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Though at times there was stormy
conflict between father and daughter,
the tie which bound them together was
very close. To Ruth the peril in which
he stood had become an obsession. She
must save him at any cost, and she be-
lieved she had found the way to do it.

Sherman Howard was the leader of
the outlaws, yet kept within the law
himself as far as she knew. If he gave
the word for his men to keep ‘their
hands off L C stock the rustlers would
obey him. No longer would there be
cause of strife between these light-fin-
gered riders and Lee Chiswick.

And Sherman Howard had a son who
was a dark, handsome youth with a
merry laugh. Ruth liked Lou Howard
very much. He was wild, of course. She
did not know him well, and there had
been moments when there had flashed
out evidence of moral callousness. But
he had given her to unders;a'rid that
she was the one woman with influence
enough to keep him straight, and she
was young enough to be attracted by
the thought of snatching so good-look:
ing a brand from the burning.

She had flirted with a lot of boys in
an innocent way, but she did not know
anything about love—unless the emo-
tion she felt for Lou Howard came un-
der that category. At times a strange
feeling flooded her, almost religious in
its intensity, that she had been appoint-
~ ed to save her father by marrying this
young man. It would have to be an
elopement. Afterward Lee Chiswick
and Sherman Howard would shake
hands. Lou had told her he could man-
age his father. She wished she was
sure she loved him.

The last time they had met he had
kissed her. Indignantly she had pushed
him away, but afterward—thinking of
that ardent embrace alone in her room

—she ‘knew her indignation had been
a fraud. She had been chary of favors
to boys. None of them had ever kissed
her like that, with a fire which had
stirred in her reluctant response. .

A young man rode out of the-mes-
quite and flung up a hand in greeting.
She watched him as he cantered for-
ward, flung himself from the saddle,
and strode to meet her. A queer little
thrill ran through her, and after it a
tremor of fear.

“I was afraid you wouldnt come,”
he said.

“I said I would be here,” she remind-
ed him. ‘

“So you did.” He looked at her eager-
ly, boyishly. “Is it going to be yes?”

She nodded. “I think so.”

He reached up to help her from the
horse, but she shook her head. “No, T
can’t stay, more than a minute.”

“You can rest yore saddle-that min-
ute, can't you, honey?”

The. girl knew what he wanted, to
take her in his arms-and make love to
her. She discovered that she did not
want him to do that—not yet, at least.

"“No. I slipped away, and I have to
get back. They’ll miss me.” She asked
abruptly, a wave of color in her cheeks,
“Are you sure you still-want me?”

“Of course. L do.” He frowned up at
her, irritated. He had ridden thirty
miles to meet her and she held him
at arm’s length. “But get down and let
us talk, Ruth. If we're going to get
married—"

“I don’t know you, and you don’t
know me,” she interrupted.

“Course I know you,” he denied.
“You're the prettiest girl in the coun-
ty. I know all about you, and you know
about me. I'm ‘wild about you.”

She slipped from the saddle and stood
beside him. He took her In his arms and
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The crook-nosed man drank the juice
from the can, then fished out a tomato.
“Some,” he assented. “I got to thinkin’
if Tail Holt was any farther off it must
be near somewhere.”

Experimentally, one of the cowboys
murmured, “You come quite a ways?”

The crook-nosed man looked at him.
“Yes, sir, hot and dry,” he drawled, aft-
er shifting his gaze to Sanger.

“That’s right,” the second cowboy
agreed. He was a long-legged man with
a lank lower jaw.

“Sure is,” his companion said. “Well,
I'll be moseyin’, Mile High.”

“Yo tambien, Sid,” the tall man con-
curred promptly, unwinding to his full
height. “I'll take a plug of Horse Shoe,
Sanger.” He followed Sid from the
building.

“Town kinda quiet,” the stranger
said.

“Liable to liven up later,” Sanger
told him.

From where he sat on a counter the
man with the sorreltop could see the
two cowboys looking at his horse.
Words drifted to him.

“Double cinch—Texas man,”
High hazarded.

“Yep. No tenderfoot.”

They bowlegged across the road to
the Golden Nugget.

“Tail Holt takes notice of a strang-
er,” the newcomer mentioned dryly.

Sanger did not answer. His small
black eyes were taking in with a vast
surprise two people who had come into
the store.

“Evening, Miss Chiswick—Lou,” he
greeted them.

Mile

The man he had called Lou drew the

storekeeper aside for a whispered con-
ference. He was wearing new cordu-
roys, fancy top boots, expensive som-
brero, and a purple silk shirt around

-

the neck of which was tied loosely a
polka dot bandanna. On his dark, hand-
some face there was just now a sulky
look. In one keen glance the crook-
nosed man sized him up as a showy,
raffish fellow with no bottom.

The girl held a greater interest. She
had, he guessed, an exciting personal-
ity. In her dark, stormy eyes was the
threat of passion. That she was spoiled
he had no doubt. There was pride in
the lift of the lovely little head above
the young, slim, graceful body.

A snatch of the low-voiced conversa-
tion came to the stranger.

“. .. have Spicer meet us at Ma Pres-
nall’s boarding-house and do the job

. want to get to Tough Nut before
night.” :

Gretna Green business, of course.
Bad medicine for the girl. Probably she
was an undisciplined little devil, but
she was too fine of grain for the man
with whom she was eloping.

“Are you expecting to spend the day
here?”’ she asked her companion.

“I'm fixing things up with Sanger,
Ruth,” the young man answered irri-
tably. “Can’t do it any faster.”

The girl did not reply. She brushed
back impatiently a tendril that had es-
caped from the soft waves of dark hair
disordered by her long ride.

A fusillade of shots came from the
street. The three men moved swiftly to
the door. A rider was galloping down
the dusty road, revolver in hand, wav-
ing a hat in the air.

“Hi-yl! Whoopee! Git outa the way
of Wild Jim Pender,” he yelled.

“Pender on a drunk again,” Sanger
said. “He’s a terror when he has tan-
glefoot aboard. He’s headin’ back down
the street—Lordee, he’s coming in!”

“Hunt cover, Ruth,” her young man
shouted, and vaulted. over a counter.
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urging and pleading. )

An angry oath ripped into her words.
“Have you gone crazy?’ Howard de-
manded, raising his voice. “Think you
can make a fool of me?”

She spoke again, trying to calm him,
but he beat down her talk, anger high
in his manner.

“Not for a minute. You've got to go
through with this. I won’t have it any
other way.”

“Listen, Lou,” she begged, and now
even her words came to the other men
in the store. “It would never do—never.
~ I must have been crazy when I thought
it would. I wasn’t sur'e then, but I know
now.” » .

“But why—why? What have I done
for you to jilt me now?” he urged
stormily. '

“I'm not jilting you.” She flung out
a little gesture that asked for under-
standing. “Can’t you see I've found out
in time to save us both?”

“Save us from what?”’ he demanded,
exasperated. “What'’s it all about? Yes-
terday nothing would do but we-had to
run away.”

“Yesterday I was a fool,” she said
bitterly.

He would not listen. “You can’t do
this crazy thing. Ybu've compromised
yourself. Don’t you see it, you little
idiot? Folks will talk about you. They'll
say—"

Ruth began to lose patience. “Never
mind what they’ll say. I've made up
my mind. I'm going home.”

“You got no right to treat me that
way. I'm not going to stand for it.”

“I'm sorry, but be sensible, Lou. Be
glad I've found out in time.” -

He flung a name at her. She looked
at him for a moment, then turned and
walked up the store.

“My name is Ruth Chiswick,” she

told the man with the rusty hair. “I'm
much obliged to you for looking after

- me.”

“Nothing at all, Miss. I'm a stranger
here—name, Jeff Gray.”

Lou Howard joined them and broke
in curtly, speaking to Ruth. “Let’s get
out where we can be alone and talk this
over.”

“I've nothing more to say to you,”
she said, and there was the sting of a
lash in the low voice.

“Anyhow, I'll have to take You
home,” Howard: snapped.

“No, you won’t take me home,” she
said, her tone cool and hard. “You
won’t ever take me anywhere again.”

Ruth turned to walk from the store,
but instead of doing so stood rigid, her
eyes fixed on two men riding down’the
street. To Howard she said, over her
shoulder, “You'd better light out; my
father is here.” )

The young man took one look at the
dismounting men. “Maybe I had better,
to keep from having trouble with him,”
he faltered..

He left by the side door. The girl
did not even notice him go. ’

“I don’t see how Father could have
found out already,” she said, frowning
in thought. “But that doesn’t matter.
I'll go meet him.”

Sanger spoke. “They’ve tied at the
hitch rack and are going into the Gold-
en Nugget. It’s his foreman Dan Brand
with him.”

Ruth continued to frown. “What are
they going in there for? He never does,
even when he comes to Tail Holt. The
men who patronize it are his enemies.”
She turned to Gray, and he noticed she
was white to the lips. “Unless he is—
looking for trouble.”

“Why would he do that?” the strang-
er asked.
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: ]
down 'into the palm of the other hand.
“You act like you rule the roost. Well,
you don’t. Understand?”

“Yes,” she said, with more humility
than was customary, since her mind
was still full of the crazy thing she had
done.

“You’re too doggoned impulsive.”

“And you are not?” she ventured
with a faint smile.

“I reckon you come by it honestly.
That’s not the point. A young lady has
got to behave different from a man.
Course I understand you were worried
about me, honey, but when I get so I
can’t run my own business I'll ask you
for help. Till then you stay home and
‘tend to yore knitting.”

“A good woman's place is in the
home,” Ruth recited glibly, setting her
mouth to a prim expression. “Her hal-
lowed influence radiates such a -

Lee grinned. “I ought to have wore
you to a frazzle with a hickory limb
when you. was little instead of letting
you have your own way,” he interrupt-
ed. “One of these days you'll get into
trouble because you haven’t been dis-
ciplined.”

“I might,” she admitted simply.

Ruth was still thinking of her esca-
pade with Lou Howard. She could not
understand how it had ever gone so far.
She knew now she did not love him,
never had. That she had not seen
through his shallow weakness earlier
hurt her pride.

“We'll go over to Charley Wong's
restaurant for supper,” Lee Chiswick
said. “Dan is waiting for us over there.”

At the back of the restaurant they
found a bucket of water, a tin pan, a
thin piece of dirty soap, and a roller
towel much the worse for use.

The cattleman called Wong. “This
towel has half of Arizona on it, Char-

ley. Bring a new one—and another piece
of soap.”

The Chinese grinned. “Velly good,”
he said.

Inside the restaurant Dan Brand was
waiting at a table in a corner. Across
the aisle from him sat Gray.

Ruth touched the cattleman on the
arm by way of calling his attention.
“This is Mr. Gray, Father. When that
drunk man came shooting into Sang-
er’s store he looked after me.”

“Looked after you—how?”

“Pushed me back of some sacks of
potatoes and stood in front of me.”

Chiswick offered his hand. “Glad to
meet you, Mr. Gray. I reckon my daugh-
ter has thanked you, but I'll do it
again.” .

“Nothing worth mentioning what I
did, but she thanked me proper,” the
crook-nosed man said dryly.

“Since you haven’t eaten yet, won't
you join us?” the cattleman invited.

Gray moved to the other table.

“My foreman, Dan Brand,” Chiswick
introduced. “Dan, this is Mr. Gray.”

The two men shook hands, estimat-
ing one another with their eyes. Chis-
wick motioned Gray to the vacant
chair beside his daughter.

“Looks like a country of small
ranches,” Gray said presently.

“Yes,” Chiswick confirmed. “Plenty
rough in these hills. Cut up by gulches
and canyons where nesters have set-
tled.”

“Your ranch is lower down?”

“Yes. Runs up from the Sweet Spring
Valley into the hills.”

“From what I heard at the Golden
Nugget I gather the L C is a big outfit.”

“My brand is on a lot of stock—or
was,” the cattleman said grimly.

“Still is,” Brand amended.

“I reckon.” Anger flamed in Chis-
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wick’s tanned face. “Won’'t be long
unless we can stop this big steal that
is going on. These rustlers used to raid
across the line into Old Mexico and run
off herds from the big ranches there.

That was fine, but when the Mexicans’

took to killing off the thieves it wasn’t
so good. Since then the brave boys
have taken to stealing from us ranch-
men in the neighborhood. A few of
them will have to be strung up as a
warning.”

“Better not talk,” advised Brand in
a low voice.

“Why shouldn’t I talk?” Chiswick de-
manded. “This is a free country, and
I've never yet seen the color of the
scoundrel’'s hair that could keep me
from saying my mind.”

“You don’t mean red particularly, do
you, Father?” Ruth asked, slanting im-
pudent eyes at Gray.

The cattleman smiled ruefully. “Fig-

ure of speech, Mr. Gray. No, I don't

mean red.” He turned to his daughter.
“You little minx.”

“None of my business, Mr. Chis-
wick,” Gray said bluntly. “But what
Mr. Brand says is good medicine. Why
talk any more? You've said yore little
piece. I am of opinion that the chuckle-
head who rode in and got filled with
lead did you a considerable service.”

“His chunk sure went out sudden,”
Brand commented. “I wouldn't say
you're not right, Mr. Gray. While Lee
was on the prod I didn't feel anyways
lead-immune myself. They're not bad
boys, in a way of speaking, but they
are some quick on the trigger.”

“No, they're not bad,” Chiswick re-
plied scornfully. “Practically all - of
them are thieves, and some are Kkillers,
and a few have robbed trains and
stages. Maybe forty per cent of them
have shot down Mexican vaqueros who

were defending thelr masters’ herd
But what is a Mexican here and there?
Remember the Alamo! Yes, sir. Just a
bunch of nice cowboys who take no
pleasure in killing unless someone gets
in the way of what they want.”.

Brand shrugged his shoulders and
said nothing.

“Now that’s off your mind, Father,
we might talk of something that doesn’t
excite you so much. How do you hke
our little town, Mr. Gray?”’ -

“This scab town is not ours,” Chis-
wick said. “We do our business in
Tough Nut. There’s no place for an
honest man in Tail Holt.”

“If Mr. Gray thinks of settling here
he might reform the community. Don’t
discourage him, Father,” said Ruth.
“Maybe he is a minister come to look
the field over and finds it ripe for the
harvest.”

“Don’t be impudent, missy,” ordered
Lee. “That’s a fine way to talk to some-
one who has just done you a service.”

“Mr. Gray agrees with you, Father,”
the girl said in a small demure voice.
“He thinks I'm spoiled and ought to be
whipped and sent to bed.”

“He’s right enough, if he did say it.”

“Oh, he said it. Mr. Gray believes in
speaking his mind too.” The girl turn-
ed sweetly to the foreman. “Since we’re
taking a census, Dan, what do you
think about it?”

“About what?”’ }

“About my being whipped and sent
to bed.”

Brand chuckled. “Girl, you take the
cake,” he told her amiably.

“Come clean, Dan,” she insisted.
“This is a public discussion. To whip
or not to whip.”

“I haven't heard anybody do any
discussing except you,” Brand told her
with a grin. “Anyway, I'm no eyeball-
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Chiswick looked at her, started to
speak, then turned on his heel abruptly
and strode out of the room. Ruth knew
why he left. Her attitude lapped at his
resentment and weakened it. He did
not want to forgive her yet, not while
the passionate abhorrence of what she
had done was still hot in him.

During the days that followed he
held his friendship back from her. At
times he was choleric, at times sullen
and distant. Ruth guessed that her at-
tention to his wants and her apparent
humility were a reproach to him. Since
she had a sense of humor; she chuckled
over the situation.
~ “I'm a deceitful little scamp,” she
told her brother Frank, who had heard
the story from Dan Brand. “I'm not
half as humble as I was at first. Here I
go around as if butter wouldn't melt
in my mouth whenever Father is about,
and really I'm begmmng to think it's
sort of fun.”

“Hmp!”. Frank snorted. “I can tell
you someone who won’t think it's fun
if T meet him.”

CHAPTER EIGHT
Coals of Fire on a Red Head

UTH was riding circle
above the rimrock. She
. had come out with her
brothers and the other
WA voqueros to round up
=3 the yearlings for the
= === Broderick order. There
were days when she
liked to put on leggings and pound
through the brush after longhorns.
Her father was of opinion that this
was work unfitted for a woman. Hé
said so frequently. But Ruth could ride
like a Texas brushpopper, and when-
ever the L. C was shorthanded Lee was

grumblingly glad of her help.

She had combed the ridge above and
was coming down an arroyo thick with
prickly pear. Her brother Bob had
been with her, but he had bolted down
a neighboring draw after a small bunch
of hightailing stuff.

Ruth pulled up abruptly. In front of
her .a pebble had rolled down a steep
bank to the path. From the little rock
her eyes traveled up the incline down
which it had come. '

Above the top of a bisnago she saw
a Stetson hat, beneath this a brown
sardonic face.

“Buenos dias, sefiorita,”
drawled.

The girl stared at the owner of that
voice, the man-who had called himself
Jeff Gray.

“What are you doing here?”’ she ask-
ed, and answered her own question:
“You are lying in wait to kill my
father!”

He slithered down the scarred slope,
to face a little revolver that had some-
how jumped to her hand.

“We'll talk about that,” he said, a
smile on his face.

“We’'ll talk about nothing,” she cned
anger aflame in her eyes. ‘“You light out
of here, you dirty killer, or I'll call my
brothers.”

“Why would I want to kill Lee Chis-
wick when I had never seen him be-
fore?” he asked, paying no ‘attention
at all to the weapon in her hand.

“For money,” she told him contemp-
tuously. “His enemies sent. for you to
do the murder they were afraid to do
themselves.”

He shook his head. “I'm a stranger
here. I don’t know Howard or any of
his crowd. Besides, that gang doesn’t
need an outsider to do its bushwhack-
ing. They have plenty of bull rattlers

a cool voice
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at Dead Horse Crossing.”

There was something to that idea,
Chiswick conceded.

“Only I'll go with you, not Dan,” in-
sisted Frank. “If our enemies are after
you I have something to say about it,
haven’t 1?”

“Everybody seems to have more to
say than I,” tRe father grunted.

“We might as well start,” Frank
grinned.

" “All right,” Lee yielded. “Come along
if you'd feel better about it. You can
join the trail herd later like you say.”

The Chiswicks rode up to the rim-
rock and skirted the edge of it until
they reached a break. Through this
they climbed to the lip of the park
where the line camp lay. From the
chimney of the cabin a thin trickle of
smoke drifted.

“Pat is probably line-riding and has
left this fellow alone,” Frank said.

As they drew closer Lee hulloed the
house. From the boulder field back of
it an echo came back to them. No other
answer sounded. A second time he
shouted, still without response.

“Get your gun out, boy,” he ordered
grimly. “I don’t like this.”

He swung from the saddle and drew
the rifle attached to it. Frank dismount-
ed hurriedly, his horse between him
and the house.

The two men worked toward the
cabin, using their horses to screen
them as much as possible from any
sharpshooters who might be in the
building or among the rocks above. No-
body stirred except themselves.

Lee maneuvered close to the door,
then made a bolt for it. His son was in-
side scarce a second later. The cabin
was empty.

“Where’s the fellow gone?”
asked.

Lee

“I reckon he wasn’t as bad hurt as
he was making out,” Frank said.

‘“What'’s this?”

Lee picked a piece of wrapping pa-
per from the table. He read aloud some-
thing that had been scrawled on it with
a pencil. “Much obliged, Doc, for fiz-
ing my leg. See you later maybe.”

Frank looked over his shoulder. “He
lit out after Pat left this morning,” he
said.

“Looks like.”

“Maybe he was scared you wouldn't
believe his story and figured he had
better take to the brush.”

“Might be that. Anyway, if he had
been an honest man he would have
stayed. He came to kill me. I'd like to
know who sent him.”

“I reckon you’ve got a lot of enemies
from the old days,” Frank said.

“0ld days and new days both,” Lee
agreed ruefully.

“"Someone outside gave a shout.
Frank looked out of the window. Pat
Sorley was riding toward the cabin.

Lee walked to the door. “Where’s
that fellow Gray gone, Pat?” he asked.

‘“Search me,” the line rider answered.
“He left in the middle of the night. I
found that note on the table when I
wakened. So I rode to the ranch house
to let you know. Thought maybe he
would be down there -lying in the
brush to get you. Miss Ruth told me
you had started here, so I came straight
back.”

“How about his leg?’ Lee asked.
“Was it all a bluff?”

“No. Miss Ruth shot him up. Just a
flesh wound. He could travel with it
some.”

“I reckon we’ll have to start a man
hunt,” the cattleman said harshly. “No
telling who he’ll start sniping at
next.”
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or three come together check up on
that.” ' ’

“I’ll find out what I can,” Frank said.

“Be careful about asking questions,
and don’t get into trouble with these
thieves. If anyone wants to know what
you are doing there say you have come
to meet a buyer we are expecting from
New Mexico.”

Frank cut back to the ranch while
the others rode up the box canyon. It
was already beginning to drizzle when
the posse pushed into the high lands
above the gorge. Before night fell it
was raining steadily. Chiswick made
camp on Stampede Creek, well up to-
ward the headwaters.

All through the night rain poured
down. The campers rose in the morning
wet and stiff. They warmed themselves
at the fire, dried off as best they could,
and saddled as a chill sun broke
through the mist.
~ Chiswick divided his men. One half

of them he sent with Dan Brand to
comb the Flattops. His son Bob and
Sorley stayed with him. They dropped
in on half a dozen mountain ranches on
the far chance they might hear or see
something of the missing stock. The
owners of two or three of these were
away from home. The others showed
no pleasure at sight of the L. C men.’

Lee questioned them sharply. The

answers were either evasive or sulky.
They had no information to give him.
For all he knew his cattle might be
hidden in some gulch or hollow less
than a mile distant.

Late in the day he joined Brand and
his men at an appointed spot. The fore-
man had made a wide sweep of coun-
try without seeing any L C stuff. Wea-
rily the riders returned to the ranch,
getting in late at night.

Ruth knew from her father’s dejec-
tion that they had been unsuccessful.
She waited until after he had eaten to
ask questions. While he smoked his
pipe he told her of the expedition.

“This fellow Gray was in it,” he said
abruptly, when he had apparently fin-
ished.

She was clearing away the dishes
and turned, slim figure alertly poised,
to find out how he knew.

“Pat had checked up on his horse and
knew the hoofprints,” Chiswick ex-
plained. “They must have sent him
here ahead of them to locate a good
bunch to run off,” )

“And I believed his lies,” Ruth said
bitterly. .

Lee rose and knocked the ashes out
of his pipe. “Going to turn in and get
some sleep,” he said. .

Ruth helped Nelly wash up the
dishes. She went to her room, but not
at once to bed. She was unhappy at this
proof of Jeff Gray’s perfidy.

For the twentieth time she read the
note he had left for Pat: Much obliged
Doc, for fizing my leg. See you later
maybe.

It was an impudent message, she de-
cided, written by a scoundrel who was
jeering at the man who had helped
him. . .
" A hot shame flooded her. He had been
very much in her mind. Even though
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but the wheel and the faro table were
both deserted. Around the poker table
sat six men. Curly and Jeff Gray were
two of them.

To Mile High his companion said,’ out
of the corner of his mouth, “Tail Holt
sure is being honored these days.”

Mile High glanced at Chiswick has-
tily, to see if he had caught the slur.
“What's eatin’ you, Morg?” he said
hastily. “No use raisin’ a rookus.”

Frank finished the beer and moved
away. He heard Norris say, without
troubling to lower his voice, “I was
almin’ to ask him- how his old man is
getting along. putting down the rus-
tlers.”

The tall cowpuncher laughed, then
tried to cover his mirth with a cough.

Chiswick flushed angrily. The rage
was. still simmering in him when he
passed the poker table and met the
bland smile-of Gray.

Out of the back door Frank passed
into.a night roofed by a star-peppered
sky. He cut across a vacant lot and
walked up the narrow dusty road lead-
ing to a crooked canyon the black
mouth of which opened in front of him.
At intervals, on either side, were the
small adobe houses in which the peo-
ple of Tail Holt lived. '

In the shadow of a cottonwood he
saw the figures of a man and a woman
locked in embrace. The murmur of the
man’s low voice reached him as he
passed. At the end of the road, where
it terminated in a narrow trail run-
ning up the canyon, Frank turned and
retraced his steps.

The girl beneath the cottonwood ran
into the adjoining house and the man
came out to the road. He was just be-
hind Chjswick, whistling gaily. His
brisk stride presently brought him
abreast of Frank.

‘“'Lo, fellow. How are cases?” he
asked cheerfully.

His good spirits subsided abruptly.
Lou Howard did not feel like a conquer-
ing hero when he recognized the man
beside him.

“So you're at it again;” Frank said
grimly.

There was a false note of heartiness
in the glib reply of Howard.

“I been wanting to have a talk with
you, Frank,” he said. “I reckon you
have done heard Ruth’s side of the
story. You know her better than I do.
How bossy she is when she gets a no-
tion in her head, and has to have her
own way. I tried to talk her out of this
elopement business, and finally I did
all right. Told her to go home and be-
have like a good girl, which of course
she is, come down to brass tacks.”

“You liar,” Frank said.

Howard bristled. “Looky here. You
can’t talk thataway to me. I won't
stand it for a minute.”

“I am talking that way. I'm telling
you that you're a liar and a yellow cur.
Right now I'm going to whale the life
out of you.”

Frank weighed twenty pounds less
than the other man. In actual physical
strength he was no match for the Tail
Holt loafer, but he yearned to get at
this scamp who had, according to his
view, insulted Ruth and dragged her
name into common talk.

“Don’t you monkey with me, fellow,”
blustered Lou. “My friends will make
you mighty sorry if you try to do me
a meanness.” .

“Put up yore dukes,” Frank ordered.

The larger man backed away protest-
ing that he did not want to fight.

“But you’re going to all the same,”
ingisted Chiswick, and he slapped the

cheek of the other.
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Howard reached for a gun. The fin-
gers of Frank’s left hand closed on his
wrist and twisted the arm. With a yelp
of pain Howard dropped the revolver
to the ground. He broke free and tried
to run. Within a dozen strides Frank
landed on his back and brought him
down.

As he scrambled to his feet Chiswick
crowded him against an adobe wall and
lashed out at his frightened face. Fee-
bly Howard put up his arms to defend
himself. For five minutes he took a
hard drubbing, then collapsed to the
ground.

“For God’s sake, don’t!” he whined.
“I've had enough. You're killing me.”

“I've heard about yore talk,” Frank
panted, still hot with anger. “Listen.
If you ever mention my sister’'s name

again I'll beat you till you can’t stand.” .

He turned on his heel and walked down
the road.

Frank had no feeling of elation at
what he had done, but the fellow would
keep his mouth shut after this.

It would be better to go back to the
rooming-house, Chiswick decided. To
hang around Main Street now would
be asking for trouble. Someone very
likely would take on the quarrel for
Lou. If so, it would be with guns. By
morning a more reasonable point of
view would obtain.

He turned into Main Street down the
alley beside the Golden Nugget. As he
did so, he caught sight of a man at
the hitch rack in front of the gambling-
house. The man was Jeff Gray. Frank
stopped in the shadow and watched
him. .

Gray was examining the hoof of a
horse. He put down the foot of the ani-
mal, glanced swiftly at the door of the
Golden Nugget, and moved to a second

horse tied to the rack. He stooped and *

picked up the left hind leg of the cow
pony. Long and carefully he studied
the hoof, not forgetting to look occa-
sionally in the direction of the door. He
straightened, dusted his hands, and
walked into the Golden Nugget.

On his way to the lodging-house
Frank asked himself questions. The
horses at the hitch rack had been the
ones upon which Morg Norris and Mile
High had ridden into town a little
while ago. What was Gray trying to
find out? Why was he interested in
these horses more than any others?

Frank went to his room and forgot
the incident. Very likely it had no im-
portance.

Five minutes later Lou Howard
pushed open the door of the Golden
Nugget and moved, feet dragging, to
the bar.

“Gimme a drink-a stiff one,” he or-
dered.

The bartender stared at his. bruised
and bleeding face. ‘“Holy mackerel!
You been tangling with a grizzly, Lou?”’ -

“He jumped me—when I wasn’t look-
ing,” Howard said, almost weeping
with self-pity. .

“Who jumped you?”’ Morgan Norris
asked.

“Frank Chiswick. That's who.”

“A kid,” Norris jeered.

“No such thing. An’ he lit on my back
while I was walking down the road,
then beat me up something awful.”

“You sure look like a tiger had claw-
ed you,” Curly said cheerfully. “Frank
certainly worked you over consider-
able.” R

He was immensely pleased. Curly
had just heard the man had been drop-
ping hints about his conquest of Ruth
Chiswick. R

“I hadn't a chance, me being down
and half senseless,” Lou complained,
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shouted up a command: ,Come down
from there, Chiswick, or we’ll shoot
you into a rag doll.”

In a husky voice Frank did not recog-
nize Gray called down an.answer:
“Three of us are up here. We aim' to
hold the fort. Don’t monkey with us
unless a lot of you want to be rubbed
out.”

‘““Who are you?” the same man called
to them.

“L C men,” Gray rephed still in the
heavy voice.

“Send down Chiswick and we'll let
the rest of you go.”

“Go chase . yoreself
brush.”

A bullet crashed up through the floor.
Gray fired one down in the direction
from which it had come. There was a
whispered conference below.

" “Better give up,” the spokesman ad-
vised. “We’ll sure smoke you out.”

Gray played for time. The crowbar
was tearing into the wall. “Will you
promise not to hurt us if we do?”

"“Sure. What would we want to hurt
you for? We got a warrant for the ar-
rest of Chiswick for disturbing the
peace.”

“Give us ume to talk it over.

“Well, hurry up.” And no monkey
business. What's that noise up there?”

There was a rush up the stairs. In
the darkness the defenders had all the
advantage. Gray’s positol whipped the
first man and sent him tumbling back
against the others. Frank drove the
point of the crowbar into the midriff of
another. The attackers fell back in dis-
order. Hurriedly 'ihey scampered out of
the barn. One of them had to be
dragged.

“Back soon,” Gray said grimly. “How
you getting along with that exit hole?”

With the sleeve of his shirt Frank

through the

wiped away the perspiration dripping
into his eyes. It was hot in the hay un-
der the roof. “Give me ten minutes
more,” he panted.

“You don’t get ten minutes,” Gray
told him, and he handed his revolver
to the younger man. “Give me that
crowbar a while.”

With short swift drives the red-hair-
ed man slashed at the wall. The point
of the crowbar went through. The hole
grew larger..

“Why not ten minutes?”’ Frank said.
“Think they'll rush us again?”’

“Not none. They’ll set fire to the hay
below and burn us out.”

“Good God!"”

“The creek is below. We'll drop down
in the brush and slip away—if we're
lucky.”

“And if we’re not?” Frank asked.

His companion pried out an adobe *
brick. “I've been in a lot worse tights
than this,” he said.

“Wish it was lighter, so you -could
see better,” Frank replied; emulating
the coolness of the other.

Gray stooped and worked at a loose
brick with his hands. Someone ran into
the barn. From the top of the stalrway
Chiswick fired.

“Get him?” inquired Gray.

“No. I didn’t really see him— He’s lit
the hay.”

The flame leaped up. Through the
loose floor it caught the hay in the loft.
Frank tried to stamp out the fire. A
brick crashed down from the wall into
the creek outside.

“The hole is big enough,” Gray cried.
“Slide out, fellow.”

“You first,” Chiswick urged.

The smoke was pouring up in great
waves.

“Do as I say,” the older man ordered.

Frank wriggled through and drop-



you are,”
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schooled strength that seemed to reach
out and drew her to him.

After breakfast Gray drew Lee Chis-
wick aside. “Maybe we're figuring this
thing out wrong,” he said. ‘“Maybe
when Kansas let slip Live Oak Canyon
that was just bait for me. Don’t you
reckon you had better leave a guard
at the ranch to look after the women?”

Lee considered this. “No. Men in this
country don’t make war on women.”

Another possibility was in the cattle-
man’s mind, a more likely one, he felt.
Gray might have been sent here to
draw him and his men out of the valley
into the hills to give the rustlers a free
field of operations. But Lee did not be-
lieve it. He had come to the opinion
that the crook-nosed man was a detec-
tive from the cattlemen’s associatiqn.
Anyhow, Chiswick meant to take a
chance on him. A man cannot very
well ride two horses at the same time.

CHAPTER TWENTY

In Live Oak Canyon

RAY rode with Lee
Chiswick at the head
of the little cavalcade.

J “Wish we weren’t

¢t following such a blind
& trail,” he said. “We

don’'t know for sure
. Norris is laying for
smugglers. Or if he is, when or where.

You say it will take five or six hours

to reach the lower mouth of the can-

yon if we have to go round and not
through it. By that time it may be too
late to save these Mexicans.”

“That’s so,” assented Chiswick.

“Why not try the upper entrance to
the canyon first? We could see by the
tracks if Norris’s party has gone in
yet.”

“We might run into them,” Leé said.
“That wouldn’t be so good. Still, we've
got to take a chance. I'm heading for
the upper end of Live Oak now.”

They came into rough country, a wild
jumble of hills and draws which made
for slow and hard going. In the dark-
ness the horses felt their own way.
From the summit of one of the hills
Chiswick pointed down to a gash in
the rock wall facing them. - '

“Canyon Diablo,” he said. “That. was
the Spanish name. We call 1t L1ve Oak
now.”

Gray took the nearness of the canyon
on faith. Not even the rock wall could
be seen.

Chiswick left the rest of his party
in a mesquite draw while he and Gray
rode forward to reconnoiter. - The
younger man carried Dan Brand's rifle,
since he had not one of his own. They
rode cautiously, searching the darkness
in front of them with their eyes as'they
moved forward.

Neither of them saw any sign of an-
other party. Back of a small elevation
fifty yards from the mouth of Live Oak
Canyon they tied their mounts. Very
carefully they covered the remaining
distance. Safely they reached the trail.

“They’re ahead of us.” Gray pomted
to fresh tracks.

They examined the footprmts, strik-
ing matches as they stooped to make
out the impressions. One horse had a
broken front hoof. Another wore very
large shoes and stepped a long way.

“I've seen both of those tracks be-
fore,” Chiswick said.

“The horses that made them belong
to Morg Norris and Mile High,” Gray
replied. ’

Chiswick called to the rest of his
posse and the others joined them.
Brand recovered his rifle from the
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The crook-nosed man took the rope
from the saddle and tied up Howard
swiftly and thoroughly. He left him ly-
ing in an open place on the trail.

A quarter of a mile farther down the
canyon there ran into it a steep rocky
gulch narrow as a Titan’s sword cleft.
Far up this Gray could see two men
and a horse. One of them was riding,
the other clambering along the trail
after him.

He turned up the gulch after them.
The horse took the narrow bed of the
trough like a cat, its muscles standing
out hard as steel while it reached from
one foothold to another. A bullet rico-
chetted from a flat rock above Gray
and plowed into the rubble close to the
front hoofs of the gelding. The sound
of the explosion came down in booming
echoes.

Gray did not stop. He did not answer
the fire. The fugitives were moving
again. They were not looking for a
fight. What they wanted was to reach
the flat country just ahead of them
where they could disappear into some
of the hill folds that .ran down to the
plateau.

The men and the horse vanished
above the brow of the gulch. Gray gave
his mount no rest. He had to reach the
summit while they were still in sight.
The animal he rode was strong and
willing. Heaving with exertion, it came
to the top of the rocky gash. Its rider
had a shaky moment when the horse
clawed its way to level ground.

His glance swept swiftly the country
in front of him. The men had gone. One
of the draws in front of him had swal-
lowed them up. Which one, he could
not guess. :

One point stuck out like a sore
thumb. In this country a man without
a horse was in poor plight. The first

consideration of these fugitives would
be to get another mount. They would
strike for the nearest place where a
pony could be picked up with safety.

The answer struck Jeff Gray almost
with the force of a blow. That nearest
place was the L. C 1 'nch house. Nobody
would be at the ranch except women.
Almost certainly the outlaws would
ride straight to the L C.

Jeff rode to the nearest rise and
looked around. He was surrounded by
a huddle of round-topped hills. The
ranch must be north and east of where
he stood. But how much north and how
far east? All he could do was guess.

Heavy-hearted, he started on his way.
He might lose an, hour or more wander-
ing among the hills, and just now ev-
ery minute counted. One of the two
men he had followed was Morg Norris,
unless he was much mistaken. The fel-
low would be in the vilest of tempers.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Norris Gives Orders

TH spent some anx-
ious restless hours.
She found herself on
the front porch a doz-
en times, her gaze
sweeping . down the
road to look for the

5 returning posse. Re-
peatedly she told herself there was no
need to worry.

She was not at all afraid of treach-
ery. Jeff Gray was no traitor, whatever
other faults he might have. Ruth would
have staked all she had on that.

With Nelly’s help she laid in a supply
of cooked food for the returning war-
riors. Whether successful or the.re-
verse, they would certainly be hungry.
It was Nelly who first saw the ap-
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with him, Nelly,” said Ruth.

Nelly looked at him out of startled
eyes.

“Get a move on you,” he snapped.
“I'm in a hurry.”

While Ruth packed the food they had
just been cooking the outlaw sat astride
a chair in the kitchen with his arm
across the back of it. He watched her
with narrowed eyes, primal fires flam-
ing smokily in them.

The slender grace of her figure, its
fine spirited racehorse look, stirred a
tumult in him. At Tail Holt, the first
time he had ever seen the girl, he had
noticed the way she walked, as though
life, the mere living, sang a song in her
veins. Since that day in town the mem-
ory had come back to him a hundred
times. She was amazingly desirable
and, since she was a woman, could be
won. Of his power over the other sex
he was inordinately vain. If he could
persuade her to marry him he would
be in a strong position to defy Lee Chis-
wick. News of her flirtations had drift-
ed to him more than once. He would
show her a lover not to be resisted.

Kansas came into the kitchen. “I rop-
ed and saddled two cow ponies,” he
said.

“We’'ll need four,” Norris answered.

“Four. What for?” Kansas asked.

“We're going to take these girls with
us.”

The other three in the room stared
at Norris, Kansas with incredulity, the
young women with grippingfear.

“The hell we are,” Kansas retorted.
“You gone crazy from yore wound?”

“They’ll be a protection to us,” Nor-
ris insisted.

“What's eating you, Morg? This
whole country would rise up and wipe
us out. Use yore head.”

The eyes of the killer glittered. He

said softly, “Saddle two more horses.”

Kansas felt a chill run down his
back. “Good God, Morg-"

“Make tracks, fellow,” Norris inter-
rupted.

“Looky here,” Kansas explained, tiny
drops of sweat on his forehead. “Get
me right, Morg. We're friends, you'n’
me. All I'm saying is—" )

“Don’t say it,” Norris cut in again.
“Go saddle the broncs.”

Kansas backed out of the room. “All
right, Morg. All right. Just as you say.
I sure ain’t lookin’ for trouble with
you.”

Ruth said to Norris, keeping her
voice steady with an effort, “You
wouldn’t do that to two girls.”

Scowling at her, he answered harsh-
ly, “Don’t fool yoreself.”

“In this country men respect a de-
cent woman,” she urged desperately,
already aware of the futility of such an
appeal to him.

“I'm not Curly Connor,” he replied
with a hateful smile. “What I want 1
take. You're going with me, under-
stand. Maybe, if you're good, I'll make
you Mrs. Morgan Norris.” His gaze
swept the room. ‘“Where’s the other
wench gone?” he demanded harshly.

Nelly had slipped out of the room a
minute earlier, as inconspicuously as a
shadow. Evenly her mistress said, ‘I
expect she has gone to the smokehouse
for a slab of bacon.”

“You'll have to take some heavier
clothes, both of you,” Norris mention-
ed, accepting the explanation without
question. “Go to yore room and pick
them. I'll drift along with you.”

“I'm not going with you,” Ruth said
firmly. “You must be crazy to suggest
it. Men don’t make war on women. Not
sane men.”

“This won’t be war, honey,” Norris
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“Jumped one of the horses while I was
coming back from the corral. I took a
crack at her and missed.”

The Kkiller looked at the horse and
rider diminishing in the distance.
“Suits me fine,” he said. “I didn’t much
want her along anyhow. But we’ll have
to get going muy pronto. Finish sad-
dling and bring the horses to the
house. We’ll pack the grub on there.”

He went back into the house and into
the bedroom where he had left Ruth
a few moments before.

Ruth was taking something from the
drawer of a desk. She turned quickly,
trying to hide it behind her back.

The outlaw still had the .45 in ‘his
hand. He grinned .hatefully as he cross-
ed the room to her. His left arm he ex-
tended, palm open.

“I'll take that gun, sweetheart, be-
fore you hurt yoreself with it,” he told
her.

Reluctantly she brought her hand
out, slowly, the gun in it. Her fingers
let go of it. The man dropped it in the
drawer from which it had come.

He laughed, with malice. “I train my
women better than that. This time I'll
let it pass without the quirt.”

“I only meant to defend myself with
it,” she said.

“I'll defend you from now on, sweet,”
he jeered. Then, curtly, he snapped at
her, “You got what clothes you’ll
need?”’

“Yes.”

“Enough to keep you warm nights if
we’re on the dodge outside. That's all
you can take.”

Again she pleaded with him. “I don’t
know what all you’ve done, but if you'll
only let us go I'll see you get off. It
would be madness for you to take me.
Don’t you see that?”

“No more of that,” he said harshly.

“We're on our way.”

He took her back to the porch. Kan-
sas was bringing up three saddled
horses. Ruth looked around. She had
to fight down her terror to keep from
getting panicky.

“Where is Nelly?” she asked.

‘““She isn’t going on our picnic,” Nor-
ris said.

“But—you said—" She swallowed,
then tried again. “You haven’t—you
didn’t-"

“The young lady lit out while we
weren’t looking,” Kansas explained. He
was busy packing the horses.

“While you weren’t looking,” Norris
jeered. ““Stand aside. I'll do that pack-
ing. You don’t even know how to tie a
rope.”

After he had adjusted the loads Nor-
ris helped Ruth to the saddle. She did °
not offer any resistance. That would not
do any good. In her heart a hope was
stirring. Nelly would tell her father.
Soon the pursuit would start. The L. C
outfit and its friends would comb the
hills. With them would be riding Jeff
Gray.

Kansas led the way and Norris
brought up the rear. He did not intend
to let this girl escape too.

“Don’t make any mistake,” he warn-
ed. “I'll plug you same as I would a man
if you make a break. I'm that kind of a
bird.”

The riders circled the pasture and’
took the hill trail back of it. As they
topped each rise, all three of them turn-
ed in the saddle and swept the valley
below with their eyes. Presently the
hills enclosed them.

Norris rode up beside the girl. “Don’t
you worry, sweetheart,” he mocked.
“They won't catch us. If they do I'll
make them wish they hadn’t. You're
eloping with a man this time, not a saw-












TO RIDE THE RIVER WITH 65

- His vanity was colossal. It came to
her that perhaps she could play upon
it to save herself. He liked to talk about
his prowess. By flattery she might de-
flect him from the purpose playing in
the shallow surface of his mind. She
made a change of front. :

“What are those laws?”’ she asked.

“I make 'em as I need them,” he
replied.

“But—they’re not all shifting sand,
are they?”

“I do what I want to do. I don’t trust
anybody. When I g~t in a tight I play
my own hand and fight my way out
of it.”

“That last is good,” she said reflec-
tively. “A man ought to be self-reliant.
At any rate you are that.”

“Y’betcha. Nice for you to meet a real
man instead of lah-de-dahs like Lou
Howard,” he boasted. “I aim to show
you how a real guy makes love.”

“Don’t you believe in any moral law
at all?” she asked, looking at him with
critical interest.

“I quit Sunday School a right long
time ago,” he sneered. “Likely you'd
say I was headed for hell.”

She guessed he was proud of his
reputation for evil. §

“They say there is honor among
thieves,” she said. “You would stand
by a friend, wouldn’t you?” )

“How do you know a friend?”

“I know mine,” she answered.

“What about the sapheads you've
flirted with off and on for the past two
years? Would you call them friends,
when you were making them think
they were ace-high with you and they
only stacked up as deuces?” ~

She shook her head, smiling at him
faintly. “I have more sense now than
I had then.”

. “Lemme see. How long is it since you

ran off with Lou Howard and then jilt-
ed him?”’ .

“I'm a reformed character,” she told
him lightly.

“Don’t you get too reformed and we’ll
get along fine. Understand one thing.
I know yore kind. You have to be treat-
ed like a bronc with hell in his neck.
Soon as he finds out who is boss there’s
no more trouble. Until then I keep my
quirt hot.”

“Don’t you think kindness might
work better sometimes?” Ruth inquir-
ed, rather casually.

His crooked smile chilled her. “All
these lads tried kindness with you.
How far did they get? Some of ’em
farther than others, I reckon.” He
waited to give her a chance to protest,
but she did not do so. “Some need the
whip. You can lash sense into them
quicker than you can teach it any other
way.”

“That’'s a confession of failure,”
Ruth said. “I've noticed it often in
horse breakers. The poorer ones, those
not in the front rank, lose patience and
get vicious with the colts; but top
hands keep their heads and break the
animals wisely. From what I've heard,
about you I'd think you were a top
hand, one who would use his brains
with horses—and women too.”

Her words stung him. “I didn’t say
you had to keep quirting after they
learn to answer their master’s voice. I
make ’em know who is in the saddle.”

“Brute force is one way,” Ruth
agreed, a touch of contempt in her
voice. “I suppose it's good enough for
those who don’t know a better one—
How far are we going tonight?”

“We're going to the Walsh cabin,”
he said sulkily. “Maybe we’ll keep go-
ing from there. Haven’t made up my
mind.”
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He resented her dismissal of him as
a second-rater. There was an urge in
him to prove to her that he could win
her on her own terms. He had read
in her manner some current of emotion
not visible on the surface. Was it an
invitation to prove how good a lover
he was, a challenge which implied sur-
render if he could quicken desire in
her? If he could persuade her to marry
him he could wipe the slate clean and
escape the consequences of abducting
her.

They moved along the brow of a hill,
dipped into a canyon, and climbed its
rocky bed to a ledge from which they
looked down into a small park not more
than an eighth of a mile across from
one lip to the opposite one. A log cabin
stood about a stone’s throw below
them. Back of it was a mountain corral.

The horses picked a way down along
a slope of rubble. In front of the cabin
Norris drew up.

He called to Kansas, “We’ll throw off
here a while.”

“What you mean a while?’ Kansas
asked. “Aren’'t we camping here to-
night?”

“No,” Norris snapped.

“Why not?"” the other man persisted.
“We're sure holed up mighty good
here.”

“Because I say so. That reason
enough for you?”

“We're in this together, ain't we?”
Kansas grumbled. “You act like I'm
some dirty Mexican sheepherder.”

‘“You trying to pick on me, fellow?”
Norris demanded, his mouth an ugly
slit.

“Nothing like that, Morg. Seemed to
me this was a good place to roost. No-
body would find us in a thousand
years. No, sir. What's the idea in mov-
ing on?”

“Kinda like this place, Kansas, don’t
you?”’ the other outlaw asked with
silky suavity.

“Looks all right to me,” Kansas said
stubbornly. He added hastily, reading
suspicion in the narrowed eyes of his
companion, “But hell! I don’t care
where we camp.”

“Maybe we could agree for you to
stay here and for us to go on,” suggest-
ed Norris significantly.

“What you mean, Morg? Course I'll
go on if you do.”

“You're so fond of me you'd hate
to split up,” Norris jeered.

“What's eatin’ you, Morg?”’ asked
Kansas unhappily. “I didn’t aim to say
a thing to annoy you.” With the sleeve
of his shirt he brushed away tiny beads
of perspiration from his forehead.

Norris watched the wretched man.
And Ruth watched first one and then
the other. There was something here
she did not understand, an accusation
and a confession. A cold fierce glitter
was shining in the eyes of Norris.

She did not know he was reconstruct-
ing in his mind that scene when he had
come out of the L. C ranch house to see
Nelly flying down the road; figuring
out what there was about it that had
seemed forced and unreal. But to look
at Kansas was enough to tell her the
man was afraid to the marrow. His
face had gone gray, his lips ashen.

“No, you wouldn’t annoy me, Kan-
sas,” sald Norris, low and soft. “You'd
be for me every way from the ace,
wouldn’t you?”

“Yes,” Kansas pleaded, his voice
parched and dry. “I sure would, Morg."”

“You wouldn’t want me to stay here
where nobody could find us in a thou-
sand years, would you?” grinned the
killer.

“Not if you didn’t want to stay.”
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“Good old Kansas, faithful as Old
Dog Tray.”

“You—you got me wrong,
burst out Kansas.

“Maybe so.” Norris continued to
smile. “Well, I'm going to the spring
to fix up this scratch on my arm while
you unsaddle and picket.”

Ruth offered timidly to dress and tie
up the wound. When he refused her
offer she was glad.

Norris sauntered to the spring, con-
triving not to turn his back upon.the
other man. He carried his rifle- with
him.

As soon as he was out of hearing
Kansas spoke to the girl. “Don’t look
this- way,” he said hurriedly, uncinch-
-ing the horse she had been riding. “Act
like I ain’t even talkin’ to you. Keep
a-lookin’ at Morg. He aims to kill me,
because he figures I sent word to yore
paw we would camp here. I did too, by
that girl I helped get away.”

“You helped Nelly get away?” Ruth
said breathlessly. “You -sent word to
father we would be here?”

“Yep. Lemme do the talkin’. Keep
him here long as you can. I'm going
back to hurry up yore friends.”

Ruth wanted to beg him not to leave
her alone with Norris. But his next
words stopped her.

“Morg must be headin’ for Wild
Horse Basin,” the man went on. “I'll
have Lee comb that country thorough.
I got to light out now. Morg is fixin’ to
kill me.” His eyes darted toward the
spring. “I'll be sayin’ adios, Miss.”

. Without touching the stirrup he
flung himself into the saddle and lifted
the horse to a gallop. Not an expert rid-
er, one of his feet failed to find its stir-
rup. He clung to the horn to steady
himself, his fingers dragging on one
of the reins. The pony swerved sharp-

Morg,”

’

67

ly and the man lost his seat. A shoul-
der plowed into the ground when he
struck. Almost instantly he was on his
feet.

The eyes in his chalk face were glaz-
ed with fear. He started for the horse
Norris had been riding.

Before he had taken two steps a
rifle cracked. The body of the running
man pluriged forward as if it had been
flung “rom a catapult. He lay motion-
less.

Ruth caught at the saddle horn of
the horse beside her. For a moment
everything went hazy. ... She saw Nor-
ris moving forward, the rifle in his
hands. He padded toward the prone fig-
ure, his face demoniac.

“You—you’ve killed him,” Ruth cried,
covering her eyes.

He laughed triumphantly. “Surest
thing you know. He was aiming to’run
out on me, to sell me for a peace offer-
ing to Chiswick. Thought he could
hand one like that to Morg Norris, the
dern fool. I figured he would try for
a getaway, and I sure had his number
right. The guy doesn’t live who can
fool me.”

Callously he pushed the body over
with his toe to make sure his victim
was lifeless. “Dead as a stuck shote,”
he pronounced cheerfully. “When yore
uncle Morg cuts loose they don’t even
squeal.” '

The girl looked down at the huddled
body which had been quick with life
only a moment since, and a sick tremor
ran through her. She felt panic rising
to her throat—had to shut her mouth
tight to keep from screaming.

“The lunkhead ought to of known '
better,” he continued. “He was cer-
tainly committing suicide when he set
out to throw me down. Better men
than he ever was have found they had
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“What d’you mean he’s one of the
gang that did this? Lou doesn’t go
around carrying girls up into the hills,
if that’s what happened, though so far
I can’t make head or tail of it.” How-
ard looked reproachfully at the L C
man. “You hadn’t ought to talk that
wild lawless way, Dan. Be reasonable.

First off, tell us the story. Begin at the

beginning. Will you have a drink?”

“I will not,” Brand said curtly. “No
need to begin at the first of it, Sherm.
You know that better than I do. You
found out some Mexican smugglers
were going to run silver through Live
Oak Canyon to Tough Nut. You sent
five of yore gang out to waylay them.”

“Wa-ait a minute, Dan.” Howard
raised a fat hand to stop him. “No such
a thing. Some of the boys headed for
Tough Nut to see the elephant. They
may have gone by way of Live Oak
Canyon.”

“It isn’t more than forty miles off the
direct route to Tough Nut,” Brand said
contemptuously. “Don’t try to load me,
. Sherm. We found two Mexicans they
had rubbed out and the pack mule with
the silver. Yore crowd was still shoot-
in’ when we took a hand.”

“The Mexicans must have attacked
them,” Howard protested. “That would
be the way of it.”

“Sure. When a brush rabbit gets
nerve enough to spit in the eye of a
rattlesnake. Like I said, Lou is our
prisoner. He wilted right off and blab-
bled all he knew. Don’t waste my time
trying to lie. Here’s the nub of it. Two
of yore men slipped away from us up
a side canyon. They cut across to the
L C ranch house and picked up Miss
Ruth. After she had rustled grub for
them they took her with them into the
hills.”

“What two men?”

“Morg Norris and Kansas.”

“I'm not responsible for what that
killer Morg Norris does,” the fat man
burst out.

“Lee holds you responsible. So do
the rest of us. You can’t get away with
that, Sherm. Every decent man in this
county will be against you .in this
thing. If that devil Norris hurts Miss
Ruth you'll be in one hell of a jam.
Don’t think ‘anything else for a min-
ute.” '

The big moon face of Howard was
pallid. The reverse at Live Oak was bad
enough. Not much chance to play in-
nocent with Lou a prisoner. But this
crazy adventure of Morgan Norris was
ruinous. Sherm did not know  which
way to turn. Lee Chiswick hated him
anyhow. If this girl was injured Lee
would go hog-wild. His revenge would
never stop at Norris—not even at Lou
Howard.

“How do you know the girl didn’t
just go for a ride with some of the boys,
Dan?’ suggested Howard. “You know
how she is, kinda—wild—" .

The foreman’s figure stiffened, his
face set. “You’ll drop that kind of talk,
Sherm.”

“I wasn’t goinglto say a thing against
her, Dan, except that she is young and
likes the boys. No harm in that.” How-
ard gestured with his soft plump hands,
urging his point anxiously. “We want
to be reasonable, Dan. I wouldn’t have
had this happen for all the money in
the world—if it has happened. I can’t
believe it. Morg is a good-looking fel-
low. Maybe he just persuaded her to
ride along a ways. If it was Morg. We
want to be sure of that.”

“Morg left a note,” Brand said quiet-
ly. “Besides, the girl who works at the
ranch got away and told us. What's
the sense in trying to fool yoreself?
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“The horses headed up toward that
patch of little pines near the ridge,”
Sorley called to him. “Two of them.
Morg was in a sweat to get away.”

“Yes.” Gray’s voice raised in sudden
excitement. “Come here, Pat. Someone
left a message for us.”

Sorley ran to him. He pointed to
some writing scratched in the sand.
The old man read it aloud slowly:
“Wild Horse Basin.”

“It's meant for us,” Gray said. “Ei-

ther the girl wrote it—or Norris did..

It's signed with her initial, but that
doesn’t mean a thing. The scoundrel
may have left it to fool us. The letters
are done kinda shaky, as if she had
made them in a hurry, on the sly.”

“That’s right,” agreed the line rid-
er. “Norris would have fixed the letters
deeper, so we wouldn't miss seeing
them. I'd say Miss Ruth wrote it.”

“Where is Wild Horse Basin?”’ Gray
asked. i

Sorley pointed to the north. “Up in
the high hills, back thataway. Say, how
would the girl know where he was
heading for?”

“She might have heard him say-or
Kansas may have told her before he
was killed. Likely Kansas made some
move to help her. Morg wouldn’t have
shot him if he khadn't figured the other
fellow was turning against him. Let’s
get going.”

“For Wild Horse Basin?”

“Yes. I have a hunch the girl did that
writing. Morg never - would have
thought of it.”

They carried the body into the cabin
and covered it with two gunny sacks.

The riders followed the trail left by
Norris and his prisoner. Once out of the
park, Sorley waited only to make sure
of the direction taken by those in front
of them. He struck into the hills, dip-

ping across gulches and winding round
the shoulders of elephant humps.

The country grew wilder and more
rugged. Sometimes they were in a re-
gion of stunted pines. More often the
hills were dry and scarred with rock
outcroppings. From the summits they
could see a saw-toothed range lifting
its crest into a sky of violet haze.

Jeff looked at the sky anxiously. In
another hour it would be dark. A pic-
ture jumped to his mind and tortured
him. He saw Ruth Chiswick sitting in’
the glow of a campfire, her eyes fear
filled, panic rising to her throat. He
saw Morg Norris watching her, the tide
of desire sweeping him toward the cli-
max that had been in his thoughts all
day.

Long since they had lost the trail of
the two they were seeking. Sorley was
making straight as he could for Wild
Horse Basin. His hope was to pick up
again the tracks of the horses some-
where in that stretch of broken coun-
try.

The pursuers dropped down into the
basin, came to a little stream tumbling
down through the rocks. Sorley pulled
up his horse.

“No use going any farther,” he said.
“Got to wait till we can see. All we'd do
is get lost if we kept traveling.”

Gray read the despondency in the old
line rider’s voice. What Pat said was
true. They might as well throw off and
make camp.

“There’s one thing,” he said. “If they
came here Norris would camp on a
creek. Maybe on this one, since it’s the
first he would come to in the Basin. You
fix us up something to eat while I drift
along the bank for a ways.”

“Sure,” Pat answered hopelessly.
“Won't do any harm.”

The younger man .swung from the'






TO RIDE THE RIVER WITH %

The slitted eyes of Norris watched
them warily.

“Without a gun and without a horse
he couldn’t do us any harm,” Ruth
urged.

“You don’t turn rattlesnakes loose
because you're afraid of them,” Gray
told her coldly. “You-"

Norris dived for the brush, his lithe
~ body moving fast as a streak of light.
The gun in Gray’s hand roared, and the
bullet plowed into the ground. For
Ruth had struck down his forearm and
was clinging to it with both hands. He
tried to free himself—flung the girl
roughly away. The escaping man was
in the willows. Jeff could see and hear
the violent agitation of the young
sprouts. He fired at the place twice,
then plunged into the thicket after the
bandit.

For a hundred yards he followed the
fugitive. Abruptly he gave up the
chase. He could no longer hear the rus-
tling of foliage. Better get back to the
camp. The fellow might hide, wait till
he had passed, and slip back to the
horses.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Ruth Is in the Doghouse

NGER grew in Jeff
Gray as he swished
back to the camp
through the willows.
By golden luck, he
had found this villain’s
camp and saved Ruth

. from disaster. For

some fool woman’s reason she had in-

terfered to help him escape.

Pat Sorley burst out of the brush
just as Jeff reached the camp. “I heard
shots,” he cried, then caught sight of
Ruth and stopped abruptly, staring at

her. “Glory be, he found you.”

“Yes.” Ruth bit her lip to keep down
a sob.

Gray strode up to her. “What do you
mean by knocking down my arm and
hanging on to me?” he demanded, a
cold contained rage in his voice.

She swallowed a lump in her throat.
“I—couldn’t help it,” she said meekly.

“Couldn’t help it! Don’t be a fool.”

“I couldn’t have you kill him, after—
what T saw him do this afternoon.”
She shuddered. .

“I don’t get this,” Sorley said, look-
ing from one to the other. “You never
in the worlld kept Gray from killin’
this divil when he had a chance, did
you?”’

“That’s just what she did—grabbed
my arm and hung on while he was
making a break to get away,” Jeff said
bitterly. “It seems he had become her
dear friend during the day.”

“Don’t. say that,” Ruth cried. “He’s
an awful man-—inhuman. His face—
when he killed the other man—was like
that of a devil. If you hadn’t come-"

“You hated him so much you couldn’t
bear to have him rubbed out,” Gray
said with a curl of the lip.

“I didn’t want you or Father to kill
him in cold blood while he was unarm-
ed,” she explained in a low voice. “I
saw him do that today—shoot down a
poor man trying to escape from him.
Would I want my friends to be like
him?”

“So you were thinking of us,” Gray
said, his drawl derisively insulting.
“On our account you turned him loose
to kill eight or ten more men. Nice the
way you manage our business. I hope
Lee Chiswick is as grateful to you as I
am.”

He turned his back on the girl and
spoke to Sorley. “Reckon we’d better
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Never would she forget him as he
strode into their camp up the creek an
hour or two ago. ‘

An intense masculinity was emitted
from his person. It rippled through
his smooth hard muscles. It rode in his
bearing. It leaped from his cold gray
eyes. There were times when the shock
of it passed through Ruth’s body in a
wave that left her weak. No matter
how long she lived or whom she met
no other man would ever affect her so.
Of that she was profoundly sure.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
A Friendly Call

g HERM HOWARD was
alone in the house.
He had spent the eve-
ning at the Golden

3 -, home to sleep, but he

Y% %~ knew that was not go-
&g& SRS ing to be possible for
many hours yet. He sat at a table, a
small coal-oil lamp at one corner of it,
looking down savagely at the solitaire
layout in front of him.

He was in a jam and knew it. Fifty
times he had gone over the facts anx-
iously looking for an outlet, and he had
not been able to find one.

Morg Norris was the chief uncertain
quantity. What the man would do
Sherm could only . guess. He was the
dynamite that might blow them all off
the map. If the miscreant injured
Ruth Chiswick the big man knew he
was through as boss of the Tail Holt
wild gang. In the clean-up that would
follow he would be lucky to sneak out
of the country and escape the peniten-
tiary. But if the girl was rescued un-
hurt—especially if she was saved by
one of the posses Sherm had sent out

to hunt Norris down-his position
would be much less dangerous. Thera
was still the Live Oak fiasco to explain,
but he could probably get by on the
story he had told Dan Brand.

Someone of course had carried to Lee
Chiswick information of the impending
holdup at Live Oak Canyon. Sherm was
almost sure Jeff Gray was the man.
From Reynolds he knew that Gray had
been present when Kansas blabbed the
destination of the party, and the red-
headed man had at once disappeared
from town and been absent ever since.
As soon as convenient the fellow must
be rubbed out. Howard had another
urgent reason for this. Information
had come to him about Gray that great-
ly disturbed him.

Howard came to an impasse in the
game, gathered up the cards, and shuf-
fled them. He started to deal, but stop-
ped with a card poised. The outside
door of the house had opened a few
inches. Through the crack a pair of
eyes gleamed. Very little more of the
face could be seen, for the hat was well
pulled down and a bandanna handker-
chief covered the nose and mouth.

Sherm Howard had time for a mo-
ment of fervent regret. How had he
happened to forget to bolt the door,
with his .44 lying in the cupboard a
long five yards away from him?

The door opened farther and a lithe
body slid through the widened crack
into the room. The eyes of the self-in-
vited guest did not lift from his host
while a brown hand closed the door and
pushed home the bolt.

Howard'’s stomach sagged as if from
a weight of ice-cold lead. His mouth
went dry. The man standing with his
back to the door was Morgan Norris.

Norris grinned evilly. “Didn’t expect
me, did you, Sherm? Figured some of





















84 ZANE GREY’'S WESTERN MAGAZINE

swered the man who claimed to be
Doke. “I'll describe Gray to you. Red-
headed—crooked nose—scar on the back
of his hand—medium size.”

“That’s the fellow,” Norris said with
a bitter oath. “So he’s a spy. I knew
he was wrong all the time, but Sherm
wouldn’t listen to me.”

“Gray is dangerous. Don’t make any
mistake about that.”

“But how come he to have that pos-
ter? What's the idea in his claiming to
be you—if you are Doke?”

The hairy man scratched his tousled
head to help him to think. “Search
me. Onless he figured you-all would
have heard of me account of the Texas
and Southern holdup and he was using
my name for a stand-in.”

“That’'s the way I figure it,” Haskins
said. “Easy enough for him to get a
poster printed with his picture on it
claiming to be Clint here. Clint is a
Wyoming man. Not likely he would be
known up in this neck of the woods.”

“Kinda funny at that,” Norris insist-
ed grudgingly. “He comes up here, then
you come. You aren’t hunting U.S. mar-
shals, are you? And Gray—what is he
doing here?”

“I came because Texas was getting
too hot for me,” Doke explained. ‘“Too
many rangers on my tail. So I drifted
this way and fixed it with Howard to
let me hole up while I'm on the dodge.”

“Is it yore idea that Gray came up
here lookin’ for you?”

Doke shook his head. “I'll be dad-
gummed if I know. But he’s got me
scared. That fellow sleeps on the trail
till he gets his man.”

Norris drew a bottle from his hip
pocket and passed it round. All three of
them took a pull at it.

“My feet hurt like all get out, Pete,”
the most recently arrived fugitive said,

embellishing his resentment of the
fact with an oath. “I was afoot for twen-
ty miles. How about lookin’ after my
bronc for me?”

Haskins departed to take care of the
animal. Norris sank into a chair and
drew off his boots. .

“So you're scared of this son-of-a-
gun Gray,” he jeered. )

“Surest thing you know,” admitted
the train robber. “Scared he’ll drag
me back to Texas where old man trou-
ble is sittin’ waiting for me.”

“He’s no bigger than you are behind
a gun, is he?”
~ “Not a mite. I'd as lief stand up and
swap bullets with him if it came to a
showdown. But seems like he always
drags in the guy he starts after.”

“He went after me, but he didn’t get
me,” Norris boasted. :

“Story I've heard is that he set you
afoot without a gun,” Doke told him
maliciously.

The younger man ripped out another
anéry oath. “He had luck. Came outa
the bushes at me and whanged away
before I had a chance. Me, I'm tired of
being hunted. I aim to turn hunter.
This Gray is poison to you, the same as
he is to me. What say we throw in to-
gether and collect him—hang his hide
up to dry?”

Doke slanted a side look at him and
grinned. “They ought to call you Sud-
den Morg. Five minutes ago you hadn’t
made up yore mind whether to cut
loose at me with yore hogleg or not.
Now you’re talking up a partnership.
I'd have to sleep on it first. We don’t
hardly know each other.”

“Sudden Morgue is good,” Norris
said, and broke into jangled laughter.
“I'm in this part of the country for only
a short visit longer, but before I leave
I aim to meet Mr. Jeff Gray and stop
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his clock.”

“We’ll talk about this again,” the
man from Texas said. “If we can find
out where this fellow is roosting and
_if he hasn’t got too many friends
around him I might take chips in yore
game.”

Haskins came into the cabin and
they dropped the subject for the time.

CHAPTER THIRTY
Lou Howard Talks

O THE surprise of Ruth
-~ her father did not
- o blame her for having
i assisted Morgan Nor-
ris to escape. He was
so happy at the fortu-
=< nate termination of
——*===~ her adventure that
there was no room in him for criticism.
Apologetically he defended what she
had done, explaining the reason for it
to Gray.

“Ruth was so nervous and worked
up she didn’t know what she was do-
ing. You saved her. That's the main
point. Someone else will kill the mis-
creant even though you didn’t.”

Gray shrugged his shoulders.

“When I was captain of rangers more
than once I was forced to kill men who
were better dead,” Chiswick said.
“Ruth doesn’t understand that this is
in the day’s work for an officer, that
he doesn’t rub out the scoundrel per-
sonally. You and I know it is the law
wipes him out.”

“So I'm an officer, am I?” Gray coun-
tered.

“Must be. Of course you're under
sealed orders and can’t talk. Probably

7,

you're gathering information. Well,“

when you've got it count on me if you
need help.”

“Much obliged. I may take you up
on that. I'm going to drift to town to-
day, but before I go I want to talk with
young Howard if you don’t mind.”

“I'll have the boys bring him in to
you.” Chiswick rose from the chair
where he had been sitting. “About that
going to town? You mean Tail Holt?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you reckon that would be a
little foolhardy? Sherm Howard must
have a pretty good idea you are respon-
sible for his boys falling down at Live '
Oak.”

Gray smiled. “Some might say it was
foolhardy for you to have gone out into
the brush to collect the Brayton gang
about ten years ago.”

The former captain of rangers drop-
ped the point. He had taken his life
in his hands to run down this bunch
of outlaws. They had killed his oldest
son, a boy of nineteen, a fine lad who
had enlisted in the rangers a month or
two before.

“I didn’t do so good a job,” he said.
“I ‘missed one, the brains of the outfit.
He escaped.”

“I didn’t know that,” Gray replied.
“Left the country, I reckon.”

“Yes. Left Texas and came here.”

“Here?” -

“Unless I've been fooling myself for
years. I'd never met Buck Brayton, so
there’s a chance I'm wrong.”

“Sherm Howard,” Gray guessed.

“Yes. Hope you have better luck and
don't let him slip away.”

“I’ll put my cards on the table, Chis-
wick. No reason -why I shouldn't tell °
you now. I'm a special deputy United
States marshal sent to get evidence
against the outlaws operating around
Tail Holt. I'm pretty nearly ready for
the gather. When I am I'll need you.”

The face of the cattleman lit. “Best
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Gray nodded to Frank. *’S all,” he
said,

The officer stood before the table ab-
sorbed in thought. A light hurried step
sounded in the passage. Gray looked
up, to see’ Ruth at his elbow.

“You're n¢t going to Tail Holt—
alone,” she broke out.

He frowned at her, slowly dragging
back his thoughts to meet the inter-
ruption. “Yes. Why not?”

“Father told me so. You can’t do that.
Don’t you-see you can’'t? Sherm How-
ard knows it was you who told Father
about the Live Oak expedition. He must
know, since he’s not a fool. You won’t
last there an hour.”

“Sherm Howard isn’t God,” he said.
“He hasn’t power over life and death.”

“He has, in Tail Holt. You know that
as well as I do.” Words tumbled from
her pale lips. “When men get in his
way he blots them out. It's not-only
what you've done, thoughthat would
be enough. He must be afraid of what
you're going to do. So he'll play safe
—and order his killers to shoot you.”

He said, smiling at her, “I’'ve been
an officer on the frontier for five years,
and nobody has killed me yet.”

She pushed that from her, the palm
of her hand held upright. ‘“Please,” she
begged. “If you've got to go to town
let some of our riders be with you.”

Jeff Gray felt the enchantment of this
girl grow on him. Fear for his life had
foamed up in her like the surf on a
beach. She was tacitly admitting her
deep concern for his safety. She.was
a lovely young thing quick with life,
and his whole being reached out to her.

His hard face showed nothing of
what he was thinking. Sternly he told
himself not to be a fool about this girl.
His business was with men, not
women.

“Sherm Howard may be a bad man,”
he told her quietly. “But I'm leaving
a hostage here at the ranch. He can’t
hurt me if he thinks yore father would
retaliate on his son.” i

-“I don’t know anything about that,”
she cried wildly. “Maybe some -of his
men would shoot you without waiting
to ask him. Can’t you see how danger-
ous it is?” .

“Most things aren’t dangerous if you
walk straight up to them,” he explain-
ed. “It’'s when you run away from them
they get you.”

“You haven’t any right to throw your
life away. Haven't you a mother—or
sisters?”

“No. I'm a lone wolf.” :

“There must be a woman somewhere
who—cares.”

He flung away discretion and caught
her in his arms. “I. wonder about that,”
he said, and looked into her deep, lus-
trous eyes.

He kissed -her lips, pushed her away
abruptly, and strode out of the room.

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE
Jeff Visits the Sick

OW why did I do that?”
Gray asked himself re-
proachfully as he rode
to town. “I go to act-
ing like a kid because
she is pretty as a paint-
ed wagon and is made

‘ to be loved. I don’t -
aim to get married. So there won't be
any more nonsense from you, .Jeff

Gray.”

As he drew nearer Tail Holt he
brought his attention back strictly to
the. business of the hour. It was grow-
ing dark, but there was still too much
light for his purpose. He drew aside
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from the road and guided his horse
through the mesquite and the. prickly
pear until he came to a more open
space where Spanish bayonets were
scattered. Here he rested until stars
began to prick through the sky roof.

He remounted, but did not return to
the road. Winding in and out among
the brush, he came to a barbed wire
fence and followed it to a gate. Through
this he passed into a large pasture. At
the far side of this he stopped and look-
ed down upon the lights of the town.
He unsaddled, then picketed the horse.

His approach to the village brought
him to the rear of Ma Presnall’s board-
ing-house. For several minutes he
watched the house. There were lights
in two of the bedroom windows up-
stairs. One of these might or might not
be the one he wanted.

He slipped through the back door
into a hall. From the kitchen he heard
the clatter of dishes. Jeff took the nar-
row stairway to the second story. On
the landing he waited a moment, lis-
tening for sounds to guide him. Two
of the rooms had someone in them
probably, since it was not usual to leave
without blowing out the lamp.

Out of one of the rooms a man walk-
ed. There was no light in the hall. The
man walked toward the front stairs.
Jeff called a question after him.

“Say, which is Curly’s room?"”

The lodger stopped. “The one on
yore right,” he said.

“Obliged,” Gray told him, and watch-
ed the other go downstairs.

Again the officer listened. There was
no murmur of voices inside the room
indicated. He opened the door, walked
in, and pushed the bolt home.

Curly was in bed reading by the light
of a lamp beside him. He looked up. His
eyes gleamed.

“Mr. Jeff Gray made a short visit to
Tail Holt Tuesday,” he said in the sing-
song voice of an uneducated man read-
ing from a newspaper. “The boys gave
him a warm welcome. The obsequies
will be at Boot Hill this afternoon.”

“Which one of the boys are you in-
terring?”’

“I wouldn’t know who else beside
you,” Curly answered. “You're a cool
customer, Jeff. Don’t you know this
town is mighty unhealthy for you?”

“It doesn’t seem to have been healthy
for you either, Curly. How’s yore
wound getting along?”

“Fine and dandy. Morg was in some
hurry when he handed me this pill and
didn’t plant it where he wanted.”

“He sent one to my address too a
few days earlier, but I wasn't where
he mailed {t.”

“How came you to let the rattlesnake
get away when you had him under yore
heel?” Curly asked.

Gray told him the circumstances.
The wounded man meditated over the
strange ways of women.

“He didn’t harm her any, did he?”"

“No.” Gray asked a question. “Know
where Norris is, Curly?”

The black-haired man shook his
head. “If I knew I'd tell you. Mayvbe
he’s clear outa the country. While he
was in town he held up Sherm Howard
and took five hundred dollars from
him.”

“That distresses me,” Jeff said dryly.

Curly grinned. “I thought it might.”

“Sherm done any talking about me?”
Gray asked casually.

The man in the bed looked at him.
“You're sure a coql cuss. Yes, he's talk-
ed considerable, and that's all I aim to
tell you-except that Tail Holt is a good
place for you to be an absentee from.”
The face of Curly had taken on a stiff
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Impatiently Lou interrupted. ‘“We
got to work together, Father. All of us.
And damn’ quick. This Gray is a gov-
ernment marshal hot on our trail. He's
loaded up with evidence and aims to
bust Tail Holt wide open. He'll sure
do it if he’s not stopped.”

The eyes of Mile High rested on
young Howard. “Where did he get all
this evidence, Lou?”

Angrily Lou turned on the gaunt
cowpuncher. “Hasn’t he been snooping
around here for a month? He was there
with information about the Live Oak
business, wasn’t he?”

“So he was. I wonder where he got
it.”

“Reynolds says he .was there when
Kansas made a slip at the corral,”
Sherm mentioned. )

“And it's reasonable to figure that if
he found that out he could pick up
plenty more,” Lou added, speaking to
Mile High.

“He knows a-plenty,” Norris cried.
“That’'s why we went out to the L C
to collect his scalp. He wasn’t there.
He’d lit out. Lucky for him he had. But
I'll drag him out of his hole wherever
he is.”

“You going to stay in these parts,
Morg?” Sherm asked mildly.

“You bet I am. Why not?”

- “I was thinking if you're going to
stick around here you won’t need that
. five hundred you borrowed from me for
your trip to Mexico.” :

Storm signals flared in the sultry
eyes of Norris, but he knew the return
of the money was the price of rein-
statement. .

“I've only got four hundred left,” he
said sulkily. “I gave old man Haskms
the rest.”

“I'll take the four hundred if you
don't “mind,” Howard said blandly.
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“When I see Haskins I'll get the bal-
ance from him.”

Reluctantly Norris surrendered the
money.

“Like to have a little talk with Lou,”
that young man’s father said.  “After-
ward I want to see you and Mile High,
Morg.”

Lou followed Sherm into the little
room Curt Dubbs used as an officé. The
big man closed the door. He sat down
ponderously in a chair.

“What. you want to see me about?”
his son asked nervously.

The older man spread plump white
hands. His expressionless eyes were
fixed on the other. ]

“Come clean, Lou,” he ordered.
‘“What does this Gray know? What did
you tell him?”

Tiny beads of perspiration began to
stand out on the forehead of the young-
er man. “You didn’t do a thing for me,”
he protested. “Left me there to be
hanged. If they hadn’t got Ruth home
safe that’s what would have happened
to me too.”

“I was doing all I could for you, -but
never mind that. I've got to know
where .we stand. What did you tell
Gray and Chiswick?”

“What 1 told under fear. of death
doesn’t count,” Lou evaded. “Maybe I
said more’'n I should. So would you
have. So would anyone.”

- “I'm listening.”

Lou told what he had confessed, bit
by bit, his father sweatmg the story
out of him.

After the son had finished, the older
man sat staring in front of him, piecing
together the things that he knew and
those that he suspected. The questions
Gray had put showed that he had plen-
ty of information and was only seeking
confirmation.
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Sherm Howard knew he must act
quickly. He had to destroy Gray before
the marshal closed the net on him. To-
morrow might be too late.

“Tell Morg and Mile High I want to
see them in here,” he ordered. “You
go home and go to bed. Don't tell any-
body else what you've told me. If you
do, someone is liable to fill you full of
lead.”

Howard waved the two outlaws to
chairs when they entered the room.

“We've got to get busy, boys,” he
told them. “Lou is right. This fellow
Gray is dangerous. While he was at the
L C Lou picked up one or two bits of
information. Gray knows a lot more
than we think.”

“Where did he learn it?” Mile High
asked.

“Lou didn’t tell him anything, if that’s
what you're hinting at, Mile High. But
Gray asked a lot of questions. One of
them was about the time you and
Morg left town before the Benson
stage holdup. Another was when you
came back and on what horses.. Lou
said he knew the answers too.”

“I always knew he was here for no
good,” growled Norris. “If I'd had my
way I would have stopped him from
ticking that time he came back with
the game leg from the L C. But you
wouldn’t have it that way, Sherm.”

Significantly, Howard said, *“I
wouldn’t interfere with you now,
Morg.”

“Hmp! Do you expect me to comb the
brush for him?”

The big man slumped in the chair
and slid an oblique look at the killer.
“If you're looking for him you can be
accommodated, Morg. Gray is in town.”

“In Tail Holt?" snapped Norris.

“Roosting right here.”

“You mean was here,” corrected Mile

High. “Five or six hours ago. We
bumped into him, Morg, in Curly’s
room.”

“Bumped into him and didn’t knock
him off,” jeered Norris. “You're a fine
bunch of warriors.”

“Lou was still at the L C,”” Mile High
retorted angrily. “We dassent touch the
fellow, for fear Chiswick would hang
Lou’s hide up to dry. Gray had the gall
to tell us so.”

“So you said, ‘Adios, amigo,’ and
walked out on him,” the other young
man snarled.

“Lou isn’t at the L. C any more,”
said Howard evenly. “Far as I'm con-
cerned it's an open season on Mr. Jeff
Gray. I'm an old man myself, and
peaceable, but if you young bucks are
snorting for battle I can give a guess
where you'll find #m.”

“Where’s he at?’ asked Norris, a
sharp edge to his voice.

“Unless I'm 'way off he’s spending
the night with his friend Hank Ran-
som.”

“How’d you know?”

“I don’t know for sure. I'm reason-
ably certain. Maybe a little bird told
me.” There was no reason for not tell-
ing that a Mexican had brought him
word he had seen Ransom catch and
saddle a horse in Willard's pasture,
none except that he liked to convey
an impression of omniscience.

“If we find Gray there, we’ll rub out
Ransom too,” Morgan said callously.

“Maybe you could fix it to look as if
they had killed each other,” suggested
the fat man.

Norris took that with raucous laugh-
ter. “You're sure one sly fox, Sherm.
That's the way we’ll fix it if we can.
I'm on my way. You buying chips, Mile
High?” )

“Sure am,” assented the lanky cow-
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moved down along its bank.

Another burst of gunfire filled the
night. Jeff could not understand this.

There were too many people afoot.
As he made a circle around the Pres-
nall boarding-house three men carry-
ing rifles walked toward him. He did
the only thing possible, dodged into the
same door he had entered some houys
earlier when he had been looking for
Curly.

The men stopped to talk for a mo-
ment at the door. One of them was com-
ing into the house, Jeff gathered from
what he said. Gray went gingerly up
the stairway. He heard a crisp “See you
later,” and knew that the man was
coming upstairs too.

Jeff had no time to pick and choose.
He whipped open the first door he saw,
walked into a room, and closed the door
behind him. On the table there was a
lighted lamp.

At the window a woman stood, clean-
limbed and slender. She turned toward
him a haggard face, eyes shadowed and
fear-filled. For an instant she looked at
him incredulously. Her amazement was
no greater than his own. The woman
was Ruth Chiswick.

A dressing-gown, open at the throat,
was wrapped tightly around her lithe,
long body. Jeff was aware, without giv-
ing the matter any weight, that Nelly
lay asleep in the bed. .

“You!" she cried. “I thought—I was
afraid-"

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“I made Father bring me. He came
to help you-after Lou Howard got
away.”

“Got away?”

“Morgan Norris killed Buck Conrad
and freed him.”

“How many men has your father?”

“Four beside himself. Others will be
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MKere after a while.”

“How many more?”’

“I don’t know. Six or seven. And the
word is being passed to other cattle-
men. They will send men too.”

She broke down, with a sob. After
so many hours of desperate fear it was
too much to find him not dead but alive
and full of the energy that seemed in
him so much more vital than in others.

Ruth cried, in explanation, “We
heard firing as we came in to town.”

Jeff flung out a hand, to push the
memory from him. “They-killed Hank
Ransom, my friend, who was hiding
me.” : .
“How did you escape?” she mur-
mured.

“lI wasn’t there. I left him-alone—
after he was wounded.”

“No!” she denied. “It isn’t true.”

“I thought I had to go, to save us.
Before I got back they had him.”

She moved closer, filled with pity for
him. “He would understand—if he were
alive,” she said gently.

The faint tender smile on her lips,
the wistful eagerness to comfort him,
were too much for his self-restraint.
He caught her to him—held her warm
breathing body close and looked down
into the lovely face.

Waves of emotion crashed through
her. She clung to him,

Again guns sounded. Jeff held her
for a moment, listening, his body tense
and rigid. '

“I've got to go,” he said.

“Go where?”

“lI must join your father. There is
still fighting.”

“How can you get to him? If you're
seen on the street—"

“I'll get to him.”
Her irown arms, soft and warm,
were about his neck, fingers inter-
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gambling-house to ask them what they
wanted.

“Want to see Sherm Howard,” Gray
said.

From doors and windows up and
down the street on both sides they
could see men peering at them. Mile
High came into the open.

“You can’t see Sherm. He's dead.”

Chiswick stared at the lank puncher.
“Dead?”

“That’'s what I said.”

This was stunning news. Jeff had de-
pended upon Howard. Villain though
the man was, he was a shrewd and wily
schemer who used his brains. Sherm
knew that wholesale killing in the open
would be fatal to his cause. It would be
his policy to avoid it and depend upon
trickery to escape later. Now his influ-
ence against explosive violence would
be lost.

In the air there was an electric ten-
sion such as that which just precedes
a storm. Gray felt there might be one
chance, not to escape a fight but to
avoid being the victims of a massacre.
That was to tell his story, swiftly, con-
vincingly.

“Who's running yore show?”’ Jeff
asked.

Out of the Golden Nugget walked
Morgan Norris. “I'm running it, fel-
low,” he said. “If you want to know, I
bumped off Howard because he was a
double-crossing son of a gun.”

Gray spoke, his voice strong and
clear, for all to hear. “I've nothing to
say to you, Norris, except that I'm go-
ing to drag you to prison where you
will be hanged for yore crimes. But
I'll talk to some of the men you're lead-
ing astray. I represent the United
States government. We're going to
clean up this county. I'm serving no-
tice. The worst of you are going to be
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rubbed out. The others had better get
good right damn now. I'm going to get
my men. By noon we’ll have fifty cow-
boys with us. Take my advice and leave
this murderer and his crowd. If you
don’t, you’ll get in as bad as they are.”

Norris moved forward, his thin, cruel
mouth set in a straight line.

“So you aim to drag me to the gal-
lows, do you?” he snarled, his white
teeth showing. “Me, Morg Norris!”

Mile High walked into the street to
join Norris. In a doorway to the left
appeared Clint Doke, a revolver in his
hand.

“Put up that gun,” ordered Chiswick
sharply.

Norris’s hand swept up from his
thigh, a Colt’s .44 in it. There was a
streak of light, a roar. Five guns blaz-
ed. Everybody vanished from sight ex-
cept the combatants.

Lanes of fire crossed. Through smoke
men’s bodies loomed, shifting to and
fro, padding here and there like those
of animals. The crash of revolvers—the
cursing of men—the sudden scream of
one hit-all filled the air with dreadful
tumult. A rift in the smoke showed Jeff
a man on his knees, snarling oaths, still
firing at him. The man was Norris.
From the officer’s gun flame darted. He
felt a stab of pain and gave it no at-
tention. Norris was sinking lower. His
head touched the dust. The weapon
dropped from his hand.

Chiswick was still on his feet. So
were both the other outlaws. Smoke—
shouts—oaths—hideous faces looming
out of the fog. Jeff met Mile High and
felt the crash of a gun barrel on his
hat. He closed with the tall puncher
and clung fast to him, swaying with
dizziness and hanging to the pistol arm
that waved wildly, trying to get a shot
into Gray's body. Another face came
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rate—" Johnny was way ahead of him-
self.

Mike Devaney had watched Johnny
get an idea before, and now suddenly
he knew what this one was. He shook
his head. “Oh no you don’t, me boy. I
don’t want to help bury you.”

“But he’d have to accept the lower
bid?" Johnny insisted.

“If it was filed by mail and the office

and me had a copy-" Mike gripped °

Johnny’s arm and steered him toward
the office. “Now get the nonsense out of
your head and listen to me. Eagle Crest
is a big outfit and it's going to be here
for a long time. There's a dozen other
mines they own— Now I don’t know if
it'll go through—there’s a sort of fixed
rate for foremen-but I'll-"

Johnny O'Brion didn’'t hear the old
story. A dollar a month raise, for which
you were supposed to bow twice-daily
toward the eastern office. Another mine
—but they were all the same. Dust, dirt,
heat, and a future that was as fixed as
if it had a fence around it. A girl de-
served more. Especially a girl like
Kate Devaney. The words went on and
on and he answered when he felt like
it and he didn’t realize it was over un-
til Mike Devaney made out his pay
slip.

“You're crazy, Johnny,” Mike said.

“It’'s no different than getting drunk.

and getting into a fight, only this time
Jyou won’t make any friends. God bless
you, boy, and come home when you
get tired. I understand, I guess, but I
can’'t speak for my daughter.”
Johnny rode the wagon down from
Eagle Crest. The sunset was suddenly
beautiful and the smell of sage and
juniper was thick in the air. Even the
swirling dust was good in his nostrils
and he built a tune with his lips and
pushed his hat further back on his red
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hair. The driver stared straight ahead
between the swaying backs of the
mules and once he cursed under his
breath and Johnny O’Brion laughed.
They came out of the hills and the sky
was as big as an ocean and the stars
nodded on silver stems.

Like wildfiowers, Johnny thought.
Wildflowers for her hair—

The money that was to have gone
for a wedding suit paid a month’s rent
on an old barn and a corral. There was
a tack room in the barn and when it
was cleaned out it would make an of-
fice for the O'Brion Freighting Com-
pany. What savings he had made the
down payment on six mules and a wag-
on and trailer.

The banker argued a bit but as John-
ny said, “If I go under you can take
them back and be ahead the down pay-
ment.” The banker signed the paper
and shook his head. With his last five
dollars Johnny had a big steak and
then he went to find Sam Cooley. He
still hadn't told Kate Devaney.

Sam Cooley, a bundle of sixty-year-
old skin and sinew, had driven mules
at the mine until the other side of the
hill called too loudly one night and he
had walked out. A kindred soul, John-
ny thought to himself. He understands
me and I understand him and he’s the
best mule skinner in seventeen states—

He found Sam at Bergdorf's Saloon.
He clapped Sam on the back and they
exchanged greetings and Sam said,
“The devil got to gnawin’ on you,
Johnny?" He .shoved the bottle to-
ward Johnny's hand.

Johnny pushed it aside with a show
of ceremony. “A big businessman is
careful with his drinking,” he said.
“Are you available for employment?”

“If that means do I want to come
back to the mine,” Sam said, “the an-
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How many kids, Katie?”

She turned quickly and called toward
the closed door that led into the pri-
vate office, “Layne, Mr. O'Brion is
here.”

“So he’s Layne and I'm Mr. O'Brion,”
Johnny said.

Her voice was low, intense. “Johnny,
what are you trying to prove? That you
can whip Bill Suggs?”

“I want big things for you, Katie,” he
said. “You don't want to be stuck in a
shack on a hillside.”

The door opened and Layne Corbin
stood there. He was a well-built man,
no older than Johnny. He was wearing
a finely tailored suit that was better
than his job. There was a gold chain
across his vest and on the chain was
a green enameled four-leaf clover and
a tiny gold horseshoe.

“Thank you, my dear,” Corbin said to
Kate, then to Johnny, “Come in,
O’Brion.”

“My dear,” Johnny mocked behind
his hand. “Doesn’t he ever give up?”’ A
worry wrinkle appeared briefly above
the bridge of his nose. “Or does he still
think he has a chance?”

He saw Kate's lips tighten and he
went into the office without waiting
for her answer. When a man had a girl
as beautiful as Kate Devaney he had
to' expect competition.

Layne Corbin had a certain arro-
gance about him when he was behind
his desk. He was fighting hard to keep
it now and it was a losing battle. He
took a white linen handkerchief from
his pocket and wiped his forehead. He
had Johnny’s bid in front of him and he
picked it up and then put it down
again.

“I don’t like this, O’'Brion,” he said.

Johnny sat down and tilted back in
his chair. “Why?” he asked. “Just be-
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cause it's me? I thought you’d be hap-

- pY as a lark to save some money for the

company.”

“I would,” Corbin said, “if I were
sure I'd save anything.” He put both
hands against the edge of the desk
and he was like a man fighting to
steady himself. “You're a two-bit out-
fit, O'Brion,” he said. “You know how
Suggs feels about competition. What
guarantee have I got that you can com-
plete this contract?”

“I don’t start things I can’t finish,”
Johnny said. He could feel the color
crawling up his neck. “You’ve got my
bid and it’s low. I've got the equipment
and I know where to load. I'll be in
to pick up the mail sack as soon as it’s
ready.”

He stood up and now the anger was
on the surface and he couldn’t hold it
back. “Don’t keep messing in my af-
fairs, Corbin.”

Both Corbin and Kate Devaney, who
was standing in the doorway, caught
the double meaning. Kate flushed deep-
ly and Johnny was sorry he had made
the remark. But damn it, he had said
what he had to say.

“I'll see you when I get back from
the mine tonight, Katie,” he said.

“I'm afraid I'll be busy tonight, Mr.
O’'Brion,” she said. She smiled at Layne
Corbin, but it was a weak, trembling
smile and it was entirely false.

Johnny slammed his hat on his head
and went outside. He nearly collided
with Bill Suggs coming in.

Suggs was a giant of a man who had
whipped every miner and teamster
within a radius of fifty miles. A couple
of freight lines had started up but
after a few. tangles with Bill Suggs's
methods they had found it cheaper to
sell out than to stay in business. Suggs
was mad; it stood out all over him. He



TROUBLE MAN

started to shove by Johnny, and John-
ny blocked his way.

“Good morning, Bill,” Johnny said.

“You're smart as hell, ain’t you?”
Suggs said.

“Brilliant,” said Johnny O'Brion.

“You ain’t made a haul yet,” Suggs
said.

“But I will,” said Johnny. “Today.”

Suggs  was not one to fight with
words. The cords stood out on h}s neck
and his face was red. He pushed by
Johnny and Johnny heard his voice

booming inside the office. He could hear-

Layne Corbin’s agitated replies and
then the voices were gone as the two
men went into Corbin’s private office.

Johnny started walking up the hill
toward his rented barn. Sam was stand-
ing there, waiting for him.

“What did Suggs say?’ Sam wanted
to know.

“He made some noise,” Johnny said.
“Get hitched up and we'll load.”

Sam kept rubbing his hand across
his mouth. “I reckon Suggs would buy
you out right now and give you a prof-
it,” he said finally. “Folks would say
you sure pulled a smart one.”

"~ “I want to get started before noon,”
Johnny said. “I've got a date this eve-
ning.” )

“Have you?” Sam said. He started
walking out toward the corrals.

“What do you mean by that?” John-
ny said, his voice rising.

Sam shrugged his shoulders. “Noth-
in',” he said.

“You don’t know a damn thing about
it,” Johnny said.

" “No, reckon I don’t” Sam said. “I
only had one girl in my life. That is,
one I loved.” He spat at the ground
and his faded blue eyes bored into

Johnny. “Even give her a diamond

ring once. Small one, it was. All I could
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afford. I kept figgerin’ it wasn’t good
enough for her so I took it away from
her, figgerin’ I'd get her a bigger one.
Finally did get a bigger one, too.”

“So what happened?”

“She wouldn’t take the big one,” Sam
said. “She liked the little one.”

“Stick to muleskinning, will you?”
Johnny said.

Johnny went into his bare office and
in a little while he heard the wagon
being moved around toward the nar-
row road that led to the street. He
heard Sam’s garbled commands to the
mules, followed by his high-pitched
cursing.

There was a quick vacantness in
Johnny’s stomach, a prickling on the
back of his neck. He hitched at his
belt and went outside. One of Bill
Suggs's wagons was crosswise in the
road, blocking Sam’s way.

Bill Suggs was standing near the
corner of the mule corral. His big
hands were busy with mending a bri-
dle, but his eyes weren't on what he
was doing. He was a thick-set man with
a battered face and a confidence that
comes to a man who has never lost a

" fight. He saw Johnny coming and he

took off his coat, feeling the sun sud-
denly reaching through to his flesh. He
tossed the coat over a fence post and
resumed his aimless work on the
bridle. '

Johnny was close before Suggs put
down the bridle. He took time to hang
it on the post and then he rolled his
shirt sleeves back from his wrists and
leaned against the fence, his left heel
hooked over the bottom rail. There was
a smile on his lips. It was not in his

eyes.
He said, “You .want something,
O'Brion?”

“Get your wagon out of the way,”
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face there in the window. He tried to
smile at her and failed. The face was
gone, but the strain and the hurt he
had seen remained.

He waited awhile, wiping his face
with his ruined sleeve, drawing the air
into his complaining lungs. Then he
opened the door and stepped inside,
still wondering what he would say to
her. There were a hundred things—de-
fensive things—but he had said them
all before. He thought of what they
had been to each other when he was
working for her father at the mine and
he thought of the crazy nonsense that
had grown up between them. Senseless
phrases that meant nothing and meant
everything. He looked at her and he
tried to smile. He said, “Sure and this
must be heaven, for I see an angel
here.”

He knew she had stood at the win-
dow, watching his fight, hating it and
knowing she had to watch. There were
marks in her palms where her round-
ed nails had bitten into the flesh as
she gripped her hands. Watching him
coming toward the office she wondered
what he would say to her—what de-
fense he would make this time—but in-
stead of defending himself he said this
old thing that was a joke between
them.

She turned toward him, gripping the
railing of the enclosure around her
desk, and she could not hide the tears
that smudged the blue of her eyes. He
saw her face, white against the black
of her hair, and the joke was dead and
there were no words.

He said, “I came for the mail sack.”

His shirt was ripped from his body
and the blood was beginning to cake
on his face. He felt weak and sick in-
side and he couldn’t meet her eyes. He
pushed through the wicket and opened
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the infier door without knocking.

Tony Kusidor was sitting in a chair
in the corner of the office, his back to
the wall, and Layne Corbin was be-
hind the desk. Corbin was sweating
and his face was chalk-white.

Kusidor was cleaning his fingernails
with a pen knife. He raised his eyes
and said, “Don’t you knock when you
come into a man’s office?”

“Not always,” Johnny said.

The mail sack was there in front of
the desk. Johnny picked it up and toss-
ed it across his shoulder. He saw Kusi-
dor lower the chair.

Tony Kusidor was a thin man, dark,
his face expressionless. He worked as a
bouncer at Dutch Bergdorf’s saloon
and he ran a faro bank. He had killed
a man one night and the town still
talked about it. He always wore a gun
and men left him alone. He closed the
knife now and put it in his pocket and
as he did he pushed back his coat and
the gun was there in its holster.

“You play rough, O'Brion,” he said.
“Bill. Suggs is a good friend of mine.”

“Then go take care of him,” Johnny
said, “and stay away from me.” He left
the office and he felt a cold spot be-
tween his shoulder blades. He saw Kate
watching him.

He looked at her and he thought of
the senseless play of words. I'll bring
you wildflowers for your hair, he used
to tell her when the impatience was
strong on him and he went to town to
have his fun. He wanted to say that
now, but he couldn't.

He went through the office and out-
side and she stood there watching him
and there were tears in her eyes. She
knew now that it was fear she felt for
him and she knew that he was resent-
ing that fear. It was as if she had lost
faith in him— Johnny tried to square
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“Please, no more-"

He said, “Go outside.”

She had her arms around him now.
He pushed them down and went on
through the door into the inner office.
He heard her sobbing behind him.
Layne Corbin was there, hurriedly
stuffing things into a valise. Johnny
leaned against the wall, his thumbs in
his waistband, his right hand near his
gun.

He said, “It's no good, Corbin. You
can’'t run from it.”

Corbin’s handsome face was twisted
with fear. Every weakness that was in
the man was visible now. He pushed
himself back against the wall of the
ofice and slumped there like a cor-
nered rat.

“You're crazy, O'Brion,” Corbin said.
He spoke in a hoarse, strained whisper,
his lips pulled back from his teeth. “I
don’t want your girl. I don’t want any-
thing from you. Keep your fight with
Suggs. I don’t give a damn about you
and your freight line.”

“You yellow rat,” Johnny said.

“I don’t give a damn-"

“Except that you know you can’t deal
with me the way you did with Suggs,”
Johnny said. ‘“You can’t get a kick-back
out of high rates if I do the hauling.”
He drew his six-shooter and tossed it
on the desk. “Tony didn't get me today,
Corbin,” he said. “What are you-going
to do about it?”

He saw Corbin standing there, his
back pressed against the wall, his lips
slack, his guilt obvious in his eyes. The
gun lay on the desk between them, its
handle toward Corbin. He watched the
muscles tense in Corbin’s arm, saw the
momentary hope, then Corbin lunged.
Johnny’s fist caught him in the center
of the face.

Corbin went down in a heap, his
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hands pressed to his broken face. He
started to whimper like a whipped kid.
“Wait a minute, O'Brion. Let me talk
to you-"

“Get to hell out of town, Corbin,”
Johnny said. “And don’t take time to
pack.”

He turned his back and walked out
of the office, knowing Layne Corbin
didn’t have the guts to use the gun. He
saw Kate standing there and he knew
she had seen it all.

She wasn’t crying yet. That would
come later. He crooked his finger under
her chin and tilted her head until he
could look into her eyes and everything
that had been between them was there
and he wanted it always to stay there.
She reached up and touched his face
and it was the same face she had touch-
ed a hundred times.

She said, “Your nose is all swollen.”
It was hard for her to speak with her
throat so tight.

He said, “The swelling will go down,
Kate. It always does.”

“But there’s still Bill Suggs,” she
said. She was still arguing with him,
still afraid for him, telling him it had
to stop.

Once he would have argued back and
given defenses. But that was no good,
he knew it now. It led to nothing.

He said, “Yes, Kate. There’s still Bill
Suggs. There's always something, you
know.”

She saw then that this was the kind
of answer he would always give, if he
were to tell the truth. This was the
same man with whom she had first
fallen in love. He hadn’t changed, but
she had ehanged because her love had
brought a fear for him that she hadn’t
known before. And now the tears were
close and he saw them. He put his arms
around her and held her, his lips near









ROAD AGENTS’ BONANZA

Subsequently crew organization was
effected, as had been done on the Vir-
ginia City-Salt Lake run of the Mon-
tana diggin’s. On the night of March
25, 1877, the coach out of Cheyenne,
with five passengers inside, one out on
the box, and $15,000 in currency for a
Deadwood bank, was grinding down
Split-tail Gulch on the approach to
Deadwood. With the sudden rise of
five booted men, guns leveled, from
the flanking shadows close ahead,
came the sudden order:

“Halt! Throw up your hands!”

The driver, young Johnny Slaughter
of 'Cheyenne, instinctively braked
down and hoisted his arms. But as one
man sprang for the bits of the lead
span, Johnny kicked off the brakes and
yelled “Yip!” to the team.

The heavy coach, freed from the
brake blocks, rolled forward into the
wheel span, the startled wheelers
crowded the swing span, and the swing
span pressed the leaders, already
plunging to straighten out. The man
missed his grab, stepped clear of the
hoofs, emptied one load of buckshot
into Johnny and the other into a wheel-
er as the team stampeded. Johnny
lurched off the box, away went the
team, dragging the dead wheeler, and
the coach, with Walter Iler, the box
passenger, hauling on the lines and
the inside passengers tossed to.and fro.

At a turn of the rocky trail the coach
capsized, fetching the team up short
in a tangle of harness. With help from
the other battered passengers, Iler
managed to free the horses, right the
coach, and hitch up again. He drove
into Deadwood about midnight.

A party of citizens set out up the
gulch. They found the body of Johnny
Slaughter, whose father had been may-
or of Cheyenne, lying doubled over
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a stump beside the trail. In the morn-
ing his bloody vest was tacked against
the doorway of the Deadwood stage of-
fice as an urge to action by gun and
rope. Johnny himself, in spirit, trav-
eled ‘the trail again, with announce-
ment of the “Johnny Slaughter’ treas-
ure coach, “flagship” christened in sa-
lute to him.

Johnny had been popular along the
line. Vengeance was sworn. The Split-
tall Gulch affair proved to have been
largely an outside job, the work of the
cowboy-outlaw Sam Bass and his com-
panions, who had come up from Texas
with a bunch of cattle for the Black
Hills market and fallen in with Frank
Towle, Cheyenne gambler and high-
wayman. The Bass party made off after
the bungle that lost them coach and
booty, and only Towle remained to take
to the road again, with a price on his
head.

Boone May, Johnny's friend, slim,
dark, smooth-shaven, quiet of manner,
not yet turned thirty though already
highly successful in his peace-maker
career, vowed to collect Towle's scalp
and hounded the trail in hope. One
night he and John Zimmerman, fel-
low treasure-coach guard, were jogging
ahorse on their return to Deadwood
between runs, mindful of the passenger

~coach ont ahead.

The night air brought them sounds
of a holdup being pulled off at Robbers’
Roost, a little short of Hat Creek Sta-
tion on the eastern border line of Wyo-
ming. Stealing forward afoot, with
eyes and ears keened, they surprised
two men evidently waiting in ambush
for them. Zimmerman’s rifle missed
in the darkness, but the buckshot from
the eighteen-inch barrels of May’s
sawed-off ten-bore plunked home.

This spoiled the game down the road.
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At the alarm shouts of the fugitive:
“Look out! They got Frank—they’ll be
coming!” the party broke away with
clatter of hoofs.

May caught at the name ‘“Frank.”
Stopping off at Hat Creek to look for
his victim in the morning, he found
the body of the once flashy Towle in
the sagebrush edging the trail and
transferred the prized head to a gunny
sack for delivery in Cheyenne.

Johnny Slaughter had been avenged;
but a war of reprisal was on. Outlaws
Jack Wadkin, Pres Webb, Harry Wis-
dom, Dunc Blackburn, Jack Wall,
“Lame Johnny” of the enormous
mouth, et al., were opposed by shotgun
messengers and guards Boone May, vet-
eran Clark Stocking of California and
Montana experience, debonair young
Gail Hill, sturdy Scott Davis of bull-
dog courage, lean-jawed frontiersman
Jesse Brown, the Tennessean, and the
rest of that no-surrender kind, riding
exposed on box and roof or in saddle,
ready and willing to trade lead for lead.

The “Hands up or we’ll blow the top
of your head off” business took on the
standard pattern: one man to cover
the box, one man to tend to the lead
horses, one or two to search the pas-
senger line-up and the coach, with care
for the express and mail in front and
rear boots, the other men to cover the
process. ’

The campaign to clean up the trail
by bullet, buckshot; and hemp also
aimed to be thorough. Boone May and
Clark Stocking killed four out of seven
bandits waylaying a coach at Old Wom-
an’s Fork, eastern Wyoming. Jack
Wadkin, Blackburn, and Wall were
hunted down. “Lame Johnny” was
hanged from a tree at his favorite re-
sort, Robbers’ Roost, and planted by
the side of the road under the epitaph:
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Lame Johnny, Stranger, pass gently
o’'er this sod—if he opens his mouth,
you're gone, by God!

Desperation forced a change in the
pirates’ methods. It was the “Johnny
Slaughter” treasure coach. that, one
noon in September of 1878, pulled into
Canyon Springs, the fourth station out
of Deadwood, and drew down in front
of the log barn. Big 'Gene Barnett was -
driver; slender, black-eyed Gail Hill,
Missouri gamecock, was the shotgun
messenger beside him on the box,
which housed the iron-bound treasure
chest containing $45,000 in Deadwood
bullion; guards Scott Davis and Bill
Smith, with telegraph operator Hugh
Campbell of Custer, sat inside.

No sound had answered Big 'Gene’s
hail. Hill swung down over the wheel
to unhook the team. As he reached for
a trace a gun-burst from the mud
chinking of the barn sent a ball
through back and lungs and broke his
left arm. Road agents had shut the |,
keeper and his helper in-the granary
under orders of silence and had posted
themselves in the barn. In this quick-
action fight two bandits were killed—
one by young Hill in spite of his
wounds, and the other by Davis—the
coach was riddled, Smith and Campbell
disabled, Big 'Gene seized at gun point,
Davis smoked into retreat to get help
while he might, the treasure chest
‘(guaranteed against twenty-four hours’
assault) blown open and emptied, and
getaway made before relief arrived.

This was rough work, to be counter-
ed by that armored type Of treasure
coach, “0ld Ironsides,” “boiler-plated,”
bullet-proofed with a boiler-iron lining,
and loop-holed; it carried a steel ex-
press safe chained in place and was
defended by a shotgun escort of four
guards inside, two others riding the
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had spiked the pink lemonade at the
Apache Ladies’ Knittin’ & Peach Pre-
serves Society sociable with a pint of
McKrimp’s Essense of Tarantular
Juice. The result of this prank was
that everbody who sampled the lemon-
ade got a hangover or chronicle indi-
gestion, and nobody had any idea who
had done the fowl deed, on account of
the practical jokers in town all having
alibis.

But after Inky McKrimp published
his paragraft about the “guilty person
bein’ known,” be danged if HecK Cod-
dlewort’s brat Percival didn’t give his-
self up to Sheriff Rimfire Cudd, confes-
sin’ it was him who spiked the punch-
bowl at the sociable!

McKrimp’s stock went up cornsider-
ble after that. Percival got a good lick-
in’ where the sun never shines, and the
Warwhoop was given credick for hav-
in’ solved a crime, by his bluff.

Roundsiding with the boys in at the
Bloated Goat bar-Inky allus brung
along his own likker—the editor claim-
ed his bluff worked nine times out of
ten, uncovering lots of crim’nals who
otherwise would have went undetect-
ed; and he allowed he aimed to go on
usin’ that bluff whenever an unsolved
crime was committed anywhar within
reportin’ distance of 'Pache.

How this bluff got the Paintin’ Pis
toleer in the most desprit picklement
of his career was as follers: Justin
Other Smith—which was the Paintin’
Pistoleer’'s real name-—got hisself a
contrack to paint what he called a
panorammer on the asbestos curtain
over at the Bird-Cage Theater in Tomb-
stone, which job kept him away from
his studio over the Longhorn Saddle
Shop for about three weeks.

When he finished his paintin’ and

the theater paid him $500 in legally
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tender dinero for the job, Justin O.
buys hisself a ticket for Apache and
ketches the first Wells-Fargo stage out
of Tombstone. It so. happent that on
this run, the stage was carryin’ a
strongbox with $50,000 in gold aboard,
which same was the pay roll for the
Bonanza Syndicate paymaster over in
the Sacatone diggin’s. Nobody knew
this bat the driver, old Jehu Jobbins,
and his shotgun guard, Dead-Eye Dick
Pettigrew.

Justin O. was the only passenger on
the stage this trip, so he set up top,
usin’ the strongbox for a seat, it bein’
more comfortable outside the Concord
while crossin’ Skillet Desert.

Everything was going along moxiop-
olous and peaceful when the stage come
to Never-Failing Springs, where the
team was supposed to water up. Turn-
ed out the springs was bone-dry, and
when the shotgun guard got out to in-
vestigate the water hole, a rifle shot
blasts out and Pettigrew drops with a
bullet hole where his suspenders
cross. ‘

The Paintin’ Pistoleer was snoozing
at the time. When he opens his eyes,
it’s in time to see three hossbackers
come foggin' out of the near-by cot-
tonwoods, wearin’ oilskin slickers and
their faces covered with bandanna
masks. All three was totin’ Winchester
carbeens, and it didn’t take Jehu Rob-
bins long to git his arms up.

Justin O. Smith was packin’ his fa-
mous .32 on a .45 frame at the time,
but he knowed it would be foolish to
buck this three-way drop, so he like-
wise reaches for a cloud.

Jehu Jobbins sings out, “You buskies
drawed a blank this trip. I ain’t haulin’
no dinero, only the 'Pache mailbags.”

Them three bandicks, they bust out
guffawing at this..One of them grabs
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the team, whilst the other two make
shore they ain’t no passengers in the
coach, and then one of them clumb up
to where the Paintin’ Pistoleer is set-
tin’ on the strongbox.

“We happen to know,” rumbles this
hombre, ‘“that you got the Bonanza
Syndicate pay roll in that box. Toss it
down, Smith.”

The Paintin’ Pistoleer’s ears pert up,
hearin’ hisself bein’ mentioned by
name thisaway. It proves that one: of
these three owlhooters, at least, is a
local character who knows him.

Smith takes aholt of the strongbox,
which is plumb heavy with that $50,000
in oro in it, and pitches it overboard.
The road agent who knows Smith pulls
the kid’s .32 Colt out of the holster and
pitches it over into the dried-up wa-
ter hole.

“Ifn we'd knowed the Paintin’ Pisto-
leer was ridin’ on yore stage,” the out-
law is kind enough to admit, “we
wouldn’t a jumped you, Jobbins. We
don’t hone to tangle with the champeen
pistol shot of Arizona Territory.”

While he’s friskin’ Smith, the ban-
dick takes over the buckskin poke
which contains the $500 in frogskins
that the Bird-Cage Theater had paid
him for paintin’ their curtain.

So far as Justin O. can reckolect, he
ain’t never heard this hombre’s voice
before. The other two badmen keep
mum.

The feller who does all the talkin’,
he clambers down and ropes the Wells-
Fargo box behint his saddle cantle.
Then all three road agents fork their
broncs, warnin’ Jobbins to turn his
stage back to the road and head for
Apache pronto.

Well, as the outlaws was backin’
their hosses toward the cottonwoods,
Jehu Jobbins done a plumb foolhardy
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thing. The old man reaches in the jock-
ey box under his seat and comes up
with an old cap-and-ball Dragoon .44.

When Jobbins yanks trigger, that
smokepole roars like a stick of dyna-
mite, and lo and be-gosh ifn the owl-
hooter who's got thie Wells-Fargo box
tied to his saddle don’t spill out of his
stirrups, his noggin drilled from ear
to ear!

The dead man's hoss goes stampedin’
out into the brush with stirrups flap-
pin’, whilst the two jaspers on hoss-
back turn their carbeens on Jobbins
and work him over with .30-30 slugs.

Them robbers are plumb sore over
their pardner gittin’ kilt, and although
Justin O. has been a good boy up to
now, they start shootin’ at him, aimin’
to cut him off at the pockets.

With slugs whinin’ around his head
like hornets on the prod, the Paintin’
Pistoleer does a graceful swan-dive
offn that Concord and lands with his
legs windmillin’. He jumps into Never-
Failin’ Springs and picks up his .32
Colt on a .45 frame.

It’s plumb long range for a .32, but
Smith wings one of the road agents,
makin’ him drap his rifle. The ’tother
one, seein’ that he’s buckin’ the famous
Paintin’ Pistoleer, he pulls his hoss
around and vamooses like the devil
was after him with a red-hot pitch-
fork, follered by his wounded pard.

Justin O. Smith scrambles out of the
water hole and heads for a near-by
knob of high ground, reloadin’ as he
went. But by the time he got there, he
sees that the stage robbers are high-
tailin’ it toward the Mexican border.

Smith sashays back to where the
dead bandick is layin’. He recovers his
poke with the $500 in it, and then has
himself a peek at the face under the
corpse’s bandanna mask.
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“Big-Nose Birdwaller!” the Paintin’
Pistoleer says, recognizin’ this hombre
Jehu Jobbins has kilt. Big-Nose Bird-
waller bein’ a jackleg mucker from the
Sacatone diggins’, and who Smith has
seen drinkin’ at the Bloated Goat.

Well, Smith loads Dead-Eye Dick Pet-
tigrew into the stage. He decides he’ll
haul Big-Nose Birdwaller to town as
well, to turn the evidence over to Sher-
iff Rimfire Cudd and coroner Grubb.

It's after sundown when the Paintin’
Pistoleer tools the Wells-Fargo coach
into 'Pache. The Bonanza Syndicate
paymaster is waitin’ at the station with
his guards, to pick up the box of di-
nero, and he’s fitten to be tied when he
finds out it’s been stole.

Rimfire Cudd takes. a gander at Big-
Nose Birdwaller, and tells the mine
paymaster that most likely the other
two robbers was miners too, who knew
when the pay roll was due.

“More’n likely I'll know who the cul-
prits . is,” the Bonanza paymaster
agrees, “when three of our muckers fail
to show up for work maiiana. But that
don’t recover the company’s $50,000.”

Sigmoid Grubb, the coroner, he holds
an inquest over Big-Nose’s remains,
and the jury returns a verdick that
Birdwaller died of lead pizen admin-
istered by the late Jehu Jobbins in line
of duty. And that very night, Birdwal-
ler is buried over in the Apache boot-
hill, complete with his mask, slicker,
guns, and boots.

Seein’ as how this holdup occurred
in Stirrup County, Rimfire Cudd has
to organize a posse and investigate.
Justin O. leads the posse over to Never-
Failing Springs, but they don’t turn
up no clues, the killers’ gitaway tracks
havin’ been wiped out by a herd of
sheep run by Rimfire Cudd’s half-wit
brother, Chewie, midway to the Saca-
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tone foothills.

This is such a big scoop that Inky
McKrimp runs off what he calls an
“Extry Edition,” although to be frank
the Weekly Warwhoop has been over-
due for nearly two months nohow.

McKrimp's write-up of the robbery
is fairly accurate, for him, but the
Paintin’ Pistoleer like to blowed his
cork when he reads the final paragraft
of McKrimp's story:

.« . the $50,000 loot is still missing,
but Justin Other Smith says the guilty
men are known, and unlessn they give
theirselves up to the law, they will be
prosecuted. .

Justin O. is madder’'n a wet sagehen
when he takes a pasear up to Me-
Krimp’s editorial orifices in the Snod-
grass Mansion, and brandishes the lat-
est Warwhoop under Inky’s nose.

“What in tarnation is the idea of
printin’ that infernal lie about me
knowin’ who them robbers were,
Inky?” Smith bellers, half a mind to
grab an ax and smash McKrimp's print-
in’ machinery. “If those stage bandits
read this story, they’ll think I spotted
them under their disguises and they’ll
come after me. You fixin’ to git me dry-
gulched from ambush?”

Inky has got on the outside of a fifth
of his raw Essense of Tarantular Juice,
so he don't take offense at Smith’s ire.

“Unruffle yore feathers, friend Jus-
tin,” McKrimp says, sweet as black-
strap molasses, while he feeds his jen-
ny mule Queen Cleopatra some Essense
out of a spoon. “I was bluffin’, nacheral.
But you saw how my bluff paid off
onct before. Ifn I can skeer them road
agents into surrenderin’ to the law, I'll
split the thousand-dollar re-ward the
express company has posted for their
capture.” :

But Smith don’t appreciate Inky’s
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generosity a-tall. As the only livin’ sur-
vivor of the stage holdup, he knows
he’ll’ be marked for bushwhack bait
ifn this copy of the Weekly Warwhoop
falls into the hands of Big-Nose Bird-
waller’s pardners.

Next day Bonanza Syndicate sends
a wire to Lew Pirtle’s Overland Tele-
graph office to the effect that nobody
except Big-Nose Birdwaller failed to re-
port for work at the diggin’s. As time
passes, Inky McKrimp is forced to ad-
mit his bluff won’t work for murder
and highway-robbery cases, only for
petty larson and practical jokes and
the like of that there.

The Paintin’ Pistoleer is beginning
to sleep better of nights when along
comes a piece of sensational news
which makes Apache fergit all about
the Wells-Fargo killings.

It turns out that Sol Fishman, who
runs the O. K. Mercantile and who
eloped with Miss Prunella Peebles a
year ago, is going to become a father
come February!

This news was supposed to be kept
quiet between Prunella and Sol, but
Dr. Sigmoid Grubb, who had been took-
en into consultation regarding Prunel-
la's approaching motherhood, got in his
cups that night at the Bloated Goat and
makes the slip of corngratulating Sol
in public concerning his paternity.

You couid have bowled over Apache
folks with a toothpick. But Sol don’t
take offense at the secret bein’ let out.
Facts is, he’s bustin’ with pride, and
sets up the house to a round of Blue
Bagpipe, Curly Bill's most expensive
Scotch. ’

“I'm goin’ to name the little critter
Moe,” Sol chortles. And he gets so
worked up with his braggin’, he for-
gets he can get tobacco wholesale at

his own O. K. Mercantile, and orders a
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dozen boxes of nickel stogies from
Curly Bill Grane to pass around to his
well-wishers.

O’ course old Sol gits plenty of joshin’
and ribbin’ over the stork’s date at the
Fishman residunce, which makes Sol
so pleased and flattered that his strut-
tin’ makes Lew Pirtle disgusted and
Lew stalks out of the saloon in a huff.

“Lew’s jelly of me,” Sol Fishman
cackles. “He’s the father of the biggest
fambly in town, to date, and he cain’t
stand competition, is what it Db’iles
down to.”

Sol is nine-tenth’s plastered by now,
like everybody else in the barroom, but
his vision is good enough for him to
spot editor Inky McKrimp ridin’
through the batwings astride his jenny
mule. Sol runs over and begs the edi-
tor to print a special edition of the
Warwhoop, so as to spread the glad
tidings of his prospective parenthood
over the whole county.

McKrimp, who is a mite hard up for
news as usual, he agrees to give little
Moe a good batch of welcoming word-
age, if and pervidin’ Prunella agrees
to this prior publicity.

Turns out Prunelly has already told
all the members of the Knittin’ & Peach
Preserves Society nohow, each one
sworn to strick secrecy, of course. The
womenfolks, they tell each other the
gossip in the strickest confidunce, but
make each other swear under oath to
keep it under their bonnets.

So it goes without saying that the
Weekly Warwhoop got Missus Fish-
man’s permission to publish the news
of their coming blessed event, even
this fer in advance of Moe’s deadline.

In honor of such a happy occasion,
the Paintin’ Pistoleer fergits his wor-
ries about the stage bandicks looking
him up on some dark night, and turns
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down his nightcap swig of buttermilk
for ‘@ shot of Blue Bagpipe—several
shots, in fact—to drink a toast to the
coming Moe Fishman.

As a result of this celebratin’, Justin
0. is feelin’ perty frisky when he leaves
the Bloated Goat Saloon and staggers
upstairs to his art studio over the Long-
horn Saddle Shop, around midnight.

Smith lights his lamp, aimin’ to work
late on a paintin’ of an Oregon Trail
covered wagon train he’s making for
a cowboy bootery in Coffeyville, Kan-
sas, when he discovers he has got a
couple of tough-looking visitors wait-
ing for him in the dark. Likewise, his
studio looks like a tornado has struck
it while he was over at the Bloated
Goat helping Sol celebrate.

~These visitors he recognizes as Tom

Tolliver and Soapy O’Krapp, buckaroos
who rent their lass’-ropes to the Lazy
H ranch in the north end of the coun-
ty, and who have played stud poker
with Smith many’s the time.

When Smith says “Howdy” in a kind
of high-pitched giggle, so stewed he’s
actually glad to see these cowboys in
spite of the shambles they’ve made of
his workshop, neither Tolliver nor
O’Krapp so much as crack a smile.

Tolliver hands Smith a copy of the
latest Weekly Warwhoop, and p’ints
to McKrimp’s story of the stage rob-
bery. Tolliver has drawed a ring with
a soft-nose bullet around the bottom
end of this news item.

“Accordin’ to this noosepaper piece,”
Tolliver growls like a she-bear, “you
know who held up Jobbins's stage,
Smith.”

The Paintin’ Pistoleer just titters
foolish-like.

“Wisht I (hic!) did,” he slobbers,
“but I (hic!) don’t. You see, these ban-
dicks' were wearin’ slickers: an’ bans
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danna masks. (Hic!) McKrimp was
bluffin’ when he (hic!) wrote that
about the guilty par—(hic!)-ties bein’
knowed by me and would be pros—
(hic!)—secuted.”

“Yeah?’ sneers Soapy O’'Krapp.
“Waal, Tom and me couldn’t take a
chanct on that noosepaper story bein’
a bluff, Smith. It so happens it was
Tom an’ me who was workin’ with Big-
Nose Birdwaller on that job over at
Never-Failin’ Springs, savvy?”

With which Soapy O’Krapp draws.a
big six-shooter and cocks it in a busi-
nesslike manner. Starin’ into the shoot-
in’ end of that hogleg, Justin O. Smith
is shocked cold sober in a hurry.

“Why are you confessin’ to me,
Soapy?” Smith moans. “If you'd kept
your big mouth shut tonight, I'd never
have suspected it was you and Tolliver
who helped rob that stage.”

Tolliver sidles around behind Smith
and frisks him to make sure he ain’t
totin’ his .32 Colt. But Smith ain’t
heeled; the pistol is hangin’ in. plain
sight on a nail at the far end of the
room.

For the first time, Justin O. realizes
that Tolliver’'s elbow has got a fat
bandage under the sleeve. That proves
Tolliver was the masked rider that
Smith nipped with a bullet before. they
vamoosed out of range over at the des-
ert water hole last week.

“The deal is this, Smith,” Soapy
O'’Krapp goes on to say. “When the
stallion we loant to Big-Nose showed
up at the Lazy H corral the day after
the holdup, that Wells-Fargo box was
missin’ from ahint the saddle. Tolliver
and. me are plumb curious to know
what happened to that express box
And you are goin’ to tell us.”

. Smith gulps as loud.as a rock bein

dropped into a deep well when O’Krapp
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tickles his wishbone with the muzzle
of his Colt, to sort of refresh his mem-
ory of events.

“Yeah,” echoes Tolliver, fiddlin’ with
his gun. “You're the only man who
come out of that holdup alive, Smith.
We know Big-Nose’s hoss didn’t drift
very far after we skedaddled. We figger
you glommed onto that Wells-Fargo
oro. It's a cinch Bonanza ain’t recov-
ered it yet, and Wells-Fargo is adver-
tisin’ a re-ward for the return of said
strongbox. What’s the answer?”

Smith, he harrows his brains for
somethin’ to add to this discussion be-
fore its gits too one-sided. He knows
if he as much as lets out a squeak for
help, these cowhands will salivate him
on the spot. They've seen his pistol
hangin’ on the wall by now, so he can’t
edge over thataway after his .32.

“Boys,” the Paintin’ Pistoleer says fi-
nally, “I might as well come clean.
You're right. I figgered I might as well
ride herd on that strongbox, seein’ as
how nobody would ever suspect me of
dabbin’ my loop on your plunder.”

“We done searched yore studio thor-
ough,” Soapy says, “and the box ain’t
here. Where'd you cache it?”

Smith grins. “Right under the noses
of the whole town,” he confesses.
“When Sigmoid Grubb put Birdwaller
in his coffin, I got my brilliant idea. I
sneaked out to where I'd hid the Wells-
" Fargo box comin’ into town, pried off
the lock, and took out them bags of
gold pieces. When nobody was around
I snuck into Grub®’s morgue and hid
the bags in Big-Nose’s coffin, savvy?
The pallbearers thought Birdwaller
was a mite hefty for his size, but they
buried him quick before he could. gain
any more weight.”

Soapy O’Krapp prods Smith’s back-
side with his six-gun.

<
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“I think you're lyin’ to git out of a
jam,” he says, “but there's one quick
way to find out. We're goin’ over to
boothill and dig up Big-Nose, Smith.
And if that dinero ain’t buried with
him, you dang soon will be.”

Nobody seen the two Lazy H cow-
pokes hazin’ Smith out of the Long-
horn Saddle Shop. Smith picks up a
shovel and all three of 'em sashay over
to boothill.

Smith leads Tolliver and O’Krapp
over to Birdwaller's grave and says,
“I know you aim to shoot me no-how,
so I'd be obliged if you' git it over
with right now, boys.”

Tolliver shakes his head. “We ain’t
cashin’ in yore chips until that gold
is in our claws, Justin O. Don’t rush
us.”

Smith tosses his shovel onto the
grave mound. “Then start diggin’,” he
says, “and get the suspense over with.”

Soapy O’Krapp shakes his head. “Uh-
uh. Diggin’ in this 'dobe soil is hard
work, son. You dig. And don’t make any
false moves with that shovel, or I'll
bend this gun over yore noggin.”

Well, the Paintin’® Pistoleer starts
a-diggin’, his whole past life swimmin’
afore his eyes. This adobe ain’t had
time to really set yet, but he's well
nigh tuckered out before he’s five foot
down and his shovel is knockin’ on
Birdwaller’s coffin.

Tolliver and O’Krapp keep their guns
handy, hunkered down alongside the
open grave, watchin’ Smith’s moves
like a hawk.

The Paintin’ Pistoleer wants to rest,
but they make him keep workin’. He
digs around the lid of the coffin until he
can pry it off, and there he is, straddlin’
the box with Big-Nose Birdwaller ex-
posed to the elements agin. It's black
as the inside of a goat's gullet down
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landed and took on the two waiting
wagons. Presently the windlass began
to creak again.

From his position, Denton could not
see the recrossing of the barge and
was forced to gauge its position by the
degree of downstream bow forced into
the cable above him by the pressure of
the current against the barge. When
he believed this to be at maximum, in-
dicating the ferry had made half of
the return crossing, he quietly levered
a shell into his carbine, rested the bar-
rel on a willow fork above him, and
shifted until he had the cable in the
vee of his sights.

Fiber flew from the cable at his first
shot and startled queries rang out on
the bank above him. Men started
threshing through the brush. Denton
swore, steadied himself, and fired
again. He had hoped one shot would
be sufficient. It appeared two wouldn’t
be. The cable was badly torn after the
second shot, with seemingly only a
few strands intact, but for a long and
agonizing moment it continued to
withstand the powerful strain bearing
against it. Then, with a sound as ex-
plosive as that of a third shot, the ca-
ble parted.

Thrusting his carbine ruinously
deep into the mud of the bank before
him, Denton turned and launched him-
self in a flat dive as the first of the
soldiers on the bank reached a place
directly above -the shallows where he
had been crouching. They fired at the
splash of his dive. Beneath the surface
he could feel the impact of heavy rifle
balls against the water. But he had cal-
culated this, too, and he kept to the
bottom as he swam frantically out-
ward.

When bursting lungs would let him
remain under no longer, he surfaced
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for air and dived again before he was
sighted. He did this twice more beforé
risking remaining on the surface.
Shaking the wet hair from his eyes, he
saw everything was still following the
pattern of his plan. The barge, swing-
ing on the yet anchored end of the
parted cable, was drifting downstream
with increasing swiftness. And the half
dozen men aboard it were helpless. In
a few moments it would be pulled up
by the anchored end of the cable, at
least until the hemp had been jerked
from the windlass on its deck. But be-
fore this happened, Lee Denton had
one other job to do.

He swam with powerful strokes, lo-
cating the cable trailing behind the
ferry by swimming into it at full speed,
bruising his lips and face against its
coarseness. With the awkwardness of
all underwater movement, he jerked
his belt knife and sawed at the hemp.
Because of the strain imposed by its
own drag, each strand parted explo-
sively. When ‘the last went, the end
of the cable attached to the drifting
barge was nearly jerked loose from his
clinging hand. He gripped it tightly
and let the helpless craft ahead tow
him downstream.

On the east bank of the river a de-
tachment of Union cavalry, separated
from its regular command for what
was intended to be one of the most
spectacular operations of the war,
milled helplessly. They no longer had
a treasure to convoy eastward to fatten
the Union treasury and win fame for
themselves. And downstream, at a
carefully chosen point, the balance of
Denton’s party was waiting for him
to float down to them with two in-
credible wagonloads of silver bullion
from the inexhaustible mines of Ne-
vada’s roaring Comstock Lode.
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real evidence of loyalty to the Union.

As a consequence, Lee Denton, who
was of neither the North or the South,
but of the West, had felt no moral
guilt in accepting the generous offer
of the Confederate agent at Virginia
City. Jeff Davis needed silver as bad-
ly as Abe Lincoln. In either hands it
would ‘go to the same use—prosecution
of a war in which Lee Denton had no
part. He had cheated the young Union
lieutenant who had been"tricked into
maroening himself on the wrong bank
of the Sink. Now Denton was to be
tricked himself.

Denton shouted at Kettleman in the
last big bluff of which every man west
of the Missouri always seemed capable
—an order with the full sound of au-
thority behind it, as though he was yet
in full control of the situation and the
words themselves could turn away a
bullet.

“Sam, you can’t do it!”

Sam Kettleman grinned. The grin

vanished' behind the bright muzzle
flash- of his gun. Denton heard no
sound. He was jolted sharply. The dark-
ness was pierced by a tremendous
flash of light which left greater black-
ness behind it. And the hard earth
tilted upward to strike him in the face.

CHAPTER THREE
“Get Me a Saddie!”

NCE, when he was ten
years old, Lieutenant
Johnny Farrell had
stolen his father’s rifle
to hunt in the berry
bottoms of their Mis-
souri homestead. The
rifle felt unfamiliar in
his hands but a boy’s confidence made
him walk lightly and carry it easily.
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The bear had looked huge, at first, but
it ' had shrunk over the sights of the
rifle. He had been sure just where the
ball would strike and how the bear
would fall. When the ball merely
gouged the animal’s shoulder, a strange
kind of terror seized him.

He had practiced swabbing and re-
loading, out behind the barn, until he
was niearly as fast as his father. But the
rearing monster twenty paces away
ceased to be merely a piece of game

‘he wanted to take home. He forgot his

practice and skill. The ordered pro-
cesses of his mind fell into a shambles
of mixed impulses. It was not fear so
much as indecision which made him
turn and run. When he got hold of him-
self and looked back, the bear had also
run, in the opposite direction, and he
had committed the cardinal sin of the
frontier—losing wounded game.

Sitting in his wet saddle on the west
bank of the Sink River in the thin
light of dawn, looking down at the
bodies of theé four troopers who had
attempted to cross the Sink with the
precious wagons under his care, he re-
membered the boyhood incident of the
bear. Here again he had committed a
sin of judgment caused by mixed im-
pulses and indecision in a moment of
tension. His confidence as a competent
officer was badly shaken. Whoever had
formulated the plan for the strike here
at the Sink had been clever and shrewd.
Johnny Farrell knew that he would
now have to face the censure of his
own men and the end of a promising
military career in the middle of a war
which demanded the best service he
and his kind could produce. -

He stared at the dead troopers and
the tracks of the wagons which had
disappeared with such fixity that Ser-
geant Whirter had to call his name
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twice., His attention arrested, he rein-
ed about and rode through the brush
to the little open patch where Whirter
stood. Another body lay there. For a
moment Farrell thought this man was
also dead. A widely gashed head wound
had come within an ace of taking his
life, but he yet breathed and was strug-
gling toward consciousness.

‘“‘Remember that last gun-flash across
the river last night?” ‘Whirter asked. “I
thought they had trouble among them-
selves! Reckon we better finish the
chore this gent's partners started on
him-"

Whirter drew his revolver. Most of
the troop had moved up behind Farrell,
the grim set of their features second-
ing Whirter. This man on the ground
had been one of those who had ruth-
lessly killed four of their fellows. By
the harsh code of military men who
had known much thankless service
along the frontier, it was logical that
the wounded man die.

Farrell felt the same grimness and
practicality, but the indecision which
had cost him his convoy was gone.
When a man made a mistake, he was
obliged to repair it as best he could.
There was malpais to the south, on
which no passing vehicle would leave
a track. This wounded thief was the de-
tachment’'s sole link with the stolen
wagons. He gripped Whirter’s arm.

“You better re-read the Articles, Ser-
geant,” he said firmly. “We're obliged
to protect prisoners, not kill them! Get
a shelter-half rigged over this man and
have the medical kit brought up.”

In uniform or out, frontier service
was an equalizer of men. Whirter, with
twenty years of seniority, made grudg-
ing recognition of the rank between
them.

“I'd like leave to say something,
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Lieutengnt.”
Johnny Farrell knew his men and

" his dependence upon them too well to

refuse. He nodded curt permission.

“We've got to get those wagons
back,” the veteran growled. “We can't
track them. The devils were too smart
for that. Tricking us onto the wrong
side of the river gave them a big start.
Our best chance now is to cut back and
forth on the malpais to the south till
we hit some sign of them. We’ll have
to ride ten miles for every mile they
travel, and it'll have to be light and
fast. This murdering son couldn’t stand
an hour of it if we hauled him along.
We'll have to leave him, and it’s bet-
ter to leave him dead than alive—and
kinder-ih this damned country!”.

Others in the troop growled approv-
al. Farrell's lips flattened.

“Bring up the shelter-half and the
medical kit, Sergeant. If this man can
talk, he may save us the ride you pro-
pose. We'll risk time to try bringing
him around.”

Whirter’s face darkened angrily, but
he passed orders along. While the shel-
ter was being staked, Farrell took a
cake of caustic soap to the river and
painstakingly scrubbed his hands and:
nails and filled a collapsible basin with
water. Hunkering down beside the
wounded man, he commenced to clean
the man's wound.

Whirter and the others watched sul-
lenly for a moment, but when their dis-
approval failed to sway him, they turn-
ed away. Whirter issued a pair of shov-
els from a supply pack and the party
commenced opening a grave in the riv-
erbank for the four dead troopers.

Johnny Farrell studied his prisoner
as he worked. The West was slowly
filling with this kind. A medium body,
well knit and incredibly hardened by
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the rigors of the life he led. A good
head; strong, blunt features. Farmer or
merchant or clerk or sailor, driven
restlessly from familiar surroundings
to find what he desired in the vast
loneliness between the Rocky Moun-
tains and the Pacific. The fellow had
certainly been in Virginia City when
the federal silver convoy had unob-
trusively rolled down Sun Mountain on
the beginning of its eastward trek. But
there was nothing in face or dress to
identify him. There had been a thou-
sand like him on the streets of the
_bonanza camp during the ten days
Johnny Farrell had waited for the bul-
lion to be assembled and packed for
shipment.

The man’s wound was serious. Far-
rell, who had seen a soldier's share of
wounds, was a little sickened by it. The
scalp had been badly torn from a point
jixst back of the eye along one entire
side of the head. It was difficult to tell
whether there had been any bone in-
jury to the skull or not, although Far-
rell thought it likely. At best he could
only cleanse the wound, treat it against
mortification with peroxide, and clum-
sily stitch it closed with the linen sut-
ures provided in the medical kit.

He didn’t know just when the pris-
oner regained consciousness. Sometime
before the suturing. But the man made
no protest beyond an occasional quiver
in his limp body at the necessary bru-
tality of Farrell’s ministrations. When
the bandage was in place, the man's
eyes opened. Pain swam in their dark
depths, but his speech was clear.

“How many men do you have, Lieu-
tenant?”’

“A dozen.”

“Good horses?”’

“Most of them,” Johnny agreed.

The man sat up with painful effort.

'
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“Denton’s my name, Lieutenant,” he
said. “I was boss of the bunch that
jumped you back at the ford. Get me
a saddle. We got a hell of a ride ahead
of us!”

“You think you can track those wag-
ons across the malpais?”

“No,” the man said. ‘“Nobody could.
But I don’t have to. I know where
they're going. Get me a saddle and get
your men up!”

A shadow fell across the shelter-half.
Farrell looked up. Sergeant Whirter
stood there, staring down malevolently
at the prisoner. Johnny swung back
to Denton.

“Let’s hear what you know—all of it.
I'll have to leave you here under guard.
You couldn’t stand an hour of the kind
of riding we’ll have to do!”

The prisoner put one hand up in ‘
careful exploration to a head Farrell
knew must be paining him savagely.

“I couldn’t direct you across the mal-
pais if you had a week to listen to me,
soldier,” Denton said. “With luck I may
be able to guide you. You're wasting
time you can’t afford. I told you, get me
a saddle and get your men up!”

Farrell stared at Denton. It was pat-
ently suicide for the man to attempt
to ride in his condition, yet the man’s
insistence had. the bite of. steel. Farrell

-glanced at his sergeant. The veteran s

dark features were grim.

“He emptied four of our saddles,” he_
growled. “Let him fill one now, if he’s
so set on it. I'd as soon watch him die"
that way as any other!”

Farrell shrugged and rose. “Pass the
word, Sergeant; prepare to mount.
Bring up an extra horse for the pris-
oner and abandon the others.”

“Even the supply packs?”

Farrell glanced at Denton. The man
nodded.
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“Even the supply packs,” Farrell
agreed.

CHAPTER FouUR

Malpais Test

HEN the sun was at

zenith, Farrell called
s a halt almost exactly
between the pair of
low buttes Denton had
pointed out as they
left the Sink. The heat
was unbearable. The
black obsidian of the malpais. over
which they had ridden all morning was
scorified by weather action but still
remained deceptively smooth and slip-
pery. Twice members of the troop, at-
tempting to maintain the driving pace
their prisoner insisted upon, had been
thrown wickedly by the stumbling of
their mounts on the treacherous foot-
ing. And in spite of its pitted surface,
the rock was a mirror which cast back
the sun’s rays with redoubled force.
Farrell's dozen troopers showed signs
of their struggle with the relentless
heat. But the incredible man in the
party was the prisoner.

The makeshift bandage Farrell had
applied to Denton’s head was stained
with a fresh flow of blood. His face was
drawn and of the gray pallor of death.
He rode loosely hunched forward in
his saddle, bearing no weight on his
stirrups and looking constantly on the
point of reeling from his insecure seat.
With the others, his horse had -also
stumbled, but some grim will had kept
him from falling.

Knowing the man to be a thief and
an enemy, Farrell felt grudging ad-
miration for Denton’s physical courage.
This noon halt was actually for him.
When the troop pulled gratefully up,
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the man sat almost lifelessly hunched
for a brace of moments, breathing
swiftly and shallowly. Whirter, whose
hatred for Denton had not lessened,
neverthless felt obliged to make some
gesture and crossed to him with one
hand lifted in an offer to help him
alight. Denton waved him away and
spoke impatiently to Farrell, his voice
no more than a harsh whisper.

“How much of a start did they
have?”

“About four hours, I think,” Farrell
answered. “It took us all of that long
to get back to the ferry, swim across,
and get down to where you landed our
wagons.” :

Lee Denton swore. “What we sitting
here for, then? We've gotten all we
could out of these horses and we
haven’t picked up more than an hour,
yet. Damn it, man, Mexico’s off there
to the south. If they get to the border,
you'll never see those wagons. Let's
get moving!”

Farrell grinned crookedly at the
men, his admiration turning vocal.

“If all rebels were as sandy as you,
Denton, this is one war that'd never
end! Don't you realize you're dying,
man? Does the South mean that much
to you?”

“Like hell I'm dying!” Denton rasp-
ed. “Not yet. And get this straight—
I'm not Rebel. The South doesn’t
mean any more to me than the North
does!”

Farrell didn’t believe this. His smile

" grew mocking.

“No? Then why are you killing your-
self? You're our prisoner, but there’s
no way on earth we could make you
take us across this malpais if you didn’t
want to!”

“You're dead set on talking when we
should be riding, aren’t you?’ Denton
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The torn flesh of the man’s scalp
looked progressively worse than it had
in the morning beside the Sink. Farrell
used much of the water remaining in
his own canteen to cleanse the wound,
forcing a little water between Denton’s
slack lips when the dressing was fin-
ished. The man's ragged breathing
seemed to steady, but he didn’t imme-
diately return to consciousness. Whirt-
er returned and squatted on his heels.

“You got your duty, Lieutenant; I
got mine,” he said. “Maybe this half-
dead cadaver knows where he’s taking
us; maybe he don't. But we got to think
of what's in those wagons. Headquar-
ters has got to know we missed 'em
so's another party can try stopping
them further east if they slip us here.
You got to do something about that!”

Farrell looked at his sergeant. Whirt-
er was being civil about it, but he knew
he was on sound ground and the civil-
ity was deceptive. Behind it lurked ha-
tred and rank-consciousness and tri-
umphant gloating. Lieutenant Farrell
had made a mistake in his command
and Whirter was going to see him suf-
fer for it. He knew as well as Johnny
himself that the mistake would mean
nothing officially if they secured pos-
session of the wagons again, but that
without their precious silver cargo
Johnny Farrell was done as an officer
in the Union army.

“I intend to do something, Sergeant,”
Johnny answered. “If we haven’t bet-
ter news by daylight, I'm sending a
courier back-"

Whirter coughed and spat onto bare
rock. “By morning we’ll be so far from
that river behind us nobody could
reach it with what water we got left.
If a courier’s going back, he’ll have to
go now. There’s only four men with
those wagons; do you have to risk the

whole detachment to chance taking
them?”

“You aim to issue my orders for me,
Sergeant?”

Whirter’s laugh was short and ugly.
He snapped the fingers of one hand at
the stripes on his sleeve.

“I can’t so long as the Army meas-
ures what’s sewed to a man’s coat in-
stead of what's inside of him! I've
bucked and wet-nursed stiff-backed
shavetails before. I'm just doing the
best I can.”

This complete, calculated insubordi-
nation stung but Johnny Farrell con-
tained his anger. Whirter was on sure
ground. Truth in what he said support-
ed him. Farrell rose wearily.

“Word has to go back and what lies
ahead is so chancy I won’'t order any
man into it,” he said softly. “Pass the
word, Sergeant; as quickly as Denton
revives enough to give further instruc-
tions, I'm pushing on after the wagons
—with volunteers. The rest of the party
is ordered to turn back to headquarters
at once.”

Whirter grinned and moved away.
Farrell turned his attention to the
wounded man. Finding the standard
phial of whisky in the medical kit, he
poured a little into Denton. The man
swallowed with difficulty and a mo-
ment later opened his eyes.

“We're in the notch—or have you
turned back, Lieutenant?’ he whis-
pered.

“We’re in the notch.”

Denton smiled faintly. ‘“You're damn-
ed near as stubborn as I am!” he went
on thinly. “Give me a few minutes more
to catch my breath. We haven't got
too much farther—"

Farrell gave the man the balance of
the whisky in the phial and rose again.
Whirter was a few yards away, stand-
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ing by the heads of the three broken
and exhausted horses. The balance of
the troop had remounted; Farrell saw
those who had been riding the exhaust-
ed animals near Whirter had: replaced
them with the better stock Whirter and
Denton. and himself had been using.
Whirter made a gesture to the leading
trooper and the party reined:- away,
heading back toward the pair of buttes
which had been their first marker on
the long road south from the Sink. As
Farrell came up to him, Whirter
turned.

“Looks like I'm the only volunteer
you got, Lieutenant.”

“Touching loyalty, Sergeant!” Far-
rell growled. “I left you too much room.
You sold the boys on pulling out. Why
didn’t you go with them?”

“That prisoner of yours is leading
you right into a Rebel trap and you’'ll
never get your hands on that silver.
After coming this far and having you
take that. cheating son’s word over
mine, you think I'd pass up the chance
to see you get your stiff neck bent?”

“That’s why you deliberately set us
afoot by letting all the good horses go
with the boys?”

“Those kids have got a rlght to get
out of this damned desert!” Whirter
snapped. . “Why should they fry to
death somewhere between here and
the river because I'm stubborn and
you’re letting a Johnny Reb make a
fool of you?”

Farrell’s mind had been ahead on the
missing wagons, not t.ravelmg back
with the returning troopers, and the
harsh justice of Whirter’s .protest
struck him squarely.

“We’d better start moving, Sergean't.
Foot work is slow.”

Whirter nodded. “I'm set. And I'm
promising you one thing, Lieutenant.
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I don’t know how long you’re going
to last; but your prisoner is going to
find those wagons and he'll never live
to toll me into a trap. Here’s one Yank
who's going to be on his feet one sec-
ond longer than Denton, at least!”

Farrell turned with Whirter. Denton
had come to his feet. He looked past
them into the darkness where the rest
of the detachment had vanished. He
eyed the broken horses they had left
behind. His eyes moved next to Whirt-
er. Under the impact of his stare the
sergeant drew his belt gun and moved
toward the useless animals. Denton’s
voice checked him.

“Your doing, eh, Sergeant? The Army
seems to make fools of two kinds
of men-—greenhorns trying to wear
breeches and responsibilities too big
for them-and veterans who are too
damned sure and efficient. Strip those
saddles and leave the horses be. May-
be they'll have better luck than us.
Maybe they’ll drift to water.”

The man swung away, then, start-
ing off into the night at. a shuffling
stride. Johnny Farrell fell in behind
him. After a moment of indecision,
Whirter moved on to the horses. Far-
rell heard their gear hit the ground but
there were no shots and presently,
Whirter's footfalls began to overtake
him. The three of them moved on in
soundless Indian file through the dark-
ness.

Dawn was a tremendous thing rising
out of the east. Johnny Farrell alone
seemed aware of it. The other two, now
both ahead of him, were moving with
the head-down apathy of men conserv-
ing strength to the utmost. Lee Den-
ton, reeling often for yards on end like
a drunken man, had fallen repeatedly
through the night. Whirter followed
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close in his tracks, making no effort
to save the man a fall, but always re-
storing him to his feet with a kind of
mocking gentleness as though each
time proving again his own rightness
and superiority. ‘

In the early morning hours Denton
had passed through a lengthy period
of delirium, talking in monotone
steadiness. His talk made a number of
things plain. There could be no doubt
that without competent medical atten-
tion very shortly, he would die. He still
seemed convinced they could yet over-
haul the two fugitive wagons of silver
—that he would have his chance to set-
tle his score with his former partners.
And his talk confirmed Whirter’s sus-
picion that in the end he yet intended
to get the Comstock wagons into Con-
federate hands, since he twice referred
to a flying column of Rebel troops some-
where in the vicinity, waiting to meet
the bullion shipment.

Thus, with the coming of the brassy
sun and the merciless reflection of the
obsidian under foot, there was added
the torment of anticipating a certain
trap without knowing when it would
be sprung. Wondering at Lee Denton’s
tremendous stubbornness which kept
life in his fevered body, Farrell came
to share Whirter’s bitter hatred for
the man. But he remained still their
one chance to regain the convoy with
which they had left Virginia City. In-
creasing heat and sleeplessness and ex-
haustion battered Johnny Farrell's
senses, but the weight of command and
its responsibility lay upon him, redou-
bled by the knowledge of his own ini-
tial error in judgment at the crossing
of the Sink, and he drove every nerve
to maintain some semblance of alert-
ness. It was he, therefore, who first
saw the wagons ahead.
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CHAPTER S1x
"To Hell or Glory

HE Comstock convoy
stood in a small, shal-
low depression in a
great expanse of ta-
bled rock, hidden from
sight in any direction
except at close* range.
The wagon teams, un-

) harnessed, were bunched in the scant

shade cast by the tilts. Two men, sep-
arated by perhaps a hundred yards,
sprawled in apparent sleep some dis-
tance from the little pothole of rain-
water beside which the wagons stood.
Two others lay close to the water.

From the rim of the depression
which held the wagons, at a distance of
perhaps a quarter of a mile, the scene
was so clear in the morning light that
it seemed unreal, more dreamed than
actually seen. Johnny Farrell stared
a long moment for surety and sanity
before calling sharply to his shuffling
companions.

“Sergeant Whirter—Denton!
quietly!”

Both men dropped, apparently as
much out of exhaustion as obedience
to the compelling authority in Farrell’s
voice. And as he sprawled himself
down on the stone, Farrell felt over-
taxed muscles of his thighs and legs
continue the hallucination of monot-
onous forward trudging in a kind of
physical hysteria.

“I've been working over this way
since midnight,” Lee Denton said slow-
ly and with clearer speech than he had
used since the noon stop the previous
day. “The Indian said there was some-
times a little rainwater in a pothole or
two over here, even this late in the
year. I figured Kettleman wouldn’t

Down,



SILVER FOR OLD ABE

travel dry if he didn't have to and he’'d
be easing up about now, sure he'd
shaken us.”

“They’'re sure scattered,” Whirter
muttered, staring fixedly down into the
depression.

Denton chuckled almost soundlessly.
“Kettleman and Cosgrove figured that.
Two wagons and a day’s drive into
Mexico. Two men could handle it.
Four’s too many. The Indian first, then
Murchison, both in the back. Murchi-
son always was careless. That'll be Cos-
grove and Kettleman, asleep by the
pothole. The other two are dead. Give
me a gun, Lieutenant. I've got work to
do.”

The responsibility of command
prodded Johnny Farrell, driving his
‘weary mind to analysis.

“We ‘were slow seeing them. We'd
been on the sky line for minutes.
They’ll have spotted us, for sure. Now
‘'we've got to go in against their rifles.”

“I said they’re sleeping. You can still
see the sweat on the teams. They
haven’t been there more than an hour.
They took care of Murch and. the In-
dian first thing. That's all that was wor-
‘rying them. The sun’ll wake them di-
rectly, but they'rve sleeping, now. Damn
it, I want a gun!” :

“It would take all three of us, jump-
ing them fast, to handle this in day-
light,” Sergeant Whirter said. “I doubt
if I got enough go left to get down
there without them being tipped off. I
don’t think the lieutenant could, either.
And I know you couldn’t. Not in day-
light.”

Farrell had been quietly studying
the situation. He spoke carefully.

“We're too unsteady and there’'s too
‘much chance one of them might wake.
We'd be cut down by their rifles be-
fore we were in range. We'll have to
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wait for dark.”

Neither of the other two made an-
swer to this. Farrell knew what each
was thinking. If anything could be
more brutal than stumbling through
midday heat across this malpais, to lie
in enforced motionlessness on its sun-
blistered surface was it. Men who could
remain on their feet in the desert had
a chance for life. Those who lay prone
invited death. And there was no possi-
ble shelter here; no movement could
be risked to betray their presence. Den-
ton finally spoke.

“So we wait for dark. I still want a
gun, Lieutenant!”

Farrell didn’'t look at Whirter. He
wormed across the rock and handed
Lee Denton one of his belt guns. The
man took the weapon, checked its
charges, and put it a little distance
from his head, where he could look
at it. )

“I'm going to shoot Sam Kettleman
in the head,” he said quietly. “Right
while he's looking at me I'm going to
shoot Him in the head!”

His voice trailed off. Farrelf saw his
hands come up to silently compress the
clumsy bandage about his skull, and
seeing Denton’s knuckles whiten with
strain, he realized fully for the first
time the agony the man must be en-

‘during. For the first time he realized

that often in the hours since they had
left the Sink, when he had thought his
prisoner was submerged in apathy or
subconsciousness, Denton had actually
been staging a crucial struggle against
torment. The man’s stubborn hatred
toward his former companions was a

‘thing to command respect if not under-

standing. Hatred alone was keeping
Lee Denton alive. :

Sergeant ‘Whirter broke a long run
of silence during which Denton’s body
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stirred like that of a sleeping man cop-
ing with nightmare. _

“I've been thinking, Lieutenant,”
Whirter murmured. “If we had half
a dozen of the boys, now, we could rush
that pair of thieves down there. This
sun’s going to fry what life Denton’s
got right out of him. The poor devil
hasn’t got a chance and after the fight
he’s put up, it ain’t hardly right—"" The
sergeant’s voice trailed off. Finally he
completed his thought. “I-I'm sorry-"

“That you suggested to the boys they
all turn back?”” Farrell asked. “I'm not!
I only really needed one volunteer, Ser-
geant; I got the best one in the detach-
ment. If I'd listened to you on the Sink,
it wouldn’t have taken us all night to
get back across the river and we
wouldn’t have lost the boys we did.”

The silence came again. Lee Denton'’s
body continued to fight its fever and
its agony as the morning sun increased
in strength. Twice the man’s hand ex-
tended to touch the gun lying at his
head, seeming to find strength and re-
assurance in the feel of the weapon.
Farrell thought the man remained con-
scious, but he couldn’t tell. Keeping the
movement to painful slowness to avoid
chance detection from below, he peeled
his shirt from his back and spread it
to give the wounded man some protec-
tion from the overhead rays. Whirter
raised his head to glare at Farrell’s un-
covered shoulders and arms with a look
which foretold what the sun would do
to them, but he said nothing.

In midmorning there was a stir at
the wagons. The two men who had
been sleeping roused, drank from the
pothole, and liberally splashed water
from it over themselves before making
a brief morning meal. Farrell was
acutely conscious of the torment his
own dehydrated body and empty belly
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endured in watching them. The pitch
of Lee Denton'’s suffering seemed to in-
crease, whether he watched or not.

It was nearly noon when the two
men below rolled into the shade un-
der one wagon, apparently to sleep
again. Lee Denton's breathing had by
this time become a ragged, painful
thing to hear. He had pawed away the
protection of Farrell's shirt and was
plainly conscious, but he made no ver-
bal protest at this merciless wait which
was killing him. Sergeant Whirter roll-
ed close to Farrell.

“If we have luck and take those wag-
ons back,” he murmured, “and Den-
ton’s still alive, he’ll try to steer us
right into the Rebel bunch that hired
him to jump us in the first place. I
know that. Him and his cut some of
our boys down, up there on the river.
I know that, too. But damn it, you can’t
hate a man with guts! We got to do
something, Lieutenant!”

Johnny Farrell nodded with a rush
of relief. “If we were to circle west a
few yards, we’d have the other wagon
between us and the one they’re sleep-
ing under, down there-"

Whirter's dried lips cracked under
his sudden grin so that blood showed
on them. He crawled to Denton. Farrell
helped him roll the wounded man up
onto his back. Whirter began crawling
westward with his burden. In fifty
yards the second wagon obscured them
from the sleeping pair under the first
and they remained undetected. Rising
to their feet, Farrell and Whirter sup-
ported Denton between them and start-
ed down the slope.

Farrell was aware of Denton’s
weight, of the man’s faltering footsteps
between them, of diminishing distance
to the wagons. He was aware of the
heat of the sun and the stone underfoot





















