .

Tim looked at the gun trained on his heart. “Does

| your trigger finger ever get St. Vitus’ dance when
you go visiting?” he asked dryly.
. “If I put up this gun, Henry, do you give your
" word not to start anything?” Almost fanatical
eagerness had leaped to the hard eyes. Instead of
warming them, it added to their glitter.

“You mean you’d place confidence in the word of
a Billings agent?” Tim asked.

“Henry, the only difference between a member
of the Slater gang and a Billings agent, is that the
agents get paid for their killin’s. I'd rather listen
to a snake rattle than a Billings killer—usually.
Tonight I've come to talk.”

There was a force to this boy apart from the power
of the gun butted into his palm. There was strength
apart from the ability to flame to battle. Somehow,
Tim knew Benny Slater was not a killer. For all the
hardness in his eyes and all his cunning, he was
pathetically young.

“I give you my word not to start trouble,” Tim
said.

There was a dull glint, and the gun was. in its
. holster. Tim felt a little hot, then cold.

.~ “You're fast,” he conceded.

“I’m as fast as dad was.”

“Was?”

The boy jerked his head in a nod.
is dead.”

“Benj Slater

II.

The kid was smooth, Tim thought. He was work-
ing a gag as old as the hills, but he was putting a
freshness into it that almost mrade you believe him.
He spoke briefly of his father’s death and of Gin
Martin taking over the gang. He himself was still
around with the men at times, but now he was break-
ing away for good. It was what his dad would
have wanted him to do, he said. Benj Slater had
never planned for his son to wolf it from canyon
to canyon.

“Would you Help me get established, Henry?” the
kid asked. “Would you help me get on at Billings?”

It was all such a pat story. The kid should have
doctored it up. His dad dead—quitting the gang—
asking for a job with Billings & Co. Wouldn’t that
be a neat set-up for Benj Slater! Tim knew his
game was to string the kid along, get everything out
of him, but there was anger in his voice as he shot
out his question.

“How could you work with men you hate like
rattlers?”

- “Some of them are different. Smhe think of Nhfe

ahead of blood money. Dad said you tipped your
band at Oak Crick Crossin’ last fall to keep the
gang from attackin’ a stage with two women and
an old man in it. It’s pelt gitters I hate!”

“I'm a pelt getter like the rest.”

The boy clung stubbornly to his point. He wanted
a job protecting the lives of passengers against the
guns of outlaws. His dad had never been a killer.
He, Phantom Benny, was not a killer either. He -
wanted to prove that to the world. The youth was
hunkered down on a box now, looking even younger
and slighter than when standing. Tim fought
against the feeling that there was some truth in all
this. He knew such an idea must be put down.
Trust a Slater! Sol Wyeth would say it was his soft
streak again.

“I guess it does surprise you,” the boy said. “Me
tryin’ to change my spots.” He seemed to dislike the
last sentence and spoke again sharply. “I’m not be-
moanin’ the blood my dad spilled into my veins.
I don’t want to follow in his tracks, but there’s been
lots worse men than Benj Slater. Take Gin Martin.
Ain’t you noticed how the gang’s changed since he
took over?”

Tim ignored the question. “If you want to start
fresh, why don’t you go East?”

“And leave the mountains and desert?”
face was incredulous.

The desire to believe Benny Slater was getting
stronger. Tim couldn’t sponge it from his mind.

“It'd take a lot of fixing to make Heck Billings
believe this yarn,” he said curtly: “It would take
a bigger man with the company than I am to put it
across. Why don’t you see Sol Wyeth?”

“Because I'm not a fool.”

Tim’s anger crackled again. ‘“Because you know
Wyeth would laugh you to sleep! You think I've
a soft streak!”

“Would you pick Sol Wyeth if you was me?”

The question was a shrewd one. Would he pick
Sol Wyeth for a story like this? Hardly. But he
held to his point.

“You think because I let Benj Slater ride away
from that stage last month I'm an easy mark.”
“It was Gin Martin who shot up that stage.

is dead.”

The boy’s consistency was giving things a queer
twist. Tim had expected to trap hlm in his lies; now
he himself felt cornered.

“What proof have you of Benj Slater's death?”
he demanded.

“These!” The slim fingers dipped downward and
plucked a gun from a worn holster. “This is dad’s
harness. He'd have it strapped on if he was alive.
That’s proof " The glitter in the boy’s eyes became
a glow. “See that S burned in the handle?” he asked,
and he seemed to fall under the spell of the mel-
lowed weapon. He touched a deep scar on the

The lad’s

Dad
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from the stage,” Tim said. “Now he’s trying to get
Benny Slater hanged before the kid gets a chance
to talk.”

“The three of us will be able to stop a hangin’,”
Ace Fibber said quietly. “Billings agents don’t
turn prisoners over to a mob.”

The veins in Todd’s thick neck were bulging and
purple, but he bit back his anger. He spoke in a
whisper, taking Fibber by the arm. “I'm out to
bag Benj Slater! When he hears about this hangin’
party—and he’ll hear fast enough—he’ll come
crackin’ down to stop the show. That’s when you
and me—and Henry if his stomach is strong enough
—will draw cards.”

Fibber’s breath caught.
play!” he admitted.

Tim knew the plan had its good points. Heck
Billings would approve of such tactics, and Sol
Wpyeth, too, would gzive his sanction. The joker
was that Benj Slater was dead.

“What if Slater doesn’t try to stop the show?”
Tim asked. )

“He will—that’s a cinch!” Todd growled. }

“I saw an inscription left by a vigilance commit-
tee once,” Tim said. “It read: ‘Hung the wrong
man—joke’s on us.””

Todd leaned toward Tim. “I don’t like your
manner,” he said truculently. “Are you workin’
for Billings, or are you tryin’ to save the necks
of the Slaters?”

“Shut up!” Fibber commanded. “Tim always was
against stuff like this. Let’s get to plannin’
how we’ll receive Benj Slater.”

Mason Todd drew back, his eyes growing cautious.
He knew Tim Henry well enough to see that his
last speech had struck into a danger zone. He
turned away with Ace Fibber, ready to drop the
guarrel.

It was growing dark, and the camp was getting
drunk. Every new miner to arrive was met with a
free drink. Mason Todd must have passed out
plenty of those tall bottles. If this crowd ever
started a hanging, they would go through with
it.. Once they had Benny Olater in their hands, it
would be too late for Todd and Fibber to realize
that Benj Slater was not coming.

“Mase, that’s a smart

Tim walked toward the livery stable where he
knew Benny was being held. The lean-to at the
back was not a substantial prison, but it had satisfied
Todd. The stableman had no objection to turning
the key of the padlocked door over to Tim Henry.

“T was surprised at Todd trustin’ me with it,” the
man admitted in a whisper. “I've been nervous since
this hangin’ talk started.”

Tim unlocked the door, and the stableman brought
a lantern which he hung on a nail in the small room.
Then he husiled off to tend business. Benny Slater

was half lying against a pile of sacked grain, his
hands and feet bound. His thin face was pain-
racked, but his lips were a tight line, and his eyes
told nothing as they met Tim’s.

“I just got into camp,” Tim said.

Benny hitched his body to a straighter position
and Tim saw that his arms were bound so tightly

~behind him it seemed they would tear from their

sockets.

“Todd lies!” the boy croaked from a dry throat.
“He never cut my sign at Bock’s Mill! And he never
followed my tracks away from that stage robbery.”

“You were with me while that stage was being

stuck up,” Tim said quietly.

A gleam cut into the expressionless eyes. “Have
you told Todd that?” :

“No. For me to spring that story now would
be to kill your chances forever with Heck Billings.
I’ll not play that card until the last.”

Shouts from the street carried through the room.
Benny’s acknowledgment of them was a twisted
smile. “I reckon it would be tough on you to step
in to save my neck,” he said. “From things Todd
let drop you ain’t strong with the company since
you saved a driver instead of goin’ after pelt money.
I reckon, Henry, that which ever way you play it,
you’'ll be doin’ the best you can.” '

The kid was like a trapped wolf cub. He had small
confidence in the friend who had come with vague
hints of lifting the steel jaws.

“You could have told Todd where you were last
night,” Tim said. “He’d have relished such informa-
tion almost as much as hanging you.”

“And you could have said I lied,” the kid replied.
“The word of a Slater wouldn’t hold any water.”

“Is there a chance Gin Martin will try and save
you from this mob?”

The hard eyes mocked the question.
me ain’t friends.” :

Tim turned to the door. He intended to get his
skinning knife from his saddle pocket and set Benny
Slater free. He’d furnish him a gun and then see
about the mob. Then a glance from the still eyes
caught at him as he was pulling the door shut. The
kid thought he was deserting him.

“I’ll be back,” Tim whispered.

There was no change in the thin face.

Clamping the padlock shut, Tim locked the door.
He had caught a stir close at hand, and he spun
about, half lifting his gun. The voice of Mason .
Todd stabbed at him.

“I’ll take the key to that room, Henry.”

Tim dropped his gun, but he did not remove his
hand from above his holster. He was wondering
how much Todd had heard.

“I said I'd take that key,” repeated Todd.

“Gin and
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“I've always wanted to see how much sand Todd
had in his craw,” somebody said.

Another man laughed. “Is that the shutters bat-

ting or Todd’s teeth chattering?”

Mason Todd still held his right hand stlﬂ’ly away
from his holster. “I’'m not takin’ the bait,” he told
Tim. “You could kill me and then lie out of this
charge.”

Ordering Todd to stand, Tim backed to the wall
and tore the notice down. “Fellows,” he said to the
men in the room, “I’m asking you to reserve judg-
ment until I have a chance to square myself.”

Stepping in behind Mason Todd, he plucked the
other’s gun from its holster. He tossed it over the
counter, and it landed janglingly on a pan.

“Get out,” he told Todd. “An’ when you come
to collect your hardware, pick a time when there’s
no men around, so you won't get palsy.”

His face a dull, pasty white, Todd dived through
the door into the street.

“A liar is always a coward,” Tim said.

“But a dangerous enemy,” a man added.
watch your back, Henry.”

“Better

V.

Tim Henry rode eastward that night, a pack horse
snubbed to his saddlehorn. The stars were shut
away behind low clouds, and a threat of snow was
in the air. Three weeks would probably see the
mountains wrapped in their winter blankets. All
night and all the next day Tim rode. After that
he traveled only by day, allowing his horses the
night to graze.

Each morning as he watched the rugged Sierras
leap from gloom to glory, more of the hardness was
washed from his eyes. The fourth day he passed
Haystack Rock, where he had planned to meet
Benny Slater. -He still continued east, hoping to
encounter the kid as he came to the meeting place.

That evening Tim sighted an emigrant train
camped along an alder-lined creek. It was danger-
ously late for wagons to be on the trail. A good
two weeks of circuitous travel lay between them and
the winter safety of the Sacramento Basin.

As Tim approached the wagon nearest the road,
he saw this was not an ordinary train. Paid drivers
tended the teams while owners lounged and
stretched. Carpets had been spread on the ground
2nd folding tables opened. The wagons were espe-
cially fine, and where sheets were rolled back,
showed unusual comfort provisions. Women spoke
quietly to less boisterous children than were gener-
ally heard about emigrant camps.

A tall old man with a patriarchal face stepped to
meet Tim as he dismounted.

“Good evening, sir,” he said, lifting thin fingers

to smooth his white hair disarranged by the breeze.

“Good evening,” Tim answered. “Your train is
late on the trail.” He had been too long with Bill-
ings, sometimes as escort to such trains, not to offer
this warning.

The old man did not receive the words kindly. “I
am sorry you disapprove of us,” he said stiffly.

A man in the garb of a teamster hurried over.
Overhearing the old gentleman’s words, he turned
to face Tim. “If you got any complaints to lodge
against this train, make them to me,” he said
brusquely. He wore a belt and gun, and his stance
branded him as a gunman. Probably a very fast one.

“I merely said it was late in the season for wagons
to be on the trail,” Tim answered him.

“Who said it wasn’t? You’re puttin’ in where
you're not wanted.”

“Such rudeness to strangers
Graves,” the old man said crisply.

“Let me handle this, Mr. Kingery,” Graves
snapped back. “This train don’t want any spies
around.”

Tim heard a horse coming at a gallop from down
the train, but he did not take his glance from that
of the gunman teamster. The rider slid his horse
to a stop.

“What do you want, stranger?”
question at Tim.

Tim moved back in order to keep both men
in view. “Strangers,” he said mildly, “don’t seem
to draw a very warm welcome from this train.”

The man who had just dismounted leaned for-
ward. “Where have I seen you before?” he asked.
He answered his own question. “The Billings agent,
Tim Henry! You travel a lot with Sol Wyeth!”

The lips of the teamster twitched. “Old friends,
huh? Ain’t this reunion touchin’?”

Tim recalled the gaunt man, who seemed to be
guide of the train. “You’re Lynx Jackson. Met you
in a mining camp one evening.”

Jackson laughed. “Yeah, you and Sol was just
comin’ in with two dead outlaws. Rest your saddle
a spell, Henry. I want to talk with you after I get
this train settled for the night.”

“A Billings agent!” the old man said warmly. He
held out a thin hand toward Tim. “I’m sorry you
received such a blunt welcome. I'm John Kingery.
I shall make it up to you by asking you to supper at
my table.”

Graves turned and walked away. Lynx Jackson
stepped to his saddle and rode back up the train.

“I hope you won’t refuse,” John Kingery said
when he and Tim were standing alone beside the
wagon. “I don’t know much of this great country,
but I am aware that the name of Billings & Co.
stands for protection.”

Tim felt a grim mirth pulling at his lips. He
shook his head, having no desire to accept this old

is unnecessary,

He barked the
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shift his position. He had the blank wall of the
_blacksmith’s shop at his back, and no cover nearer
than the corner, some twenty paces away. Squatting
“on his heels, his hat shoved back, he gave the impres-
sion of spending all his attention upon a cigarette
that he was carefully shaping up. The five lounged
alertly, spread apart, and the full force of the
street’s brooding hush had its focus in their eyes—
eyes that mutely promised explosive events soon to
come.

The rider sized up the situation, perceived that
its point was not aimed at himself, and kept to his
course. He was hard to the bone, but his tired
horse was his first concern, and the livery was his
objective. To reach it he could either turn back
and go around the block by way of the plaza, or
pass between the five gun-slung loungers and the
squatting man. _

He kept to the street, and when the five saw his
intention they grew a little more still and expect-
ant. The passing of a chance rider could be used
as a blind to cover swift action. The rider thought
it likely that they had been waiting for just some
such break to happen along. They looked tough
and ready, but so did the lone man squatting by the
blacksmith’s wall.

The lone man raised his eyes as he licked the edge
of his wheat straw and ran a rapid glance over the
five. He was young, cool-eyed, with the weathered
skin and worn garb of a working cowman. From
the cut and heaviness of his leather chaps, he was
evidently a brush-country man or a cactus buster,
and his big Spanish spurs bespoke Arizona. Be-
tween his eyes there was a scar which did not take
2 tan, and it showed up like' a small white arrow-
head.

His single holster dangled while he squatted. He
fished out a match from his cowhide vest, and in the
same movement of striking it gave his holster a
forward hitch. Then the match flared, and with five
waiting to cut him down he could still light his
cigarette with a steady hand.

The rider took note of that, and switched his im-
personal regard to the five. He was coldly amused
at the expectant way they waited for him to come
abreast, and contempt salted his amusement. Five
against one—and the five waiting for a lucky break
before opening up their play. He and his black
Lorse came abreast, between the one and the five,
and it was as if by that action he had begun cock-
ing the hammer for their fight. The Arizona brush
buster rose easily to his feet, cigarette between his
lips, as the rider partly cut off his view. The five
began a concerted move, closing in to use the
stranger as a bulwark.

The rider drew to a halt and spoke gently,
bitingly: “I got no chips in your game, hombres,

far’s I know . . . but I'll sure play ‘em off the cuff,
you try to use me for your table!”

The five paused. Five pairs of eyes again stabbed
at him, this time with closer regard, and now they

" could see what manner of man this was. With their

minds concentrated upon their immediate problem
of gun violence, they had seen him only as a chance
element to be used as an asset. Now, with his voice
and his presence suddenly strong upon them, they
stood halted by indecision, inspecting him.

Now they saw him as a dark enigma, this rider,
a giant in somber black broadcloth. His long black
coat, of austere cut and style, hinted of the pulpit
and the clergy. His black, flat-crowned hat would
have furthered the illusion, but for the slightly
rakish sweep of its broad brim. Under that minis-
terial hat, a strong-lined and saturnine face dis-
pelled all that suggestion of divinity, and by its
forbidding harshness made the puritanical garb a
grimly appropriate part of the man. .

It was the face that caught and held the regard
of the five men. In their fashion they were
readers of character, and here was character for
anyone with knowledge to read. The nose was a
predatory beak. The gray, deep-set eyes, chill and
startling against the darkly burned skin, looked as
if they could shine in the dark. The wide, hard
mouth was stamped with a cynical quirk that meant
a satanic turn of humor. A dominant and danger-
ous hawk, this, and not one to swallow annoyances.

The casually arrogant challenge that he radiated
could not be overlooked. It grated upon the ego of
one of the five, a pointed-chinned man with buck
teeth and protruding eyes.

“You sure take up a lot o’ landscape, mister,” said
the pointed-chinned man, and dragged off his hat
to wallop the black horse on its way.

The brush buster put in his say from across the
street. “Watch ’em! That’s a dodge!”

He was ignored, at least by the tall horseman,
who had his own notions about allowing any buck-
toothed bucko to get that familiar with his horse.
The hat slashed down, and the big stranger did
three things, swiftly, efficiently, and all in the same
space of time. He heeled his black horse in a spin,
stuck out his long left leg, and made a gun appear
from somewhere under his coat. The gun appeared
in his right hand, and looked as if it belonged there.
It was a heavy gun, long in the barrel as a Buntline
Special. It roared a red flash as the horse changed
ends, but not at Buck-tooth. That one was already
down on his back in the dirt, slammed down by the
thrusting kick of a long, booted leg.

Another hat came off, dusted on both sides by a
bullet, and its owner turned and grabbed for it.
That was a mistake. The toe of the high black
riding boot caught him where he wasn’t looking,
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and he skated on his face until he fetched up against
the boardwalk. The long-barreled gun sounded off
again, and the Arizona brushy came running to get
in on the party. Somebody else lost a hat, but
didn’t try to retrieve it, for the big man buffaloed
him with a swipe of his gun barrel, and just then
the city marshal emerged from his little office with
a Sharp’s repeater.

Everything broke up at that point. Deoorways
filled with staring citizens. A girl with a shotgun
hurried past the marshal, eluded his grasp at her,
and came purposefully onward. The gun quintet
hastily retreated as a foursome, the buffaloed mem-

ber being in no condition to use his feet. The young -

Arizonan made off down the street with the girl,
and the big rider of the black horse unhurriedly
continued on his way to the livery. The incident
was closed—for the time being. Even the city mar-
shal slackened his stride, evidently electing not to
push any investigation.

In the livery stable the big man had definite
things to say concerning the care of his horse. The
stableman, impressed both by the man and the ani-
mal, began suggesting a treatment for a slight sand
crack of the front right hoof, but he paused re-
spectfully as a little man in an ancient frock coat
joined them.

The little man had a gentle, solemn face. He
wore a plug hat, and carried an old leather satchel
that smelled of liniments and salves.

“I'll attend to that hoof, myself,” he said kindly,
and he had the lisping voice of a child. _

He smiled mistily at the big, black-garbed
stranger. “I shall consider it an honor to board
and take care of your splendid horse, sir,” he stated
earnestly. “For nothing. I saw what you did to
those ruffians out there.”

“You a veterinary?” queried the big man.

“Oh, yes.” The misty smile came again. “I am
Dr. Elias Sunday, the proprietor.” He waved a flut-
tery hand around the stable. “I think I can say in
...ah ... all modesty that I am equipped to deal
with anything in my line. Yes, indeed, sir.”

There were shelves cluttered with bottles and
jars, and on one stood a battered old strong box
labeled, “Prescriptions—private,” in large and faded
lettering.

The big man nodded.
pay my bill.”

When he came out of the livery it was near dark,
and the Silver Spur had come alive with plenty of
light. He bent his course that way and passed by
the Arizona brush buster, who stood in a dark door-
way talking with the girl of the shotgun. Return-
ing a nod to the cowman’s greeting, he went on to
the Silver Spur.

Like the city marshal, the black-garbed man was
in no mood to go inquiring into the details that had

“All right, doc. But I'll

brought about the lively little fracas in the street.
Unlike that worthy, however, he just didn’t give a
damn what might have caused it. Life was too full
of such eruptions for a man to fritter away his time
in digging into the roots of them. Anyway, right
now his taste ran in the direction of a stiff drink,
a long cigar, and seme constructive draw poker.

IL

He had a glass in his left hand and an unlighted
cigar between his teeth, when the city marshal en-
tered the Silver Spur and came up to him at the
end of the bar. They stood together, two big men
exchanging weighing looks.

The lawman accepted the offer of a drink, and in-
troduced himself. “I'm Tom Conant, marshal o
this town,” he said, and fastened his gaze on his
drink. There was heft to him, but he wasn’t fat.
He had a trick of masking his eyes by squinting
them half shut. “I reckon I already know who you
are. The Preacher . . . right? Preacher Devlin?”

Preacher Devlin took his cigar from his mouth,
trimmed the end, and nodded. Gifted gambler,
master gun fighter, man of wide notoriety, he rarely
expected to get by anywhere for long without rec-
ognition. He was known from the Colorado River
to Galveston Bay, and from south in Old Mexico
north to Dodge City. Few forgot him, after one
meeting. He could be hated and reviled, condemned
for what he was am@ ®hat he wasn’t, and even be
admired by various individuals who at the same
time were apt to deplore his strong penchant for
disregarding law and order when they got in his
way—but never forgotten. For those who had
missed the positive experience of meeting and see-
ing him, there were always the sheafs of wanted
bills to peruse.

He gazed meditatively at the marshal and on far-
ther at the gambling end of the barroom where
poker chips were beginning to show up in pleasantly
large stacks. “I kind o’ like your town,” he re-
marked. His deep-set eyes went coldly opaque as
he bit into his cigar. “I wouldn’t want anything to
spoil my night here!”

Marshal Tom Conant squinted at nothing. “Nor
me,” he said. “I got my limitations, but I'm here
to tell you, Devlin, this town’s cocked to go off on
a hair trigger . . . an’ you're the trigger! There’s
plenty wild an’ curly specimens here, an’ you've al-
ready made yourself damned unsociable with some
o’ them. It’s like you was a hell of a big wolf that
comes ambling into a strange pack an’ starts in right
away whippin’ the leaders. Natchally, they’re out
to get you on gen'ral principles. You know how ’tis.”

To Devlin the situation presented no novelty and
few problems. “I’ll try to take care o’ myself,” he
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ing me penned up in that cursed saloon!” ex-
claimed the Don. “I didn’t dare step outside or
show a light. They knew who did it. Conant
knew, at least, but he found it hard to gather
enough guns to come at me openly. So he hired a
certain Sefior Devlin to—"

“You’re a liar,” Devlin cut in calmly. “I don’t
thank you for cutting loose at me on the street,
when you saw him hand me that badge. But I'll
take that up with you later on. Let’s get down to
what happened to the cash.”

“Oh, yes, the cash. I must confess that I slipped
very badly there.” Don Ricardo winced at the
memory. “The gentleman arranged to meet us in
his buckboard to get his share. I certainly had no
idea of meeting him, but after the holdup we found
the country full of deputies and posses. They
seemed to spring up everywhere! So we scattered,
and I went to meet the gentleman. I handed him
the express box of cash, expecting to catch up with
the buckboard later and take it away from him
after he had got it safely past the posses. But the
thieving hypocrite double-crossed me!" He turned
off the road somewhere and I never did find him,
and he got safely into Trinidad with all the loot,
devil take his treacherous soul!”

The Don’s righteous wrath brought a faint grin
to Devlin’s hard mouth. It wasn’t often that Rico
could be tricked successfully. When it did happen

he was indignant. It injured his healthy self-es-

teem and ego. This particular trick had all the
earmarks of careful planning on the part of some-
body who didn’t lack for brains and nerve.

“I have been waiting and watching for a chance

. to get at that slimy thief!” declared the Don, and
his dark eyes gleamed. “He may surround himself
with his gunmen, but some day he’ll fall into my
hands, and then—"

“Who is he?” Banjo demanded impatiently.

“Doc Sunday!”

Banjo stared. “Well, damn my thick skull, why
didn’t I guess that?” he blurted. “Here all the time
I've been thinkin’ it was Conant . . . thinkin’ they
were his gunmen pals who were layin’ for me. I'm
sure glad for Vada’s sake it isn’t her father who's
the —”

“Restrain your gladness,” interrupted the Don
coldly. “Conant is hand in glove with Doc Sun-
day. Doc is the boss and the brains, and Conant
is his law protection. The Silver Spur crowd does
as it is told, for pay. The only reason Doc didn’t
get Shang Tate and the rest to do the holdup is that
he would have had to pay them most of the loot.
So_he used me, and then he and Conant tried to
have me wiped out! Me!”

“I got kind o’ used, too, when that damned badge
was pushed onto me,” Devlin observed. He shook
his head slightly, half in admiration, half in anger.

“A neat little devll, that Doc Sunday. Run his
sandy over all three of us. Got him a beef herd, an’
got the price of it back, free an’ clear, without
spendin’ a cent! Got the law all on his side an’
against us. Wonder where he’s cached that forty
thousand?” '

“Satan only knows,” muttered Banjo. “I do know
he’s got my cattle down in the railroad pens, all
ready\to ship out when the train rolls in. I'd sure
like to toss him into one o’ those pens. My cattle
came out o’ the brush . .. plenty wild, an’ sore at
the world. You got any ideas how to get hold o’
that cash?”

Devlin met Don Ricardo’s eye, and both tried to
read the other’s mind. The Don smiled affably, but
imps of deviltry danced in his eyes. “Shall we go
after it together, amigo?” he suggested softly.

The proposal was a mockery and a dare. Know-
ing each other so well, and having no illusions left,
both comprehended clearly the nature of such a
pact. It could be nothing else than a duel of wits
and steel for cash stakes. A competitive glint
crept into Devlin's opaque gray eyes. He pre-
ferred a hard game and a tough and resourceful op-
ponent. Life, as he chose to live it, was a combat
and a streak of vivid color, and he wanted it no

other way.

He nodded toward Banjo. “What about him?
Maybe he still figures he’s got an interest in that
dinero.’

“We'll cut him in,” offered the Don generously,
“if we get it . . . and if he helps us get it. Is that
fair?”

“Downright charitable,” said Banjo with seme
sarcasm. His expression, as he studied the two
notorious long riders, gave away his thoughts.
They would work together, those two, against the
common enemy. They would fight like devils for
the cause, savagely, ruthlessly. But the showdown
would come when and if they ever got within reach
of that cash, and then a third party wouldn’t stand
much of aleok in. Still, there was always a chance.
It was not unknown for a nervy terrier to dart in
and carry off the bone while sharp-fanged wolf-

‘hounds fought to the death over it.

“Is it a deal?” asked Don Ricardo. “Yes? Bueno!
Then let us plan our campaign. I suggest that we
strike at Doc Sunday through Conant, seeing that
Doc is so hard to catch. If we can get at Conant
we can make him talk. No doubt Conant could tell
many interesting things about Doc’s private life . .
and to keep them private, Doc could be made to pay
us that money!”

“Blackmail, huh?” remarked Devlm “Leave it
tc you to conjure up something like that! How
would you whip Conant into line?”

The Don spread his graceful hands. ‘“Simple,



amigo . . . very simple. Conant has a young and
charming daughter. I have seen her. A father is
a father, the world over, pathetically willing to sac-
rifice anything for the safety of a young daughter,
not so? I have observed that Ballinger is on
friendly terms with the girl. It would be easy for
him to— Ballinger, why do you glare at me like
that?”

Devlin shoved the furious Banjo back with a
sweep of his long arm. “Cool off before you try
to answer that question, young feller!” he advised.
“Rico, you got a nice idea there. Nice an’ dirty!
Too dirty even for me!” .

The Don frowned offendedly and drew himself
up. “The girl would not really be harmed,” he
protested. “Surely you do not think that I, for
one, would actually— What in the name of all the
saints is that noise?”

It was an alien kind of noise that they heard, a
growling hum and a steady rumble such as no
hoofed beasts had ever made. “Train comin’ down
the tracks,” said Banjo shortly. “Cattle train,
I reckon, to load those cattle in the Trinidad pens.”

Chewing contemplatively on his cigar, Devlin
gazed at the Don. “Ever stick up a train, Rico?” he
inquired conversationaily.

“Not an empty cattle train, no,”
Don.

“Then here’s your chance to complete your edu-
cation,” said Devlin. “Banjo, you said those brush
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dusters are in the railroad loadin’ pens just out-
side town, right? Uh-huh, If those cows broke
out an’ stampeded through town, there’d be quite
some excitement . . . enough so we could maybe
raid Doc’s livery an’ his office, an’ find what we’re
lookin’ for. The town wouldn’t be expectin’ us
back so quick, not on a cattle train, anyhow!”

“How would we get out again?” Banjo asked.

“Plenty horses in Doc’s livery, an’ my black’s one
of ’em. Anyway, Rico can leave behind two-three
men here to pick up these horses we got, after
we climb on the rattler. They can start back to-
ward town with ’em, an’ be thereabouts to meet the
rest of us as we make our getaway

“I still think my own plan is best,” demurred
Don Ricardo. “It would be so simple to—"

“Quit diggin’ for an excuse to ring that girl in
on the party, you second-hand Lothario!” Devlin
flung at him, and got back into his saddle as the
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“The throttle.” Banjo pushed the stuttering
engineér aside. “This is it, I reckon. There, see?
You just drag it open a notch or two. Easy, driv-
in’ these things, ain’t it? Just nothin’ to it.”

The outraged engineer found his voice again
and brought out a bellow. “You crazy idjits, quit
that! We gotta slow down for a stop, this side o’
"Trinidad, an’ crawl in after daylight. It’s special
orders! Cattle in the new loadin’ pens . . . train
would upset ’em!”

“Fun, huh?” grinned Banjo. “Skipper, you don’t
know those cows like I do. ' Your puffer won’t up-
set ’em. It’ll just natchally explode ’em from here
to Pike’'s Peak! More speed, Devlin?” -

“Sure. This thing’s got more rattle than git up.”
Devlin yanked the throttle all the way open.
“Where’s Rico an’ his merry cutthroats?”

“Ridin’ the bumps back yonder, I reckon. They
jumped on some o’ the cars, down along the tail
end. She don’t ride any too easy, does she? Lis-
ten to the racket she makes goin’ round the curve.
Y’know, Devlin, these things ain’t noways perfect
yet. I'll take a horse an’ saddle for mine. You can
go to sleep on a horse an’ it’ll take you home. They
got sense. You go dozin’ off on this tin whoozis,
an’ you'’re li’ble to end up most any damn place. Ain’t
that right, skipper?”

The engineer didn’t offer any opinion, and
neither did the fireman. They were huddled at the
other door of the cab, apparently trying to decide
whether to jump out now or wait for something
worse to occur. The train screeched around the
curves, lurching perilously, steel grinding on steel,
and on the straight stretches it hit a speed never
contemplated by its designers. On the last curve
down the sloping hill country the inside wheels
lifted and pounded the rails, and the cab shivered.
The slam and bang of the cars as they were

wrenched around the curve sounded like so many

head-on collisions. The fireman shut his eyes tight
and prayed loudly, but the engineer just clung on
and stared out, his eyes as big as silver dollars,

Then the lights of Trinidad came rushing to
meet them. Devlin took a fresh bite on his cigar.
‘Banjo rolled and lighted a cigarette. Both looked
out and gazed interestedly ahead at the lights.
Something was soon due to happen, and they didn’t
want to miss it. Banjo got one last inspiration. He
pulled the whistle cord and hung onto it.

Hot wheels pounding, couplings grinding, the
whistle hooting full blast and red sparks shower-
ing from the firebox, the cattle train roared into
Trinidad—with Devlin at the throttle.

Under the glaring headlights the crowded load-
ing pens loomed up, the chutes jutting up aslant
from them like gangways to nowhere. A multi-
tude of longhorned heads and redly shining eyes

sprouted up in the pens, and for an instant they
were motionless, the cattle fear-frozen by the glare
and clangor of the onrushing monster. But when
the panic struck, it was as if a tornado ripped into
and-through them, .

The great ungainly bodies rose, hump-backed,
stiff-tailed, and the snorting bawl of them was an
eruptive blare that no cattleman could mistake.
Pawing, kicking, they piled up against the fénces,
all trying to climb their brethren to get out of the
pens and away from the strange terror. A fence
crumpled, the splintering crackle of it only a puny
sound in the loud clacking of wide-spreading,
pointed horns. Then another, and another.

The pens had been built to hold reasonably belli-
gerent cattle, but they could not withstand this
solid, jarring pressure. These brush outlaws had
been belligerent enough to begin with, wild as
buffalo and twice as ugly. The dark shapes
charged free from the broken pens with their heads
thrust forward like double-pronged battering-
rams, and the matter of a town standing in their
path of flight was no obstruction.

“They’re off!” Devlin called to Banjo. “How
d’'you halt this rattle chariot?” He closed the
throttle, but the train coasted on.

Banjo pulled his head in. “Where’s the brake?”

“How the hell do I know? You said you savvied
how to run this thing.” ,

“Well, I ran it, didn’t I? But stoppin’ it ... I
dunno. This is rigged different from that dinky
I ran down in—"

“Damn you an’ your Mexican dinky! Hey, engi-
neer, where's the brake?”

The engineer gabbled something about wreck-
ing the whole train if they threw on the emergency
brake at this hurtling speed. Then, midway, he
changed his tune as something worse occurred to
him, and he began yelling for the emergency to be
thrown on right away. He pointed a shaking fin-
ger at it, and he and the fireman prepared to jump.

“You mean this . .. or this?” shouted Banjo, and
tugged his weight on everything in sight.

Instinct told Devlin to get a grip on the nearest
firm object, which happened to be the engineer’s
hand rail. Even at that, he nearly knocked out his
front teeth on the edge of the cab. When he did
that he knew that Banjo, by some lucky accident,
had ‘got results. The flanged wheels shrieked hor-
ribly as they locked, gouging the rails, and it was
then that Devlin found himself being thrown
against the edge of the cab. The train didn’t stop,
but it lost momentum with a rapid series of violent
jerks that threw forward everything lying loose.
It sounded, too, as if all the cattle cars behind were
trying to climb up over the locomotive. The engi-
neer and fireman decided to take their chances and
jumped from the rocking, jerking cab.
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said he’d be right back. What he’ll do about this, I
dunno! Gents, you know it warn't no fault o’ mine.
What could I do? I ain’t no—" i

“Here’s Doc’s buckboard comin’ now!” somebody
broke in; “Man, look at him come!”

Devlin eased through the stable and peered out
into the street. The crowd was hastily splitting
apart to make way for a buckboard and team. The
buckboard was old and paint-peeled, but the team
was a fine pair of big duns. Doc hauled the duns to
& hoof-digging halt, and stood up in the buckboard.
He was small and skinny, a dried-out wisp of a man
in stingily genteel attire, and yet he stood and
glowered about him with an air of despotic com-
mand. And the crowd, tough and truculent as it
was, fell silent before that shabby little man,

“What’s going on here?” Doc demanded, and
even his reedy voice held dominance. “Who let
my cattle loose? Shang, where are you? Where’s
Conant? Speak up, damn you!”

It was incongruous to see Shang Tate, that buck-
tpothed gunman, step forward and nervously clear
his throat. “The Risa mob came back when we
wasn’t lookin’ for ’em, Doc,” he reported, and his
manner was a mixture of sullenness and deference.
“They stampeded your cows out o’ the pens an’
that sent everybody to cover. Wrecked a train,

looted your office, caught Conant an’ his kid, an’

got clear away!”

Doc stood very still. Only his sucked-in lips be-
trayed anything of his emotions. “Get after them!”
he snapped. ‘“Form a posse, quick!”

“What with?” retorted Shang Tate. “Them cows
came sudden when they came through! Nobody
had a chance to reach a hitchin’ rack. You can fig-
ger what happened to our horses. They hightailed.
All we got left of ’em is a bunch o’ broken bridle
reins. An’ the Risa mob cleaned out your stable!
I doubt there’s a horse left in this town, outside o’
your duns there. We'’re set afoot, I'm here to tell
you! If ever I— Hell’s pitch pot, what’s comin’
now?” .

It was the train crew, stamping up the street,
shouting for the law, and dragging a badly banged-
up young Arizona cattleman with them,

“Wrecked my train, he did!” bellowed the engi-
neer, leading the party and waving his arms. “Him
an’ a big black son o’ blazes as crazy as him! You
got law here? You got a jail? Well, where .
tell me that!”

The center of the crowd shifted, surrounding the
trainmen and their sagging prisoner. Doc Sunday
turned to stare, and Shang Tate called tonelessly
to him: “It’s Ballinger, skin me if it ain’t!”

Devlin plucked a gun from under his long black
coat, knocked several citizens sprawling in his exit
from the livery, and sprang at the buckboard.

VI.

Doc Sunday didn’t have much time to be more
than startled, and no time at all in which to do any-
thing about it. The buckboard bounced as Devlin
landed onto it. Doc whipped around with an oath,
almost losing his balance, but a large and muscular
hand crushed his hat down over his eyes and forced
kim to the floor boards. A foot planted itself on
him and held him securely there out of mischief.
Then Devlin snatched up the dropped lines,
slapped them along the backs of the duns, and' the
team lunged forward.

What the astounded crowd thought about it was
contained in a medley of yells. Devlin got off a
shot in the direction of Shang Tate, but the buck-
toothed gunman was diving behind the train crew
and attempting to sight a shot on his own account.
The engineer, strongly objecting to betng placed in
a cross fire, lost his head and tried to get around
behind Tate. The last Devlin saw of them, they
were side-stepping each other, the engineer in the
way of Tate’s gun, and Tate cursing him. Seme
others of the Silver Spur bunch got active when
they realized what was going on, but by that time
the fast duns were in full stride and scattering the
outer fringe of the citizen crowd.

The buckboard swung around the next bend,
pulled out of the street’s ruts, and onto the Taos
trail, south out of Trinidad. Devlin, standing with
his long legs straddling the seat, took his foot off
Doc Sunday and hauled him up from the floor.

“If you know where Rico is likely to head . . .
an’ you better know—" he began, and when he got
that much said he found he had to act.

Doc Sunday was only halfway up on his feet, but
from somewhere he had plucked a snub-nosed pis-
tol. Quick as a sand lizard, he jabbed it at his tall
captor. Devlin struck at it and it exploded along
his forearm, so close that it burned his sleeve, be-
fore he twisted it from Doc’s fingers and flung it
away. '

He slammed the veterinary down onto the seat.
“Sit there an’ drive, you damn little wasp, where I
can keep an eye on you! Here, take the lines.
Where’s Rico likely to head for? Where was he
campin’ out when you first got in touch with him?
Wherever ’tis, you drive there . .. an’ fast!”

But Doc wasn’t through yet. There were depths
of hatred and sheer vitriolic dangerousness in the
little man that his genteel appearance belied. Five
minutes later, when Devlin turned to gaze rear-
ward, Doc stopped and straightened again so
swiftly that Devlin, catching the movement out of
the corner. of his eye, ducked just barely in time.
Doc’s black veterinary bag missed his head by scant
inches. Before the bag had fallen into the brush
‘that lined the trail, Devlin had Sunday by the neck.
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cided that he’d had plenty enough of the poncho.
He’d bought it and the straw sombrero from a Mex-
ican wood chopper, on his way in from the oild
Pueblo ruin. It hadn’t been washed since the weav-
ing, and it had attained a ripe odor.

He drew his black hat from under his coat,
punched it back into shape, and exchanged it for
the straw sombrero. The poncho he flung over the
senseless jailer. He found a few cigars in the mar-
shal’s desk and helped himself. Feeling some bet-
ter, although itchy in spots, he chewed on a cigar
and sent his attention back to the Silver Spur in
time to see a bartender step out for air.

The bartender cocked his bald head forward, peer-
ing at the hitching rack. “Who's that? Say, that
skew bald ain’t yours! What you doin’ there?”

He got an unexpected answer. Banjo bobbed up
and shot at his feet; at the same time that Devlin
fired over his head and scored a noisy hit on a bottle-
loaded back-bar shelf in the saloon. The bartender
went through the batwing doors so fast he tore a
hinge askew, and they banged like a drum when they
flapped together again. Banjo lifted himself onto
the skew—bald gelding, and Devlin jumped for the
grulla.

They dusted down the aroused street, lashing
their horses, and swung sharp into the plaza, while
behind them the batwing doors banged again as the
customers spilled out. The plaza, always a favorite
haunt of old-timers on warm nights, was a pool of
garrulous harmony and reminiscence until the two
riders burst through it, pursued by running citizens

who blazed away with more volume than accuracy.

Devlin took care to rein aside from a bemused old
buffalo hunter who waved a cap and ball pistol as
long as his arm, and struck for the north road out
along the Purgatoire.

Banjo caught up with Devlin along the road, and
began hurling questions. “Where do we go? What
happened last night? Where did Conant—"

Devlin turned a glance on him. “Conant’s buyin’
back his daughter from Rico, with your cow money

. or he thinks he is! Lift that nag along, or trail
behind. I want to catch up with Conant.”

“You’re not goin’ to stop him, Devlin!
money, an’ I'm willin’ to—"

“It’s anybody’s money . . . anybody who can get
it! I've got your cattle bill o’ sale in my pocket,
- cancelled by Doc. That turns your cows right back
to you. ‘All you got to do is find ’'em!”

They failed to catch up with Conant, but they
sighted the buckboard on the road in the moonlight,
careening along, the marshal standing up and flog-
ging the team.

The buckboard turned off the road onto a wagon
track that ran up between two hills, and Devlin,
when he swung his horse onto the wagon track,

It’'s my

heard the wheels crunching into the open gravel
pit. He bit a little harder on his cigar, half inclined
to pull up, but kept on going.

The gravel pit was a huge hole gouged out of the
sloping bow! between the hills, with the wagon
track leading into it. With so much of the hills cut
away, what was left formed a high, circular cliff
around the pit. Cutting had been done on the
wagon road, too, to grade it down for the work
mules. Following it into the gravel pit was like
going along a wide and deepening ditch into a roof-
less ampitheater,

Devlin slowed his horse, coming out into the great
pit, and his eyes ranged about him, checking all
points. A wagon with a broken back had been dis-
carded by the graders, and rubbish thrown on and
around it. The foreman’s shack still remained,
perched on the edge of the highest point of the
cut-away cliff, overlooking the level bed of the pit..
Saddled horses stood in a bunch, reins grounded,
and close to them were grouped those who had rid-
den them here. The buckboard had pulled up be-
fore them, and Conant was climbing out, staring
back over his shoulder at the two horsemen follow-
ing him.

“Is that you, Don Preacher?” came Don Ricardo’s
voice, slurred and low-pitched. “And Ballinger, too,
ech? Well, well?” His tone changed to a crisp and
metallic bark. “Keep JYour distance! Watch him,
hombres! So you tried for the money, eh? Amigo,
I fear you forfeit your horse for that ... and more,
if you make a move!”

He meant it, Devlin knew. With the money so
close to his hand, the Don was a touchy tiger, ready
to lash out at anybody.

But Devlin paid more attention to the foreman’s
shack up there on the point, than to Don Ricardo
and his carbine toters. The gravel had been cut
away so deeply from under it that much of the foun-
dation had caved away, leaving the shack leaning
halfway out over the edge. The Irish railroad
graders had had a sense of humor, but the foreman
had braced up hig floor with timber stilts, and dashed
the graders’ hopes of seeing him and his establish-
ment tumble down into the pit. So there it perched
like a gun tower grimly menacing a prison yard,
stoutly built of squared logs and split railroad ties
thick enough to stop a bullet.

“Conant, tell your daughter to stand back and keep
still, please . . . our business is not yet finished{”
rapped the Don. He was all curt efficiency now,
and no foolishness. “Where is the money?”

“In that box on the buckboard.”

The Don darted a brittle stare at Devlin, who was
shifting, “Stay where you are and don’t move,
or—""

“Go to hell, you cash-crazy mucl‘:er!” growled
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aim a careful shot at the mark. Once a head poked
out from the small window in the wall of the shack,
followed by the upper part of a man, and a rifle.
The rifleman leaned out, taking sight at the two
climbing figures below. The Don, lining for an-
other shot at the floor, changed his aim swiftly and
fired.

“Nice shootin’, Rico,” commented Devlin. The
rifle fell, struck the steep slope, and slid to the bot-
tom. Its owner remained at the window, half in
and half out, arms dangling.

Devlin reached to the bottom of a timber stilt
under the shack, and hauled himself up. He briefly
studied the arrangement of props, selected one, and
went to work on it with the “crowbar. The Don
chuckled, found the crack in the floor, and method-
ically pumped lead up through it. The upper end
of the timber stilt came away under the levering
wrench of the crowbar, and Devlin started on the
next.

They were shouting and arguing in tHe shack.
Their voices could be plainly heard through the
floor. Shang Tate wanted to step out and try for
that pair, if the rest would back up his play. But
somebody else had a better idea.

“Let’s rip out a plank an’ pour hell into 'em

Don Ricardo looked thoughtful at that, and Dev-
lin doubled his efforts with the crowbar. The Don
looked even more pensive when the shack suddenily
lurched over a few inches. He and Devlin were
underneath it. It sagged some more as Devlin
knocked out another stilt with a swing of the crow-
bar. The Don scrambled off, loundered hastily up-
ward, and got onto the flat of the hill. His guns
chattered as the door of the shack scraped open, and
he sang out a joyous yell.

“Destroy the Philistines, Don Preacher!
down the temple of sin!”

Devlin smashed out the last prop, let go of the
crowbar, and leaped clear. He flattened out against
the gravel, spread his arms and legs to keep from
rolling down, and looked at the shack. It was keel-
ing over. Its floor sill dug into the slope, and it
came all the way over. A figure spilled out from
the flapping door, and the Don cut a shot at it while
it was still in the air. ‘Then the shack was bowl-
" ing and bouncing down the gravel slide, like a box
kicked over a cliff. The Don chopped shots after
it as it fell. o

“Ah, amigo, that was fun!” he cried to Devlin.

With the final crash and the end of gunfire, an-
other sound intruded, a confused drumming on hard
- earth. Devlin caught Don "Ricardo’s eye, and
nodded. “Half o’ Trinidad is rampsin’ up here on
the high lope, I reckon. Let’s git!”

They cut through the wagon track, and saw in the
distance a dark bulge moving along the moonlit road
from Trinidad. Don Ricardo had not forgotten the

',’
.

Bring

strong box. He loped along behind the buckboard
where he could keep guard over Banjo, who was
driving it. Tom Conant and Vada rode in the buck-

‘board, too, the marshal sick with a bullet in his

shoulder, the girl lamed by her wrenched foot.

“Turn west to the old Delagua road, then south
back to the Taos trail,” the Don commanded.

Devlin had got his black horse out of the bunch,
and was riding it. “Just what hole are you streak-
in’ for now, Rico?” he inquired.

“Mexico! I presume you will...ah...be
leaving us soon, eh?”

“Yeah. About the same time that girl does!”

The Don said nothing to that, but it wasn’t long
before Devlin began having a little trouble in keep-
ing track of the Don’s remaining men. They kept
scattering out and trying to let him get in front of
them. The old game of wits was on again.

They had to leave the Delagua road, to keep from
riding on into Trinidad, and they struck across
country onto the Taos trail just below the town. As
the buckboard wheeled onto the road, Banjo said
something and pointed. The Don turned to look.

“A horse, tied in the brush,” he commeated.
*Chapalillo, go get it and look around.”

Chapalillo, a war-scarred old ruffian, reined off,
and went circling through the brush. “Only the
horse, mi jefe,” he called. “Only the— Mil santos!
What goes there?”

Something tore through the brush, and Conant,
who had stood up to look at the tied horse, got out
of the buckboard and limped off without a word. A
pistol spat, and again the brush rustled. Chapalillo
kept to his horse and gathered in the other animal,

-'but Conant could be heard stalking on the trail of

something. The pistol spat again, and a thin, shak-
ing voice shrieked a warning,

“Keep away from me, Conant!
up, or—"

A gun rapped three times, and the voice died out.
Conant reappeared, stumbling slowly, and when he
reached the road he stood staring at nothing.

“It was Doc,” he said heavily. “I killed him!”

“Best thing you ever did!” observed the Don.
“But what was that zorro doing out here?” He
frowned. “I don’t like it! Something is wrong
here. Conant, open that box.”

Conant shook his head. “Doc lost his keys last
night. Maybe he was lookin’ for ’em. The money’s
in the box. I saw him put it there last week.”

The Don dragged the box out onto the road. He
drew a gun and held its muzzie to the lock. “We
will make sure!”

Devlin didn’t look. He was estimating possibili-
ties and finding them not good. Chapalillo was out
there in the darkness, and the rest were scattered
loosely around, carbines resting across their saddles.
The Don fired into the lock and forced open the

Damn you, back
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and the men along the walnut bar did not turn their
heads. At a cloth-covered table a poker game was
in desultory progress. The bartender, his hair
sleekly oiled and a diamond horseshoe stickpin in
his tie, finally observed the newcomer, and Smith,
having poured a modest drink, stood warming it in
his cupped hands. The bartender walked away, and
peace and good fellowship pervaded the place.
Then, as Jim Smith took his drink, the peace was
broken.

At the poker tabie a voice boomed: “I had a flush,
that’s what I had!” - It was an overbearing, rasping
voice and Smith could see its owner, half out of his
chair. The bartender, bringing Smith’s change,
paused and turned toward the table, and two men
at the bar moved hastily.

“Nobody’s goin’ to run a blazer on me,” the half-
risen man boomed. “Nobody!”

“You discarded.” A man, slight, pallid-faced, the
gambler stamp plain upon him, looked up at the
speaker, not moving from his chair. “If you had a
flush—" ‘

“Here they are! All hearts.” The big man with
the big voice was standing now, his left hand
reached out to the tabie top, his right at the skirt
of his coat. “Are you tryin’ to call me a liar,
Trombone?”

For just an instant the gambler hesitated, then
his face changed expression. “If you say you had
’em, you had ’em,” he said lamely.

“I had ’em. It’s my pot!” The big man’s right
hand dropped from his coat and his left scooped up
chips. His laughter boomed, contemptuously. “I’ll
cash in. I dor’t sit in a game that ain’t straight.”

The gambler shifted in his chair and then, eyes
lowered, began to count out money.

“I think,” Jim Smith drawled to the bartender,
“I’ll take one more little drink.”

He was pouring his modest libation when the blg
" man passed him, his face triumphant, his walk a
cocky swagger. He jerked the door wide as though
its full width was hardly sufficient for his passage,
and when he went through he left the door stand-
ing open. Smith quietly closed the door, and the
bartender muttered, “Born in a barn!” then looked
frightened as though afraid he had been heard.

Back at the card table the gambler folded his
cards together and spoke to the remaining players.
“I’ll cash you boys in. I'm done.”

Smith knew what had happened just as well as
though he had been at the table. The big fellow
had drawn to a hand, bluffed, been caught, and then
before the hands were fully exposed, had thrown
his own into the discard. At the showdown he had
turned up enough cards from his own hand and the
discard to show five hearts, and claimed that he had
held them. It was a cheat, a rank fraud that, with
hard men, would not have held. But for some strange

reason every man at the card table had let it pass.
“Who is the big fellow?” Jim Smith asked the
bartender.
The bartender shrugged.

“King Frobisher,” he
answered. )

1I.

In the morning, Jim Smith argued quietly with
the depot agent. The agent found himself agree-
ing, against all good judgment, to have cattle cars
on the sidings at short notice, and somehow felt
that he had been done a favor instead of doing one
himself. From the depot Jim Smith went back to
the livery barn and ordered a horse saddled.

While he waited, he observed a comedy across the
street. A restaurant faced the livery barn, and at
its door two cowpunchers appeared. One was tall,
with an easy leanness and square-hewn, bold fea-
tures. The other, shorter, no taller than Smith
himself, had a boy’s unformed face. The two paused
at the restaurant door, turning to laugh with the
waitress who accompanied them.

Jim Smith had noted the girl when he ate his
breakfast. She was fresh-faced and clean; al-
vogether a desirable young woman, and Smith had
wondered idly why there was no wedding ring on
her finger. In this country, scarce in water and
women, such a girl should have been bespoken long
ago. Now Smith saw that she did not lack for suit- -
ors. She laughed and blushed at something the tall
cowhand said, and the round-faced youth’s comment
brought more laughter.

Turning, the girl went into the restaurant and re-
turned shortly with twe small packages wrapped
in newspaper. Handing one to each of the men, she
laughed again. For a brief time the three stood
talking, and Jim Smith, observant always, thought
that the tall man was the favorite. Then the hostler
brought his horse and, with no excuse for delaying
longer, Smith mounted and rode out. The two
punchers and the girl still ‘stood beside the restau-
rant door.

Following the hostler’s directions, Smith racked
his livery horse along, appreciating the easy, single-
foot gait. He was a good three miles out of Plenty-
pine when he heard riders coming up behind him.
As they drew near, he recognized King Frobisher
and the two men who had stood beside the restau-
rant door. Smith did not hurry and the men came
abreast of him. Frobisher pulled close to his right
hand and spoke.

“You're Smith, ain’t you? Why didn’t you let
me know you was in town? I’d come in to meet
you. I'm King Frobisher.”

The livery horse stopped. Jim Smith looked at
Frobisher’s arrogant face and let his lips smile
under his close-cropped gray mustache.

“Why,” he drawled, “I never interfere with a
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man’s business and I thought I could find my way
to your place without help. This is the road, ain’t
it?”

“It's the road,” Frobisher answered. “But I'd
come especially to meet you. I had a letter from
Devore sayin’ that he was laid up an’ that he’d sent
you to receive the steers.”

“An’ that’s right,” agreed Smith.

“I've. got ‘em bunched,” Frobisher announced.
“They’re at the headquarters. Devore didn’t know
what road he’d use to ship when he contracted ’em.
If I’'d known I’d’ve held ’em closer to Plentypine.”

“We didn’t know until I'd talked to the general
freight agent,” Smith answered. “The Northeast-
ern gives us the better rate. How far are the steers
from town?”

“About ninety miles,” answered Frobisher. “We’ll
not get to ’em tonight. If I'd just known I'd’ve
brought you in a horse.”

“This pony will do,” Smith sald “I'll get along.”

The horses started again, the livery-stable nag
falling into place beside King Frobisher’s big roan
horse.

“We’ll stop tonight at my west camp,” Frobisher
said. “That suit you?”

“Anything suits me,” answered Smith.

There was no nooning on that ride. Like any
cowman, Jim Smith was hungry when there was a
place to eat and thirsty when there was water to
drink, but not before. He smoked a long black
stogie in place of his meal and he grinned when the
tall cowhand—Scott Gentry, Frobisher called him
—commented that he’d “eat another belt hole an’
drink a cigarette.” The younger rider had no com-

ment. He was a silent youth and spoke only when
" spoken to. Frobisher called him Bob or, sometimes,
Kid.

The west camp of the T Three-quarter Box was
a soddy banked with dirt. A solitary, dour-faced
man held down the camp and made them welcome
with a grunt and the announcement, “Supper’s
ready.” The meal was wordless, a brief interlude
of stoking hungry stomachs with hot food. While
the camp man washed the dishes, Bob and Scott
sucked on brown-paper cigarettes and Jim Smith
worked on a stogie. Frobisher smoked a fat cigar
and eyed Smith speculatively.

“Had some drought up here,”
“It hit most of this country.”

Smith offered no comment, save raised eyebrows
and Frobisher amplified. “This is the second year
it’s been dry.”

“Likely to happen that way,” drawled Smith.
“Drought hurts the cattle.”

Frobisher shrugged. His bold eyes, a little promi-
nent, turned from Smith to his cowhands and then
came back. “It hurts ’em,” he agreed. “I sold a

he said suddenly.

bunch of steers to a packin’ house last year. They
sent a fellow out to receive ’em. Of course, dry the
way we were, I had some droughty steers in the
bunch. He had a three-per-cent cut comin’ an’ he
went to whittlin’ on ’em. Hollered about the
droughty steers. You know what I told him?”
Again Smith’s eyebrows lifted in polite question.
“I told him that he’d take what I brought in,” Fro-
bisher’s voice rumbled. “He wasn’t goin’ to at first,
but I convinced him. He was dealin’ with King

. Frobisher. He took every damned steer, that’s what

he done!”

“Likely,” Smith drawled, “he had a place for ’em.
Personally I don’t care much for droughty cattle.”
Removing the stogie, he knocked off the ash. “I
hope you ain’t got too many that show drought.
Tom Devore don’t like droughty cattle, either.”

The big cowman scowled above the beak of his
nose. “You'll like my cattle, all right,” he rumbled.
“Every cow buyer that comes up this way likes ‘em.”

“I think,” drawled Smith, “that I'll go to bed if
you’ll show me where to turn in.”

Frobisher got up. “I reckon,” he announced, “that
you’ll sleep in the shed. There’s an extra bed out
there. You show him, Bob.” -

Men who buy cattle don’t sleep in sheds. A cow
buyer is well treated, for the seller wants him to
come back. His face expressionless, Smith got up
and stretched.

. “Where’s the shed?” he asked.

Young Bob, the round-faced boy, took him to the
shed. There, on clean hay, the puncher unrolled a
bed.

“Likely be cold tonight,” he offered.
you a blanket.”

It was dark in the shed and Smith heard Bob stir-
ring. Then a blanket fell upon his bed. Smith
tugged at a boot and Bob passed by against the
lighter gloom of the shed door. The boy came back
and squatted beside Smith.

“Have some pie,” he invited.
ain’t you?”

“I'm Jim Smith.” Smith felt the sticky sweetness
that Bob put into his hand. “She gave you the pie

“I'll get

“You're Jim Smith,

~ this mornin’, didn’t she?”

“Elsa?” Surprise showed in Bob’s voice. “Oh.
That was you across the street in the livery barn,
Yeah. She gave Scott an’ me both a piece. My
daddy knew you in Texas, Mr. Smith. His name
was the same as mine: Bob McMain.”

There was an uncomfortable silence. Bob Mc-
Main. Jim Smith had sent a cow thief named Bob
McMain to jail for stealing D calves.

“Hm-m-m,” Smith said.

“Yeah.” Bob’s voice was placid. “Dad said you
could’ve killed him instead of sendin’ him up. We
moved here after he got out. He died a year ago.”
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tentative delivery date in Omaha with a commission
man. More still, he was in a tight that his own fool-
hardiness had brought about. - He was tempted to
telegraph Tom Devore, but passed by the impulse.
He was in a hot spot of his own making and he
would get out of it himself. One thing was cer-
tain: He wouldn’t receive those steers from Fro-
bisher. Deliberately he got up and left the hotel
room. He’'d hunt King Frobisher and have it out.

IV.

Frobisher was not in the hotel lobby, nor was he
at the bank. He wasn’t any place that Jim Smith
looked. Smith did not find Frobisher, but he did
encounter Bob McMain and Scott Gentry in the
little restaurant. Gentry was talking with Elsa,
but Bob sat glumly in a corner of the room. Both
men saw Jim Smith come in the door and stop.

“I’'m lookin’ for your boss,” Smith said levelly.
“I haven’t found him. But I've got somethin’ to
say to you. I left you to cut some steers for me.
You let Frobisher throw back every steer I'd cut.
You ain’t cowhands an’ you ain’t skunks. You’re
lower down than skunks. I might've knowed what
to expect from you, McMain. You're a cow thief’s
son an’ you had it in for me; but you shaped up
like a hand, Gentry.” With that he turned and
walked out to resume his search. :

“An’ that’s yore tough Jim Smith,” Gentry scoffed
when Smith was gone. “He don’t act so bad, Bob.”

Bob McMain got up. “I expect I'll walk around
a little,” he said slowly. “Elsa, you’ve heard Scott
braggin’ about what he done, an’ the money that
Frobisher’s goin’ to pay him. I’ll tell you now that
I've quit Frobisher. I quit him this mornin’ when
he shoved that drive of culls inte the bunch an’
dropped out Smith’s steers. I got a question to ask
you an’ I want an answer: Are you goin’ to put up
with what Scott did?”

“Why”—the girl looked from Bob McMain to
Scott Gentry, and back again—*“I— It’s like Scott
says, Bob. He’s working for Mr. Frobisher, and
he takes Mr. Frobisher’s orders. I don’t see where
Scott’s to blame.”

“That,” said McMain, his voice wooden, “is all I

wanted to know. Good-by, Elsa.”
out of the little restaurant.

Jim Smith, having” failed to find the man he
sought, went to the livery barn. If King Frobisher
was not in town he must be with the cattle. The
hostler said, “You want a horse, Mr. Smith?” and
was startled by Jim Smith’s voice. “Get me one.”

The hostler went back into the barn and Smith
followed.

Just the presence of the D man made the hostler
rniervous. He was working under pressure just be-
cause Smith was there.

He, too, walked

The hostler could feel the

tension and he made mistakes. It took him longer
than it should have to select and saddle a horse.

Taking the reins, Smith led the horse to the door.
There he stopped. King Frobisher and Askins,
with Saunders following them, were riding down
the street. Smith dropped the reins and stepped
out to meet them. i

The riders reined in, forming a loose line. Facing
that line, standing squarely in the middle of the
street, Smith spoke: “I’ll go with you now an’ cut
the cattle, Frobisher.”

The cowman eased in his saddle.
shifted his horse to the left.
his horse out toward the right.

“You’ll cut no more of my cattle, Smith,” Fro-
bisher started. “You’ll take these or none at all.”

“Then I'll take none.”

King Frobisher shrugged. “That suits me,” he
announced. “Your honest money is forfeit then.”

Silence came into the street, hanging heavily. Jim
Smith broke it. “The play is this,” he drawled.
“The price of beef’s gone up. You sold too cheap
tc Tom Devore. Now you’ve made a deal with
Askins to sell him your cattle. He’ll take ’em at a
higher price an’ he’s been helpin’ you to frame me.
But I don’t stay framed. Either you deliver steers
that I can take, or you’ll write me a check for that
forfeit money. That’s your choice, Frobisher.”

“I’ve brought the steers to town,” Frobisher an-
swered levelly, and behind his voice Jim Smith
could feel the coldness and the cruelty, the force
that made King Frobisher a big man in the Plenty-
pine country. “Either you’ll take ’em or lose the
forfeit money. That’s your choice, Smith.”

Again the silence. Then from the left end of the
line, Saunders spoke out. “Quit foolin’ with him,
King. I don’t like him, anyhow. If he’s dead, there
ain’t no argument.”

Jim Smith took half a step back. He knew that
Frobisher was bad, and Saunders worse, but once in
his life he was caught off guard. It had not seemed
to Smith to be a killing matter, not yet, at least.
And still there were thousands of dollars involved.

Bitterly, in that fractional second, Smith thought
of Tom Devore’s words: “Some day you’ll meet a
man you can’t handle, an’ a gun that you can’t beat.”
Was this the time? Had Jim Smith, in his con-
fidence, underestimated King Frobisher and Saun-
ders? Even as he moved back, his right hand came
up under the lapel of his coat to conjure out his
gun, and as his hand touched the butt he saw that
he was too late. Saunders had moved and drawn as -
he spoke. This was the time. These were the men
he couldn’t handle, the guns he couldn’t beat.

Saunders’ gun had lifted and fallen level. Smith,
continuing his turn and draw, half-faced the gun-
man. He would go down, but he would take that
mad dog with him. King Frobisher, too, if he could.

Saunders
Askins, too, moved
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Pete Statler, tall, lean, tow-headed and blue-eyed,
had bought himself a black saddle slicker to cover
his store clothes. He stood, as Jake Brandon stood,
bareheaded in the rain, heedless of its wet chill, his
eyes puckered with dull pain as he watched the
wooden box that held his dead father being lowered
into that sodden hole in the ground.

Their slickers hid their cartridge belts and guns,
but like the punchers who worked for the two out-
fits, these two young cowboys, both in their early
twenties, had ridden to town to bury their fathers,
then to fight it out.

Sheriff Lon Jackson had called them off their
horses and into his office as they rode into town.

“Before you two young fellers and the cow-
punchers workin’ for your outfits go to shootin’,
you’d better hear what I've got to say,” he had told
them bluntly.

“Bill Brandon and Tom Statler was found there
on the trail that runs through Los Gatos Pass. They
was both shot in two-three places and they was dead.
Their six-shooters had bin used. And it looked fer
all the world like they’d met there on the trail and
shot it out and killed each other.

“I'd taken a man or two and went there and fetched
the two bodies here to Los Gatos. And it wasn’t till
me and the coroner got to lookin’ them two dead
men over that we discovered somethin’. Big Bill
Brandon and Long Tom Statler had both bin shot
in the back. Boys, them two shots was the first uns
fired. They was the two shots that killed your dad-

- dies. The two bullets come from .30-30 saddle car-
bines. Now think that over before you start shoot-
in” at one another.” '

Jake Brandon and Pete Statler had once been boy-
hood pardners. Later they had punched cows to-
gether, shared the same blankets and tobacco. Even
as their fathers had been friends.

Then the two outfits had locked horns. Big Bill
Brandon and Long Tom Statler had become enemies.
Their sons had strung along with their fathers.

This double killing had worn all the earmarks of
a six-shooter duel when the two cowmen had met
there in the narrow rocky pass that crosses the
Arizona-Mexico line. Now the big, rawboned, gray-
mustached sheriff of Los Gatos was telling Jake
and Pete that their fathers had been bushwhacked,
murdered, shot in the back. Because it was impos-
sible for two men to shoot each other in the back—
with a saddle carbine. And neither of the cowmen
had packed a saddle gun that day.

“If I was you two boys,” drawled Sheriff Jackson,
“I’d bury the hatchet. Somebody who had it in for
Big Bill Brandon and Long Tom Statler killed 'em
both or hired the job done. You two boys should set
your plans accordin’. You was friends once. Shake
hands. Then ride on down the street and tell them

brush-popper cowhands of yours to quit their paw
and beller.”

So now the Muleshoe and Hourglass cowhands
stood on opposite sides of the two open graves.
While Jake Brandon and Pete Statler stood almost
side by side with their hats in their hands and bitter
grief remolding their boyhood pardnership with a
stronger bond.

Sheriff Lon Jackson stood back a ways, in behind
the circuit-rider sky pilot, his hard black eyes miss-
ing nothing. He had ridden here to pay his respects
to the two dead men and to maintain peace.

There was the rattle of buckboard wheels and the
squashy thud of shod hoofs. The buckbeard was
drawn by a well-matched team of sorrels, and the
man who held the reins was big. Bigger than any
six-footer in the cowpuncher crowd. He would
weigh two hundred and fifty pounds and all of it
was big bone and tough meat. His face was more
red than tanned, and a drooping, reddish-gray mus-
tache hid the hard grim line of his mouth. From
under the slanted brim of his dripping hat his eyes
showed gray-green under shaggy brows. His jaw
was square, and his nose had been broken and set
more than once. One of his ears was a shapeless
lIump.

Beside him sat a girl who wore a man’s Stetson
and a slicker that covered her from neck to boots.
Her eyes were the same gray-green color as the big
man’s but softer, larger, fringed with heavy lashes.
What hair showed beneatk her hat was black with
coppery tints.

Behind the buckboard came a man on horseback,
A wide-shouldered man who rode a long stirrup,
with his weight a little in the left iron. Clean shaved
save for a carefully trimmed black mustache, he had
yellow-brown eyes that were set over a hawk-beaked
nose. There was the barest hint of a grin on his
tight, hard lips. He wore a short black saddle slicker
and brush-scarred chaps. His saddle was a little
fancier than that of the usual hard-working cow-
puncher, etched with ornate carving,

Pulling his sorrel team to a halt, the big man
cramped the front wheels and stepped down. The
man on horseback rode up and swung from his
saddle onto the buckboard without touching the
ground. Taking the lines from the big man’s gloved
hands, he sat beside the girl.

The big man walked over to where Sheriff Lon
Jackson stood. When the circuit rider took off his
hat and held it to shield his open Bible from the
rain and began to read in a nasal voice, the man who
had come in the buckboard removed his hat and
stood there with the drizzle wetting his heavy shock
of graying reddish hair.

Jake Brandon and Pete Statler had looked at the
big man, at the girl, at the man on horseback who
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But the real highlight of that long, rainy evening
was when Della Plunkett sat down at the piano in
the big living room. She played and sang in a husky,
throaty voice, songs like “Annie Laurie,” “My Bon-
nie Lies Over the Ocean,” and “Old Black Joe.”

It was as if she had forgotten that anyone was
there., She was singing to hersélf or to someone
who was not present. And the effect of her songs
on those men was varied. Varied and strange.

Jake Brandon and Pete Statler had long ago lost
all feeling of awkwardmess here in this house. The
liquor had warmed them. The supper had satisfied
a hunger that they had forgotten in their bitter
- grief. And now, as they sat near each other, their
eyes watching this girl—the sort of a girl they had
never known—their grief was forgotten. Now and
then they would look at each other and grin, and
then their eyes would go back to the girl at the
piano. o :

Sheriff Lon Jackson leaned back in his chair, a
dead cigar in his teeth, the hardness gone from his
opaque black eyes.

Bar Nothing Plunkett sat in a deep leather chair,
an untouched drink gripped in his big hand, watch-
ing his daughter, listening to her songs. Motion-
less, silent, his bloodshot gray-green eyes filmed.

Ace Hartnell sat off to himself in the shadows.
For once the faint, sardonic, thin-lipped smile was
wiped from his face. He stared, not at Della
Plunkett, but into the open fire. And his yellow
eyes were brooding, half-closed, dark with strange
memories.

Nobody took notice of him when he roused him-
self from that brooding and quit his chair. He left
the room quietly. In the hallway he picked up his
hat and let himself out the front door. It was per-
haps two hours later when Ace Hartnell walked
into the Bar O Saloon. He was soaked to the skin
and his dark face looked as gray as ashes. There
was a strange look in his yellow eyes and the cow-
punchers gave way for him. Ace Hartnell seldom
took a drink. He stood there now in his sodden
clothes and mud-caked boots, drinking whiskey
from a bottle like a thirsty man drinks water. His
eyes seemed to see nobody, his face was a gray mask.

Men who had sworn to kill Ace Hartnell when
they caught him off guard had that chance now.
Anybody could have beaten that quick-triggered
gun-slinger to the draw.

~ But Sheriff Lon Jackson had come in behind Hart-
nell. The law officer’s black eyes held a hard
warning.

With Lon Jackson came Jake-Brandon and Pete
Statler. They were both still a :little dazed and
bewildered. i .

They had left Bar Nothing Plunkett sitting there
in his deep leather chair. He had not even seen

’

got him peaceful now and there’s the old sayin

them leave the room. And the whiskey had spilied
from his glass onto the floor. It would have been
dangerous then to have tried to rouse the big man
from his thoughts. ‘ ' :

It was Della Plunkett who hac gone to the door
with Sheriff Lon Jackson and the two young cow:-
men. :

“My father needs you,” she said in a low tone,
“even more than you might need him. Don’t let him
down.” o ‘

“We won’t,” said Jake and Pete quickly.

“It’s you,” Lon Jackson told the girl, “that we’re
not lettin’ down. Why did you come here? He
didn’t send for you.” ‘

“I came,” said Della Plunkeit, “to take the Bar O
Ranch. Now I'm staying to help my father. The
man I'd been taught to hate. I can’t hate him. He’s
too big and splendid. No matter what he has done,
there must have been a reason for it. And now if
you don’t mind, I'll go back there to him and stay
with him. He needs me.”’

Sheriff Jackson nodded. “Bar Nothin’ Plunkett
never asked anybody for help. Neither did Lon
Jackson. Nor Big Bill Brandon nor Long Tom Stat-
ler. This is aman’s game. Riley Plunkett shouidn’t
let you buy chips in it. Wait just a minute.”

Lon Jackson turned to the two young cowmen.,
His eyes were bleak.

“Them two leather things with the money. The
runnin’ expenses. Hand ’em over. Or do you want
to spend money handed you by the outfit that mur-
dered your daddies?”

Della Plunkett caught her breath with an audible
gasp. In the candle light her eyes were gray-green
and as hard as Riley Plunkett’s,

“That’s-alie!” Her voice was a whisper.

“I'd give a purty,” said Lon Jackson, “to believe
otherwise. You two boys gimme that money.”

Jake and Pete handed over the leather envelopes
that were stuffed with bank notes of large denomina-
tion. Sheriff Lon Jackson handed them to the girl.

“There’s blood on this money. It don’t show,
ma’am, but it’s there. Just lay them two leather en-
velopes -.on Plunkett’s desk in the room where he
keeps his hats. .He'll find ’em. And he’ll savvy.”

There was nothing that Jake Brandon .and Petc
Statler could say. Della Plunkett stood there in the
candlelit hallway, her face a little white, her gray-
green eyes hard, yet tear-dimmed.

Her hand was steady as she took the two leather
envelopes from Lon Jackson.

“I’ll tell my father,” she spoke in a low tong, “what
yousaid. Tcmorrow. If I told him now he’d come
out here and kill the three of you where you stand.”

“That,” said the lawman, “would be considerable
of a chore, even for Bar Nothin’ Plunkett. But you
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They found other cows and calves wearing the

wrong brand. The two punchers looked at each’
other. Jake pointed toward the rough mountains,

on either side of Los Gatos Pass.

“That’s where these cows and calves come from.
And, pardner, they don’t handle like mountain cat-
tle, They're too gentle.”

The ground was still wet enough to show tracks
and the two young cowmen began back trailing,

The Mexican cattle had probably gotten away
from the Bar O Mexican vaqueros during the storm.
Otherwise they would never have been turned loose
uptil Plunkett’s Bar O brand had been burned on
their hides. But by this time those vaqueros should
‘have their scattered cattle rounded up again.

“Somethin’ queer about that,” declared Jake,

But it was not the Mexican cattle that had prob-
abiy been brought up out of Mexico by rustlers that
bothered Pete and Jake. It was these Muleshoe and
Hourglass cows with the misbranded calves.

Big Bill Brandon and Long Tom Statler had quar-
reled and broken their friendship, But they were
both too big, too square to steal from each other.
That went for their cowpunchers. Besides, these
cows and calves were on the Bar O range, where
they did not belong.

“Look at them cows,” said Jake. “They’re driftin’
back right now to’rds their home range. This busi-
ness stinks like skunk to me.”

They followed the cattle tracks out of the foot- .

hills and into the mountains. Back trailing. The
Mexican cattle had come through Los Gatos Pass.
Pete and Jake didn’t bother at all with their sign.
The tracks of those Muleshoe and Hourglass cows
came from a long deep canyon known as Yaqui
Canyon.

It was long past noon when Jake and Pete rode
into the canyon and followed the tracks. The water
had come down the canyon high and deep and swift.
There were some dead cows and calves that had been
caught in the flood. Their bloated carcasses wore
the Muleshoe and Hourglass brands.

Then the two cowmen pulled up at what remained
of a barbed-wire and brush fence that had fenced the
canyon off and made a large trap pasture of it. The
flood had torn the fence out. Cattle that had not

_been drowned had come out of the canyon after the
flood water had abated. The story was there for
Pete and Jake to read it.

They rode on up the canyon. About a mile from
the ruined fence they found what was left of a
branding corral. They dug around in the mud-caked
debris and found half a dozen Muleshoe and Hour-
glass branding irons,

“This tells the tale, Pete,” said Jake.
“But why,” Pete Statler asked, “would they stamp

an Hourglass on a Muleshoe cow’s calf. And then
put an Hourglass: cow’s calf into the Muleshoe?
Hell’s bells, it don’t make sense, Jake. This is Bar
O range. Them calves is about ready to wean. If
Bar O cowpunchers did this, why didn’t they run a
Bar O on them calves?”

“Bar Nothin’” Plunkett hasn’t time to mess around
with twenty-thirty head of calves,” said Jake. “But
if them cows and ecalves was drifted back on their
own ranges just before our roundups worked there,
and the cows with the wrong brands on the calves
caused Bill Brandon and Tom Statler to lock borns,
if the two outfits had gotten into a gun-slingin’
range war, killin’ one another off, that would be big
stakes. Then Bar Nothin’ Plunkett could manage
to get holt of the Muleshoe and Hourglass outfits.
Two good-sized outfits that he’s had his green eyes
on for many a year.”

Pete whistled soundlessly. “You got a long head
for figurin’, Jake. Keep talkin’.”

Jake said that was as far as he could get. Those
cows and calves hadn’t been turned loose. The
flood had broken the fence and let them out. Bill
Brandon and Tom Statler were dead.

“But there’s this much, Pete. In a week or two
our outfits would be workin’ along the strip of range
next to the Bar Nothin’ range. Now supposin’ Lon
Jackson hadn’t told us that it was impossible for
our daddies to have killed each other. And pro-
vidin’ we hadn’t locked horns in town. I'd be ram-
roddin’ my roundup, you’d be roddin’ yours. We'd
have picked up those cows and calves on the round-
up, while we were usin’ Bar Nothin’ Plunkett’s
money to run on. It’d be plumb natural to suppose
that Jake Brandon and Pete Statler would go after
one another with guns. Our cowpunchers would
tangle. When the gun smoke cleared, Bar Nothin’
Plunkett would claim both outfits somehow.”

“That’s hard to take, Jake,” said Pete. “I like that
big son of a gun. Plunkett ain’t the only man in the
cow country who'd like to claim the Muleshoe and
Hourglass outfits. Sheriff Lon Jackson is a cowman
and a good un. And he’s as tough as a boot. I've
heard this spot right here called Jackson Canyon.”

Jake grinned slowly. “It used to be called Yaqui
Canyon. Then Sheriff Lon Jackson trailed some
rustlers here, trapped 'em in this box canyon and
killed ’'em as they tried to git out.”

“You ever bin here, Jake?”

Jake Brandon shook his head. “Nope. Them |,
Bar Nothin’ Mexicans don’t like strangers ridin’
around.” ‘

“It’s my first time here, too,” said Pete.
ride on up to the head of ’er.” _

They got on their horses and rode on up the can-
yon. It began to marrow. The high, rocky walls
shut out the sun and the shadows were thickening.

“Let’s
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Jake pulled up. He pointed at the ground. There
was the print of a large mule shoe in the still muddy
ground.

“The circuit rider,” said Jake, lowering his voice,

“rides a big gray mule.”

Then they saw the huge cave under the towering
rimrock that marked the head of the box canyon.
They could see the small blaze of a campfire in the
cave.

Somewhere a rifle cracked. A heavy lead slug
whined over the heads of the two cowmen. The
high rocky walls tossed the gun echoes back and
forth until it could have been half a dozen guns
shooting. Two or three more bullets whined over
the heads of the two men. In the gathering dusk,
with the brush and boulders ahead and on both sides
of the canyon, there was no telling where the shoot-
ing came from. But whoever it was, was not shoot-
ing to kill. Not yet.

“Here,” grinned Pete Statler, his carbine in his
hand, “is where we’d better turn back.”

Jake Brandon had his hand on the stock of his
saddle gun, but had not drawn it from its scabbard.
His eyes were gray slits under heavy black brows.
Then he pointed at a fairly fresh track going up the
canyon. It had been made by a shod horse.

“The circuit rider’s mule didn’t make that track,
Pete.” Jake Brandon touched his frightened horse
with the spurs and rode on up the canyon.

“Jake, you damned fool!”

Then there was a sharper crack of another gun.
Pete saw Jake Brandon lurch forward across his
saddlehorn, then straighten up. Jake took off his
hat and shoved a finger through a hole in its crown.
His tanned face looked a little pale. He grinned
slowly and rode back to where Pete sat his horse.

“I reckon, Pete”—he forced his slow grin—“we
might as well be gittin’ on back.” Jake’s voice was
unsteady and he was hanging onto the saddlehorn.
He reached up with tlie hand that held his hat and
rubbed the top of his head. The heel and palm of his
hand came away from his shock of wiry black hair
stained with fresh blood.

“I saw the flash of the gun up yonder in the rocks.
Must’ve bin two hundred yards. Nice target shootin’.
But cuttin’ it a little too fine to please the target. I
could stand a drink.”

Pete Statler was cussing. He rode alongside Jake
and shoved a pint bottle at him. Steadied Jake in

‘the saddle as they rode back down the canyon.

The whiskey went down Jake’s throat and into his
empty belly, and the color began to come back into
his tanned face. The glazed look left his eyes and
they were as cold and gray as old ice.

“The man that killed our daddies is in that box
canyon, Pete. He ain’t comin’ out alive. I'm waitin’
down near that brandin’ corral for him an’ I'm killin’
him as soon as I get my sights on him.”

. the front of Pete’s shirt, up near the collar.

“What goes up must come down”—Pete’s grin
was flat-lipped—“as we used to say when we was
kids and tossed rocks in the air. Whoever is in that
box canyon has to ride out some time. There’ll be
two of us waitin’ for—" o '

His voice broke off. Down the canyon somewhere
in the gathering dusk a woman had screamed. Then
half a dozen shots. Or it might have been no more
than one shot with the canyon walls tossing its
echoes back and forth.

But shrill and brittle as it had been, that scream
could have been made by only one person: Della
Plunkett.

Their saddle guns gripped in their hands, Jake
and Pete spurred their horses to a run. They saw
the girl’s horse spook off into the brush, then swing
to a halt as the trailing bridle reins caught and
hung in the manzanita thicket.

Pete and Jake both saw the two men on horseback,
spurring for a getaway. Their carbines spat fire.
The range was long, but the two young cowmen were-
not missing too badly. One of the riders lurched
drunkenly in his saddle. They beth began shooting
now at the other rider. They saw him topple side-
ways and land on his head and shoulders in the rocks
and lie there without moving. They shot the
wounded man out of his saddle. He went over back-
ward and turned partly over in the air as his horse
pitched and stampeded. He lay now sprawled on
his face and belly.

Then Pete and Jake saw Della Plunkett. She was
getting to her feet slowly. She had lost her hat and
there was blood on her face.

Pete reached her first. Jake Brandon had ridden
on down to where the two dead men lay. There was
a grim set to his jaw as he rode back to where Pete
was standing with his arm around Della’s shoulder.
He had yanked the black silk handkerchief from
around his throat and was wiping the blood from
her face as he steadied her. As Jake rode up, Pete
deliberately kissed Della Plunkett on the mouth.

“Us Statlers,” he grinned, “never bust a promise.
She got raked by the cat’s-claw brush and her horse
piled her in the rocks and skinned her face some, so
she’s kind o’ groggy. Better kiss her, Jake. Only -
chance you’ll ever git. Who was they?”

“A couple of those border jumpers that’s bin ped-
dlin’ Mexican cattle to the Bar Nothin’ outfit.”
Jake’s voice was harsh.

He stepped off his horse and his left hand gripped
His
right fist caught the lanky cowboy on the point of
the jaw.

Pete’s blue eyes rolled back in his head. His long
legs buckled at the knees and he went down in a
heap.

* “I've bin trym for years,” Jake looked at Della
and grinned slowly, “to land that un on Pete.”
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either the damndest snake that ever crawled, or he’s
the toughest man that ever sided two dead men.
Meanin’ Big Bill Brandon and Long Tom Statler.
I hope he lives to prove hisself, one way or the other.
I sent you home this mornin’, Della.”

“But I didn’t go.”

“I kin see that.”

“I trailed you here,” she told him flatly. “You're
my father. I wasn’t letting you play a lone hand. I
should have gone back to town, though. I haven’t
helped you any.” .

“You fetched Jake Brandon and Pete Statler.”
Plunkett got slowly to his feet. “That’'s a day’s
work.” :

Then the big man braced himself on widespread
legs and looked at Jake and Pete.

“I never held a mortgage on the Muleshoe and
Hourglass outfits. I made that play to git you two
boys on my side. It didn’t work. I tried to give you
money to run your outfits. Lon Jackson blocked
that. Why? Quién sabe? Only Lon Jackson
~ knows that answer.

“Night before last my Mexicans and some border-
jumper rustlers tangled, there in Los Gatos Pass,
and a big drive of Mexican cattle got spilled,” Plun-
kett went on. ‘“Those vaqueros of mine were hired
to work cattle, not to fight with guns. They got the
worst of it.

“Ace Hartnell . .. I told him to ride into Los
Gatos Pass and find out what had happened. I sent
Della back to town. And I came on alone to see
where a bunch of Muleshoe and Hourglass cows
with misbranded calves come from. ... Got shot
out of my saddle.

“I’ve always wanted the Muleshoe and Hourglass
outfits. But I wasn’t murderin’ Big Bill Brandon
and Long Tom Statler to git those spreads.” Bar
Nothing Plunkett saw Pete’s bottle and reached for
it. He took a long drink and grinned. There was
no mirth in that grin and his eyes glinted danger-
ously. “But somebody murdered those two cow-
men. Like they tried to bushwhack me. And usin’
the same damned bait!”

“Meanin’ those cows and calves with the wrong
brands,” Jake spoke quietly.

Plunkett took another drink from Pete’s bottle

and nodded. “Somebody told Bill Brandon and
Tom Statler that the Bar Nothin’ outfit was holdin’
them cows and calves in Jackson Canyon. They
rode there to find out the truth. They got mur-
dered. Ketch that Jake boy, Pete! He’s hurt!”
. The throbbing pain, the hammering inside Jake
Brandon’s skull had kept getting worse. The big
man’s words had dimmed, blurred. His eyes had
gone sort of blind and then everything was a black
whirl and he had toppled forward, knees buckling.
Pete caught him and eased him to the ground.

Jake Brandon’s wiry black hair was matted with

sweat and oozing blood. While Della Plunkett and
Pete Statler got water and poured raw whiskey into
the scalp wound, Bar Nothing Plunkett studied
Jake’s hat with its bullet rip. There was a hard,
bitter, ugly glint in the big man’s eyes.

On the wall in Bar Nothing Plunkett’s office,
which he often called the Boar’s Den, were fastened
hats, In the crown of each hat was a bullet hole.
Old dried blood caked 'the inside and sweatband.
It was said of Bar Nothing Plunkett that he always
shot at a man’s head. That when he shot, he seldom
missed.

“Somebody,” he growled, lifting Pete’s bottle and
draining it, “is tryin’ to steal Bar Nothin’ Plunkett’s
trade-mark.”

VIIL

Jake came awake in a few minutes. His head
ached as though it had been split in two with an ax,
but otherwise he felt all right. Pete was fetching a
hatful of water from the nearby creek. Bar Nothing
Plunkett was growling like a wounded bear.

Della Plunkett had Jake’s head pillowed in her
lap and was wiping at the scalp rip with a handker-
chief soaked with raw whiskey. The stinging pain
helped rouse Jake and he moved and sat up.

“You bonehead,” grinned Pete. “Man, that’d bin
me I'd have stayed right there. Played possum.
Old Slow-motion Jake.”

“Speed doesn’t always win a race,” said Della,
grinning back at him. “Feel better, Jake?”

“Yes, ma'am.”

Bar Nothing Plunkett growled at them. “Some-
body comin’ up the canyon and he’s movin’ fast.
Della, git in behind them rocks and stay there. Jake,
you and Pete duck for cover. I’'m ramroddin’ this
spread.”

In the uncertain light they could make out a lone
rider. He was traveling at a long trot and had a
carbine in his hand. It was Sheriff Lon Jackson.

“Stand your hand, Lon!” rumbled Plunkett.

Lon Jackson slid his horse to a halt. “Jake Bran-
don and Pete Statler rode into this canyon. What’s
become of ’em?”

“What do you want of them two boys, Lon? Lay
your cards on the table or I'll blow your belly in
two. Was it you that killed Big Bill Brandon and
Long Tom Statler?”

“That’s what I'm askin’ you, Plunkett. You cold-
trailed Jake and Pete here. I heard shootin’. You
want the Muleshoe and Hourglass outfits. Don’t
point that gun at me. When it goes off, my gun is
goin’ to shoot and it won't miss.”

Jake and Pete came out from behind some brush.
Lon Jackson lowered his gun. Then he saw Della
and touched his hat brim. His black eyes watched
them all.

“That circuit rider is up at the head of the can-
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Jake felt Della’s left shoulder against his right
arm. Then her carbine was cracking. The canyon
was filled with the echoing roar of guns. The
renegades were driven back. ,

Then from the mouth of the canyon came the
cowboy yelps of a score of riders. The Muleshoe
and Hourglass cowpunchers were on their way.

The bellowing roar of Bar Nothing Plunkett’s
voice sounded clearly through the rattle of gunfire.

“Come on, you cowhands! Pop brush! Don’t miss
a damn one of 'em!”

His roaring voice thudded in the ears of Jake
Brandon and Pete Statler.

“I told your cowhands to foller me,” he explained.
“Told em that Bar Nothin’ Plunkett was payin’ ’em
fightin’ wages to back you two young roosters!”

Bar Nothing Plunkett was, when it was all said
and done, an almighty big man. He was in his glory
now. Driving those rustlers back to their horses.
Hazing them with builets down the canyon and into
the gunfire of the Muleshoe and Hourglass cow-
punchers. While Jake and Pete backed the big
man’s play and Della added her two bits’ worth in
the way of shooting.

There was about fifteen minutes of gun trigger-
ing that crashed and echoed and crashed again in
Jackson Canyon. Then it was over and there
were only the groans and moaning of wounded men.
The whining pleading of renegades throwing away
their guns and begging for their lives.

Then a round white moon was overhead and the
canyon was bathed in its light. And they all saw
something that would forever live in their memories.

Sheriff Lon Jackson and Ace Hartnell standing
out in the open, perhaps a hundred feet apart. Then
their six-shooters lifted from their holsters and the
two guns spewed fire. The fancy, white-handled,
silver-mounted gun of Ace Hartnell—the service-
worn, wooden-handled six-shooter in Lon Jack-
son’s hand.

There had been some sort of a signal between
them. Then they had drawn their guns, there in
the white moonlight. Winner take all.

None of those who watched could have told you
which gun was the first to come out of its holster.
It was split-second work.

Ace Hartnell’s eyes glittered like yellow slits.
His legs were spread wide and he was leaning a
little forward, half crouched. Then he began sway-
ing like a drunken man and the bullets from his
silyer-mounted gun were tearing furrows in the
ground a few feet in front of him. His tailored
flannel shirt was spotted across the chest with holes
and the impact of .45 slugs was swaying him on his
braced legs. Then the white-handled gun slid from
his hand and he collapsed like an empty sack, pitch-
ing forward on his face.

Sheriff Lon Jackson’s six-shooter had never lifted

higher than his cartridge belt. Now it dropped on
the ground in front of him and those who watched
saw that he was holding his right wrist in the grip
of his left hand. Now that grip slackened and the
big, rawboned Texan stood there, a twisted grin
moving his gray mustache, both arms dangling use-
lessly, broken by Hartnell’s bullets. Otherwise the
big Texan was unhurt. He forced a grin when Bar
Nothing Plunkett came up. '

“I'm shore glad,” Lon Jackson said, “that you got
his pedigree straightened out. It would have hurt'
a man to kill a son of hers, regardless.”

IX.

Cowhands have to be tough. Otherwise there
would be no cowhands. That’s what Sheriff Lon’
Jackson and Bar Nothing Plunkett told Jake Bran-
don and Pete Statler as the four of them lay on cots’
in the big living room of Bar Nothing Plunkett’s
house at Los Gatos. And Della Plunkett helped the
doctor and two trained nurses.

Jake and Pete had each been shot in a place or
two, but the wounds were flesh wounds and more
painful than dangerous.

When the doctor said that whiskey was the worst
thing the wounded men could take into their sys-
tems, Bar Nothing Plunkett told him that a real
cowhand used whiskey to cure anything from
bunions to dandruff.

“Pour another light un, Della,” he rumbled, “down
the neck of Lon Jackson. His drinkin’ arm is out
of kilter.”

Della obeyed, telling the doctor that there wasn’t
a darned thing he could do about it.

“Who,” Lon Jackson asked the girl, “sent you
here to this tough strip of cow country?”

“Nobody. I just came. I'd been told that my
father was a law-protected outlaw who took what
he wanted along the Mexican border. He’d left me
in that convent school in Texas. Now I know he
did that to protect me. I came here to see what
kind of a man he was. When he 1ooked at me and
I looked at him and he took me into his arms and
bawled like a kid, I knew that his heart was as big
as the rest of him, And that I'd never quit him. I
came here to claim a daughter’s right to the Bar O
outfit. But I stayed to take care of my father. I'd
spent my vacations on ranches. Learned to ride
and rope and shoot a gun. It all came natural. I
knew why when I saw the man who is my father.”

“Riley Plunkett,” Lon Jackson told her, “and I
split a long friendship when he married -the only
woman I ever looked at twice. But you’ve mended
that. I hope that you—" His voice trailed off into
silence. His eyes were questioning the girl’s.

They had been talking in low-pitched tones. From
the other end of the big room sounded Pete’s voice.
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was one of these. Reverend Peckenham was an-
other. And saturnine Dr. Hartz often exchanged
words with Driftwood, probing him with questions
and showing more than a professional interest in
his affliction. But to none of them did Driftwood
mention that attempt at murder. Whoever had
struck might strike again. Next time he intended
to be ready.

Then there came a night when he paced the main
deck once again, and thus it was that he happened
to glimpse the four shadowy figures that headed
down one of the companionways leading into the
hold. For a moment he only stood staring, trying
to satisfy himself that these were crew members
going about their ordinary business. But those four
had been furtive beyond any honest need, and one
of them had carried something perched upon his
shoulder that looked suspiciously like a powder keg.
More than curious, Driftwood stole after them.

He didn’t ask himself where his duty lay in such
a matter. He only knew that something was wrong,
and he meant to find out the whys and wherefores.
He was a steamboat man, the pilot of the Prairie
Rose. He drew his pay, and he’d protect his boat.

It was as simple as that. And so thinking, he eased

down into the hold, threading a darkness rancid
with the smells of a varied cargo, and he was pro-
ceeding by feel alone when he collided with some-
one.

Whoever it was, the man was ready for trouble.
Instantly his arms wrapped around Driftwood, and
the two struggled silently, fighting to get at each
other’s throats until a wheezy gasp and a muttered
curse identified the pilot’s assailant.

“Mr. Fraser!” Driftwood whispered. “I didn’t
know it was you. I was following four men who
came down here.”

“You, eh?” Fraser panted and turned silent.
Driftwood could almost feel the suspicious run of
the man’s thoughts. Then: “I saw those four my-
self. Couldn’t sleep. I'm jumpy as a cat these
nights. Which way did they go?”

They had their answer in a sudden slithering of
boot soles, a sudden wild rush out of the darkness.
Then fists were beating at them, bodies pressing
hard upon them, and Driftwood went down beneath
the weight of numbers. Fighting futilely to free
himself, he got in a solid blow and heard somebody
groan. Then, half stunned, he was dragged deeper
into the hold. Doors opened and lantern light beat
against his eyes, and he was hurled hard against a
stack of goods. A moment later Eliot Fraser was
heaped on top of him. A door banged, a key grated,
and somecone said: “Hurry it up, can’t you?” An-
other door banged and the silence became deep and
heavy.

“Driftwood?” Fraser barked. “Are you hurt?
They just about knocked the winéd out of me!”

They came to their feet together, a dim lantern
swinging overhead giving them a glimpse of their
surroundings. Driftwood had never been in this
part of the Prairie Rose before, but he knew this
was a small storage room for food. Barrels of vin-
egar and flour and heaped cases crowded against
the walls. A heavy door stood between them and
the next room, a door with a small window, about
six inches square, set high in it. But the door was
locked, as they discovered when they put their com-
bined weight against it. ,

“Hatchet around here somewhere,” panted Fra-
ser. ‘“The cook uses it for opening cases.”

"“It wouldn’t help,” Driftwood said ruefully.
“We'll need hours to cut through this door with a
hatchet. What fetched those men below decks
anyway?”

His eyes were at a level with the little window
in the door, and as he gazed through he had his an-
swer. Beyond was another small storage room, also
lighted by a lantern, and Driftwood saw something
that sent fear lancing through him. In that other
room sat a powder keg, its fuse trailing across the
floor. Whoever had hauled them here and locked
them up had lighted that fuse before departing.
Already the spark had crawled half the length of
the fuse toward the keg and the doom that slept
within it. :

III.

Eliot Fraser, crowding Driftwood’s elbow, could
see that burning fuse, too. It was a sight that might
have thrown both these trapped men into a wild,
impotent panic, and Driftwood’s admiration for the
silver-haired steamboat owner soared as Fraser
calmly raised his fist and smashed out the tiny pane
of glass in the door.

“Find that hatchet,” Fraser said. Tiny beads of
sweat gleamed on his upper lip, but his voice was
steady enough. “The fuse is almost flat against the
floor. Maybe we can throw the hatchet and cut it.”

Driftwood was instantly rummaging in search of
the hand ax, but he had no faith in the scheme. The
neight and position of the small window was such
that a man, thrusting his arm through it, would be
in an awkward position for accurate throwing since
he couldn’t see his target as he hurled the hatchet.
There’d be one blind chance, and when it was gone
hope would be gone, too. Spying the hatchet, he
grasped it. Smoke from the burning fuse was seep-
ing into this locked room through the half inch of
space between the bottom of the door and the floor.

That sight gave Driftwood his inspiration. Near
him stood a barrel with a spigot attached, its sour
smell identifying it as a vinegar cask. Swinging
the hatchet, he smashed in the head of the barrel
with a few swift blows.

“Lend a hand!” he cried to Fraser who was. re-
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you killed him, you had a reason. I know that. It
doesn’t matter.” i

“It matters to me,” he said. “There’s nothing I
could promise you, Lou. Nothing but long, endless
waiting—and maybe not even that. There’s no re-
turn from a hang rope. Now do you understand
why I've never spoken?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said again, and suddenly
he was holding her close and the moonlight was all
tangled in her hair, and he was kissing her. “I’ll
wait,” she said. “I’ll wait until you can come to
me, free and sure.”

“And I'll come,” he said. Fumbling in his pocket
he found the greenish-gold ring he’d taken from
Pinky Wicks. He’d studied it many times, and now
he had a use of it. “This is all I've got, and it isn’t
even mine,” he said. “But I wish you’d wear it for
me. Whenever you look at it, remember that I'll be
coming back to you.”

He held the ring out and the moonlight glinted on
the small stones that were the serpent’s eyes. Lou
looked at it and suddenly she was recoiling from
him, her face white.

“That ring !’ she gasped. “So father’s first guess
was right! Out of Yancey he told me he was afraid
you might be one of Captain Blade’s men. And you
must be, or you wouldn’t have that ring! It used to
- be my father’s. It was taken from him by Captain
Blade, the time Blade raided the Cheyenne and
stripped everyone of their belongings! Oh—"

Turning, she fled from him. Driftwood called
after her incoherently, trying to tell her how he’d
come by the ring. But now a wild, low murmur was
going the length of the packet, a whisper that rose
and swelled as a dozen voices caught it and carried
it along.

“The raiders are coming! Look to the south
shore! The raiders are coming!”

VI.

Wheeling about, Driftwood gazed across the
moonlit waters and knew that no false alarm was
sweeping the steamboat. Out from the south bank
crept a strange flotilla that had rounded the bend
hugging close to the shore—pirogues, yawls, Indian-
- style bull boats and one huge Mackinaw, a dozen
. craft in all, easing downstream with muffled pad-
' dles and oars. A rifle spat from the boiler deck of
the Prairie Rose, lead skipping along the water.
From a renegade craft a gun answered as the flotilla

- veered diagonally across the river, and then a hun-

dred guns were yammering. It was a fight to the
finish now.

A few quick strides took Driftwood into Eliot
Fraser’s cabin, A rille was racked on the wall, and
he wrenched it free and got to the railing again.
The rifle to his cheek, he sighted and triggered. A

man reared upward in one of the yawls, raised his
hands toward the sky as though in supplication,
then pitched into the stream.

Driftwood’s lips tightened with a bleak smile.
Blade’s men had come prepared for a fight, and they
were getting one. Firing again, he wondered where
Lou had fled. He wanted desperately to see her,
to tell her the truth about that serpentine ring, but
that would have to wait. There was work for a
fighting man tonight, and he was into the thick of it.

He was no man of Captain Odin Blade’s, he grimly
decided. Or was he? That disquieting thought

‘thrust itself upon him and couldn’t be denied. He’d

gotten that ring from Pinky Wicks, of course.
Therefore it followed that there was a connection
between Wicks and Captain Blade, for Blade had
stolen the ring from Eliot Fraser. Perhaps Wicks
himself had been Blade. But how did he, Drift-
wood, fit into the picture?

Had he been a Blade man, one of the crew strung
along the river to strike at the Prairie Rose and its
precious cargo? Was that what had fetched him
to Yancey? Maybe he and Wicks had met in that
shack as fellow conspirators. Maybe they’d had a
falling out and settled their differences with guns.
Or perhaps a third party, an outsider, had been in
on the fight. There'd been two shots fired from his
own gun, Driftwood recollected. Yet there’d been
cnly one bullet hole in Wicks.

And what about those attempts on his life since
he’d boarded the Prairie Rose? Was that because
he had somehow been marked by Blade’s bunch as
a traitor after he’d struck Ben Beaumont on the
Yancey landing? Had he unwittingly changed sides
when the black curtain had fallen for him?

All of this was conjecture, and it made Drift-
wood’s head spin. Yet the run of his thoughts sug-
gested sinister implications that he couldn’t over-
look. Marshal Brett Hawthorn would be interested
in him as a suspected murderer. That was bad
enough., But what if Hawthorn, nemesis of the
Blade outfit, recognized him as one of that crew?
Even the benefit of doubt would be denied him then.

While Driftwood was thinking of these things,

.he was still firing, pouring lead at the raiders who

were creeping ever closer. His rifle clicked empty,
and threre was no ammunition to be found in Fraser’s
cabin, so he dropped down a companionway to the
deck below to get more bullets.

A dozen defenders of the boat were here, crouch-
ing behind the railings, pouring a steady fire at the
little flotilla beyond. Eliot Fraser had ordered the
passengers to keep to their cabins, Driftwood
learned, mmaking exceptions for men of proved
fighting ability. Dr. Hartz and Reverend Pecken-
ham were among these exceptions. Both of them
had rifles, and Driftwood lent a hand to the black-
garbed missionary as Peckenham tugged a sofa
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from his own cabin to make a bulwark between
himself and the singing lead. Peckenham had lost
his black, flat-brimmed hat, and his eyes, behind
his thick glasses, were wild with excitement as he
cradled a rifle against his cheek.

“Steady,” Driftwood advisel. ‘““Take it easy, par-
son. You're wasting most of your lead.”

Loading and firing again, he left Peckenham and
began working up toward the bow as he fought.
There was scarcely any current in this sandbar-
choked stretch of the river, and the raiders were
not hard put to keep from being swept downstream
and away from the packet.
ing forward in a wide semi-circle, making a dozen
targets instead of one.

Driftwood, trying to get a certain bull boat in his
sights, saw it drift from his view as it crowded in
close to the packet. Leaping for a companionway,
the pilot came down to the main deck. Defenders
were here, too, but most of them were clustered at
the stern.

Hurrying to the bow, Driftwood found the bull
boat bumping alongside, two renegades clambering
up onto the steamboat. The pilot slammed his left
fist into the face of one, sending the fellow splash-
ing into the river. The other fired point-blank with
a pistol, the bullet lifting the fringe along Drift-
wood’s sleeve. Clubbing at the renegade with his
rifle barrel, Driftwood knocked the second man into
the water before the fellow could get in another
shot. The first renegade was swimming away, and
Driftwood saw him stiffen convulsively as a bullet
tagged him from one of the upper decks. The one
he’d struck with his rifle never rose to the surface.

Panting, Driftwood spun to see if any other
enemy craft was close enough for its crew to board
the packet. And that was when he saw the wisps of
smoke curling from a companionway leading down
into the hold. Others had noticed that telltale sign,
too, and suddenly another cry was sweeping the
'deck, no whisper this time, a wild, throaty cry of
anger and despair: “Fire! The hold’s on fire!”

Those traitors aboard! With the fighting men of
the packet busy defending their boat, the men of
Captain Blade who’d once planted a powder keg be-
low decks had made another play! And Driftwood
could instantly see how disastrous it might be at a
time like this. Eliot Fraser came tumbling down
to the main deck, a commanding figure with a smok-
ing pistol in his hand, his silvery hair flying.

“Into the hold, some of you!” he bellowed. “Get
down there and smother that fire! No, not all of
you. Every second man stay here on deck. Don’t
you see? They’re counting on us quitting our posts
to fight the fire!”

Instantly half the main deck defenders were hur-
rying into the hold, other fire fighters swarming

Their boats were mov-

-
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down from the upper decks. The rifles were speak-
ing again, but it was the renegades who were doing
most of the firing now. Another boat bumped up
against the packet, and Driftwood and two crew
members hurried to repel boarders. There was a
hot, heavy few minutes of hand-te-hand work, and
there was a dead man on the deck and two in the
river when it was over. But more boats were coming

Eliot Fraser pressed close to Driftwood. “It’s
bad,” the owner shouted. “I’ve just been down in
the hold. The boys have got the fire under control,
but they haven’t got it out. I can’t spare a man
from the decks to go below, or a man below to come
up and handle a gun. Those scheming devils
plannned this exactly right. They’ve got us licked,
boy. It’s only a matter of time till some of them
get aboard to stay.”

“Look!” Driftwood cried. “Gun fiashes over there
on the south shore! Do you see that bunch of riders
on the bank? More of Blade’s men! They must
have come out from Fort Benton!”

Fraser put a hand above his eyes, peering hard.
“I see them!” he said, and there was a shrill note
of excitement in his voice. “Look again, Driftwood.
Those boys are in blue, all except one. Those aren’t
Blade’s men! 1It's Marshal Brett Hawthorn—
Hawthorn and a troop of cavalry from the fort.
They’ve come to escert us into Fort Benton. And
they’ve come just in time!”

Then Driftwood understood. Those newcomers
were friends, not enemies, and if he’d had any last
doubt it was dispelled as he heard the clear notes
of a bugle above the rattle of gunfire. The shore.
party’s bullets were aimed at the renegade flotilla.
Some of those cavalrymen were even crowding their
mounts out into the river, firing as the horses swam
forward. And renewed hope and a fierce exaltation
was in Eliot Fraser’s face.

“We've got ’em in a cross fire!” he cried. “Give
’em Green River, boys!” That ancient war cry of
the mountain men sounded strange on a steamboat-
er’s lips, but the men got the idea. Rifles began
banging furiously, and other guns still volleyed
from the shore. Chaos was spreading rapidly
through the renegade flotilla, chaos that had voice
in startled curses and wild cries of fear. What had
been an attack was becoming a rout. o

Raiders who’d put their strength against paddles
and oars to keep abreast of the steamboat now put
those paddles to work to try to make an escape,
some even throwing their guns into the river. But
there was no escape for most of them. Steamboat-
ers and cavalrymen alike were seeing to that, Over
the water floated a wild cry: “Hold your fire, sol-
diers, and let us come ashore. We surrender!”

Driftwood heard the bugle again. Boats were be-
ing beached, and as he peered hard, he made out
figures splashing ashore with hands raised high
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His gun was getting heavier, and it seemed to be a
sizable chore to ear back the hammer. And then
the door was bursting inward, and four men were
crowding into the room, firing as they came. Odin
Blade went down before their barrage, and the last
of his men sprawled across him, and the fight was
over. Only then did Driftwood realize that Eliot
Fraser and Captain McDonald and Dr. Hartz were
here. And with them was a tall, gaunt man wear-
ing the badge of Federal law pinned upon his vest
—Marshal Brett Hawthorn.

He supposed he should be glad to see them, Drift-
wood reflected. He supposed he should thank them
for saving his life. Yet this was no moment of
triumph for him, but a time of grim despair. At
long last he’d seen the Warbonnet Saloon. It had
stirred phantom memories, but it hadn’t lifted the
black curtain for him. And now the law was here,
and he’d be made a prisoner. True, he now knew
that he’d been no member of Captain Blade’s ren-
egade gang. Instead he was someone whom Blade
had tried from the first to destroy. But where was
the proof of that? Captain Blade might have had
it, but Blade was dead. :

He lifted resigned eyes to meet the astonished
stare of Brett Hawthorn, and as he looked at that
leather-faced old lawman, Driftwood’s own eyes
widened. Passing a hand across his forehead, he
took two stumbling steps forward. “Dad!” he cried
incoherently. “Dad!”

“Dave, boy!” Marshal Hawthorn muttered. “It
is you! But I knew it was, just as quick as Fraser,
here, described you last night. Gents, meet my son,
Dave Hawthorn, one of the best pilots on the Big
Muddy, and a sort of unofficial deputy of mine this
last year. It was him that first smelled out the fact
that Blade’s bunch was using Fort Benton as their
rendezvous and this Warbonnet Saloon as their
town headquarters. That’s why I told you tonight,
gents, that this place was worth looking over on the
chance of finding Ben Beaumont.”

“I remember . . .” Dave Hawthorn said dazedly.

“When we got wind of the plot to scamp the
Prairie Rose for its cargo, Dave insisted on going
down river to meet the packet and help protect it,”
Marshal Hawthorn explained. “Since you’d never
met Dave, Mr. Fraser, I gave him a letter intro-
ducing himself. I take it he lost it. So this is
Driftwood, the man you found without a memory!”

“But I can remember!” Dave cried.
back to me the minute I saw your face, dad!” Dr.
Hartz, it happened just like you said it might. A
familiar face. ... Beaumont’s didn’t turn the trick.
I'd known him for one of Blade’s bunch here in
Fort Benton. Dad, if I'd only stayed on the packet
till you came aboard last night! In any case, we’ve

“It all came

finished out job. Yonder lies Captain Blade. You
packet men have seen him before.”

“Peckenham!” Dr. Hartz gasped. “So he was an
impostor! That makes it easy to understand who
jostled Hawkins’ trigger finger that night in the
yawl. Peckenham was in that same boat with us.
But you’re hurt, Hawthorn.”

They patched him up right there in that room °
over the Warbonnet, the room where Captain Blade
had plotted his deviltry and come to his end.

“In cases of true amnesia, the patient forgets the
blank interlude as soon as his memory is restored,”
Hartz said. “Yours has been an unusual case from
the start, Dave. You remember everything that
happened on the boat, then?”

“Everything,” Dave Hawthorn said, and his eyes
singled out Eliot Fraser.

Later he had his chance for a moment alone with
the steamboat owner. Marshal Hawthorn had gone
downstairs to answer the questions of saloon pa-
trons who’d heard the shooting, and Dr. Hartz and
Captain McDonald had trooped after him. Dave
Hawthorn looked at Fraser. “Lou—" he began.

“She’s aboard the ship,” Fraser told him. “Last
night I had to lock her in her cabin while the fight
was on. It was the only way I could keep her out
of the thick of it: But I had a minute or two with
her before your father came aboard. She said she
was ashamed to face you, and asked me to tell you
something for her. When you showed her a cer-
tain ring, she was so shocked that she jumped to a
natural conclusion. But she wanted you to know
that after she’d had time to think, it didn’t matter
how you’d come by the ring. She wanted me to

_tell you that she loved you anyway.”

“I found the ring on Wicks,” Driftwood ex-
plained “He must have gotten it from Blade, prob-
ably as his share of the loot of the Cheyenne raid.
We’ll never know the real truth.,” He came to his
feet and found that he could stand. “I’'m going to
slip away,” he said. “Will you tell my father that
I'fl see him later?”

A few minutes later found him out of the War-
bonnet Saloon- and hurrying along the crowded
streets of Fort Benton. He was fired with impa-
tience, and he jostled men rudely, but they saw the
look in his eyes and they smiled and forgave him.
He was running when he came to the landing and
the Prairie Rose and he climbed the gangplank and
the companionways as quickly as a wounded man
could. There was a stretch of deck where he and
Lou had strolled on many a night. There was a rail-
ing where they’d leaned together to watch the stars
reflected in the water and to share a communion of
silence. And that was where he found her now.

THE END.
OOPYRIGHT, 1948, STREET & SMITH PUBLICATIONS, INO.
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down than Red was. They say he’s raaybe the
quickest gun-slinger in the West.”

Jay noticed the way Platte City was holing up.
The crooked plank sidewalks suddenly looked de-
serted. Men were hurriedly leading all harness and
saddle stock off the street until only Clem Durkin’s
shaggy cow pony stood in sight at the rail of the
Montana Bar into which its owner had swaggered.

“Drop down to the Montana, Owen,” Jay said
quietly. “Mention to Clem Durkin that we enforce
a gun-totin’ law. Tell him he’s got fifteen minutes
to check his steel or face a fine. I'll be along directly
to see if he has complied.”

The mayor drew a deep sigh. He thrust out a
pudgy hand. “Luck to you, Jay. I wouldn’t have
blamed you if you’d decided different. You know
what this means to Platte City. There’s a dozen
trail crews in town today, every man hatin’ north-
ern towns an’ folks like us. They’ll tear this place
down to the base logs tonight if . .. if you go under.”

“I savvy,” said Jay. “I'll do my best.”

“I'm bettin’ on you, boy. Clem Durkin may be
fast, but you're the swiftest human I've ever seen
with a gun. You’ll be the one to walk out of the
Montana. It's wrote in the cards.”

“Pass the word around,” Jay told him, “to every-
one who doesn’t want to get hurt to stay away from
the Montana Bar for the next quarter of an hour.
Everyone! You understand?”

“I wisht I could help you, Jay,” Forbes said
huskily. “But I'm an old man. Gun fightin’ ain’t in
my line.”

Jay’s straight mouth twisted slightly in a weary
smile as he watched the mayor hurry away to warn
all neutrals to stay clear of the Montana Bar.

“Gun fightin’ ain’t in my line!” Forbes’ words
rang in Jay’s mind. But, he reflected bitterly, it was
taken for granted that gun fighting was in Jay
Jargo’s line. A sultry resentment tided up in him
that destiny had seen fit to bestow upon him nerves
of steel and a lightning trigger finger.

He arose and looked at himself in a heat-warped
mirror. He stood five feet eleven and weighed one
hundred and eighty-five pounds, though he looked
smaller. The image he saw was that of a lean-
cheeked, bronzed man of twenty-five in clean white
shirt, dark breeches and black, high-heeled boots.
His light-blue eyes, which had once been lazy and
humorous, now held a depth of grimness and knowl-
edge of life beyond his years. He studied his
straight jaw and square lips, searching for the gran-
ite hardness he had seen in all of those men who
slept now in boothill.

He told himself that these merciless signs were
not in his face—yet. But they would come if he
stayed in the game. It was time to quit—if he lived
through this day.

To Jay’s ears came the wailing of a sleepy baby

somewhere in the town; the stamp of idle hoofs
from a mule yard, and the drowsy tinkle of a piano
from the professor’s academy of mmusic drifted
dreamily through the August heat. The jingle of
trace chains and the slam of wheels as the stage
from Ogallala arrived sent a small tide of sound
over the town—accenting its strange and unnatural
quiet.

These homely soiinds were the hallmark of a
peaceful community which aimed to plant its roots
deep in the future. The people of Platte City meant
to remain here after the trail men and their vio-
lence had passed on to other scenes. These were
the reasons why Jay Jargo had worn the badge two
years, guarding with his nerves of ice and his light-
ning gun hand those citizens who had no such
deadly gift to protect themselves.

If he went under today, Platte City, by nightfall,
would be the playground of wild, unbridled men
who would probably burn it to the ground to avenge
fancied wrongs of the past. But if the settlement
rode out this storm its future was assured, for the
trail season was nearing its end. Next year the trail
would swing farther west to avoid the plowed land
and fences that were moving deeper into the plains.
Platte City would sink into the peaceful lethargy
of a farming community as had Abilene, Baxter
Springs, Caldwell and other towns before it.

Jay looked at his reflection in the mirror. “This
will be the last,” he said aloud. “Win or lose!”

He watched Don Stanton cross the dusty street,
escorting a girl who had just arrived on the Ogallala
stage. They were headed for Jay’s office.

Don Stanton was Jay’s best friend. Chunky-
shouldered, vigorous, with merry blue eyes and an
unruly shock of yellow hair, he operated a flourish-
ing little brand up the Platte. He and Jay were
planning on throwing in together in a more am-
bitious cattle venture in the near future, after Jay
laid aside the badge.

A flame kindled in Jay’s eyes as he looked at the
girl. Don had told him that a sister was coming
from Colorado to keep house for him, but Jay
hadn’t expected her to be like this.

Constance Stanton was small and trim, carrying
herself with an easy pride. Her hair, where it
showed beneath her poke bonnet, was a coppery
golden hue. She looked at Platte City with trou-
bled violet eyes, and Jay sensed that she was seeing
only its roughness, and its capacity for violence.

The taut excitement in Don’s demeanor was evi-
dence that he knew about the arrival of Clem Dur-
kin. Jay guessed that the girl also knew, for she
held back, studying him with a remote horror as her
brother ushered her into the office.

“Jay,” Don Stanton said, “this is my sister. Con-
nie, this is Jay Jargo. You know who he is.”
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room was no enemy. It was a man who had defied
all warnings and had rushed through that door to
help him. It was—Don Stanton, his friend.

Don sank to his knees, and Jay could see the fear-
ful blotch of crimson spreading down his friend’s
flannel shirt. Covering the few feet of space with
stiff strides, as though in a nightmare, Jay took
the sagging man in his arms.

Don looked up at him, trying to summon a smile.
“My fault, Jay,” he gasped. “Don’t blame yourself.
Don’t ever do that. You warned me. I should have
knowed better than to come in that door. You did
the right thing. You had to stay alive . . . today.
Take care of ... Connie. Jumpin’ Jupiter ... you
are fast with a gun!”

Then Don Stanton was dead in Jay’s arms.

I1.

Silent, appalled men gathered around and looked
down at them. A stricken scream sounded. Then
Connie Stanton dropped on her knees beside her
dead brother, pushing Jay aside.

“He’s dead! He’s dead!”

Her eyes, big, deep with tragedy, turned on Jay
and he saw the raw disbelief, the pitiful grief there.

“He insisted on following you,” Connie moaned.
“He thought you were so fine—so magnificent. You
and your terrible guns! Your black, awful guns!
Quick-death Jargo! That’s what they call you be-
hind your back. You lived up to your name, didn’t
you?”

Owen Forbes tried to lift her to her feet.
wasn’t Jay's fault—" he began.

“It was my fault,” Jay said, his voice dead, heavy.
“She’s right. I killed him. Me an’ my cursed gun
speed. Too fast! Too fast! I could have waited—
but I didn’t. I was too fast on the trigger.”

He pushed blindly through the bystanders,
walked out of that place. He didn’t see anything in
that saloon. He did not look at Clem Durkin’s body,
which lay soddenly there in the sawdust—dead,
along with the forces of violence he represented.

Jay didn’t see the way women and men of the
town looked at him as he walked woodenly to the
marshal’s office. There was thankfulness in their
eyes. A weight of fear had been lifted from their
minds. They regarded him as their strong shield
which had not failed them in their greatest hour of
need. :

“It

Don Stanton was buried at noon the next day.
Jay stood at the foot of the grave, bare-headed, his
curly dark hair ruffled by the hot wind. His guns
hung in their black holsters at his side.

Connie Stanton, her violet eyes dark with grief,
lifted her pale face toward him once. She looked

at the grim Colts he wore, then bowed her head as
the minister spoke the words of consecration.

The services ended, but Jay remained there, look-
ing down into the open grave. Then he slowly un-
buckled his guns. Kneeling, he gently lowered
them, laid them on Don Stanton’s coffin.

He turned, walked away from there alone. Citi-
zens stared at the two black-handled six-shooters
and black-leather holsters which lay in the grave
and glanced at each other questioningly.

Jay Jargo was burying his deadly guns along with
the body of his friend who had died beneath their
blasting might.

Jay rode out of Platte City two hours later, lead-
ing a pack horse which carried his bedroll and what
few personal belongings he owned. By sundown he
was thirty miles away from the town where he had
enforced the law with unflinching determination.
Within a week he was in Idaho territory. A month
after that he was in Oregon. Winter found him in
Arizona.

He changed his name, calling himself Jack Kling.
At first he hoped whiskey would lull the gnawing
torment in his soul, make him forget. But whis-
key only whetted the keen lash of memory.

He rode roundup for this outfit and that. More
than one rancher, sizing him up and watching the
way he handled himself, offered him something bet-
ter than a drifter’s future if he would stay. But a
fierce restlessness goaded him always onward.

His mouth became a tight line, walling in his
thoughts. He never packed a six-shooter, but men,
for some reason they could not have explained, were
careful to sidestep trouble with him,

Now and then he heard the name of Jay Jargo
mentioned when cowboys in barrooms or bunk-
houses began recalling mighty deeds and stirring
epics of the frontier,

“Jay Jargo must be dead,” a talkative puncher
named Slats Gilroy declared one night at a roundup
wagon on the Nueces River in Texas, where Jay was
working. “Nobody’s seen hide nor hair o’ him since
that day more’'n three years ago, when he rode out
of Platte City, Nebraska, after killin’ Clem Durkin.”

“That must ha’ been a ruckus worth watchin’,” an-
other rider observed. “They say Jargo gave Clem
Durkin first draw an’ beat him to the shot. I seen
Durkin kill a man in Ogallala one day. He was fast,
I'll tell aman. But Jay Jargo must have been chain
lightnin’!”

Jay said nothing. He was accounted as dead, and
his reputation was becoming a legend in the West.
It satisfied him to let Jay Jargo remained buried
along with the two guns he had placed in Don Stan-
ton’s grave.

“Jay Jargo was too fast fer his own good,” Slats
Gilroy was rambling on. “He killed his best friend
that day by bein’ too sudden on the trigger. I
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hawks stood on the store steps, regarding him with
scowls.

“Kind o’ horned into a game where you wasn’t in-
vited, didn’t you, stranger?” Cushman snapped.
“Who are you, anyway?”

“Name of Kling,” Jay said. “Jack Kling. I
horned in because I didn’t think it was exactly polite
for that hombre to start spillin’ lead with his wife
present. She might have got hurt. An’ I saved
your bacon, fella. That jigger meant to ventilate
you, no matter how much lead you poured into him.”

Bart Cushman studied him, and any suspicions he
entertained began to subside. “I reckon you ain’t
acquainted with ’em,” he shrugged, “or you’d know
the girl wasn’t his wife. She’s his sister.
this, maybe you better think twice before drawing
cards in a game in this town. Maybe the stakes are
a little high for you. Connie Stanton acted like she
knew you by the way she spoke. How come?”

The last question was put abruptly, as though
Cushman hoped to take the stranger off guard.

Jay shrugged. “Maybe she saw me some place.
Julesburg, or Cheyenne, or Miles City. I’ve been
around.”

“Footloose, huh?” Cushman said speculatively.
“You've got the earmarks of a man that knows which
way is up. You lookin’ for a job? I pay top wages
an’ the work ain’t tedious.”

“I'll think it over,” Jay drawled. “Give me time

“to brush the saddle burs off me.”

He pushed past them and went into the store.
Bart Cushman followed and warmed himself at
the stove while he continued to study Jay. The two
gunmen crossed the street and entered the biggest of
the two saloons.

Jay beckoned the lanky storeman, who was still
pale and shaken.

“My grub pack is empty, mister,” he said. “I
could use a side of smoke meat an’ all the trimmings.
Did I hear you say smoke meat was five bucks a
-pound? Is that the regular price or just for certain
people?” : '

In the background, Cushman chuckled. “Slocum
hikes the ante on special occasions, Kling. But if
you’re travelin’ on tomorrow he’ll sell to you at
regular cost.”

Jay kept the storekeeper hustling, filling his or-
ders for flour, salt, sugar, coffee and sorghum. He
stuffed the purchases into a heavy canvas grub sack
the storeman furnished. Then, moving to the front
display window, he lifted out the box of marbles and
looked at the price penciled on the bottom of the
cardboard.

“I’'m takin’ the marbles, too,” he said. “Add an-
other dollar to the bill. Also a couple of dozen cans
of condensed milk, along with a couple of bags of
that stick candy you've got on the counter.”

After

The storeman stopped dead in his tracks. Bart
Cushman had been rolling a cigarette. He cast the
makings aside with a sudden oath of fury.

“What in Hades!” Cushman raged. “Are you
buyin’ that grub for the Stantons an’ their kid?”

He caught Jay’s arm, whirling him around. Jay
met that with explosive violence. His fist shot out
and Bart Cushman’s head reeled drunkenly. Step-
ping in, Jay swung again, and Cushman’s bulky body
hit the floor with limp impact. The man lay there
motionless. He was out—colder than Tom Stanton
had been.

1v.

The storekeeper stared, slack-jawed, appalled.
Jay tossed a gold piece on the counter and shoved
the box of marbles into the grub sack, along with
the candy and canned milk.

“Add up the damage, Slocum,” he said icily.

The man tried twice and finally found his voice,
“Stranger,” he whispered hoarsely, “you’re buyin’
a bait of misery. Take my advice an’ light a shuck
out of this country. Cushman will turn his pack
loose on you. Tex Varney is over there in the
saloon, along with Doc Steele an’ the Medicine Kid.
They’re sudden death. Cushman is kingpin in these
parts. You signed your death warrant when you
knuckle-busted him, jest like Tom Stanton did to-
night when he admitted he saw the killin’ of Ed—"

Slocum caught himself and went fearfully silent,
as though realizing he was saying too much.

“Keep talkin’, mister,” Jay said bleakly. “Tom
Stanton mentioned he was an eyewitness to the
murder of a gent named Ed Parker. Who was this
Ed Parker? Speak up, Cushman can’t hear you.
He won’t be interested in anything for another five
minutes.”

Slocum was sweating, but he suddenly got a grip
on his courage. “Ed Parker owned a little spread
up in the basin that Cushman wanted,” he whispered.
“He was shot by Cushman six months ago. Four of
Rimfire’s crew claimed to be eyewitnesses an’ said
it was self-defense on Cushman’s part. But Parker
was shot in the back. Cushman grabbed Parker’s
graze after he was dead, jest like he's grabbed
everything else worth ownin’ in the Hackberry.”

“The law?” Jay questioned.

“Law?” the man said bitterly. ‘“Bart Cushman
has been the law in the Hackberry. The county seat
is ninety miles away, an’ the sheriff draws hush
money from Cushman to stay clear of this range.
Men like me take orders from Cushman, or we’re
pistol whipped and maybe shot. But an honest
prosecuting attorney was elected in this county a
week ago. It’s whispered that he’ll bring a murder
charge against Cushman if he can get enough evi-
dence for an indictment. Up to tonight, nobody
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Dismal Harbor was a bleak spot on the Arctic
coastline far from tourists.

Sergeant Sheridan knew well enough what both- .

ered the young officer, and he sympathized with
him, but his grizzled face betrayed nothing as he
answered: “No orders have been issued regarding
you, Jerry, except to meet all steamers and deport
yourself as a good policeman should.”

“My father joined the force to hunt outlaws and
maintain order,” Jerry roared. “I joined for the
same reason. And what’s happening? Why, the
force is making a drug-store Mounty out of me.
Even the natives are commencing to think I'm good
only for exhibition purposes. It’s enough to make
my father turn over in his grave.”

“Your father was one of the greatcst men the
force - ever knew,” Sheridan said quietly. “He
taught me all I know. One of the things I learned
was to obey orders and not complain.”

“All right,” Jerry said, “I had that coming. But
why is it necessary to have a policeman at Sheedy
Landing? Emigration and customs men have al-
ready examined tourists and their baggage. Noth-
ing ever happens here—"

“Jerry,” the sergeant explained patiently, “the
force built itself a reputation. Imaginative folks
have clothed that reputation with romance. Against
our wishes we policemen have all become romantic,
colorful figures. We stand. for courage, courtesy,
consideration, understanding—all that women and
men, too, like to see in a man.

“We're a tourist attraction,” Jerry said bitterly.

“Part of the time, yes,” admitted Sheridan.
“People see motion pictures of our country and
the force. Or they read books about it. They come
North to see the real thing. If they find -it, they
tell their friends, who in turn come up here. Tour-
ists spend their money and, Jerry, you know what
that money means to a region like this when trap-
ping and mining have been poor.”

“Yes, it’s a lifesaver,” Jerry agreed. “I’'m sorry
I blew off steam. But nothing ever happens here.”

“It was your father’s experience and mine, Jerry,”
Sheridan said, “that anything can happen—any-
where. The famous Loose Leader case happened
out of a clear sky, and had its beginnings in a city,
at that. Another thing, the very fact that an area
is quiet suggests to the criminal that the police are
relaxed—off guard. And that, my boy, is when
things do happen.”

When Constable Jerry Ryan left his immediate
superior officer, his ruffied feelings had been pretty
well soothed. He had to admit Sheridan was right
in every respect. But it didn’t stop Jerry from
wishing things were different. “I didn’t tell the
sergeant so,” he growled, “but I'd like to be told
to go out and get Skookum George and not to come
back empty-handed.” )

In asking for such a patrol, Jerry Ryan was ask-
ing for the toughest assignment a young mounted
policeman could be given.

Several days later the season’s first steamer
whistle sounded. Immediately every Husky at
Sheedy Post bounded to the landing, howling. The
dogs hadn’t forgotten steamer cooks often toss
meaty bones from the galley window. Leading the
pack was Jerry Ryan’s loose leader, Pumeuk.

Jerry walked down to the landing and braced
himself for the ordeal. Some he “pop-off” would
be sure to ask in a loud voice if he had “got his
man yet this year.” Girls would giggle and smile.

A few minutes after, the gangplank thumped the
bank, and Sheedy Post swung into its routine. Dogs
nipped tufts of fur from their fellows; Indians
scowled or summoned hauteur; swarms of mos-
quitoes roared from the swamps and bored into the
fattest legs; and shutters began clicking.

Patiently Jerry posed with breathless young girls
and buxom matrons. He answered questions by the
score, and was just explaining that trappers some-
tim‘es wear rubbers over their moccasins in wet
weather when he saw her.

The girl who was just coming down the gang-
plank -had dark hair and the fresh, peach-bloom
look that comes from living in a rainy country.
“She’s more than pretty, too,” Jerry decided; “she’s
plenty smart. That curly black hair doesn’t cover
an empty head.” It seemed to him there was a hint
of unhappiness in her brown eyesg, but her smile
was friendly and cheerful.

She stood a little to the side, and as soon as Ryan
was free she came over to him.

“I'm Ann Deering,” she explained, “and I'm doing
a book and sketches of the force—stalking local
color to its lair. I may remain only a week or two,
or I might stay on until snow flies. It all depends on
how much material I find. Meanwhile, I wonder
if you could suggest a place for me to live?”

“Mrs. McLeod, the factor’s wife, will take you
in,” Jerry answered. “You'll have to eat with the
family, though—pot luck.”

“I’'ll love that,” Ann assured him. “Now one
more question: Am I right in believing that Ser-
geant Sheridan is full of stories of the force?”

“Yes,” Jerry replied, “that’s true. But it’s hard
to get him to talk.”

“And there’s so much I want to know,” the girl
said with a rueful smile that won Jerry completely.
“I won’t bother you until the steamer’s gone, but
after that I'll be a regular pest.”

“You couldn’t be,” the constable said gallantly.

After the tourists drifted on, Jerry returned to
the barracks to report. “There’s a nice-looking girl
doing a book on the force,” he told the sergeant.
“She wants to talk to you.”
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‘Jerry passed the McLeod home late that afternoon
he heard a typewriter clacking.

Early the following morning Jerry was awakened
by an excited native. He managed to calm the fel-
Igw somewhat, then took him to Sheridan’s office.

“This man was coming down Wolverine Creek
late yesterday afternoon,” he explained. “His dogs
turned into a camp he had often made, then began
to whimper. He investigated and found Ailing
Angus dead. He touched nothing.”

“Was Angus murdered?” asked Sheridan,

“Yes. Shot,” Jerry replied. “And don’t forget
he was afraid of Wolf Dog.”

“I'm not forgetting,” Sheridan said, “but it’s fif-
teen miles from here.” He scratched his head
thoughtfully. “What’s the longest time the beggar
has been out of our sight?”

“Four hours,” Jerry replied. “Night before last
when I spent the evening with the McLeods.”

“The McLeods?” Sheridan queried, his eyes
twinkling.

“Ann Deering, then,” Jerry confessed. “Wolf
Dog sat on his cabin steps until a while before dusk.
Then he went inside and I saw sparks come from
his chimney about eleven o’clock, when he put on
more wood.”

“He’d have had to average seven and a half miles
an hour,” Sheridan said. “It can’t be done.”

Sheridan called in several natives to act as pack-
ers, then he led the way to the scene of the crime.
Jerry took one side of Wolverine Creek and the ser-
geant the other. Each searched for signs that might
indicate the murderer, but found none. The ser-
geant had argued that only a native trailer could
Iocate the fleeing Angus when Jerry had suggested
locating him. Now Sheridan was convinced that
not only had a real trailer located Angus, but the
man had done a sweet job covering his tracks.

They found Ailing Angus sprawled on his face.
His two pack dogs were chained to nearby trees,
and his sleeping bag covered him from his hips
down.

“Angus’ suspicions were aroused,” Jerry said.
“He started to crawl from the bag, and was shot.”

“Head wound,” Sheridan said. “But he didn’t die
instantly. Look here.”

Angus’ dying act had been an effort to accuse his
slayer. He had tried to scrawl a message on the
moist earth in front of him. The sharp-pointed stick
was still clutched in his fingers. The message read:

Wolf Dog kill I know dog Smoky smell. . . .

The message ended in a series of jerks as strength
had drained from the native’s stout body.

“Not too clear,” Sheridan observed, “but clear
enough to anyone who knew Angus and his dogs.”

“As I get it, Angus’ dog, Smoky, hated Wolf
Dog,” said Jerry, “and Smoky scented his enemy a

few seconds before the shot was fired and let his
master know it.”

“That’s right,” Sheridan agreed. “And plenty
good evidence for us, but not worth a hang in court.
Still, how could he do it in the space of four hours?
We've got to look facts in the face. I've never
known of a man who could make that time in this
country. Well, let’s pack the remains back to the
post.”

The body was placed in the sleeping bag, which
was loaded onto a stretcher, and the men began the
long trek back. There would be weeping and wail-
ing in the native quarter in the days to come.

“Anyway, you and I were the only men to read
that message,” Sheridan said. Jerry nodded. They
had kept the natives back until the investigation
had been completed. “Most of them can’t read any-
way. We don’t want it gossiped about that Wolf
Dog is the murderer. Some of Angus’ friends might
go out for a bit of native revenge.”

II1,

Jerry kept a strong grip on Smoky as they ap-
proached Sheedy Post. He purposely passed close
to Wolf Dog’s cabin, and, as he expected, the dog
leaped and snarled in an effort to reach the structure.

Wolf Dog came to the door and stared at the dog.
The native wasn’t one to dodge an issue. No doubt
he reasoned that sooner or later the settlement was
bound to discover that Smoky didn’t like him.

“The dog accuses,” Sheridan observed. “I’ll bet
Wolf Dog will kill it before the week’s ended.”

“I don’t think so,” Jerry argued in a low tone.
“It’s the thing we’d naturally expect. Wolf Dog
does the unexpected.” He grinned and shook his
head. “And only a few days ago I was saying noth-
ing ever happened at Sheedy Post.”

Funeral services for Ailing Angus were held the
following day, and when the period of mourning
ended and natives thought less of their loss and
more of justice, Jerry sensed a changed attitude in
their manner. Murder had come to Sheedy Post
for the first time in the memory of the oldest man.
They were asking what the Yellow-legs were doing
about it. Hadn’t they been told the force was in-
fallible? Didn’t the force pursue a killer, or even
robber, the length and breadth of the Dominion?
And didn’t these same Yellow-legs keep constantly
at it until the outlaw was brought to the barracks a
prisoner?

And didn’t the promise of relentless pursuit hold
many bad natives in check? The answer, they had
been taught, was invariably yes. And yet Sergeant
Sheridan and Constable Ryan were doing nothing.

Not only that, but word reached the post by moc-
casin telegraph that natives all the way to the Arctic
were asking the same question. Skookum George,

\ -
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who robbed natives and whites alike, was free. True,
he shifted constantly, and appeared where least ex-
pected. True, also, he was a man of tremendous
strength and capable of covering great distances.
But where were the police? And why didn’t they
employ bigger men, who could travel faster and run
the outlaw white man to earth?

Jerry Ryan heard all this. Sometimes it came
from friendly natives. Often he picked up snatches
of conversation as the matter was discussed in
dialect.

“We’ve got to land Skookum George this winter,”
Sheridan declared when Jerry related what he had
heard. “We could arrest Wolf Dog, but it would
only be a gesture. If we had to release him for lack
of evidence, our position would be even worse. And
I'm hoping that beggar will lead us to something
important.” .

As tourist steamers arrived and departed, and
Wolf Dog’s supply of furs dwindled, Jerry expected
the native to vanish, but he remained in his cabin,
or took long walks in the hills to retain the strength
of wind and hardness of muscle so necessary to his
way of life.

“I think he’ll disappear shortly after a steamer
arrives,” Sheridan told Jerry in late summer. “As
I reason it, the fellow is expecting something or
someone to arrive. That’s why he was comparing
faces with the snapshot he swallowed.”

“He won’t go down Big River, either,” Jerry said.
“Chances are he’ll follow Little River down to the
Crooked Lakes country.”

“That’s it,” agreed Sheridan. With the patience
of a man who relies on hard work and much thought
rather than luck and miracles he had tried to antici-
pate Wolf Dog’s probable action. “As soon as the
boat departs you’ll quietly make your way to Little
River and maintain a thirty-six-hour constant
watch. If Wolf Dog doesn’t show up in that time
you can be reasonably sure he’ll wait for another
boat. You’ll return and follow the routine.”

“I’d better cache grub on Little River,” Jerry sug-
gested, “so that I can follow him if I have to.”

“Yes, grub and sleeping bag,” Sheridan said.

“By the way,” Jerry reminded, “keep an eye on
Pumeuk. Her pups will be almost worth their
weight in gold when they arrive.”

Sheridan nodded. Jerry was breeding a special
strain of dog for police trail work, a breed that
could carry heavy loads long distances and make
good time. He was blending the best in the wolf
with the domestic strain, and the expected litter,
both hoped, would prove to be the post’s greatest
team.

The two policemen were sitting in Sheridan’s of-
fice one afternoon when Ann Deering arrived.

“Busy?” she asked, hesitating at the door.

‘(No”’
down.”

“I’m wondering if I have the facts of the Markel
case correct,” Ann said.

“Let’s hear,” suggested Sheridan.

The. girl' read from her notebook: “Sergeant
Trent, after two months’ pursuit, cornered his man
at Graham Portage. The portage was deserted, ex-
cept for a dead Indian woman and her child, a boy
of seven. In Trent’s opinion the boy was dying. If
he remained to nurse the child, Markel, the outlaw,
would make good his escape. He probably would
kill others before the police trapped him again.
Trent’s problem was to weigh the situation and
make a decision. Should he remain with a child
almost certain to die? Or should he leave the child,
arrest Markel, and probably save one or more lives
of men in good health? Sergeant Trent remained
with the child, which lived because of his care.
Markel wasn’t arrested until two years later, during
which time he killed two men.”

“That’s a true account,” the sergeant told Ann.

“I’ll enlarge on it, of course,” said the girl. “The
readers should know the native boy grew to man-
hood, was educated, and became a doctor, who
worked among his people and died a hero’s death
fighting an epidemic among them.”

“How’s the book? About done?”

“The outline is complete,” she said. “Now I have
to put it into shape. I'll make some sketches as soon
as snow flies. I want winter scenes, too. Are you
sure there isn’t a chance of including the Loose
Leader case?”

“None in the world,” Sheridan told her flatly.

“But,” she persisted, “if I managed to learn about
it through other sources, could I publish it?”

Jerry had never seen Sheridan more serious. “We
couldn’t stop you,” he said. “It would be entirely
up to your conscience.”

“Yes, of course,” the girl agreed.

Returning to her room, Ann put a copy of her
outline into an envelope, which she placed in a
waterproof bag. Then she gathered up her sketch-
ing material and walked over to Wolf Dog’s cabin.
She knocked and the native came out.

“I want to sketch you,” she said.
the doorway.” _

“You brought what he wants?” Wolf Dog asked
in a low voice.

“Yes,” she said, “in this waterproof bag. It took
a long time.”

During the sketching she managed to hand him
the waterproof bag without being observed. She
didn’t ask when he would leave Sheedy Post, nor
did Wolf Dog tell her. She finished the sketch and
returned to the McLeods. .

Jerry Ryan dropped in that evening. McLeod
greeted him warmly and prepared to sit in the par-

Sheridan answered. “Come in and sit

“Standing in
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the odor. He pulled the old trick—doubled back
in the hope of picking up a following trail.”

Wolf Dog continued on to the river bank and
studied the ground, rocks and even water. Conclud-
ing, with evident reluctance, that he wasn’t being
followed, the man finally disappeared.

Still Jerry remained under cover. A half-hour
later Wolf Dog was there again, emerging with sin-
ister silence from the brush. As before, he looked
for a following trail. This time he was convinced
no one was following. He swung off at a pace which
proved he was out to make up lost time.

Jerry followed, making no effort to cover his
tracks. If he had taken time for caution, he would
have been hopelessly outdistanced. When night
came he made a fireless camp. Groping his way
through the darkness to a nearby ridge, Jerry stud-
ied the lower country. No gleam of campfire broke
the solid darkness. Not even a reflection against a
wall.

Forty-eight hours passed before Jerry sighted the
native. Wolf Dog had taken the precaution of
studying the country ahead before venturing across
an open area. And it was well he did. Momentarily
Wolf Dog was outlined against a bold clef about
two miles ahead.

A half hour after the native vanished, Jerry
crossed the open stretch. He forged ahead at top
speed, and saw Wolf Dog making a campfire. The
man had chosen his spot well. Dense thickets pre-
vented the light from visibility unless a man was
within a hundred yards of the spot. A curve in the
stream concealed the fire from anyone upstream who
might look down.

After watching for several minutes, Jerry started
to retreat. The breeze, which had stirred the trees
and added to the roar of the nearby river, suddenly
died down. A branch fell nearby, clearly audible
above the sound of flowing water. Wolf Dog looked
up quickly, identified the sound, and continued his
cooking.

Jerry decided he had better remain where he was
until the breeze came again. The native was infer-
nally clever at catching foreign sounds.

Wolf Dog broiled a steak and topped it off thh
white man’s grub taken from cans. It must have
been the first good meal he had had since leaving
Sheedy Post. Jerry’s mouth watered.

Presently the native opened his pack, brought out
a waterproof bag and opened it. He drew out a
sheaf of papers and began to read. Jerry couldn’t
see what the papers were, but he knew they must
be in English. It proved Wolf Dog could read at
least.

Jerry squinted until his eyes grew tired, but he
couldn’t see what it was held Wolf Dog’s interest.
The fire died down and the native placed his papers
on a rock and began adding sticks of dry wood to

the coals. Wind stirred the trees in a sudden gust,
but Jerry didn't move. His eyes were fixed on the
sheaf of papers. Suddenly the wind caught and
scattered them before Wolf Dog’s huge, sprawling
fingers could catch the fluttering sheets. The na-
tive scurried about, grabbing a sheet here and an-
other there. The gust had died down and several of
the sheets were visible, caught in nearby brush.

“He got ’em all,” Jerry said softly. “All but one.
That was caught by an up draft and carried over the
thicket.”

It was midnight before Jerry retreated to his
pack. He ate some cold food and crawled into his
sleeping bag, but it was hard to sleep. He was try-
ing to imagine where that sheet of paper would blow
after clearing the thicket.

Jerry awakened at daybreak. He was too close to
Wolf Dog’s camp to risk moving about, so he re-
mained in the sleeping bag until the native had time
to break camp, then he breakfasted on cold food and
made up his own pack.

He approached the native’s camp with extreme
caution, until he made sure it was deserted. Then
he shed his pack and prowled about a good hour be-
fore he found the missing sheet of paper. It had
blown along the ground and lodged between two
weeds.

As he read the first two or three lines, his face
sobered.

“Carbon copy of some of Ann’s outline,” he ex-

claimed. “Now how in blazes did he get that?”
Suddenly a number of things became very clear—
odd pieces of the puzzle fitted perfectly into the
general pattern. “I’ve got it,” he said. ‘“Wolf Dog
was looking for Ann. It was her snapshot he swal-
lowed. So that’s what was back of this‘book busi-
ness! It’s hard to believe, but Ann must be—" He
shook his head, finding it difficult to believe what
logically appeared to be a grim fact.
. Jerry folded the sheet carefully, then rolled it
tightly. Opening his pack, he placed the rolled
paper in a bottle where it would escape a possible
wetting. Then he continued the trek. He was con-
vinced now that if he could remain under cover
Wolf Dog would take him straight to Skookum
George or some other badly wanted men. Of one
thing he was certain: Wolf Dog hadn’t journeyed
to Sheedy Post to sell fur to tourists. The native
had had a single purpose in mind—to collect, and
take away, an outline of methods outlaws had used
to escape the police, and the tricks the police had
used to capture them.

“In justice to Ann,” Jerry reflected, “she gave
Wolf Dog nothing that wasn’t common knowledge,
but the deuce of it is, much of it has been forgotten
by the public. Now it’s in compact form to be used
by any outlaw as a convenient textbook on escape.”
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He drifted along during the day, making little -

effort to trail Wolf Dog. He was confident the man
would continue on to Crooked Lakes. Occasionally
he checked on moccasin prints.

Then a turn in the trail brought Jerry to a star-
tling scene. Wolf Dog was crossing the river at
one of the narrow points where water flowed fastest
and swiftest. A rope, fastened to a rock on the op-
posite side, served as the means of ferrying.

The native made no attempt to cross hand over
hand. His pack was too heavy for even his great
strength. Besides, the rope didn’t clear the water
sufficiently. Instead, Wolf Dog made his pack
secure, covered it with a tarp, then with the pack
on his shoulders, stepped into the stream. Clinging
to the rope, he worked his way to deep water. The
current snatched him from the bank, but the rope
drew him to the opposite side as the tumbling water
swept him downward. At times he was almost sub-
merged in white water, but Jerry saw him climb up
the bank, coil the rope, and disappear into the woods.

“A clever trick,” Jerry mused, “and it puts me in
the hole. I'm on the wrong side, and can’t follow
him.” He continued on downstream, hoping to find
a log jam, but sure none existed, since the native
would have used it.

Matching wits against a clever outlaw had stimu-
lated the brain processes of famous man hunters, and
it annoyed Jerry because he didn’t instantly find a
solution for the crossing.

“If I had a pole,” he growled, “hanged if I wouldn’t
try pole vaulting across.” Suddenly he stopped dead
in his tracks. His brain, whipped to its best by
the fact that his man was getting away, suddenly
sparked.

“The pole vault, done flat instead of vertical,
might do it,” he exclaimed.

‘He studied trees as he followed the stream. A
mile below he found what he wanted. He dropped
it, a tall, slim dead tree eighty feet in length. It
rolled down the bank and into the stream. At this
point the river narrowed, entering a canyon about
a quarter mile below.

Jerry floated the tree until the butt lodged against
a boulder, with the top upstream. Making his pack
as compact as possible, he placed it on the tip of
the tree, then pushed off. The current pressed his
body against the tip, swinging the tree outward.
The current tore at him with a thousand fingers.
In midstream he went under again and again in a
smother of white water. Then he was beyond the
center, and the tree was at right angles from the
- bank. He knew now the tip, swinging downward,

would again work toward the bank he had just left.

He freed the pack and struck off, pushing the pack
in front of him and swimming with his legs.

The canyon rushed at him, but he had an ample‘

margin of safety as his feet struck bottom. He

'staggered to the nearest bar, sat down, and caught

his breath.
“Hope I never have to pull that trick again,” he
gasped. “Nearly drowned out there in the middle.”
He dried out and took the trail. Wolf Dog's
tracks were plain, and it wasn’t difficult to follow
them. At dusk he turned in after another cold meal,
and slept soundly.

Jerry took the trail the follewing morning with
visions of being led to Skookum George. He re-
pressed a desire to speed up. He mustn’t become
over-eager and surprise Wolf Dog before the na-
tive’s meeting with the outlaw.

Late that afternoon Jerry topped a ridge, brought
out his binoculars, and looked at the country ahead.
He picked up the native’s figure at last, moving
along at a rapid pace. As he watched, another figure
emerged from the brush.

The two men met and shook hands. The second
one’s face was turned toward Jerry. It was heavily
bearded. The man, himself, was even larger than
Wolf Dog. Jerry realized, with a thrill, that he
was looking at Skookum George.

It would take a bit of doing, he decided, to arrest
that pair and bring them to Sheedy Post, but it was
an opportunity no Mounty had had since the big
white man had started on his life of crime. Ser-
geant Sheridan had estimated that Skookum George
must have taken at least a hundred pounds of gold
in his robberies, perhaps considerably more. It
would be cached conveniently.

Suddenly Skookum George turned, his elbows ex-
tending outward. Jerry froze. He knew from the
man’s position he was examining the country
through binoculars. A good three minutes elapsed
before the outlaw again turned to Wolf Dog. The
two talked briefly, then the white man led off at a
swift pace.

Jerry didn’t get within striking distance of the
pair that day, nor the next. He kept increasing his
pace until he was afraid of walking into an ambush,
but still they remained ahead. He slept short hours
and worked long days, and the pace began to tell
on him.

Dropping into a valley formed by a creek which

. fed Little River, Jerry came face to face with a

young squaw. Her face was bruised, and she seemed
to move about in a daze. Jerry stopped.

“What’s wrong?” he asked sharply.

“My little boy,” the woman sobbed. “Him out on
island.” She pointed to a slim figure standing at
the water’s edge. The island split the river in half,
and the current roared along on either side.

“How’d he get out there?”

“Big Indian come,” she explained. “He hit me
with fist. Everything black. I wake up and look
'round and then I see my little boy out there.”



RYAN OF THE MOUNTED

“How’d he get there?” Jerry asked sharply.

“I show you.” She led the way to a canoe.
had been smashed beyond all hope of repair.

Jerry saw through the trick clearly. Skookum
George had spotted him through binoculars, and
the pair had tried to shake him off by setting a kill-
ing pace. Not succeeding in that, they had taken
a leaf from the Markel case. Instead of a sick child,
Jerry faced a youngster marooned on an island.
The boy would certainly die if not rescued. Ann
Deering’s notes were paying dividends already.

Jerry looked into the mother’s anxious eyes. In-
stead of the sublime faith most natives had when
they brought their troubles to the force, this
wretched woman was filled with doubt and fear.
Jerry swore softly as he thought of Skookum
George and Wolf Dog vanishing downstream, then
he smiled at the squaw.

“Don’t worry,” he told her. “I'll get the boy off.
Remember, when you’re in trouble, always come to
the Yellow-legs. They’ll never fail you.”

It

V.

No raft would live to cross the water to the island
and return. Rafts move too slowly. Jerry knew it
was up to him to build a canoe—and build it from
the materials he had on hand. The squaw, he
learned, had come down the creek some thirty miles
to fish at the mouth. Because her mate was in the
ipper country hunting she had brought the boy
along.

When Jerry questioned her she explained that
the canoe was the only one they had, and that no
other families lived near them. Jerry located a dry
tree, cut it down and chopped out a section, which
he directed the squaw to split.

While she was thus engaged he made his way to
the nearest moose pasture. It was an easy matter
to kill a big bull with his service revolver. Skin-
ning it was a tougher problem, but he managed it,
shifting the carcass with the aid of the leverage of
a long pole.

He staggered back to the river with the raw skin
and put the squaw to work cleaning it. Meanwhile
he set about building a boat frame, securing the
various pieces with rawhide. He and the squaw
took turns that night keeping a fire going to re-
assure the boy.

Jerry crossed to the island late the following
afternoon, and found the boy hungry, but un-
harmed.

“Who brought you over?” Jerry asked the young-
ster. “Indian or white man?”

“Big Indian,” the boy replied. “Him stay. Watch
trail. White man go.” He pointed downstream.

“I see,” Jerry said thoughtfully. “He knew I
was coming, then he swung into action against you.”
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Jerry turned the boy over to his mother, then
continued downstream on foot to the nearest vil-
lage, a two-day trek. He went directly to the chief.

“Big white man! Big Indian come through.” It
was a statement and not a query.

The chief, after some hesitation, agreed.

“They’re bad men,” Jerry said. “The Yellow-legs
have come to get them. Tomorrow I want ten of
your finest, bravest young men to go with me and
get this white man and Indian.”

Fear came into the chief’s eyes, but he nodded.
“I will tell them,” he said in slow, halting English.
“They will be ready.”

Jerry heard nothing that night to indicate any-
thing unusual was taking place, but when he awak-
ened in the morning only women and children re-
mained in the village. The men had vanished, to
the oldest man.

“I've found out what I want to know,” Jerry told
himself. “Wolf Dog and Skookum George have put
fear into the hearts of these people. The reputa-
tion of the force is sure on the down grade.” He
shrugged his shoulders. He couldn’t risk failure in
the final attempt to run his quarry to earth. There
was nothing to do but return to Sheedy Post and
prepare for a winter patrol. It wouldn’t be easy to
return empty-handed to face the questioning eyes
of the natives, but it was the only route to ultimate
success. And ultimate success was the base of all
planning.

Sergeant Sheridan was anxiously waiting when
Constable Ryan reported back from his patrol.

“I know it wasn’t easy to turn back,” Sheridan
said, “but it was the smart thing to do. I don’t
know about Skookum George, but Wolf Dog isn’t
above murder, as we well know. Things are bad,
generally. There are many reports of petty thiev-
ing, and some of the bolder natives are raiding fur
caches. There have been three reports of sluice-
box robberies.”

“The others think if Skookum George can get
away with it,” Jerry said, “they can, too.”

“George probably committed some of the recent
sluice-box raids,” Sheridan declared. “It takes time
for a report to reach us. But of this I'm certain:
He’s ready to make a break for the border and he’s”
selected the Sheedy Post region because of rumors
of drug-store police here.” Sheridan paced back

- and forth for several minutes. “And Wolf Dog was

sent to blaze the way.”

“Right!”

“I nearly forgot,” the sergeant said suddenly.
“Pumeuk’s had her pups. They’ll make the great-
est dog team in the world, or I know nothing of
Northern sled dogs.”

Jerry rushed over to the kennel. Pumeuk gazed
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“A needle-in-haystack hunt,” Sheridan suggested.

“Perhaps,” admitted Jerry, “but more likely a still
hunt. And I'll have plenty of assistance.”

“Mighty little assistance you’ll get,” Sheridan pre-
dicted. “When you called for it the last time the
natives vanished into thin air.”

“That’s why I called,” Jerry replied. “I wanted
to know where I stood. I'm counting on a different
breed—Husky dogs. I’'ll want Smoky and five
others, and I'll take Pumeuk along as loose leader.
She knows that country. You'll remember I loaned
her to Constable Stuart when he made a patrol last
winter. We know how Smoky feels about Wolf Dog,
and I'll stake my life on Pumeuk any day in the
week.”

“Have you forgotten her pups?”

“No. I'll take two with me to keep her content-
ed. You'll have to raise the others on a bottle.
The pups won’t vl'reigh much, and except for dog
food I'll travel light.”

Time was short, for the geese and tourists had
already gone south. Jerry packed his dogs, outfit
and sled onto a raft one night and dropped five
miles below Sheedy Post. Sheridan would secretly
notify the steamer captain to pick him up. They
wanted no word leaving Sheedy Post by moccasin
telegraph if they could help it.

Jerry’s parting with Ann had been brief. “I’ll
be back when the job’s finished,” he had said. She
had gone pale, but nodded. She was beginning to
wonder if perhaps her brother wasn’t really Skoo-
kum George. She knew George’s reputation; she
knew Wolf Dog’s, too. She had regarded him as
a means of communication with her brother. Now
she thought he might be a partner in crime. She
knew Jerry was no drug-store Mounty, and she was
afraid either her brother or fiancé might not return.

The real strain, Jerry knew, would be Ann’s. He
would be too busily engaged in matching wits with
Skookum George and Wolf Dog to feel the torture
of uncertainty day after day, week after week.

The steamer whistled, thrust a plank ashore, and
a few minutes later Jerry Ryan, his seven dogs, two
pups, and the outfit were aboard.

“There was a rumor you was on a Little River pa-
trol when 1 left Sheedy Post,” the captain said.
“Not a soul except the sergeant knows you’re down
here. I didn’t know it until I'd cast off my lines.
Then Sheridan told me. Take a good rest, because
you'll need it. You've the toughest days of your life
ahead. Got everything—the medicine, bandages,
snow glasses and the little important things a man
forgets in a hurry?” ,

“I've got everything,” Jerry assured him, “includ-
ing the all-important snow glasses. We get some
blinding light on crisp fall days when it’s clear.”

Jerry unloaded as quietly as he had boarded the

steamer. There were only three passengers aboard,
and these could be trusted. They watched him dis-
solve inito the darkness of the bank, and shook their
heads. None would have relished his job.

At daybreak Jerry studied the mountain passes
high above him. Snow was flying and the snow line
was crawling slowly downward. A film of ice had
formed on nearby pools during the night. Jerry
packed the dogs, slipped the pups into his parka
hood, and climbed to snow line. He chained the
dogs, gave Pumeuk her pups, then went back for
the empty sled.

Darkness caught him three miles below snow line.
He camped and made the remaining distance as soon
as it was light. Snow was falling lightly on the
dogs, and there was depth enough to support the
sled. .

The next two days Jerry spent in relaying the
load over the bad places, locating stretches of snow
and building improvised bridges across the stream,
which was icing over at the upper levels. A week
after leaving the steamer he camped on a creek a
mile from Little River. To the north lay Crooked
Lakes. To the south, far upstream, was the Sheedy
Post country. Somewhere between, Jerry hoped,
were Skookum George and Wolf Dog.

The creek froze that night and failed to thaw the
following day. Jerry walked down to Little River.
It was dropping rapidly, and its surface was cov-
ered with mush ice, brought down from above. The
thermometer had fallen to ten below zero, and a
raw wind howled down from the Arctic.

Taking advantage of the first snowstorm, Jerry
followed Little River a distance of some ten miles.
He kept back a quarter-mile so that anyone follow-
ing the stream wouldn’t notice his tracks. From a
thicket he studied the natives in two small villages.
There was a furtiveness about them born of fear.
Their eyes moved nervously from each others’ faces,
as if friend was afraid to trust friend.

“Wolft Dog isn’t far off,” Jerry reflected. “Their
attitude proves it.”

A second village, five miles downstream, was
seething with excitement when he approached. Two
men, suffering from scurvy and weakness, stood in
the center of the village. Jerry worked his way to
a fringe of brush on the edge of the settlement.
Concealed there, he could see the white breath
coming from the stronger of the pair. It came in
short, sharp puffs, which might indicate either anger
or weakness. _

“Wolf Dog!” the man snarled. “You cleaned out
our grub cache and left us to starve. Took our fur.
Figgered we’d die. But we lived. Got to the river.
We waited until she froze over and crossed.”

Jerry was astounded. The ice was far from safe,
but their crossing was proof of their desperation.

“Shut up!” the other pleaded. “He'll kill us.”
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“We’ll eat at the first good place,” he said.

“What'’s the matter with this—" Deering broke
off, stepped closer, and looked into the Mounty’s
face.

Jerry felt the other’s breath. “What’re you look-

ing at?” he demanded.
trail.”
Deering waved his hand before Jerry’s eyes. The
Mounty made no protest.
“Blind,” the outlaw said.
Wolf Dog! He’s blind.”

“Get up in front and break

“Snow-blind! Hey!

The native bounded to the rear of the sled and
swung his fist against Jerry’s jaw. The impact
lifted the Mounty off his feet, and he collapsed in
a heap. '

“Look out for that dog!” Deering warned. At
the same time he grasped Smoky’s collar.

“I'll fix the dog,” the native snarled.
him up with his chain.”

“Wait!” Deering warned. “Don’t be a fool. We
need this dog’s strength. The load will be plenty
heavy.”

“Plenty heavy!” The words penetrated the fog
engulfing Jerry Ryan. “Plenty heavy with what?”
he vaguely asked himself. Then he knew. They
must be near the gold cache. He realized why Deer-
ing had wanted to slow down.

“Leave this Yellow-legs to me,” Wolf Dog said
thickly. “I'll kill—”

“No, you won’t. I said there’d be no killing at
any time. Do you think I want to be hanged at the
barracks?” Deering demanded sharply. He was
showing the forcefulness of his character for the
first time, revealing traits that had won him the
nickname, Skookum George. “I’ll have none of it.”

“What we do with him?” Wolf Dog asked.

“Leave him here. What can a blind man do? It
will be snowing by tonight, and if he lives to see,
our trail will be gone. Now here’s the plan: We
take what we need and leave the rest.”

“I want that loose leader,” Wolf Dog said. “She’s
plenty smart, and knows a good trail. And I want
Smoky. I'll kill him when we’re through.”

“Keep the weight down,” Deering warned. “Every
pound counts when we travel fast. There’s some
stiff country ahead. We’ll have to take one of the
pups to keep Pumeuk contented. We’ll put her in
harness, too, until we’re sure she won’t come back.”

Jerry heard objects hitting the snow as the two
men cut down the load to bare necessities.” A pup
whimpered and presently Jerry felt its soft, warm
body against his hands. It was strange how quickly
a pup learns a man will take care of him.

A few minutes later Jerry felt Wolf Dog’s hands
going over his clothing looking for weapons. The
native gave the Mounty a parting kick, and a mo-
ment later the whip cracked and a dog howled.

“I'll cut

The silence following the departure of the two
men was thick enough to cut with a knife. After
a while Jerry groped about in the snow on hands
and knees, reclaiming every object that touched
his hands. Here, frozen salmon; there canned
goods; then flour and a piece of bacon. He found
his extra clothing in a bundle, and finally came to
his sleeping bag last. There must have been other
items his hands had missed, but at least he had food
of sorts, and warmth.

He crawled into the bag, taking the pup with him.
Now he was alone with his thoughts. What of
wolves following the dogs’ trail? If he heard them
he would have to stand up and face their snarls,
trusting they wouldn’t attack a man on his feet. If
they did—

“A chapter for Ann’s book,” he said grimly.

The warmth left the land, and he knew the sun
had gone down. Bitter cold came, and during the
night it began snowing. The weight of the snow
was heavy when Jerry awakened in the morning.
The pain in his eyes was less, but he still saw noth-
ing. He kept a bandage across his eyes. He wanted
vision to return as early as possible.

So far, the case was similar to the famed Loose
Leader case of another generation. Jerry wondered
if it would be the same to the final chapter. He
ate food from a can and listened to the hungry
pup’s whimpers.

“Tough, boy,” he said sympathetically. “No
canned milk, no fire to warm it with if I had one.
You’ve got to tighten your belt, and you’re pretty
young for that.”

Now that the pain was less, Jerry could go over
the events of recent days and clear up a few points.
Wolf Dog had managed, somehow, to get into his
pack long enough to find the snow goggles. It was
evident, too, that the native’s willingness to hang
on to the handle bars was to save his own eyes.

“If I'd ever had snow blindness before,” Jerry
reflected, “I wouldn’t have been caught off guard so
easily. But my eyes felt fine until I was laid low.”

The pup’s cries continued throughout the day
and most of the night. Toward dawn, from weak-
ness, no doubt, it stopped whimpering and slept.

Hot breath against his face awakened Jerry. He
thought of wolves and roared. There was a tense
moment, then a tongue licked Jerry’s cheek.
“Pumeuk?” the query was low. It was answered
by a whimper of delight. The pup in the sleeping
bag was growing frantic. Jerry let it out, and a
moment later the pup was filling a long-empty
stomach.

Jerry’s hand groped and found his heap of be-
longings. He located a chain, and then he reached
for Pumeuk’s collar. It was missing. He wasn’t
surprised. She had escaped by pulling her head
through the collar. Jerry took a turn with the chain
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He tied Wolf Dog, then turned his attention to
Deering. The man was breathing again. He kept
gently rubbing his throat with his hand.

“How’d you find us?” he muttered.

“There was one case your sister didn’t include in
her outline,” Jerry said quietly. “The Loose Leader
case. And it’s a good thing Sergeant Sheridan
didn’t give it to her.” He walked over to the sled
and lifted a tarp. Moosehide pokes, stiff with gold,
lay in a tempting pile. “The rest of the loot, eh?”

“Yeah, that’s it,” 'Deering said. “I brought it
over the ice last spring. The breakup caught me
before I could get to Sheedy Post, so I cached it.
That was why I asked you to slow up. I didn’t
want to back-track. We figured we could get past
Sheedy Post and be on our way to the border be-
fore you located us.”

Getting out the first-aid kit, Jerry went to work
on Wolf Dog's wounds. Smoky had slashed both
forearms badly, and there was one small cut on the
throat. It was this cut that broke a man who had
inflicted pain on numerous people in his time. The
fear of fangs ran deep in Wolf Dog.

Jerry freed Pumeuk, and she hurried to feed the
other pup. From now con the two would enjoy reg-
ular meals. When Jerry was ready to take the trail
again Wolf Dog spoke. '

“Ygllow-legs, you’re a fool!” he declared. “You
take us to barracks, and what do you get? Noth-
ing! Just pay. Let us go and we’ll give you gold.”
He nodded toward the sled. “We’ll split three
ways.”

“You're wasting your breath, Wolf Dog,” Deer-
ing said. “This man is one who can’t be bought. I
know. My sister wrote all about him in a letter she
sent along with the outline of her book.”

“She did?” Jerry asked.

“Sure,” Deering said. “You two are pretty much
in love, aren’t you? It’s too bad it had to turn out
this way. This will break her heart. You see, Ryan,
we’re twins. And we’ve always been pretty close.”

“You look older,” commented Jerry.

“It’s this thick, black beard. I'm only twenty-
three,” Deering said. “How old will I be when I
get out? Oh, I know I'm in for it,” he added bit-
terly. “I never got a break in my life, and I don’t
expect it now.” :

“You cried for what you wanted as a kid,” Jerry
suggested, “and got it in the end. Well, you won’t
find a frontier jury moved by tears, I'm afraid.”

“The devil of it is,” Deering went on, “I won’t
have a thin dime for my defense.”

“Get going!” Jerry ordered.

It was snowing again when Constable Jerry Ryan,
Bill Deering and Wolf Dog arrived at Sheedy Post.
Moccasin telegraph had notified everyone of their
approach. Men and women came out of tieir cabins

as the dog team, the loose leader running lightly in
advance, came down the trail.

Jerry glanced at Ann’s cell window as he passed
the barracks. He couldn’t see her face, but he knew
she stood behind a lace curtain, and he imagined
she was tense and tortured. He was feeling no ela-
tion whatever in his hour of triumph. There wasn’t
a man on the force who wouldn’t have gloried in
bringing in Skookum George, but Jerry was almost
sorry he had been successful in his man hunt.

Facing the future without Ann would be a dreary
business. But he saw no reason for changing his
plans. He’d start his fox island and carry-on, but
he knew he’d ask himself again and again, “For
what?”

Jerry stopped in front of the barracks and a breed
took charge of his team. “You bring two pups back,
eh?” he said. “Good. Other pups plenty fat. Pretty
soon give ’em moose meat and dried salmon.”

“And pretty soon, too, they’ll be the finest team
in the North,” Jerry said. He wished they were
grown now. He would take them and strike out to
some remote place and trap foxes alive—stock for
his ranch.

Sergeant Sheridan was waiting for him. His eyes’
glowed with pride as if he were saying to himself:
“I trained him, passed on what his father taught
me.”

Jerry officially reported the completion of his pa-
trol. “In the name of the king,” he said, “I arrested
Skookum George, whose real name is Bill Deering.”

“So he’s her brother,” Sheridan said. ‘“And she’s
such a brave girl. Not a mean streak in her—just
intensely loyal.” He lifted his eyes quickly. “And
the evidence?” ,

“A couple of hundred pounds of gold on the sled,”
Jerry answered. “Two old-timers named Pat and
Mike will show up in time. They’ll testify that
Deering held them up and took their clean-up.
Others who've been robbed should show up this
winter. It won’t take long for the news to travel.”

“And this man, Wolf Dog?”

“Confessed Ailing Angus’ murder,” Jerry said.
“He’s yellow. Now that he’s behind the bars, na-
tives will be coming in to testify against him. He
held a lot of people in fear of revenge.”

“Wolf Dog and Deering are partners?” asked
Sheridan.

Jerry caught the significance of the query. If
the two men were partners, engaged in conspiracy,
then Deering would be tried and probably convicted
of murder. Jerry was glad he could honestly an-
swer the murder charge was something else. Deer-
ing had hired Wolf Dog to go to Sheedy Creek and
get the outline which he hoped would enable him
to reach the border. In return the native received
the fur Deering had stolen in his raids and a por-
tion of the gold that was their only connection.
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“They are separate cases,” Jerry reported. “Now
that Dvering is here and his sister can’t help him,
is there any reason for holding her?”

“Do you think we can get a conviction?” asked
Sheridan.

“What do you think?” Jerry countered.

“Fortunately for her the material she sent her
brother was a matter of record. Oh, I know, in a
round-about way, we might make out a case of aid-
ing a criminal, but when the relationship became
known—well, you know what you’d do if you were
on a jury. I'd do the same, so let’s save the crown
the cost of her trial.”

Jerry’s face showed his relief.

“Can I tell her she’s released?” he asked eagerly.

“Go ahead.”

Jerry went upstairs to the cell. He could see that
Ann’s sketches were complete, and the final draft
of the manuscript was finished. The girl faced him
silently.

“I’m back,” he said.

“Yes. Isaw Bill. Jerry”—she spoke with a catch
in her voice—“he isn’t Skookum George?”

“We've tried to believe otherwise from the first,”
Jerry answered, “but we were sure right along he
was. He made his play for a fortune and lost. I'm
sorry I had to be the one who ran him down.”

She nodded. “Where do you go from here?”

“I’d planned to resign this winter and start my
fox business,” he said. “I had in my mind the
thought of holding myself subject to call by the
force. I'd like to keep my hand in, you know.”

“Yes.”

“So I guess that’s what I'll do,” he said.
do you want to go down?”

“Can’t Bill be brought up?”

“Sure,” he answered.

He shouted down and a few minutes later Bill
Deering came up the stairs. Jerry heard Ann’s sad,
“Oh, Bill,” and that was all he wanted to hear.

Later Sergeant Sheridan went up to lock Deer-
ing in a cell, and once again Jerry heard Ann’s
voice.

“It isn’t much, Bill,” she was saying, “but I'll give
it to the best lawyer I can find. You'll get justice,
Bill. That'’s all. You're all I have in the world,
and I've never deserted you, and I'm not going to
now.”

“It isn’t much,” Bill agreed. “I wonder how much
justice a man can buy with it?”

Then the door closed and Ann, crying softly, hur-
ried outside and across to her room in McLeod’s.
She carried her sketches and script tightly under
her arm.

“Well, Jerry?” Sheridan’s voice was deep with

“Now

sympathy. “You went through with it, all the way,
as I knew you would. But that doesn’t make it
easier. What now, lad?”

“I won’t be needed here until next spring when
the ice goes and the tourists and geese come, and
the judge comes with them,” said Jerry. “I'll quit
now. You're in for a quiet winter. "The natives be-
tween Sheedy Post and Crooked Lakes know the
arm of the law is long. And I think I’ll start now,
taking Smoky and the rest, but leaving Pumeuk
and you to raise the pups,” he said.

Jerry went over to McLeod’s to buy his winter’s
supplies, then upstairs to Ann’s room. She was sit-
ting in a chair, staring at a photo of a twin boy
and girl.

“We were Itke that once,” she said. “Bill was a
lovable boy and everyone spoiled him. He was
never denied a thing. And now—"

“I'm leaving, Ann,” Jerry said. “Starting with
little more than the matches and pocket of salt-we
once mentioned. As for the rest, you see, I brought
your brother to justice. And now I want to see he
gets all the consideration the law allows. I've
thrown my stake into the common pot.”

“Jerry!” Ann exclaimed, and there were tears in
her eyes. . “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“I wanted to,” he said. “Now I’ll know I tried
to do the job right—all the way down the line. The

winter will be tough, but toughness hardens a man,
so I don’t mind.”

“Jerry, I'm going along with a match, an ax and
2 pocketful of salt,” declared Ann. “If it can
toughen a man it can strengthen a woman, too.”
Then she looked at him doubtfully. “But maybe
you don’t want me?”

“Want you?” Jerry asked exultantly. “I’ve never
wanted anything more! Come on, I have a hunch
we’ll find Father O’Shea still up.”

Ann’s smile was radiant. “I’ll come with you as
soon as I wrap my sketches and copy for mailing
to the publisher. It'll go out on the winter mail.”

“And it goes out without the Loose Leader case?”
Jerry asked soberly. “You know now what it is?”

Ann nodded. “Yes. It has to do with a dog who
was faithful to her pups, a Mounty who was snow-
blind—and an outlaw.” She paused, and for a mo-
ment her face was tortured. “And Sergeant Sheri-
dan is right,” she said finally. “It shouldn’t be told.
How different it might have been if he had told it.
Bill might still be out there, going on and on, per-
haps to a murder and hanging in the barracks. I’ll
only be a moment, Jerry.”

“I’ll get hold of Father O’Shea,” Jerry grmned

“And while I'm at it, I’ll stop by and have McLeod
double my order for a full winter’s supplies.”

THE END.
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