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“A divorce primarily, of course. The
rest isn’t too complicated, I,VIarc.”

Her voice was steady, her head up-
tilted, too assured for defiance. Beau-
tiful-young and sure and beautiful as
the night she had contrived a meeting
between them in Trinidad. Beautiful
as the day they were married in the
living-room at the other end of the hall
with all the X& crowded into the big
house to see a new mistress take over
the Challon keys.

Five years here on the grass had not
changed the smoothness of her cheeks,
the strong curve of her full lips, the
sultry somberness of her eyes; her
figure and her imperious, feline car-
riage. And the quality of her deter-
mination had not changed. Determina-
tion and self-devotion he had humored,
even encouraged, hbecause it made her
more than a woman-an adversary,
constant and challenging. Of the three
facing Challon in this room, she alone
was unafraid. He looked at her and
waited with a patience which was no
part of him.

“Really very simple,” Marcy went on
quietly. “We want the ranch.”

Challon had expected this since he
had first learned about Marcy and An-
son Prentice an hour ago, and a re-
mote and frigid corner of his mind had
framed an answer. A corner of his
mind apart from shock and hurgt and
devouring anger. A part of him which
fully understood he now had left only
that with which he had begun—the XO
—that he would have to be shrewd and
hard, trading with the devil and with
Marcy herself, to keep intact the ranch
which had been Challon life for two
generations.

He had loved this woman, lived with
her, and it was hard to understand
how little of her he had really known.

Within herself she was not wrong but
implacably right. It wasn’t Anson
Prentice she wanted, just as it had
never been Marc Challon. She wanted
the XO, the vastness and strength and
power which was rooted here on the
grass. She Knew nothing of the land,
the people of which the Challons and’
the XO were a part. She didn’t need to
know them. She was inflexible and in-
vincible. Nothing could destroy Marcy
but Marcy herself.

Challon looked at them all again.
Plerre’s stricken eyes were the worst.
Old Pierre Challon, now well into the
home stretch of a century of living. A
hundred and eighty pounds of man in
boots and broadcloth still, ducking un-
consclously under the high lintels of
the XO doorways as he passed through
them. If the ranch had a personality.
Pierre .Was its Incarnation. Rheumy
and a little forgetful. but still" the
Pierre Challon who had homesteaded
the first square mile of the XO when
the nearest town was Trinidad and the
nearest house the mud palace of the
Maxwells, a county away.

Pierre believed In women. He had
believed in this woman, He didn’t fully
understand what was here before his
eyes and Marc could not explain to
him. Marcy wanted the ranch. That
she must also take the excuse for a
man’s existence~the dreams of the liv-
ing and the dead alike—meant nothing
to her.

“It would be s1mpler to kill Anse,”
Challon said quietly.

“You're joking!”

“No, Marcy; I'm not joking.”

Anson Prentice flushed. Challon had
never liked the man’s thin face. “Pa-
trician,” Marcy called the high, oval
head, the prehensile nose, the too-nar-
row cheekbones. Challon had a better
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word for it, from the stock pens. Over-

~bred—the tnevitable fault of a good -
strain. And Prentice trying to correct -
it for future generations at Challon

expense!

“It would be a hell of a lot simpler

to kill Anse,” Challon said again.

The sick look in Pierre’s eyes reced--
ed. He rose from his chair and pulled .
a heavy old revolver from a drawer in-

the desk, handing it to his son matter-
of-factly, almost without malice.
“Take the rabbit outside,” he said

gravely.
blood in the house.”

Challon held the gun loosely. It

would be easy. Marcy had awaited the
right time; Prentice had schemed with

her—both deliberately. There was jus- -

tification for Prentice’s death here and
Challon thought perhaps he owed it to

Pierré and to himself. But there was .
also the XO, bigger than any of them

and more important. -~

“You’d hang, Marc,” Marcy said dis- -
passionately. “You owe Anson money. .
Even in New Mexico a man can’t kill -

his creditors.”

Challon had been thinking of money,
.also, of what it meant to development
of the XO. Marcy talked of debts and
he thought of what these two facing
him here owed him.

“I borrowed sixty thousand dollars

from Anse to put in a dam on Torren-
tado,” he agreed slowly. “Gave him an
assignment of thirty percent of the
ranch as security. If I don’t pay off

" my note he’ll own that much of the

XO0. Suppose I concede you half of
what's left, Marcy, seeing as Pierre
deeded it to us last year. I had five
years with you;
something. That would give you thirty-
five percent and a like share for me.
What's it stand up to—say two dollars

“Your mother never liked

they were worth :

an acre for the hundred thousand acres
inside of XO fence? Worth three times
that if you could find big enough a
buyer.”

Pierre was incredulous but Marcy
and Prentice leaned eagerly forward.
Challon’s lips tightened. Both were
outlanders. They couldn’t know how
coyotes were baited in this country.

“Since I haven't let the contracts on
the dam yet, Anse’s money is still in
the operating account,” Challon con-
tinued. “I want two dollars an acre for
the share I hold, the way I just split
it up, and all the cash in the ranch ac-
counts. A hundred and thirty thousand
total. My pick of the breeding stock to
a hundred head. My personal horses.
And life tenancy on the ranch for
Piefve, if he wants it. I can climb the
fence. Maybe he can't.”

Pierre was without color or voice.
Relief left Anson Prentice a little
breathless. Marty carefully weighed
what she had heard.

“I thought we’d have to fight, Marc,”
she said. “I didn’t think you’d listen to
money. So the old order changes, even
in New Mexico!"”

“New?” Challon asked bluntly. “Rich
men have been buying women of a
kind since we first started counting
beads for money. When the agree-
ments are drawn, have Treadwell send
them over to the hotel in Range. I'll
be there. And, Pierre, don’t forget no-
body ever won a pot on the first draw
in a poker game. Have Pepe drive you
into town tomorrow. I want to talk to
you.”

Pierre nodded woodenly. Challon
crossed to the door.

- “Don’t think a quarter of a million
dollars makes a man, Marcy,” he told
his wife. ““You’ve been used to a couple
samples of the real thing here on the
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worship of a thundering and occasion-
ally unkind god. A time when the
thick-walled house she had built on the
XO0 was so new that the interior wash
on the ’dobe of the walls cracked with
each change of season. A time when
Challon himself was still a boy, nearly
as tall as his father, but not quite a
man. His mother had forbidden him to
enter the Red River.

With its cracked mirrors, unsilvered
and smudged with time, its faded
paintings and patched chairs and
scarred bar, it seemed only untidy and
innocuous enough, now. But legend
lived in its dark interior. With the
Lambert Hotel at Cimarron and the
Clifton House on the Canadian, the
Red River had seen its share of the
Territory’s history in days when talk
was not of rails but wagon wheels,
rolling down out of Kansas for Santa
Fe.

Marc rang a coin down on the bar
when drinks were served. Pierre
hastily matched it with one of his own.

“I’'m drinking none of your whisky!”
he said sharply.

“You pull in your horns,” Marc coun-
seled gently.

“Got none to pull in any more!”
Pierre growled. “That’s the hell of get-
ting old. Otherwise, right this minute
you'd be stiffer'n a board from a
damned good fist-mauling and locked
in the spud cellar till you'd learned
better. And I'd be hazing a couple no-
- good critters off our land!”

“Without doing the XO any real
good. We’ve never ‘tackled a problem
exactly the same way, Pierre.”

“No, by hell! One of us has got
whiskers on his chest!”

“You take it easy; let me handle
this. Your no-good critters will be run-
ning soon enough-—and leaving some-

thing behind the XO can use.”

“What?” the old man asked. “Tracks
in the sand?”

“A railroad, maybe. The iron men to
finish the dam on Torrentado and the
irrigation system. With luck, some
profit even over that.”

“Talk! You're whipped clean out of
the herd and I know it as well as you
do. You wouldn’t have laid down and
let that sleazy walk the length of your
backbone if there was any fight in you!-
I want to tell you something, Marec.
I'd have given the XO to your mother,

" lock, stock, and barrel, any day she

asked for it. But I wouldn’t sell it to
her sainted soul for another man’s
money! I haven’t been so damned mad
since you were born. I'm getting out.
Pepe’s going back to his pueblo and
I’'m catching the noon stage to Den-
ver!”

“Marcy make it tough for you out
at the ranch last night?” Challon ask-
ed with quick suspicion. Pierre missed
the ominous note in his voice.

“Going to hire the biggest suite in
the Albany at Denver and start tearing
up the walks, When I've got this mad
cut down to a size I can handle, maybe
I'll come back and finish raising you—
maybe I'll come back and learn you
how to handle a woman. But till I do
you leave me alone, boy. I want no
part of you, now!”

Pierre banged his’ glass on the bar
and strode out of the saloon. Challon
glanced at the glass. There was no use
following Pierre. He was in a monu-
mental uproar when he’d walk away
from-untouched whisky. Besides, Chal-
lon thought the Denver trip a good so-
lution to what might otherwise be a
problem. It would keep Pierre out of
the way here in the beginning, where
he wouldn’t fit. Later the fight might
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your pride is barked, but you’re after
‘something now which hasn’t much to
do with pride. Something you can put
in your pocket.”

‘“Learned it from you, honey,” Chal-
lon said easily. “You love Anse less
than you loved me. Where you think
you’'re headed for, now?”

“I'm there,” she said simply. “You've
never known where I came from be-
fore I met you and I won’'t tell you
now. But it was a long ways. This is
the end of the climb, Marc. ‘Mrs. Anson
Prentice, who divides her time between
the palatial Prentice mansion on Chi-
-cago’s fashionable Prairie Avenue and
her:baronial cattle ranch in New Mex-
ico Territory.””

“Sure ydu’re there?” Challon asked.
Marcy’s eyes narrowed.

“Don’t make it a challenge, Marc,”
she warned. “The Challons have never
had to fight a woman before and I’ll
fight if you force me.”

She ‘smiled. Challon turned and
trotted briskly on down the stairs.

The lava was for a generation the
eastern boundary of the XO-a thirty-
mile wilderness lying against the Pan-
handle, haven like other forgotten bad-
lands strips for swift travelers and the
lawless. The volcano was the land-
mark of the lava, a geometrically per-
fect cone from which had been flung
great solidified chunks of igneous
brown stone which littered a quarter
of the county. In the explosion which
broadcast this giant rubble, the level
sweep of the grass lands had buckled
into ridge folds and upthrusts. Among
these was the pyramidal spire of
Tinaja. T

There were scattered patches of
'grass in the lava and occasionally wa-
ter. Beyond were the prairies again.

It had been Marc Challon who had
stretched an XO link through the lava
to connect with more acreage beyond.
What was sufficient empire in the days
of wagons algng the Old Trail to.Santa
Fe was too small with rails already
surveying up Raton Creek.
Homesteaders squatted on lava
grass. Sullen men, apart and unfriend-
ly for reasons not always obscure.
They remembered the flinty trading by
which Challon and Hank Bayard had
finally forged a chain of leases from
the old XO to the flatlands beyond the
lava. Here in this badlands link lay
the weakness in the XO structure by
which Challon intended Marcy and An-
son Prentice should meet their first
defeat. . :
He sent a horse to the Uncle Dick
Bar earlyin the morning. 'Lena Casa-

_ major came down Goat Hill to meet

him in the willows on the edge of
town. With the sun in their faces they
rode toward the lava, the volcano and
the blue spire of Tinaja two silhouettes
a dozen miles apart on the eastern
horizon.

Challon did not know the girl/beside
him, only her usefulness. Jim Pozner
was the leader of the lava men. A thin,
quiet man, hard and arrogant, with a
strange streak of righteousness. Unpre-
dictable, personally ‘dangerous, and
probably the most bitter enemy the
XO had made in a good many years of
trading friendliness and enmity alike
for more land. If 'Lena Casamajor .
could make Pozner® listen and even-
partially understand the changes afoot
with the passing of the XO from Chal-
lon hands, she would have done much
for Marc. But he could not easily ex-
plain her willingness to help. She
would know the risk Jim Pozner and
the others took even in meeting a Chal-
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the big things that have been here.
There's been so much more than just
empty grass in New Mexico. Spring-
er's, Chico, the Challon ranchgsome-
thing has to be saved!”

Challon said nothing. He was stirred,
but Marcy had left him with a distrust
of feminine motive. And it was usual
that all dead things were carrion on
the grass.

“There’s a saying among my people
that the devil’s in a man who wants
revenge,” 'Lena added after a moment.

“Then the devil’s in me,” Challon
told her. He gigged his mount forward.

They halted again two miles from
Tinaja Springs where weeded ruts led
off toward the Pozner place.

“Tia will see that Jim comes down
to your camp tonijght,” ’Lena s$aid.
“The Hyatts and some of ‘the othgrs
may be with him. They won’t trust
you; expect that. They won't listen to
dickering.” ’

“Get them down. I'll handle them.” -

The girl nodded and reined away.
Challon followed the trail on into the
springs. A rider spotted him and sig-
naled camp with his hat. A brush cor-
ral was up there, a pole-and-brush
cooking-shelter, a fire-circle, and beds
were on the ground. Challon’s hun-
dred-head exception from the XO herds

" was bunched near by. The crew was
waiting. These were his tools. He felt
eagerness.

To cattlemen in the tradition of
Charlie Goodnight and John Chisum,
he was an experimenter and maybe a
fool. This was longhorn country. But
these whitefaces were Marc Challon’s
real contribution to the XO-his vision
the heavy animals on New Mexico
grass, his gamble they would thrive,

" =his belief that when there were com-

mercial herds there would also be an
available market. The rails were a part
of it. Whitefaces could not stand the
long drives by which Texans moved
their longhorns to shipping-pens along
Kansas railroads, but chutes on the
Santa Fe at Range would be in the
XO’s back yard. Marcy had stepped in-
to the path of something bigger than
any woman.

Bayard hailed Challon from the
camp duffel pile. “Stop by the ranch?”

Challon shook his head.

“You should have,” Hank said. “This
isn’t turning out to be the best idea
you ever had!”

“Why?”

“Prentice is coppering his bets. Got
a new crew already. Pete Maxwell
must have hired some for him down
to Fort Sumner. Some of Billy Bon-
ney’s bunch, I think. Culled the rest
around Las Vegas and Mora. Cy Van
Cleave’s got my old joh.”

Challon whistled. This wasn’t Pren-
tice. This was Marcy. She’'d heard talk
of Bill Bonney. Kid Antrim—Kid Bon-
ney-Billy the Kid. And Van Cleave,
tyle rattlesnake of Mora. Marcy was

" not afraid of the Challons, nor would

this man be. Wary, but not afraid.

“I don’t like it, Hank,” he said.

“I'm singing hallelujahs!” Hank
growled. “What do you do, now?”

“The same thing. Nothing’s changed.
Break. Prentice.”

“And his'old man and the Santa Fe!
Pozner and the Hyatts and Van Cleave.
Talk about the hard way, Marc! You
could have hung onto the ranch with-
out handing it to Prentice and then
squaring away to take it from him

“again!”

“Maybe,” Challon agreed. “But it
would have been a tight squeeze and

Marcy would have poured mud into
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eyes alive.

“Man!” Hank breathed. “Man!” He
was laughing.

The girl’s voice drifted out of- the
shelter. He thought she was laughing,
too. “Que duerma bien, Marc—"

Challon crossed to his saddle, spilled
his bedroll down at Bayard’s feet, and
kicked it flat. Hank was still chuckling.
Challon kicked the bedroll again.

“Hell!” he said. It was inadequate.

CHAPTER F1ve
The First of the Dead Men

HE Hyatt brothers
stopped at Tinaja, re-
turning from the XO.
'Lena poured more
water into the stew
she had on the fire.
Challon had been out
afoot among the

whitefaces, removing himself from the

camp and the girl, his mind searching
for her motives in the relationship she
had thrust on him the night before.

Seeing the Hyatts, he came in, arriving -

as they dismounted.

This scene, also, had a disturbingly
reminiscent air. The stock, without
fencing to hold it. Unshaven, armed
men swinging thighs high as they quit
leather to clear the butts of rifles
sheathed beneath saddle skirts. Ex-
pectancy in Bayard and his own boys
and himself. All of it like something
out of his father’s book, not his own.

“Prentice accept the cancellations?”
he asked Simi Hyatt.

_ “Van’ Cleave did the talking, with
your wife backing him. First time I
ever seen her, Challon. Now I know
you're crazy for walking off the XO!”
He glanced at 'Lena. “Maybe thunder
and lightning when they’re young, but

they run to fat and lip whiskers, di-
rectly. Like mine with white skin!”

“Stick to business,” Challon snapped.
“The XO understands it’s got to stay
off the leases, now?”

“Jim never told us to say that.
They’re smart enough to guess it.”

'Lena beat on the stew kettle. They
all filed in for a spoon and a laden mug
and waited for the mugs to cool. Ed
Hyatt watched 'Lena at the big kettle,
his mouth open and his eyes half-lid-
ded. He started, almost with guilt,
when Challon stirred impatiently.

“You do all right,” he said. “About
Van Cleave, he wanted leave to bunch
the XO stuff out east and move it
home.”

“You said he could?”

“Only that he could try.”

“You should have warned him not
to, Simi,” Challon said. “The XO’s cut
in two. The sooner they know I'm mak-
ing that stick, the better for us all.”

Simi grinned, tipped his mug up, and
drained it. He handed the mug to Chal-
lon.

“Thanks for the chow,” he said.
“Good luck; Challon. Come on, Ed.”

They crossed to their horses. Chal-
lon watched them go with tight lips.
Simi Hyatt was only a little less ob-
vious than Hank Bayard. Challon knew
he had gotten a carefully screened re-
port of the talk at the XO. He signaled
his foreman.

“Move the whitefaces out onto the
leases soon as chow’s finished, Hank.
String them clear across, the boys with
them. Warn any XO men that start
across. Warn them, don’t try to stop
them. And let me know, fast. I'll be
here.” . .

Hank looked uncomfortable. “Re-
member what Pozner said last night
about being in the middle? You sure
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blind canyon, he took a ridge to a
higher crevice. At the end of half an
hour he was up under the broken
crown of the mesa, a hundred yards
above the trail leading into The Strip
and opposite the point he judged Van
Cleave would choose for his trap.

Instinctive timing, bred of knowl-
edge of the country and the purposes
of both parties with him on the mesa,
was nearly perfect. Challon was bare-
ly into position with his rifle when a
tiny, tell-tale slide spilled down the op-
posite wall of the cut above which he
crouched. Van Cleave, coming into po-
sition.

Minutes later, dust began to sift up
from the trail below. The point of the
driven herd. passed beneath Challon.
The drovers were cautious. Knowing
stock could not stray in this defile, the
men were all bunched in the dust be-
hind the cattle, where cover was best.
Retreat was open behind them. In any
event, the cattle would be past the
point of danger before they could be
forced into a stand.

The tail of the drive appeared. Chal-
lon levered a shell into the chamber
of his rifle. He sifted both of the Hyatts
and Frank Germaine from the dust.
He didn’t know the others, nor could
he locate Pozner. He was looking for
the man when the XO outfit broke
cover on the opposite rim and wode
recklessly down a grassed slide. Their
rifles remained booted. They were
counting on close work. Cy Van Cleave
was in the lead.

Challon studied the vest on Marcy S
foreman in the notch of his sights but
vanity made him shift his target to the
man next to Van Cleave after a mo-
ment. The Rattlesnake of Mora had
stature on the grass and the grass
country would expect more of a Chal-

lon than a careful rifle shot from cover
for such a man. Legend lived on the
grass and was dear to it. Tradition
made the enmities of certain men pub-
lic property and set the patterns by
which they could be solved:

Van Cleave’s belt gun banged at one
of the lava men when Challon’s finger
was tight against the trigger of his .
rifle. Challon’s weapon seemed to fire
in automatic response to Van ‘Cleave’s
shot. The man in Challon’s sights
swung both hands high as though
reaching for his hat and went out of
his saddle.

Challon moved to another target as
Van Cleave pulled abruptly up, eyes
reaching up to the powdersmoke drift-
ing above Challon’s position. Marc saw
the mark of his second shot on a white
shirt a little behind Van Cleave. The
XO foreman shouted a command and
the ranch crew swung frantically down
the cut, lying low in leather. Challon
lowered the rifle. This was enough, for
now.

The Hyatts and the others from the
lava, startled by this assistance from
the rim, had broken for a side canyon
stretching off into the thickest of the
lava malpais near the volcano cone.
Van Cleave and his men picked a wid-
er angle of retreat, holding more to
open country.

Trotting up the rim a few yards,
Challon knelt at g place from which he
could cover the head of the desultorily
moving cattle. This was, in the last
analysis, Challon beef. He would have
let the Hyatts drive it into The Strip
to harry Marcy and Anson Prentice.
But the Hyatts had hit the brush and’
there were other matters to harry An-
son and Marcy, now. There was no
polnt in losing 'the cattle.

He dropped three steers in the lead
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“Did ‘you look in your own corral to
see if any of those Lincoln County
horses had been on a hard ride last
night? Or could you tell if you lgoked,
Anse? Those new boys of yours would
feel more comfortable behind masks
than they do in their own whiskers!"”

“You forced those men onto us,
Mare. You took our crew and cut the
XO in two. Van Cleave and the others
seemed the only answer we could give
you.” :

“And Marcy set it up for you!” Chal-
lon said flatly. Prentice set his jaw
stubbornly.

“We won’t bluff and we won’t scare,
Marc. Don’t try to drag the railroad
into this. You'll have your hands full
with the X0. Marcy wants it and like
I told you, I'm going to see she has it.
I'll be honest with you; I'd rather have
Hank Bayard bossing the boys in the
bunkhouse than Cy Van Cleave. I don’t
want this to go any farther. Maybe
you were trimmed too close for what
you had here. How about that breed-
ing stock you've got left? Van Cleave
says the strain here won’t amount to
much without it. I'll try to make it
fair. Suppose I pay you fifteen hun-
dred dollars a. head for the hundred
animals you kept? That's about stock-
show price, I think. And those you
kept weren’t all show stuff. I could
raise enough more cash to about do
that. Would you quit New Mexico for
another hundred and fifty- thousand
dollars, Marc?”’

“Let’s understand each other right
down to the ground,” Challon said
quietly. “I wouldn’t quit now for your
father’s share in the Santa Fe or ten
gallons of your blood, delivered to me
in a barrel! I told you, we're not ready
to talk business—yet. You're going to
be on your belly. You're not going to

be able to raise a nickel. Maybe there
won’t even be any rails across the pass.
You’ll hate Marcy as much as I hate
her and maybe she’ll know what a
sheet of tin you are. When we're to
that place, all of us, we'll talk about
quitting New Mexico. But it won't be
me who's leaving!” :

“It’s going to get nasty, I'm afraid,
Marec!” Prentice said stiffly. '

“You guessing? I hope you're on a
horse you can ride!” ’

Challon moved down the ramada to-
ward the sunken main door of the
house. Prentice followed him and
touched his arm at the doorway.

“All right, Marc,” he said. “We un-
derstand each other. This is something
else. T don’'t meet many people down
here. Hard for me to talk to those I do.
And T want to keep this between our-
selves. That’s why I'm asking you.
That and the fact I know I’ll get an
honest answer. Marcy doesn’t talk
much. But some of the riders do—the
new ones. Look, Mare, did you meet
Marcy in Kansas dty at a—at a—-?"

Prentice broke off ﬁnea‘sily. Challon
stared at him. He felt a surge of scorn.
A man might be forgiven the pres-
sures,put on him by desire for a wom-
an. He might be forgiven a lack of
understanding of values on the grass.
But not narrowness of soul.

“At a pleasure house?’ he asked
grimly. “Na~Anse. Your rider’s got the
story wron@ Not Marcy. She came
from Indiana, I think. I found her in
Trinidad, teaching school and waiting
for a chance to marry the XO. The-
woman from Kansas City was some-
thing 'Marcy could never be. She was
honest. She married an old man and
gave him love and a home and happi-
ness. She gave him faith. She gave him
a son. She was my mother.”
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fire on your tail, now, Marc. The rail- \ was lit in the little stone and pifion-

road gave Hugh a charge of buckshot
in his backside today. A pay train was
cleaned of eight thousand dollars in
the pass. One of the bunch was wound-
ed and they all headed to this side of
the pass. That's what Hugh wanted to
ask you about.”

“Why me?”

“Why not? He knows the boys he
wants came from the lava or The
Strip. Prentice’s old man is a director
on the road. Everybody knows Pren-
tice stole your keys—that you're sore
at Prentice and your wife and have
quit your ranch. And you been talking
to Jim Pozner. One of your boys died
of gunshot wounds today. Why should-
n’'t Hugh figure you were a good place
to start asking questions?”

“Because he knows me. If T was after
the Santa Fe I'd take the works—rails,
roadbed, and right of way—not just a
pay roll!”

“Hugh'll get his posse, Marc. You've
forgot the ringy bunch Prentice has
got on the XO.”

“The hell T have, Hank! Get the
boys up. We'll take a crack at settling
that, too!”

CHAPTER EIGHT
Tia Pozner's Courage

HALLON took the ridg-
es with his men, trad-
ing the easier going
of the lower trail for
time. He didn’t know
what to expect to find
at Pozner’s, certainly
not the quiet sur-

rounding the lava homestead when

they slanted down the low slope be-
hind it. Horses were in the corral, the

yard apparently orderly, and a lamp

log house.

He swore at Van Cleave. His estima-
tion of the man either fell short or
overshot. Van Cleave should have been
here. He wondered if Marcy was
shrewdly playing on her knowledge of
Challon nature and giving Van Cleave
orders she knew would pull her former
husband up short. He discarded the
thought as it was born. With the devil’s
due, Marcy was not this much a per-
fectionist. This was chance—Van
Cleave weaving his own pattern with-
in the loom Marcy provided.

Bayard discovered the first sign of
trouble. Pozner’s dog lay in the yard,
dead of a bullet fired at close range.
Challon swung swiftly down and
pushed open Pozner’s door. The em-
bers of a fire glowed in the fireplace '
within. Frank Germaine was sprawled
on the floor so close to the hearth that
the sole of one boot was blackened and
curled away from the upper, revealing
a scorched sock and swollen foot. Ger-
maine’s gun lay near him. He was
dead. :

The room was not greatly disar-
ranged. A partially eaten meal was on
a table set for four. Doors to both
kitchen and bedroom were open. The
lighted lamp was in the latter. Challon
entered the bedroom.

Tia Pozner huddled in a diagonal
corner. One side of her face was swol-
len. Her mouth had bled a little and
the red line from its corner made a
thin, ugly scar down across the round-
ness of her chin and throat. Such
clothing as remained on her was in
ribbons, its disorder more callously
revealing than complete nakedness.
She sat in a cramped, unnatural posi-
tion, into which she had obviously
been flung.
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Challon thought for a moment that
she, also, was dead. Then he saw the
movement of her breathing. He step-
ped back to the front door and sig-
naled Bayard.

“Germaine’s in here, dead. Get him
out and clean up. Light a fire in the
kitchen and put water on. Find Jim’s
whisky. Then wait outside and keep
the boys quiet.”

“’Lena?’ Hank asked.

“No. Pozner’s wife.” X

Challon returned to the bedroom
and closed the door. Bending, he lifted
the woman gently to the bed. He
thought Pozner's wife was less than
ten years older than 'Lena. She had
her niece’s fine, delicate shape of head
and feature and body. although she
was a little shorter. The proudest kind
of Spanish-American beauty, without
grossness in middle life.

He swore steadily as he removed the
shreds of the woman's clothing. There
was modest lace on the undergarments
and primness to their fit and fasten-
ings. Merciless malice had been behind
the treatment given her. Malice cap-
italizing on the knowledge that women
of her race and kind would rather have
the secrets of their soul turned out to
public gaze than the clothing next to
their skin. Tia Pozner would not have
appeared even before her husband in
undress in a lighted room.

The legend of wantonness in Span-
ish-American women was not some-
thing which had grown on the grass,
itself, but among outlanders who had
come in. Beyond the exceptions which
proved the rule, it was wholly untrue.

Challon found a scarf on the dresser
and a kimono and .slippers in the

clothes press. He dressed the woman .

in these, wrapping the kimono well
around her. He kicked the torn cloth-

ing he had removed well out of sight
ynder the bed. And he spdke softly,
steadily, gently in Spanish. Bayard
came to the door, holding a big, steam-
ing china mug.

“Fire wasn’t out and I thought you'd
be ready for this,” he whispered.
“Couldn’t find Jim’s whisky, but I*had
some on my saddle. She all right?’

“I think so. Thanks, Hank.”

Challon pushed the door shut again.
Tia Pozner drank the toddy obedient-
ly. The fixity in her eyes faded. They
searched Challon’s face. Suddenly they
dropped to her own body and the ki-
mono wrapping it.

“I came in alone.” Challon told her.
“The others are outside. I'm sorry
we're late. What happened?”

The woman began to talk. A stark
account, without hysteria. The three
of them had been at supper—Pozner,
his wife, and 'Lena. The Hyatts and
Frank Germaine had ridden in, bushy-
tailed over a brush with the XO crew.
Pozner cursed them for their attempt-
ed drive of XO stock so early in the
game. The Hyatts, angry at his lash-
ing, rode off. Germaine, his eyes as
much on 'Lena as Tia’'s supper, stayed.

A few minutes later riders poured
into the yard. The dog barked and was
shot. 'Lena and Germaine went out to
investigate. ’Lena vanished and didn't
return. Germaine ducked back into the
house. The riders were XO men. They
had the Hyatts, tied in their saddles.
They wanted Pozner and Germaine.

The pattern of subsequent events
was hard for Challon to determine. Ap-
parently Van Cleave didn’t want pris-
oners beyond the two already tied in
their saddles. He demanded the sur-
render of the two men within the
house and when Germaine, too young
to be afraid of god or man, resisted,
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which demanded that Challon and
Marcy have privacy for the talk Chal-
lon so obviously desired. They were,
by the mere mechanics of long associa-
tion, still at least partially man and
wife. \

But all of these things were self-de-
lusive and deliberate avoidance of fact.
As he walked slowly across the ranch
yard in the growing darkness, Pren-
tice forced himself to this admission.
He had given the relationship between
Marcy and her husband no considera-
tion in the beginning. It was not be-
coming that he do so. now. The real
reason he had quit the front of the
house was an uneasiness he always
felt in or near the building. It was as

though the house was the heart of the #

Challon Ranch, with a pulse and a life
of its own, and the ranch ltself was
the entity to which the Challon name
belonged, rather than to Flerre and
his son.

He had taken Challon’s wife. With
Marcy he now held legal title to the
ranch. But there were shadows within
the house beyond his reach. He had
not touched the springs of Marc Chal-
lon’s existence. Perhaps he didn’t even
understand them. And the house would
not accept Anson Prentice. He was
alien to it. He thought he would always
remain so.

A slight edge had worked into the
wind. Prentice turned from the yard
up onto the porch of the ranch store.
The door was padlocked. He felt the
ring of keys at his belt. A symbol of
possession. He wondered what he ac-
tually had here beyond this meaning-
less, jangling ring of metal blanks. He
fingered. through them for the one
which fitted this lock.

Anson had ordered the store closed
when Marcy and himself had come out

from their meeting with Challon in
Treadwell’s office in Range. He had a
purpose. The store was the one thing
on the ranch he intended personally
to change.

In the days of the Challons it had
been open to every man on the pay
roll and to such small neighbors as
might find it convenient or necessary
to trade on XO credit. Actually, it was
the root of an occasionally used sys-
tem of peonage, and shrewd enough
for that reason. Pay-roll hands were
paid in ‘cash only the difference be-
tween their earned wages and their
account at the store. Neighbors who
could not meet their account paid in
land when there was nothing else with
which to settle their bills. And land
was always acceptable tender to a
building ranch.

Sound enough business, except that
there were accounts as much as fifteen
years in arrears with day-to-day pur-
chases steadily increasing their totals
and with no evidence of an attempt at
collection at any time. Friends, Pierre
Challon had once explained. Pension-
ers, Marc had called them. Both men
had spoken in the same tolerant tone,
apparently unconcerned at the swell-
ing liability the store accounts repre-
sented.

There was something else wrong
with the store. The XO bought in
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wholesale quantities for it, but from ,

local suppliers in Range, agreeably
paying the Range mark-up instead of
dealing directly with big houses in the
East. Yet those who traded in the store
could buy ‘any item on the shelves at
a price as low or lower than that post-
ed by the mercantile houses in town.
An additional loss,” and deliberate ig-
norance of a potential source of profit.
Challon had tried to explain this once,
too.

“Something as big as a ranch needs
friends. The store costs something, of
course, although I don’t think we've
ever figured out just how much. But
it brings some folks onto the XO that
might not come, otherwise. :And the
prices we charge make friends of
them. Maybe that doesn’t show on the
ledgers,‘Anse, but it's important. You
can fight like hell with your neighbors
down here, but they’re still neighbors
and have to be treated as such. That's
the grass. You'll see.”

Anson did not see. Marcy had not

allowed him as much time as he would
have liked, but he had been thoroughly
over the store books since he had .or-
dered it closed. And he was close to
completion of a new plan of operation,
under which it could be made to shbw
a profit. The plan was important, ‘al-
though he couldn’t explain its impor-
tance to Marcy. .
He had put a great deal of money
into Maréy’s scheme to take over the
XO, but not wholly for Marcy, herself.
There was little accord between Anson
Prentice and his father. What tie there
was had been built on wealth—the de-
sire of one to produce an heir capable
of handling the paper empire and t_he
power he had created; the desire:of
the other to be sufficiently suitable and
in grace to inherit what the first had

(]

produced. Jason Prentice would under-
stand Marcy, all right. The woman part
of it—her desirability. Before wheat-
trading and the railroad and advancing
years had absorbed all of his energy,
there had been body fires in Jason
Prentice.

What the old man would not under-
stand, what he would not believe, was
that a sane man would pay a hundred
and thirty thousand dollars for a wom-
an for the single reason that she in-
toxicated him with a belief he was
more virile and a more satisfactory
companion than the man from whom
he had taken her. Yet Anson was aware
that this was essentially what he had
done. The thing he had to avoid was
sacrifice of the balance of his inherit-:
ance for that :same woman. And it
troubled him gravely when he was
apart. from Marcy.

His work on the store books was be-

hind this. Mar¢ Challon’s careless ap-

praisal of the XO had worked to An-

'son’s advantage. 'I‘hel old man would
.back him up on the figure at which he

had bought Challon out. The old man

‘would likely even be vastly amused
.that a woman had come along as boot
-in the deal, since the acreage involved
:made the thing financially sound be-

yond a doubt. But Marcy wanted more
than just another man. Anson was

-aware of this. She wanted more than
‘just the share Challon had granted-her

in the XO. She wanted full control—
legal ownership of the man who held
the balance of the title. She wanted a
recognized claim on whatever Anson

:Prentice would have from his father.

She wanted marriage. And the old man
would raise hell at this.

There was one solution. If Anson
took hold of the XO, if heshowed man-
agergent skill in its operation, the old
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man might concede Marcy was bring-
ing his son something in compensation
for what she wanted. Compensation
was the keynote of Jason Prentice’s
life. If Marcy made a businessman out
of his son, he would accept her on her

" own terms.

There was gall in this kind of think-
ing, but Anson knew himself and his
father too well to avoid facts. And he
knew his own limitations. He had no
interest in the XO. He would not learn
the cattle business. What he had seen
of ranch management smelled too
strongly of sweat and hard seasons.
He had acquired the ranch only to ac-
quire Marcy. If the XO was run, it
~“would be by Marcy and men she hired.
But the matter of the store was no
more than simple arithmetic and a lit-
tle book work, and it could be dressed
up into an appearance of shrewd think-
ing and an evidence of a flair for ef-
ficlency. As a beginning project, it
would make an arresting impression.

Prentice turned the key and the pad-

lock fell open. He folded the hasp back
and pushed the door inward. The dark
interior of the store reached out with
its mingled odors of foodstuffs con-
fined in motionless air. He rasped a
match to flame and lighted the tall
lamp at one end of the counter. Almost
at once he saw the bedding shelf had
been .stripped of blankets. Raising the
counter gate, he stepped through it.
_ The displaced blankets had been
loosely spread on the floor behind the
counter, out of sight from the win-
dows. A man lay huddled on them.
One of the new hands who had ar-
rived on the ranch with Cy Van Cleave.
His dirty shirt was thick with harden-
ing blood. Prentice knew by the color
of his face that he was dead.

He tried to remember when he had

seen a dead man before. Never like
this, certainly. Not without the soften-
ing and impersonalization an under-
taker achieved. Not when death was
so bloody and ugly and there were
neither tapers nor music in the back-
ground. He looked curiously at the
man on the floor behind the counter
because he had never really thought
of death before and it took himy time
to realize it could be like this.
Backing slowly through the counter,
Anson returned to the door and closed
it, shooting the night bolt on the in-
side without knowing why he did so.
He trimmed the counter light a little
lower and stepped back through the
gate, kneeling beside the dead man
with a steadiness which surprised him.
This was an XO hand. He was dead
of a gunshot wound. A companion or

° companions, presumably also XO men,

had hidden him in the locked store on
the obvious assumption that his discov-
ery here was unlikely. Prentice judged
the man had been alive when he was
carried in. The scant offering of com-
fort afforded by the blankets on the
floor attested to that. Sometime during
the previous night, probably very late.
Not today, certainly, as the crew had
quit the ranch early in the morning,
immediately after a talk between Mar-
cy and Van Cleave and a couple of
brothers from out on the lava. And the
crew had not returned. This man had
been hidden here with Van Cleave's
knowledge. There were only three
keys to the lock on the door. Van
Cleave had one of them.

Anson remembered a sharp question
Challon had asked him in front of the
house. Something about looking in the
XO corrals for horses winded by a hard
night ride southward over the mesas.
Tensing with aversion, he searched the
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dead man’s pockets.

Cigarette makings. A knife with the
bone gone from one side of the handle.
A jumble of loose matches. Three
clanking silver dollars and some
change. In a breast pocket, stained
along one edge by blood from the
wound which had killed him, a thin
packet of crisp bills in a wrapper bear-
ing the imprint of Donaldson and
Kane, Kansas City—bankers to Jason
Prentice and the Santa Fe.

Anson took only these, shaking out
a fresh handkerchief and wrapping
them into it before shoving them into
his own pocket. His breath was un-
steady. After blowing twice across the
chimney of the lamp without killing
the light, he turned the wick down un-
til it snuffed itself. He did not refasten
the hasp and padlock on the door.

Coming up through the yard, he saw
a big man swing onto a horse before
the house. Recognizing Challon, he
was momentarily tempted to call to
him, knowing that Marc would have
an answer for this and an instant’s de-
cision. A decisign Anson didn’t want
to make, himself. But-before he called
Challon’'s name he remembered the
chill and bitter hatred in Marc's eyes
and he knew the time was past for help
from a Challon in anything.

For the first time he began to think
beyond himself as far as Marcy was
concerned. For the first time he stood
in Challon’s boots. For an instant he
saw exactly what he had done to the
man. He stood without movement, very
quiet in the yard, until Challon van-
ished toward the main gate.

When Marc was gone, Anson moved
on toward the front of the house. He
had nearly reached the ramada when
another rider appeared out of the dark-
ness. He must have passed Challon

near the gate, but there had been no
exchange of greeting. Anson lengthen-
ed his stride. The newcomer did not
pull up at the head of the gravel path
but came on diagonally' across the
carefully kept lawn. )

Prentice realized the man’s horse
was picking its own way without at-
tention from its rider, that it was tak-
ing the shortest route to the corral. As
he reached the lower end of the ra-
mada, Anson heard Marcy’s voice and
realized she had come out of the house
to watch Challon’s departure.

“Quien es?” she asked in the univer-
sal night query of the country.

The man in the saddle stiffened, lost
his balance as a result of this shift,
and spilled down. Marcy spoke again,
something Anson did not clearly hear,
and she leaped to half catch the man
as he fell. The horse shied away and
trotted across the lawn toward the
work yard. Prentice reached Marcy as
she straightened the man’s; body on the
ramada flagging. -

“Who js it?” he asked, repeating her
question in English.

“Tom Halliard. Shot. Get his feet.
We'll take him inside—"

“How, Marcy?” Anson asked as he
hooked the man’s ankles.

“With a gun!” Mar¢y snapped.
“Marc’s gun!” .

“I just saw Marc leave. There wasnt
any shot.” .

“This afternoon, someplace on the
lava. Not here. Marc was boasting
about it to me. Here, get h1m up. He's
too heavy for me.”

Anson shifted his grlp on Halliard's
body and swung it up with a pulling
effort. Marcy held the door open, then
led the way swiftly back through the
house to the kitchen. At a gesture from
her, he rolled Halliard ento the big
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kitchen work table.

Marcy came around with a lamp and
for the first time he saw Halliard’s
face. His gorge rose and the room tilt-
ed. He gripped the edge of the table
hard. '

Marcy put the lamp down. She bent
close to the injured man and began
probing with forceps fashioned of her
thumb and index finger in the terrible
wound which had opened Halliard's
cheek. Anse clung to the table while
she plucked out two brightly stained
fragments which he recognized with
horror as teeth. Marcy slapped him
hard with her eyes.

“You asked me if Marc was serious
in his shooting talk the day we told
him about us. He had his gun in his
.hand. He could have done this to you,
Anson.”

“My God, you mean this was delib-
erate?”

“A Challon can hit a fly on the wing
with anything that will shoot. Bring
me a sheet out of the press and a bottle
of your whisky.”

Anson reeled out of the room, think-
ing of mountains which exploded,
raining rock over half a county, of
grass as endless as the sea and in many
ways as baffling, of a tall old man who
went to a strange place in search of a
bride, and of a man so ruthless in an-
ger that he would deliberately inflict
on another the kind of a wound Tom
Halliard had brought back to the XO.

An hour later Halliard was in his
bed at the bunkhouse with the yard

boy to sit beside him, alternately lis- -

tening to the unintelligibte flow of his
pain-laced profanity and helping him
get the neck of a whisky bottle into
his shattered mouth to drink a little
of the universal narcotic of the grass-

lands.

Prentice had come back to the main
house. Marcy, misunderstanding his
purpose, had dispppeared into her bed-
room. He sat in the living-room, hunch-
ed deep in a big chair, listening to the
sound of water splashing in a basin as
Marcy washed the marks of her crude,
dispassionate surgery from her hands
and arms.

There was war in Prentice. He had
asked for some of this. He had be-
lieved there was hunger in him. He
had thought that he had a taste for the
elemental and that contact with it
would lift his pulse. Only Marcy had
not done that. Much of what he had
wanted in New Mexico he had not
found. One of the things he might
have wanted—the friendship of Marc
Challon—would have cost him Marcy,
and he had believed the price was too
high.

The rest of this grass country was
no different from Kansas or Missouri
or Illinois. Essentially unfriendly, dis-
trusting him for no better reason than
the tailoring marks on his clothes and
his father’s name on the letterheads
of the Santa Fe. Small, busy people,
engrossed in their own way of life,
unwilling to open a door to it for him
and both unwilling and unable to un-
derstand his need. All but Marcy. He
was grateful to her for this and at war
now because for the first time he was
forced to take a stand he instinctively
knew she would oppose.

She came out presently, smiling a
little because she thought she not only
knew his features but his thoughts.
Her arms and face glowed with soap-
ing and toweling. She looked young al-
most to a point of girlishness. Almost,
but not quite. The full challenge of a
woman’s wisdom was in her eyes. She
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dropped down on the arm of his chair.
The fingers of one hand slid under the
uneven lie of his thin hair, ruffling it.

“Poor ‘Anse,” she said softly. “It
takes such a long time to get used to
the grass.” -

“I've got to go into Range tonight,
Marcy.” )

The fingers retraced their path
across his scalp, ending with a quick,
gentle tug on the cowlick which would
not lie straight from his crown.

“Why? There’s nothing in Range to-
night you couldn’t find here on the
XO0.”

“Halliard—that face—he ought to
have a doctor!”

“What could a doctor do that we
haven’t already done? Marc is thor-
ough. I've told vou that before. No
doctor could do anything for that face.
Even Halliard doesn’t care about it,
now. He wants it to stop hurting, may-
be. But mostly he wants to get back on

his feet so he can go hunting for Marc -

Challon. That’s all. Ask him. He’ll tell
you.”

“The shooting ought to be reported—
Mare, if he did it!”

“Is your nose turning blue, Anse?
‘What ought and ought not to be done—
from you! We'll do best to keep all the
XO business we can out of Range. Van
Cleave and the crew will show up
some time tonight. They’ll take care
‘of Halliard and anything involving

him that needs attention. T'hey're his:

friends. Give them time. They’ll take
care of Marc, too. And they understand
their business. They’ll earn their pay.

rides.”

“Just how do you take care of a man
like Marc Challon, Marcy 7

She frowned a little. “Break him.

e e
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~million pieces that can’t be put to-
" gether again. If he won’t break that
small, you drive him—drive him hard,
“till he quits the country!”
“But if he doesn’t quit?”
“You kill him, Anse. I told you Cy
"Van Cleave knows his business!”
“You're talking murder!”
“I’m talking common sense and you
. know it. We quit worrying about Marc
" Challon months ago, both of us. We're
 the ones who are importaht. Marc can’t
.scare Van Cleave, Anson. He can’t
scare us while Van Cleave is on the"
* X0. A man doesn’t get to be called a
rattlesnake in this country for noth-
_ing!”
. “I'm not worrying about Challon.
: I'm worrying about us. Halliard isn’t

~ the only man on the place with a bul-

: let in him tonight. There’s a dead man
~behind the counter in the store. One of
-‘Van Cleave’s men. This was in his
* pocket—"
Anson unwrapped the thin, stained
: packet of banknotes. “My father’s in
Trinidad. You read the letter he sent
" me by messenger about the holdup last
night. You remember he said he was

f writing Sheriff Perigord, too. I'm sor-
. ry, Marcy, but I've got to go into town.

: Perigord has got to know abput this!”

M/arcy ruffled the bills, then tossed
them onto a table.

“Can’t the railroad take care of its
own business? Haven’t you got enough
to keep you busy here, Anse?”’

She leaned farther on the arm of his
,chair. Her eyes lengthened. Her lips

‘ parted a little.
You and I have no need for any night -

“~Haven't you, Anse?”
She leaned still farther toward h1m

o

:: Prentice did not know if she finally
+lost her balance or if he pulled her
" toward him. Marey laughed softly and
Hit him hard and break him into "a -

straightened a little, He thought it was
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with no real intention of fighting. It
was strange these grim lava men could
hate another so long and battle him so
constantly as they had Marc Challon
and still have no real measurement of
him. Marc was not bluffing. Probably
he had never bluffed in his life.

“They won’t believe you in town,
either, Marc,” she said. “You’'re not the
X0, now.”

“Maybe Van Cleave won't listen—or
Perigord. But the town knows me and
neither Perigord or Van Cleave can
buck every vote in the county. I prom-
ised your aunt I'd have Jim back by
breakfast. I aim to do that.”

“I wish you could,” 'Lena breathed.
“But don’t be a fool-like Frank Ger-
maine, Marc! There isn’t anything in
this county but the XO. The Challons
made it like that. Folks in Range have
forgotten how to buck the ranch. They
won't listen to you. They’re my people.
I know them.”

'Leéna saw Challon remained uncon-
vinced. She followed him as he moved
toward his horse.

“It wasn’t your fists or the men you
hired that made the ranch what it was
when you left it. It was something in-
side of your father—inside of you. Big-
ness. I can’t think of another word.
. You've destroyed that—given up the
ranch for no reason anyone can be-
lieve in and run your father off to
Denver. After publishing everybody
out here as outlaws for years, you've
cozied up to Jim Pozner and the lava
people. You and I are the only two
people in Red River County tonight
that don’t think you're a damned fool,
and I'm not even sure of one of us. Go
into town and you’ll be walking right
in where Perigord and Van Cleave
want to have you!” :

Challon mounted. “Tell Hank I've

changed my mind about him bringing
your aunt into town in the morning,
then. Tell him to stay where he is un-
til he hears from me.”

“He’ll believe a message I deliver?”

“He better! Tell him that, too,
Chinita=" ’

Challon reined away. 'Lena waited
patiently until he was out of earshot,
then quieted the bay he had led out of
the brush and pulled herself onto the
animal’s back. She could think of only
one thing, now. A thing requiring pre-
cious time, but which could be made
shorter by driving straight for the
pass, missing Range altogether, relying
on people of her own blood along the
way. Marc Challon needed help and in
’Lena’s mind there was only one source
from which it could come. No man was
ever sufficient unto himself.

Range lay on the grass at the foot of
the mesa like a woman waiting for a
man-silent, eyes closed and slow of
breath, but expectant and so very

awake. The courthouse, containing
Perigord’s office and the jail, stood
slightly apart from neighboring build-
ings. Across the street a light burned
in the lobby of the Range Hotel. Three
doors away, its racks lined with XO
ridin\g-stock, was the Red River Sa-
loon. There was a subdued glow from
it, also. Van.Cleave would be in the
Red River and Van Cleave men would
be behind the courthouse. Such a man
clung to life only by precautions ap-
proaching the ridiculous.

Perigord was different. He had no
men behind him—-only a star. He would
be in his office. On occasion one man
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ing tonight, He had never owned her.
Marc Challon had never owned her.
By a queer obtuseness of event, he had
hurt Challon less than he had done
him a great service. Gigging his horse
to motion again, turning his back on
the first faint promise of day already
beginning to lighten the eastern hori-
zon, he took the road to Range.

There was a willow clump at the

edge of town. Prentice pulled up in it. -

What he did now took him out of the
audience of the interested, where he
had been sitting, and shoved him into
the middle of the stage. As he had
much earlier tonight, he felt again de-
sire for Marc Challon’s blunt, curious-
ly direct counsel. Challon, however,
would be hard to find and harder to
make listen. So there was only Peri-
gord. And Prentice distrusted the sher-
iff of Red River County.

He saw horses racked along the
street ahead and feared some belonged
to Van Cleave's men. There was a
shadow beyond the county building
and another under the awning of the
Red River aloon. Waiting men. A sin-
gle big, hard-ridden horse was at the
rail before the sheriff’s office. Prentice
was wondering about this animal when
the sound of a bunch of rapidly on-
‘coming horses rose behind him on the
road in from the east. Knowing he
would be flushed out as this party came
through the willows, he started on into
the town, traversing the lower hun-
dred yards of the street with the party
from the grass rapidly overtaking him.

He heard a man swear suddenly.
Farther along another whistled a
sharply clear note. The man under the
saloon awning trotted across the street
to the door of the sheriff’s office. He
recognized Van Cleave.

The party from the grass slanted in-
to the street behind him, Hank Bay-
ard’s lean figure on the lead horse.
Bayard’s flat-toned voice raised in a
yell. Range, apparently sleeping so
soundly, awoke in an instant. Anson
pulled aside, up over the uncertain
planking of the walk to clear the
street for those behind him.

A single shot sounded within the
courthouse, followed by three more in
rapid succession. The door of the sher-
iff’s office burst open. Van Cleave and
Perigord spilled out of it, both moving
at high speed toward the front of the
Range Hotel. Van Cleave shouted
something as he ran. '

Men poured from the saloon and also
raced for the hotel. One dropped to a
knee and fired at Bayard’s party. The
fire was returned, its explosiveness
making Prentice’s mount restive. The
animal danced back across the walk
and one of Bayard’s companions veer-
ed toward Prentice, gun recklessly
high.

“Here’s Prentice!” he sang out.

“Grab him!” Bayard yelled. “But
keep moving!"”

Prentice’s horse went with the oth-
ers without direction. He was picked
up by a wild wind, carried along, and
dropped in a sudden eddy before the
door of Perigord’s office. Gun sound
had penetrated him until it beat in the
hammering of his pulse. He heard the
swift anger of driven lead and a man
to his left as he hit the walk clutched
his side, looked at a red fountain spurt-
ing between his fingers, and uttered a
protest in a conversational tone which
made his words the only sane sound
in a bedlam:

“Jesus! Oh, Jesus!”

Somebody shoved Anson through the
door. In a moment the street and its
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violence were behind him and he was
in a corridor, staring .at three cell
gates, unlocked and standing open.
Four men lay in their own blood on
the corridor planking. One of them
was Marc Challon. A man ducked into
the empty cells and out.

“Cut ’em down through the bars,
then unlocked the cells and dragged
’em out here. Van Cleave and Perigord.
Seen ’em both run out a§ we rode in!”

“Pozner’s still alive but going fast,”
another man cut in. “Bullet clean
through the head. The Hyatts never
finished the breath they were on.”

Hank Bayard was on the floor, lift-
ing Marc Challon’s powerful body.
Prentice looked at this, attention
drawn unwillingly by the soft, concen-
trated fluency of the most terrible pro-
fanity he had ever heard on a man’s
lips. Hank swore from the heart and
there were fresh furrows on his
cheeks. With a kind of incredulity,
Prentice saw they were_' cut by tears.

Challon’s lips were inj_ured. Prentice
couldn't tell if the blood on tHem was
from surface abrasions or internal
flow. The man's strength, his vitality,
was evident. His shirt covered a fright-
ful wound in his back, but his eyes
opened and focused on Bayard, flint-
ing in accusation.

“l told ’Lena to tell you to stay at
Jim’s, Hank!” he said faintly.

Bayard blinked. “’Lena—hell, I ain’t
seen her!”

Challon put his hands down on the
floor on either side of him, supporting
the weight of his sagging shoulders.

“’Lena!” he said in a stronger voice.
“Hank, get me out of here. We got to
find her!”

Bayard looked at the men bunched
above him. “Three of you give me a
hand with the boss. Rest of you get

out front and clean the street. Drop
everything that moves. We're going
out of here. And take this with you—"
He nodded savagely at Prentice.
“When we're back on the grass we’ll
find what he knows about this. Keep
him in talking shape!”

A gun dented Prentice’s ribs, hurt-
ing. He thought of Challon’s wound
and his stomach-surged upward. Only
a second ramming blow prevented
him from vomiting. He staggered back
down the corridor toward the street.
Behind him Hank Bayard and three
others lifted Marc Challon with curi-
ous gentleness.

‘Marcy awakened with awareness of
something wrong and turned instinc-
tively. Anson was gone. She dressed
swiftly and went into the yard. Cy
Van Cleave and the crew had not re-
turned during the night. Compressing
her lips, she turned toward the store,
remembering the blood-edged bills An-
son had so concernedly brought up to
the house.

The dead man still lay behind the
store counter. So Anson had been
right. Van Cleave had staged the Santa
Fe holdup. Anger tugged at Marcy.
When she hired a man she expected
him to work wholly for her. Finding
a horse and Anson’s saddle missing
from the barn, she returned to the
house.

So he had run to the law! She was a
little amused by this tug of righteous-
ness in Anson, but it didn’t lessen her
anger. He was a thin man, pale of
body and emotion, moving in an orbit
essentially as small as the circumfer-
ence of a silver dollar. She knew the
usefulness of this narrowness but she
hated him for it as she hated the nec-
essity of her own ambition—the prodi-
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gality of waste she had spent on Anson
Prentice to lift herself from the roots
of this New Mexico grass. A

She kindled a fire in the kitchen and
set coffee on, frowning. Anson’s poor
judgment in this ride to town was es-
sentially a personal matter between
them, she thought-revolt against a
control she had to maintain—and of no
real danger to her position or plans,
except for one thing. To be successful—
to one day move in the circle of glitter-
ing, idle women such men supported—
Marcy knew she must make peace with
Anson’s father. And Jason Prentice
was, in his own mind, the Santa Fe
Railroad. The theft in the pass had
been a personal blow at him. He could
quite obviously accept the alliance be-
tween his son and another man'’s wife,
but she knew he would buck if he be-
came convinced that woman’s ranch
was being used as a basc of harrying
operations against his road. Anson
would have to be halted before his tat-
tling made real trouble.
Cleave would have to be pulled up be-
fore he committed further errors.

Presently, sipping coffee. Marcy
went on to consider Perigord’s likely
reaction to the message Anson had
carried to him. Perigord had, she
thought. assiduously hcen courting the
rails since the withdrawal of the Chal-
lons from effectiveness in the county.
But it seemed unlikely he would act
too swiftly on Anson’s information
about Van Cleave, even to inake an im-
pression of efficiency on Santa Fe of-
ficials. He would be certain to see that
Van Cleave had involved the XO and
that the XO involved Anson. Perigord
was too wise to go to the father until
he was sure the son was clear. She
thought she would have time to bring
both Anson and Van Cleave to heel.

And Van

Strangely, this conclusion did not
completely ease her. She had wanted
a hard man to pitch against Marc Chal-
lon’s hardness, and Van Cleave, was
hard enough. But she didn’t know: him.
Like herself, he wore none of the fa-
miliar brands by which men as well
as animals were identified in this coun-
try. Like herself, he preferred to look
outward with one face and inward
with another. She thought she might
be afraid of Van Cleave but for one
thing. He was a man and she had been
born with the means to handle any
man. It was paradoxical, perhaps even
a step in retreat, to use the same im-
plements on a strutting little grass-
country badman as upon the son of a
major stockholder in a great railroad,
but ends were attainable only by
means.

Warmed and awakened by her cof-
fee, Marcy began breakfast—the thin,
aged little breakfast steaks with which

.the Chaldlons had taught her to begin

the day. Her spirits rose. Of all the XO
house, ‘Marcy resented the Kkitchen
least. A big room, cheerful with the
east sun, arranged so that a woman
didn’t have to walk the equivalent of
a length of line fence to preparc a
meal. Tts pleasure was not all a matter
of efficiency, either. Belle Challon had
known a kitchen was the heart of a
house—a place of companionship, gos-
sip, and occasionally even idleness.
There was room here for them all.

She had two steaks smoking in a
skillet and was setting a place at the
big table when the back door opened
without a knock and closed again. She
turned.

Cy Van Cleave had come in from the
yard. He had not removed his hat and
was standing motionless, looking at
her. The devil was laughing in- his
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queer, unwanted attraction Marcy felt
toward him. A snake-and-bird attrac-
tion—Marcy smiled inwardly at her
own simile. A taloned hawk was safe
enough from the rattlesnake of Mora—

“Anson found one of your men dead
in the store with some Santa Fe money
in his pocket,” she said quietly. “You
weren’t hired to hold up trains.”

Van Cleave drew his gun and put it
on the table between them. “That’s
what I was hired for and we both know
it. I don’t ride calluses onto my tail
for a foreman’'s pay while you play
for the big stakes. I'm keeping you in
your game and you'll keep me in mine.
Railroad money spends as good as any
other and I've got a use for it.”

“Anson went in to—"

“I saw him in town and guessed why
he was there,” Van Cleave cut in.
“That’s the part vou're not going to
like. He showed up in the middle of
things and Bayard snagged him. Took
him along when that bunch quit town.
The mood those boys are in, I'd hate
to be in Prentice's shoes!”

Coffee spilled from Marcy’s cup.
“You could have kept Anson clear of
Bayard in town!”

“Mavbe—if I'd tried,” Van Cleave
agreed. “But I had to talk to you, first.”

Knowing fully the grave danger An-
son Prentice was in now and fighting
a vision of the colossal ruin his death
could work with her planning, Marcy
drew a deep breath.

“I'm listening,” she said.

“This country’s like a horse with an
empty saddle,” Van Cleave told her.
“You knocked down the rider it was
used to when you run the Challons off
this ranch. Perigord’s sold his soul to
the railroad, hoping the Santa Fe'll
give him a leg-up to the empty seat.
But I want it and I aim to beat him to

it. The XO's going to be my stirrup.”
“The XO belongs to me.”
“To Prentice—now. But you figure

. on marrying him and getting to hell

out of here—~with the getting out the
thing that’'s important to you. Big
cities and plush living. I want the XO
when you're through with it. A chance
to make men jump without prodding
them with a gun. A chance to leave a
lot, I'd as soon forget behind me. Don’t
tell me you got to take this up with
Prentice, either. You may not get the
chance!”

Van Cleave calmly refilled his coffee
cup. An oppressive sense of repetition
crowded in on Marcy. Once before she
had heard a tremendous larceny in-
volving the XO as calmly expressed:

“It’'s really very simple, Marc; wc
want the ranch—"

“That’s all you want?” she asked.

Van Cleave had:crdssed to the stove
to serve their plates. He studied her
over his shoulder, line for liné and
shadow for shadow, finally shrugging.

“Depends on how good you cook.
I'm done eating with the crew in the
cookshack. Maybe I'll like it. I don’t
know.”

Marcy lifted her knife and fork
when her plate was in front of her.
Here was her language, her way of
thinking. Here was a challenge no man
had offered her. She needed Van Cleave
now as she would not need the XO
when she married Anson. She had oc-
casionally felt vastly alone, here un-
der the mesas. She did not, now. To
be done with posing was like wriggling
free of corset and stays after a hot day
of being dressed for town.

“Sit down, Cy,” she said. “Break-
fast's getting cold.”

Van Cleave spoke around his first
mouthful of steak. “We’ll have a line
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on Prentice in a couple of hours. That’s
where the rest of the boys are now-—
trying to pick up Bayard’'s tracks.
When we know where they’re hiding
him we’ll go-after your million dollars.”

The sun made a furnace of the coach
interior, although this was near the
summit of the pass, almost eight thou-
sand feet above the sea. It was the
dark rock of the mesa, glazed by vol-
cano heat to incredible mirror smooth-
ness, which magnified the heat. But it
was not heat which churned 'Lena’s
stomach over beneath the tight bodice
of the dress Pierre Challon had bought
for her in Denver. There had been Ter-
ritory news at Trinidad—shocking and
terrible news—and the road over the
pass was so long.

’Lena leaned from the coach window
in mute appeal to the driver above for
more speed, but the wind would have
been slow. Gravel rattled in a steady
hail against the floorboards and spray-
ed widely at each of the incessant
turns. The coach rocked wildly. A ma-
gician was at the reins.

Beside her, Pierre Challon dropped
a great, mottled hand onto ’Lena’s
knee. Long, once-powerful fingers
closed, exerting pressure through the
fabric of the dress.

“There’s plenty of time, Chinita,”
he said quietly. “No use hurrying,
now. You need a drink. Lean back. I'll
fetch you one.” )

'Lena tilted against the cushions,
watching the man beside her, wonder-
ing if at the end of so many years Marc
Challon would have been so great a
man with so0 much of life carved into

the lines of his face and the deepening
shadows of his eyes. Father and son
were so much alike in other ways that
she thought this would have been so.
Now she would never know. Marc
Challon was dead.

Pierre uncorked an ornate silver
pocket flask and the pleasant odor of
good whisky rose from it. Whisky was
a man’s antidote to shock. 'Lena won-
dered if there really was an antidote
for a woman in like case. If there was,
she didn't know it and neither did
Pierre Challon. She drank a little but
the churning within her didn'’t ease.

She thought of her ride northward
from Tinaja. Without money, extra
clothing—with a horse to which she
could prove no right of use. High
mesas and sandy grass along the base
of the great mountains—grass unac-
countably so much poorer than the
rich grama below Boundary Mesa.
The Huerfano and the Arkansas and
the sandhills. Cherry Creek, the gaunt
spire of Castle Rock, and so trailing
dust into Denver. Riding from friend
to friend, casa to casita. Sandoval
Plaza, the sheep camp Of a cousin of
the Archuletas, a section shack along
the rustless rails of General‘Palmer’s
Denver and Rio Grande Western.
Right of passage, lodging, food, and
guarantee of freedom from molesta-
tion no more than her face, her figure,
and her Spanish name.

At the end of the ride a day harder
than the worst of those in the saddle.
There was something- terrible about
having brought a dying man again on-
to his feet. But she had not known in
Denver when she turned him south
that her resurrection of Pierre Challon
was only for him to face.another death
with the news waiting for them at
Trinidad.
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Marc—always one buoyancy, called-

to mind as she needed it on the des-
perate ride. The bigness of his body,
the clearness of his skin and its sun
color. The way his hands could close
irresistibly but gently as a caress. The
magnificence of his hatred and the
superb justice of his revenge. The
pride and strength of his country and
hers in his aggressive carriage. The
warm flavor of his breath.

Pitifully little to know of a man, in
reality. She had built more out of her
imagination as she rode—things she
could feel in her heart, her head—the
currents and sinews of her body. None
of it now left but ashes decaying in a
narrow pit somewhere beneath New
Mexico sod.

Pierre offered his flask again, was
refused, and put it away. He discon-
certingly smiled at 'Lena.

‘“You know, honey, it’s funny about
Marc and me. We got along—busy men
manage that. But it was more than
that. We were close—close but differ-
ent. I used to wonder what the dif-
ference was.”

“You know, now?”’

“I think so. A woman, honey. I mar-
ried her. She borned Marc. Wife to me
but mother to him. That was the dif-
ference. A woman’s got pride in her
husband—the kind of a woman that
Belle was, that you are—but. she’s got
more than pride in her son. A husband
ain’t perfect. He’s already built when
she gets him. But a woman is kind of
like God. She can create in her own
image—the image in her mind—with a
boy. Belle done that with Marc. Sort
of took up with him where God left
off with me.”

“There wasn’t so awful much room
for improvement, Pierre,” ’Lena mur-
mured.

The old giant was silent for a while.
He spoke again suddenly.

“Don’t care how they got the story
in Trinidad, Marc was murdered,” he
growled. “Perigord and Van Cleave,
and the town lying back and letting
them. I'm going to run that down, girl.
I'm going to learn the truth and even
accounts. I've made enemies in the last
fifty years, but I’ve made friends, too.
Some of them are in Range and I'm
going to use them!”

'Lena said nothing. The old man’s
head jutted forward determinedly.

“You know a sight of folks in town,
too. I could use your help.”

“Not now,” ’Lena said. “Maybe later.
They said Hank took Marc out on the
grass. I've got to find him, Pierre.
There’s something I never told him.
He said once he had too many women.
I want him to know he never had a
woman-a real one—as long as he was
on the XO. I want him to know he had
one in the lava, even if she rode away
from him the night he was killed. And
I have to know Hank took good care
of him. Men are clumsy about things
like that and Marc would need a lot of
grass over his heart, same as he used
to need it under his feet.”

Pierre nodded. “I'll want to talk to
him, too, when I'm finished in town.
Mark the place. Belle would want to
be moved out there. It's where we all
began. And ‘there’s got to be room
enough left for me.”

'Lena lowered her head in assent.
Pierre leaned out the window and call-
ed up to the stage driver:

“Haul up this side of Goat Hill and
let the lady out. I've got a yellow gold
double-eagle in my pocket with your
name on it if you’ve forgot she rode
with us by the time you've rolled into
Range.” -
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The driver nodded agreement and
Pierre leaned back beside 'Lena. “I
know Hank Bayard,” he went on. ‘“He
didn’t ride out onto the grass just to
" bury Marc. He’s aiming to take a swipe
at whoever done Marc in. He’d be hard
to find if he thought he was being
looked for. Do your looking on the
quiet. And tell Hank I want to see him.
If you need me, I'll be at the Range
Hotel-"

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Prentice Finds Himself

RENTICE rolled stiffly
and pdinfully from his
blankets, shivering at
the bite of the morn-
ing wind whistling
across the potholed,
shelterless lava of the
mesa rim. Al Carlin

was asleep a few yards away, body re-
laxed, as though rough stone was a
sufficient couch for any man. Hank
Bayard was crouched over another of
the tiny, smokeless dry pifion-twig
fires above which all the indifferent
cooking of this camp had been done.
A kid they called Lou-a pimply, testy,
foul-mouthed youngster who talked of
little but women—was on lookout on a
rounded crag overlooking the mesa
. face, a hundred yards away. The others
were below somewhere, down in the
hazy blue void in which lay the grass,
the X0, and the New Mexico Anson
had thought he had known-still un-
touched by the rising sun.

He moved toward Hank Bayard at
the fire. When he had first come onto
the XO he had thought Bayard one of
the indestructibles of the country. He
had been wrong. A man could not wear
much thinner than Bayard was worn,

now. Anson Prentice had never hated
a man. He didn’t hate Bayard. But he
had come to find satisfaction in watch-
ing the man break down. He had come
to.pushing Bayard a little because he
had discovered he could.

This was the kind of living Hank
Bayard should know and he should
have been able to take it in his stride,
but he was breaking. He was breaking
faster than his prisoner, yet Anson
knew Marc Challon’s foreman had
brought every pressure to bear against
that prisoner that he could find. Bay-
ard’s bitter scorn had been monumen-
tal, but the man he scorned was mak-
ing a fool of him.

As Anson reached the fire, picking
the matter of sleep from the corner of
his eyes with a finger nail, Bayard
grudgingly swung the skillet out to
him. Smoking bacon lay in it; thick,
whitish, lean-streaked slices, floating
in- half an inch of their own grease.

Anson could taste the thickness of
cooling grease against the roof of his
mouth—the grease of yesterday’s
skimpy bacon breakfast and that of
the day before and other days beyond
—how many of them? Ten, he thought.
At least ten, with the whole party of
them crouching here on the mesa rim,
hiding from searchers from town and
searchers from the XO, waiting to
know whether Marc Challon would
live or die of his wound.

Anson fished out the two slices
which were his ration with his fingers.
The grease was hot and burned. He
shifted the bacon carefully to his other
hand and quickly licked at the smart-
ing grease. There was grime on the
fingers he licked and under their nails.
Water here was for drinking and little
enough, even then. He licked his fin-
gers again and suddenly laughed soft-
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ly. Bayard looked quickly up at him.

“Something’s so damn funny?’ he’
snapped.

“They’ll find us today,” Anson said.
“They’ll sure as hell find us today.
They were close enough when they
quit, last night.”

“They get any closer and you go
over the edge,” Bayard said raggedly.
“Right down on top of them. It's a
thousand feet. You'll make a splash
that’ll stop even Van Cleave. Now, shut
up! And stay back from the rim. Any
signal-"

“They don’t need a signal,” Anson
sald surely. “And nobody is putting
me over the edge. That would take
guts you haven’t got, Hank. Marc is
still alive and I might be useful to
Marc. You got to know about that,
first. You got to keep waiting.”

Bayard swore with a sullen, bearlike
shake of his head and made a threat-
ening swipe with the skillet. Anson
moved away from him, chewing on a
limp strip of bacon. When a man got
this hungry—not the full gripe of star-
vation but a savage awareness of long
having been only half-fed—even the
taste of his own saliva was good. Bay-
ard couldn’t hang on up here much
longer, even if the camp remained un-
discovered. Bayard and the others had
to be getting hungry, too.

The bacon gone, Prentice shoved
his hands deep into his pockets for
warmth. Finding an eddy in the wind
after a little search among the pot-
holes, he hunkered down close to the
rock to let the warming sun strike his
back. This was instinctive and it
startled him that he had learned how
to do it. There was so damned little he
had learned in this country. So very
damned little.

Carlin had awakened and was mov-

ing out toward the rock from which
watch was usually kept. Relieved, the
kid called Lou was in and on his knees
beside Bayard's tiny fire, trying to
thaw out the chill driven into him by
the dawn wind. None of the three were
watching their prisoner.

Prentice eyed the only shelter in the
camp—the crudely improvised brush
lean-to in which Marc Challon lay-and
he speculated on his chances of reach-
ing it. They were better today, he
thought, than they had been yesterday.
And yesterday had been better than
the day before. Today he might make
it.

It was not so hard to look back on,
now, although it had been intolerable
the first two days. Two days in which
the thickening stain on the blanket
under Challon’s body had continued to
grow and the best man in the crew
stared helplessly at the:ugly blueness
of Challon’s slowly-welling wound.

The bitterness in this crew of Chal-
lon’s had been at Hugh Perigord and
Van Cleave, but they could do nothing -
toward either until they were sure one
way or another that there was no risk
Challori would again fall into the hands
of the men who had tried to kill him.
Still, Bayard and Carlin and the rest
could not wholly contain their bitter-
ness and Prentice was at hand in their
camp.

In the first hour here on the mesa
rim after the incredible ride out from
town, Bayard ahd the others had
learned that their prisoner knew noth-
ing of the stupid but singularly effec-
tive trap into which Marc Challon had
walked. His own shock and evident
aversion when he learned the truth of
what had happened in town had c¢lear-
ed Anson of complicity in it. But still
there had to be an outlet for the im-
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potent anger in the others.

These men of the saddle had beaten
him for buying Marcy Challon. They
had kicked him for buying the XO,
knowing well enough that Challon had
been content to let the ranch go. They
had roughed him from one to another
and back again until their unsqueam-
ish bellies were full and a coroner
would have as readily chosen him as
Challon to work upon.

His bruised and swollen groins and
buttocks had made walking impossible
for two days. These men had known
how to punish. Breathing was still oc-
casionally sharply uncomfortable, re-
minding him of boots driven against
his ribs when he lay sobbing on the
ground. Gurious that he should remem-
ber the sobbing when the hurt was
nearly gone—that the sobbing should
stir his- anger when thought of the
boots no longer did so.

The lengthening stubble on his
cheeks and about his mouth hid drying
scars and his tongue was already ac-
customed to the gap where two teeth
had been. Frightened men were savage
and these had been frightened men.
They had been afraid Marc Challon
might die.

Afterward, by some common accord,
they had kept their hands from him.
Except that he knew his own coward-
ice, Anson would have believed after
those first few hours that he had sur-

vived a trial which had won him the -

grudging admiration of those who had
mauled him.

But they had not let him see Chal-
lon. They had not let him add his ef-
forts and hopes to their clumsy ones.
Their world had only a wrong and a
right where two men and a woman
were involved. There was no room in
it for a fool who had taken too long to

see the enormity of his mistake. They
could not understand that although’
Anson Prentice owed the man nothing
approaching the staggering fixity of
their own loyalty, he, also, desperately
wanted Challon to live.

Al Carlin had vanished into the
scant, shallow shelter of some pothole
on the lookout rock. Lou and Hank, at
the fire, were mixed in one of the heat-
ed, meaningless quarrels over nothing
which often flared briéfly among men
too long together under pressure and
strain. The sun was higher and the air
warmer. The blue night haze was lift-
ing from the grass, far below. Prentice
rose stiffly to his feet and crossed to
the open face of Challon’s shelter. His
movement was not seen.

Two or three days before, when the
wind was right, Anson had caught a
strong odor of putrescence from Chal-
lon’s shelter. He had thought then
that the injured man could not long
survive such an atmosphere, let alone
the decay feeding on his body. Ducking
under the low brush roof, he calight
the odor again, fainter but unmistak-
able. ’

\He would not have known Challon.
The man’s face had been craggy, sup-
ported by a plaited underlay of muscle
which had set hard lines and strong,
flat planes between the features in re-
pose and provided a curious, fierce mo-
bility under duress. The face he now
saw, fevered and with the jaw sagging
in exhaustion, had something of beau-
ty of which he had not before been
aware. The underflesh was gone and
the skin drawn taut. The beauty was
in the proportion and modeling of the
bones now so evident. He saw Mare
Challon had been a handsome boy.

Squatting on his heels, aware. of the
flies still too chilled to be stirring and
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so clinging to the powdery leaves of
the crude roof thatch, Anson ran back
in his mind over the smattering of the-
ory ‘and science with which even a
moderately conscientious student in-
voluntarily emerged from a big uni-
versity. Not medicine, as such, but
half-forgotten shadows cast by study
of allied sciences into the medical field.

Bayard and the others, within the
limits of their knowledge and the ma-
terials at hand, had provided homeop-
athy, at Jeast. Whisky—empty bottles
were about—consumed by patient and
ministers with about equal effect. A
tumble of brass shell cases from which
the charges had been painstakingly
emptied. Anson shivered. He had heard
of this cautery and credited it as an
old wives’ tale, yet here was evidence
of its use. Gunpowder poured onto
torn flesh and ignited there to seal off
bleeding and discourage infection.

There were quantities of used band-
aging in one corner, appallingly stain-
ed. Shirts, underwear, even blanketing
when the supply of fabric apparently
ran low in the camp. It seemed in-
credible that a man could have lived
through this, but Challon was alive.
His breathing was steady and strong,
but markedly labored. And the heat of
his fevered body seemed to warm the
interior of the shelter to oppressive-
ness.

Anson reached for Challon’s arm, re-
membering to set the balls of his fin-
gers against the underside of the wrist,
rather than his thumb, but he could
not recall the proper pulse rate if he
‘had ever known it and his watch had
been broken during his first night
here, so that he couldn’t measure time.
Challon lay on his side. It was not dif-
ficult to raise his dark, stiffened shirt
and slip the shoddy knots of his band-

ages. However, the cloth stuck and
would not come free. Anson explored
under the edges, finding red, angry
flesh, hard to his touch as though cal-
lused. The hardness of interior pres-
sure.

Rocking back, he tried to remember
what this meant, but could not. Such
of the wound as he could expose re-
sembled a huge pustule, ripe enough
to be opened. But a bullet hole was
not a boil. There seemed little which
could be done except remove the filthy.
adhering bandage. Anson was working
gently with this when Challon sudden-

‘ly broke the deep, labored rhythm of

his breathing and turned partially
away from him. .

Something broke with the move-
ment. The bandage came away. And
with it came a great, deep core of
mortification. The bullet. which had
most certainly been so deep as to avoid
any but the most skillful probing, lay
where Anson could lift it clear with
his fingers without touching flesh.

Challon’s wound was no less stag-
gering in size, but now the pressurc
was gone from’ it. Prentice thought
with elation that if the man had lived
for ten days with this slough in him,
he was bound to recover, now that the
wound was clean.

A limp evidence of habitual fastid-
iousness, Prentice had in one hip pock-
et a folded, unused square of linen
handkerchief, from which the starch
and freshness were long gone, but
which offered the closest approach to
cleanliness he could find. He packed
this over the open wound and had just
bound it in place with strips torn from
the cleanest edge of the blanket under
Challon when Hank Bayard ducked
angrily under the open side of the
shelter and slammed a half-opened
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beautiful in repose, but there was a
beauty in her now which he had never
seen equalled.

He was completely baffled for a mo-
ment. Then he remembered that Marcy
had told him with unconsciously bit-
ter amusement of a cheap little Mex-
ican saloon wench Marc Challon had
taken out onto the lava with him.

“Marc’s a fool,” Marcy had said. “He
thinks I cost him something! Maybe I
did, but he got something in return
besides a bad smell and disease. I hope
this one fixes him right!”

Prentice saw this again had been
one of Marcy’s dark visions. This was
no saloon girl. The look of freshness
was about her and the smell of fresh-
ness would be about her, too. And
there could be no disease in a body
with so light a heart.

Looking at the girl, Anson felt
weary, diseased, himeelf, and as alone
as he had ever been since his mother’s
death. The girl had thought Challon
dead. He was alive and her rapture was
over this. Anson wondered if some-
thing like this hadn’t been what he
had wanted from Marcy-at least there
was no mockery in it.

The girl stopped him a rod from
Challon’s shelter.

“I want to see Marc,” he told her.

“Why?” she asked.

Startled, Prentice tried to reach an
answer out of his still ringing head.
To his surprise, he could find none
which would be valid to either the girl
or himself.

““Marc has already told Hank to give
you a horse and start you down the
mesa,” the girl went on. “You'd better
go.” '

Prentice knew he had lain a pair of
hours untended in the sun with his

scalp split open. Granted her attention ‘

was all for Challon, surely this girl
must have known where he lay and
why, and that he was hurt. But she
hadn’t come near him and she had sent
no one. There was hard and uncom-
promising unfriendliness in her eyes,
now. Not enmity; not accusation;
only disapproval and dismissal. Marcy
had said she was a saloon girl, but An-
son Prentice was beyond her pale.

“Marc doesn’t want to see me?”’ he
asked unsteadily.

She smiled without humor. ‘“You
can’t be that big a fool!” she told him.

Prentice fingered the dried split in
his scalp and replaced his hat. He was
thinking far, far ahead. . "

“I don’t know,” he sald. “I don't
know. Hank’s got a horse for me?”

The girl nodded. Prentice started to
turn away, then swung back: )

“I thought Marc was the fool,” he
said softly. “I really did. A damned
poor trader. I was crazy, I guess. Crazy
as the devil, Miss. I didn’t know about
you.”

The girl's eyes warmed a little, “Nei-
ther did Marc,” she murmured. “Not
then.” Her voice strengthened. “Why
don’'t you get out of New Mexico be-
fore you're really hurt?”

“I don’t know that, either,” Anson
said with complete honesty. “Be damn-
ed if I do!”

There was nothing more to be said.
There was no way to explain the feel-
ing in him that if he could see Marc
Challon—that if Marc would see him—
somehow Challon would know the bad
days were past. Maybe even that Chal-
lon would understand he had known
almost as little of Anson Prentice as
Prentice had known of Challon’s side
the day they had all sat in the XO of-

_ fice, putting their cards down for each

of the others to see.
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Prentice turned away and approach-
ed Bayard at the fire. The smell of
food made him uncomfortable and
more aware of the lingering pain in
his head, but he asked for none of the

meal the others were so ravenously en- .

joying.

“You've got a horse for me?”

Challon’s foreman nodded toward
the bunched animals. “Saddled and
waiting.”

Anson saw among the others the

short-coupled bay he had ridden from.

the XO into Range and from Range
here to the summit of Boundary Mesa.
Bayard fell in beside him as they
crossed to the animal. Without real
purpose éxcept to cover his own
uncertainty, Prentice tested the saddle
girth.

“You thought Van Cleave would find
us today,” Bayard reminded him. “I
wish I had busted your damned head
in!”

“You tried. Maybe I half wish you
had. What happened to Van Cleave?”

“Nothing—yet!” Bayard said with a
wicked grin. “But his pay is on the
way. And Perigord’s. Hugh's got to
climb back into the traces and that
means he’s hauling against Van Cleave
instead of with him from here on out.
’Lena brought us near as good news
as we had waiting for her here. The
Old Man is back. She brought- him
down from Denver. Pierre’s in Range
and pawing dust. I know him. Van
Cleave and Perigord are both going to
have to walk the top strand of the
wire now or they’ll have the whole
county on their necks. You'll see.
Now, how about getting to hell off this
mesa? We could do with some clean
air up here!”

Prentice pulled himself into the sad-
dle, wondering if an old man could be

-
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the equal of the ambitions and com-
bined malices of Hugh Perigord, Van
Cleave, and the woman to whom he
was now himself returning. He didn’t
think so, but he knew Hank Bayard
would not listen to him.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“I Want This Ranch!”

NSON PRENTICE had-
never been able to
grasp the method by
which “people of this
grass found their way
so readily from one
place to another.
There were plenty of

landmarks—the mesas, themselves;
Tinaja and the cone of the volcano;
the ever-present, white-capped horizon
line of the mountains to the west—but
intervening distances were so great
that the slightest inaccuracy in bear-
ing multiplied itself in an hour or two
to a huge error.

He experienced this difficulty work-
ing out a way down from the cap of
Bounhary Mesa. It was, he supposed,
no more than fifteen miles in the sad-
dle from Bayard’s camp to the home
buildings of the XO. Three hours at
the outside, allowing for the steepness
of the first part of the descent. But at
noon he was still threading the long,
slanting ridges, the deep-cut arroyos,
and the tumbled lava ruin which form-
ed the talus footing the mesa.

His horse sweat with the dogged
pace to which he held it and the after-
noon died overhead before he finally
reached a low promontory, an XO
fence, and a view of the home build-
ings. There were lamps already alight
in the big house when he found a gate
in the fence and passed through it
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slender perfection of Van Cleave’s
body and the chalk-whiteness of the
skin of his upper arms and hairless
chest. This man didn’t take his shirt
off in the sun, only within the shelter
of a house. And he bred fear where

another might have bred respect. An--

son felt sor_i'y for Marcy. Her attack
was also her-defense. She had no other

“weapon. .
Turning, he walked wordlessly out

of the room, leaving Van Cleave grin-

ning imperturbably beside the table.

A man long drunk would feel like
this on his first sober day. A certainty
of wrongness inside, at first; self-con-
demnation .for an obvious excess
which had not been at all apparent
during its commission. The old saying
that no man knew he was drunk till
he could see the bottom of the bottle.
This was the bottom, now; these were
the dregs. Their taste was in Prentice’s
mouth. His tongue was thick with it.
And the whole machine of his think-
ing was churning against the poison
he had poured into it.

It was easy for a man to quit the
bottle when-he was prostrate with the
after-nausea of a bout. Prentice won-
dered if it would be like this with
Marcy. He hoped not. He wanted a
cleaner break than that.

She came out into the main hall of
the house when he was half along it
on the way to the living-room. She was
in a fresh dress with the top starched
and her hair newly brushed. The light
of the wall :lamp between them was
good to her. It was not hard to read
motives he wanted into her flooding

relief when she saw him. For a mo-
ment it was easy to believe that here
was exactly what he had hoped to have
in this house when Marcy told him she
was willing to divorce her husband.
Then she was running toward him
and her relief was all too plainly from
personal desperation, rather than from
a concern for him. The lamplight was
in sharper focus on the lines about her
eyes and mouth. ‘
Marc Challon was on the mesas, re-
covering from a shot in the back and
nursed by a woman who loved him.
Old Pierre was in Range, urging the
people of his county to indict a man
and a woman who had walked impa-
tiently through barriers they all hon-
ored. Cy Van Cleave was in the kitchen
of the Challon house, counting stolen
money in his mind and calculating how
little of it he would have to use to
take the XO over from the two who
now controlled it. In Range, Hugh
Perigord was polishing his star assidu-
ously, measuring two titans against
one another in order to choose the
stronger for his own support—a rail-
road and an old rancher now without
land. Tom Halliard had no face. .Jim
Pozner and the Hyatt brothers—men
from Van Cleave’s crew and Challon’s
—were dead. There would be other
wounds. And one man had the fuse to
all this in his hands, to snuff it out or
fan it to more furious burning. It was
curious when and where a man could
feel strength and the sharpness of the
cleavage which could occasionally de-
velop between the right and the wrong.
“Anson!” Marcy cried as she ran
against Prentice. “Anson, I've been
half crazy!”
“I'm hungry,” Prentice said. ~
“You poor dear, you look it!” Marcy
told him, backing a little away. Her



58 ZANE GREY’S WESTERN MAGAZINE

lips smiled in tenderness but her eyes
were restless with speculation. So
much could have happened in ten days.
“Sit down,” she rushed on. “I'll bring
you something. Kick out of your boots.
Maybe you'd like a bath and your pa-
jamas, first. You look done in.”

“I'm hungry,” Prentice sald again.

Marcy half pushed him into a deep
living-room chair and ran down the
hall toward the back of the house. He
heard her ‘speak there and knew that
Van Cleave was -still in the Kkitchen.
Her voice rose in pitch and he could
feel the tension of an argument, if he
could not hear the words. As Marcy
neared the door, returning, one phrase
was distinguishable:

“Not tonight—!"

It could mean so many things. Pren-
tice sighed heavily. Wisdom was hard
come by. But when a man knew an
answer, decision was ridiculously
simple.

Marcy came back into the living-
room. She brought him the coffee pot
with no mug in which to drink the
half-warmed stuff and two slabs of
bread concealing a slab of meat, the
lot having been cut so hurriedly and
under such duress that no ordinary
jaws could have attacked its uneven
thickness. Prentice put the sandwich
down on the arm of his chair. )

“I'm going out to Trinidad in the
morning, Marcy,” he said.

Obviously startled, she was a mo-
ment regaining control of herself.

“Business?”’ she asked guardedly.

“Business. Yes.”

“Alone? You don't want me to go
with you?”

“No.”

SileMte for a moment, then more
quietly:

“How long will you be gone?”

“I'm not coming back.”

Prentice was forced to admire again
the hard rock ribbing of her nature.
There was now none of the false hys-
teria with which she had greeted him.
She turned her back and walked to the
fireplace, her mind, like a man’s, func-
tioning best in a difficult moment while
she was in motion. Before the mantel
she turned.

“I hate a coward,” she said.

“Meaning me?”

“Anson, you're exhausted. You must
have been through hell. We both have.
Tomorrow—"

“No, Marcy.”

" Her jaws clamped shut, then. She
re.crossed to him and stood looking
down.

“Try to leave the XO in the morning
and you'll find out just how much I
hate you,” she said quietly. “How much
I've hated you since the instant you
first touched me!” .

“There’s more than just the two of
us involved,” Prentice said patiently.
“There’s the ranch. We'll have to talk
about that.”

‘“What are you afraid of that’s mak-
ing you quit? Me?”

Prentice didn’t have to lie. “No.”

“The country—the people?’ Marcy
went on with a tight smile. “Listen!
No young couple off of the grass ever
got married because they were in love
and spring was in the air, but because
they had to, No baby was ever born
down here but calendars in every
kitchen and pool hall and store got
marked back to see if a preacher got
the parents married in time. No wom-
an ever went north to Denver or east
to Kansas City or even across the pasé
to Trinidad for medical attention with-
out the grass making its own diag-
posis! You actually give a damn what
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people who think like that think of
you, Anson?”’

Prentice thought of Stuart, the
Range banker, of Treadwell, of Hank
Bayard. He thought of Marc Challon
and Challon’s father and the dark-
skinned girl out on the mesa with
‘Marc now. Marcy’s accusations against
the people of this country were not
just. Not against such individuals as
these.

“Yes,” he said slowly. “Yes, I'm
afraid I do.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?’ Marcy
demanded. “We can make them crawl.
We could have done it already, but be-
ing married would have made it easier.
We're the XO Ranch. We're as big as
the Challons ever were, and for the

same reason that they were big. These

people down here are a funny kind,
sort of bullying in their thinking. If
we hide, they talk. But come out flat
in the open and make them like it and
they will. It's their way.

“We'll have us a party here at the
house, a big one. They’ll all have to
come. The XO puts bread onto too
many of their tables, one way or an-
other. And they won’t talk, after that.
Not after they've seen your ring on
my finger!”

“Not my ring, Marcy.”

She clamped her hands until the
knuckles whitened and strode once
more to the mantel and back.

“You're afraid of Van Cleave!” she
charged.

“I'm afraid of what we’'ve done to
Marc Challon and his father and Hank
Bayard and the rest of the XO people.
I'm afraid of what we’'ve done to the
ranch and Range and the whole Terri-
tory. I didn’t know in the beginning
how big a ranch like this was—that it
was something which belonged to more

than the Challons, alone.”

““Ahhh!” Marcy said. Prentice
thought she would spit but she did
not.

“I'm afraid of what we’ve done to
ourselves, Marcy. I thought I loved
you. I think I tried hard to love you.
But there’s nothing—"

“You should have seen me when I
was eighteen,” Marcy cut in harshly.
“You should have seen the kind of life
facing me then. I've done a lot in the
last ten years, but I'm ashamed of
none of it. And I know as well as you
do that Jove is for kids. You're dodging.
You're afraid of Van Cleave.”

Prentice made no answer. Marcy’s
lips twisted bitterly, but the edge of
the blade was still toward Prentice,
not herself.

‘“You needn’t be, Anson,” she mur-
mured. “I've taken care of him.”

“I'm afraid I don’t envy the man.”

She struck him, then. Not a woman'’s
tolerated prerogative of a quick, wip-
ing slap when words failed. This was
the hard blow of a balled fist, with deep
malice behind it. And it hurt. He
reachied for his kerchief, belatedly re-
membered he had used it to dress Chal-
lon’s wound, and swabbed at his lips
with his dusty sleeve.

“We’d better talk about the XO,
Marcy,” he said quietly again.

The lamp over the desk he had been
occasionally using in the store was
smoking heavily but Prentice didn't
trouble to trim it, once it was alight.
He wouldn’t need it that long. He
brushed aside the accumulation of fig-
ures which represented his work on
the store accounts. They had no value
now, either to the ranch or to himself

.as evidence of industry to offer his
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father.

Drawing out an envelope, he ad-
dressed it to Jason Prentice, care of
the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe
Railroad, Trinidad, Colorado. He
thought the mails as good a way as any
to let his father know what had hap-
pened here. He wrote a terse note with
the very bad pen on the desk. Fold-
ing this, he slid it into the envelope
with the document he had earlier writ-
ten in the house, subsequently signed
by Marcy and witnessed by the yard
boy then cleaning up in the kitchen.
It was curious that the boy’s signature
should have been more graceful and
legible than Marcy's—Paco Encelador.

Sealing the envelope, Prentice drop-
ped it into the metal slot in the top of
a locked mail sack hanging on a peg
on the wall-a mail sack stenciled with
its point of origin: Challon, New Mez-
ico Territory, U.S.A. It would be riding
the candy-wagon to Range before
breakfast in the morning. This done,
Prentice returned to the desk, lighted
another of his eternally unsatisfactory
wheat-straw cigarettes and stared at
the smoky lamp.

In a way he had offered Marcy a,fair
enough deal. So fair it was doubtful
Jason Prentice would ever tolerate his
son again—unless the old man could

be shown that by quitting now Anson -

had affected the course and ownership
of the XO and inevitably the mood of
the whole country about Range to a
degree which would benefit the Santa
Fe when it built across this grass. The
old man might not figure the price too
high for this in the long run.

Marcy had been a good trader, even
in this last hand. When she realized
that he was himself no longer any part
of the consideration and that it was
beyond her power to make him so, she

had listened to his offer. She had a full
third interest in the X0, transferred to
her by Challon in the beginning. An-
son himself had ahother third as for-
feiture on the loan he had made Chal-
lon. And he had bought the remaining
third at the time of their settlement.

It had been plain that with wider
and brighter dreams now dead, Marcy
would not relinquish her share of the
ranch. Perhaps out of her own despera-
tion; perhaps because of Van Cleave.
Prentice had not known and he didn’t
want to know. But he couldn’t give
Marcy his two-thirds, outright. Some
pride remained and it over-rode his im-
patience to be done with the dealing.

The measure of that pride was the
figure he had asked—a demand note for
fifty thousand dollars. A total salvage
of less than his original loan and ac-
tually a total loss, since he would never
enforce its collection. But it was an
anchor to hold Marcy in place, to in-
sure that she never crossed his path
again. And the note was something to
show his father. To have come out of
this with at least something on paper
might mollify Jason Prentice.
" Marcy had signed—sullenly—but she
had signed, already doubtless planning
feverishly at a new tangent. Her car-
riage was not Marcy’s only feline at-
tribute. She had a way of landing al-
ways with her feet under her. Her
pyramid was reversed, now. She didn’t
know that Marc Challon was not dead,
but in Challon’s good time she would
find it out. And Cy Van Cleave, who
had been merely a buttress she had
flanked in against her original scheme
for additional support, now became the
focal point on which the whole struc-
ture precariously balanced.

When Challon was once more on his
feet he would turn again to the task
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of repossessing his ranch. This was
certain. The XO was in his blood as it
was in his father’s. And Marcy had her
limitations. She could hold the ranch
against the Challons only as long as
she had Van Cleave. Anson had told
her he didn’t envy the thin, soft-voiced
little man from Mora. He could have
gone farther. He didn’t envy Marcy,
either.

When his cigarette had burned his
fingers and spilled its fire on the floor
at his resultant start, Prentice rose
and snuffed the lamp with a gusty
breath across its chimney. There was
still much to be done, but he would
not do it. A talk with Perigord in town
about such facts as he knew concern-
ing Van Cleave’s part in the holdup in
the pass. Mention of Van Cleave’s eva-
sive answer to his direct charge the
X0 foreman had a part in the more
recent robbery of Stuart’s bank. A
threat to relay this information to his
father and the Santa Fe, thereby al-
most certainly forcing Perigord’s
hand. A few minutes with Old Man
Challon to tell him Marc was alive and
recuperating on the mesa.

He was really too tired to ride far-
ther tonight, but things were finished
here. He would go on to Range, but he
would speak to no one there. This was
the measure of his cowardice. It was
not as large here at the end as he had
been afraid it might be, riding down
from the mesa in today’s noon sun.

Van Cleave was leaning against the
corral rails when Prentice crossed over
from the store. No others of the crew
were visible in the yard. The bunk-
house windows were dimly alight, but
the main house now wholly dark. Pren-
tice passed Van Cleave without greet-
ing and went into the barn, heading
for the saddle rack. Van Cleave follow-

ed him in, pulling the big door shut.

Prentice put his back to the rack
and waited for the other to come up.
The restless sound of the animals in
the big building was about him. The
sweet smell of meadow-cured hay. Old
harness and riding-leather. And the
dung-littered straw underfoot.

“Riding?"” Van Cleave asked.

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

“You said there were two things on
the ranch a while ago. They’re both
yours, now.” .

“So you quit!” Van Cleave breathed.
“Curled up your toes. Riding out all
clean-shanked and to hell with the rest
of us. Giving her the whole thing with-
out even letting me have a chance to
bid for your share in this place—and
you knowing I want this ranch like
you've never wanted anything in all
of your damned fat-bellied life!” - '

“Make your bid to Marcy.” -

“I will,” Van Cleave agreed. “I'll
make even a cleaner deal with her
than I could have with you, before I'm
through. But there’s something else.

.I've had a few. men spill from their

saddles when they were riding with
me. Enough of them to be used to it.
But I've stuck to an old rule of mine;
I've never left any of them in shape to
talk about me behind my back after
I've moved on!"”

Van Cleave had come very close to
Prentice in the darkness. Anson could
hear the quick, light tempo of his
breathing.

“Leave me alone,” he said.

“There was Ben, dying over there in
the store before I could get back to
take care of him.”

“Leave me alone,”
again.

“You got into Ben’'s pockets and

Prentice said
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ridge. It had obviously touched at
Tia’s. Challon frowned, unable to iden-
tify the driver. 'Lena seemed to share
his uneasiness, rolling the buckboard
more swiftly.  Both of them eased to
see Tia looking out at them from her
doorway as they rolled into the yard.
She crossed swiftly to them.

“Did you see him—the sheriff-Hugh
Perigord?” she asked. “He was here.”

“What did he want, Tia?”

“The cabron killed my Jaime. Could
I talk to him? I don’t know what he
wanted. I hid until he was gone.”

“If he’d wanted much, he’d have
stayed around,” Challon told her.
“Don’t worry.”

Tia seemed relieved. As they entered
the house she picked up Jim Pozner’s
shotgun from behind the door and re-
turned it to its usual place in the kitch-

en. 'Lena and Challon exchanged half- -

amused glances and dropped onto a
settee. Challon raised his good arm and
the girl slid beneath it. Tia reappeared
in the kitchen doorway, saw them, and
backed from sight. The outer door
closed behind her. Spanish courtesy.
She knew privacy could not belong to
more than two.

Challon was aware of the warmth of
'Lena’s body beside him, but it was
her silence he relished most. Few wom-
en were born with an ability to hold
silence and use it. His hand moved
along the roundness of her ribs.. Her
head tilted back. Her lipé smiled at
him, a little parted and softer than
those which had always masked Mar-
cy. Challon bent to a kiss like others
he had known, yet wholly different, at
once gentle and immensely urgent. A
small foreign fear touched him. Here
was a need he had never known, a
closeness of approach no living soul
had ever achieved. This woman was of

the same dust as himself..

’Lena presently broke the silence,
freeing his good hand to hold it be-
tween her own. Challon breathed deep-
ly. As with silence, there were times
for words.

“So ‘much has happened—so little
chance for talk,” he said. “Never about
us. What we'd do and when. You've
never asked.”

“When could I have asked?” ’Lena
answered. “Why should I, anyway? I
know the answer.”

Challon’s eyes widened in surprise.
She laughed softly.

“Do you think you’re the only per-
son in New Mexico with enough pa-
tience to get exactly what he wants in
exactly the way he wants it, Marc
Challon? Of course I know. I've had a
long time to make sure.”

Challon had questions of his own,
then, but Hank and Pierre entered the
house unceremoniously.” Grim men

~ with fresh news burdening them.

“Marc, you see that wagon on the
ridge?” Pierre asked abruptly. “It was
Hugh Perigord. He’s got young Pren-
tice’s body under a tar‘ri in‘back. Found
him in the brush, gut-shot and dead a
week. And the lid’s off in town!"”

Challon found acceptance of Anson
Prentice’s death easy enough after the
first moment. He had thought odds
that Prentice would survive this small
from the beginning. Marcy, yes—but
not Prentice.

“What’s happened in town, Pierre?”.
he asked quietly.

“First off, Marcy’s recorded deeds to
the XO from young Prentice to her—
what she’s been shooting for from the
beginning, I reckon. Lord knows how
she got them, but she was almost too
slow. Jason Prentice hit town right be-
hind her with a demand note for a lot
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down beside him,

“It’s hard for a man to know how
much a woman loves him,” she said
softly in Spanish.

“He finds_out, sooner or later,” Chal-
lon said harshly. }

“Or thinks he does,” Tia corrected.
“A man can be a fool but still his
woman loves him. She can't help her-
self.”

Challon glared accusingly at Jim
Pozner's widow. She was Spanish. She
was of the lava and the grass. Her
people were in Range. Her husband
had become a part of the gray-green
sod. As much as one individual could,
she represented this country which
had been his life. She was an almost
perfect example of the people of whom
he had been thinking when he prom-
ised Marcy that the grass and those
who lived upon it would eventually
defeat her and drive her from the XO.
Yet Tia Pozner was not thinking of
Marcy, now; she was thinking of him.
And she thought he was a fool.

He didn’t answer her and Tia went
quietly back into the kitchen. Challon
tried a cigarette and found it tasteless.
He felt empty, tired, and he clutched
at the thought that he had possibly
overdone, that weariness was prevent-
ing clear thought. Stretched out on the
settee, he tried to rest, but the piece of
furniture was too short for his frame.
After a few minutes he rose and kick-
ing out of his boots spilled down on
the thick mattress in the bedroom. He
failed to doze here, also, but a stub-
bornness kept him down.

It was darkening outside when he
finally rose with an angry, churning
restlessness, tugged on his boots, and
went into the kitchen. The stove was
cold. The lamp was not lit. All of the
china and utensils were in place on

the shelves. No preparations for an
evening meal were in evidence. And
Tia Pozner sat in a chair in one corner,
her hands folded in her lap. He real-
ized she had been waiting for him-—
that she had waited through the long
afternoon.

“You said 1 was a fool a while ago,”
he said roughly. “Why?”

Tia looked at him and smiled slowly.
“Because you don’t know when you
have what you want.”

¢ ’Lena?”

‘“Yes, 'Lena. But the other thing, too.
You’'ve been waiting. What for? Until
the woman who shamed your pride has
nothing. I have understood that. I
think others have, too. It is big think-
ing to demand so much in payment for
an injury. We have expected big think-
ing from a Challon. We have expected
big revenge. But not stupidity! Tell
me, what does that woman have now?"

She paused. “The XO? There are pa-
pers filed in town which take the
ranch from her. You heard that. She
has a man, maybe? Anson Prentice is
dead, and no woman can have the
deadly little snake from Mora. She has
hope? What can she hope for, now?
The waiting is done, but you don't see
it. Isn’t that being a fool?”

Marc stared at her, realizing it had
not been weariness which had ob-
structed his thinking, which had kept

" him from sleep this afternoon. It had

been the thinking, itself. And he had
refused to admit its inevitable conclu-
sion. He thought he understood why,
now. He had beaten Marcy, if his orig-
inal desire to see her one day stand
barefoot and destitute on the grass was
sufficient. But he had lost the larger
stake for which he had been playing.
He had lost 'the XO. Too much had
become involved in his quarrel with
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stepped into the lower end of the ra-
mada. Marcy came from the house,
paused an instant, and went out the
path to the drive at a half-run. Her
?voice, curiously unsteady and thinly
veneered with an almost ludicrous hos-
pitality, reached out ahead of her to
Tia, ir the bucKkboard.

“My dear!” she cried. “Come in,
please! You're a little early, I think,
but the others will be arriving shortly
and anyway we’ll have a minute of
talk to ourselves.” She halted at the
buckboard wheel, her face uptilted to
a woman ‘she had never seen before.
“It’s time I met my neighbors. I'm
Marcy Challon—"

A rush of understanding swept Chal-
lon. The lamps, the unsteadiness in
Marcy’s voice, her cloying welcome.
She was expecting guests. Her eager
acceptance of Tia Pozner as the first
arrival, although it was nearly nine,
betrayed the rest of it. Those she had
expected had not come. This accounted
for the cook in the bunkhouse, also—
his receiving costume and his drunk-
enness when he realized the uncom-
fortable effort in preparation had.been
for nothing. Challon stepped into the
ramada archway and quietly called
out across the little lawn: .

“Watch your eves,” Marcy—she’ll
scratch them out. That’s Jim Pozner’s
widow!”

Marcy pivoted, almost losing her
balance, almost as though Challon’s
voice was a heavy bullet, driving into

" her body. She stared at his lamplit sil-
houette, one hand distractedly brush-
‘ing a strand of hair back from her face.

- She started toward him, unwillingness

" to believe what her senses told her

" evident in every lfagging motion of her
body. She stopped a scant yard from
him, her lips a very long time in form-

ing a single word.

“Marce!”

Tension broke, then. She Trushed
against Challon, grasping the lapels of
his jacket with a fierceness which sent

* a twinge of pain through the half-knit

muscles of his back. Tears streaked
her cheeks and choked her. -

“Marc! Oh, Marc, I've needed you so
desperately!” . “

“Where's Van Cleave?” Challon ask-
ed stonily. ‘

“Gone. I'm done with him, Marc-his
rottenness, his stealing, his—his sav-
agery. I ordered him off of the ranch.
Only cookie is left. Marc, listen! Cy
shot you. He killed Anson, too, right
in the' barn, there, a week ago. He
killed Anson 4nd didn’t tell me until
tonight!” :

“I know,” Challon said. “Where’d
Van Cleave go?”

‘“He’s going to try to take the ranch
—the X0, Marc. Anson’s father got a
judgment against me on a note Anson
made me give him—"

“I know about that, too.”

-“Cy’s going to bid the ranch in with
money he’s stolen and with his men
to back him up. They’ll kill anybody
in Cy’s way—Sheriif Perigord, even
Mr. Prentice, himself!”

“They may try,” Challon agreed
shortly. He glanced into the brightly
illuminated interior of the house his
mother had built-rooms whose quiet
security seemed yet untouched by Mar-
cy’s long alien presence among them.
“Expecting company?”

“My neighbors—"” Marcy was near-
ing hysteria. She clung to Challon. “I
sent an invitation to everybody I could
think of in the county—the kind of a

. party your mother used to give here.

I wanted to show them—Marcy Challon
sitting her saddle on this ranch as well
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the deep blue night sky. Flames fed
by the time-enriched timbers and fur-
nishings of the X0 house—Belle Chal-
lon’s house—the heart of a dream two
generations old. His own body in that
heat could not have brought Challon
more agony. This was Marcy’s mark.

“I hoped you wouldn’t look back,
Serior,” Tia Pozner murmured. “I saw
it only moments ago. She must have
overturned every lamp!”

Above the roaring blood in his ears
Challon again became aware of the
horse overtaking them. For an instant
rider and animal were in full silhouette
against the distant flames. A tall and
powerful hor8e with a tremendous
stride. The kind of animal strong men
rode with the caution of mutual re-
spect. And Marcy up, hair flying, lean-
ing loosely into the pistoning strides
of the great beast, sitting her seat
with the supremely indifferent confi-
dence of a drunken Indian. :

She splashed through the ford a rod
downstream and scrambled up the
farther bank without slackening pace.
She veered here up along the side of a
rising basalt and obsidian ridge, along
the sheer flank of which ran a.rugged
but much shorter trail into Range than
the wagon road along the flats. Iron
shoes struck sparks from volcanic
stone as the horse thundered on. Marcy
could ride!

“The old ones say that the devil
rides at night across the mesas like
that!” Tia Pozner said.

Challon looked again at the flames
behind them. There was magnificence
about the XO house, even in destruc-
tion. One thought recurred. The house
had meant even more to Pierre Chal-
lon than to his son. It was all that re-
mained to Pierre of the woman he had
brought jto the Territory from Kan-

sas City. This would kill Pierre more
certainly than a bullet. Marcy had
well known the immense tragedy of
this last blow. Pierre had lived too
long, his back too straight through the
years, to die now of a broken heart.

Tia Pozner lifted her reins. With a
strong physical effort Challon turned
his back on the pyre at the XO.

“Might as well take it easy,” he told
the woman beside him. “We've got
plenty of time,.now. Marcy will beat
us to town, whatever we do.”

Tia halted the buckboard at the edge
of town. “I can swing around and
climb Goat Hill from the back side to
Uppertown-Chihuahua-town. 'Lena and
I have cousins there. We can send
down for news of what’s happening in
town. This road will be watched since
that woman rode in ahead of us.”

“Get me to the back side of the hotel
without being seen, if you can,” Chal-
lon-told her. “Then go up to your cou-
sin’s. Find ’Lena and keep her with
you. I'll manageé the rest.”

Earnestness giving real meaning to
her words, Tia spoke softly, “I hope
so. I will pray it, Sefior Challon!”

Following an across-lots footpath be-
low the street, Tia drove surely
through a patchwork of irregular gar-
den plots, makeshift unfenced yards,

- and among the low, flat, one-room

shacks of the pelados which fringed
every community on the grass. When
they were abreast of the rear of the
hotel, Challon alighted.

So many lights Were up and so
strong a .sense of arrested movement
hung over the town that it was appar-
ent this ‘was not a night of usual
things. A suspended silence, like .the
pressured suspénsion which lay -over
the earth during the long, soundless
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seconds between the knifing of giant
lightning in the sky and the ensuing
roll of its thunder against the slopes
during the summer’s savage storms in
the high hills. Tia Pozner leaned to-
ward Challon.

“Wait until morning,” she whisper-
ed. “You will be stronger, then. It is a
saying that the good have no errands
in the darkness—only in the sun. My
people will be on the street in the
morning—not tonight.”

“You stay with 'Lena at your cous-
in’s!” Challon ordered again sharply.
He swung away. The buckboard creak-
ed o6n up the hill. Challon moved to-
ward the ugly back wall of the hotel.

His mind was completely ordered.
Pierre and Harpk had brought the boys
in to back Hugh Perigord. They had
been fundamentally right in this. Peri-
gord was tonight still the law and had
to be backed. But Pierre knew only
one way to har:dle these things. It was
no detraction from the giant Pierre
Thallon had ornce been to believe that
in his most competent days he had not
been a match for Cy Van Cleave when
men worked with guns. Certainly
Hank Bayard and the old XO crew
were not the equals of the deadly

hawks Van Cleave had brought up out -

of Lincoln County.

Challon knew the temptation of vio- )

lence. It pumped through him, now,
an almost uncontainable compulsion to
sear out with the flames of his own
anger the obstacles in his way. A tow-
ering desire to break with his hands,
to use injury and death for his own
purpose and to hell with the odds-a
delusive conviction of invincibility.
This he had from Pierre—the thun-
der of the gods. But colder recesses of
his mind clamped a lid upon it. His
wound made it impossible for him to

meet even the first of the physical de-
mands of fury and he was therefore
obligated to a more quiet channel.

" Pierre would say this was not the
Challon way and Pierre would be right.
It had not been the Challon way in
the past to which Pierre belonged, but
change was inevitable. The XO house
was gone. The ranch no longer had
enemies on the lava, such enmity dy-
ing with Jim Pozner and the Hyatts.
Marc Challon was without a wife a\nd
without land, his fight for his grass
abandoned to fight for the lives of
others. A railroad would be in Range
before summer’'s end. These were
changes, also. There was no returning
to the days before any of them.

There were some men for whom
death by a gun was no defeat but a
certain event of life, so that they died
by a bullet and were not touched be-
yond their ruptured bodies. Van Cleave
was one of these. There had to be a
better way than Pierre’s directness,
and it had to be used before Pierre
recklessly poured the remnants of his
life and his blood onto the thirsty sand
which lay beneath New Mexico sod. A
way to be used before someone fired
the bullet bearing Cy Van Cleave’s
name-—before ‘an accident of marks--
manship let the man die defiantly on
his feet, rooting the seed of a legend
which might grow to conceal, even
from those whose own memories could
strip it away, the kind of a man he
had been.

Pierre had said the Challons were
bound to the law they had created in
Red River County. The law, in itself,
was actually as unimportant as the
men who supported it. The law had
been built to achieve justice and it was
of justice that Marc Challon was think-
ing, now. '
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lies against a man in anything. He had
already suffered his share. His book
was full. He knew damned well he
wasn’t too late.

Steadying himself, he moved past
the gaping cells of the jail and turned
into the corridor leading to Perigord’s
office—the corridor in which Cy Van
Cleave had stood to put a bullet into
his back. Perigord’'s office was dark.
Challon stepped into it. There was no
disorder except for the lamp. Its wick
was still turned high and the faint odor
of warm oil was in the air, but the
chimney and shade were gone. Their
chards crunched like brittle gravel un-
der Challon’s beots. A stray bullet from
the street could have shattered chim-
ney glass and snuffed the flame. The
street door stocd open. Challon moved
into it.

The answer to his second question
lay on the walk. Pierre and the old XQ
crew had not been gufficient defense.
Starshine winked faintly on the silver
badge pinned to Hugh Perigord’s shirt.
The man was otherwise unrecogniz-
able. He had taken a bullet quartering-
ly through his face. He was dead.

Two others lay farther out in the
dust of the street. Challon saw with
relief that he knew neither of them.
Perigord had always claimed handiness
with his gun. Here was possible proof.
Straight across, folded limply half over
the rail before the Red River Saloon,
was a fourth lifeless figure. Even at
this distance Challon recognized a pie-
bald calfskin jacket which had hung
nights on an XO bunkhouse peg for
half a dozen years. The man was Al
Carlin, the best bronc handler who had
ever drawn Challon pay.

This, then, was the source of the
suspended feeling Challon had thought
so marked as he rode into town. The

lightning had already struck. Range

_ was waiting for the thunder and that

it had not already come rolling down
this"empty street in retaliation meant
only one thing to Challon, now. There
was no thunderer. Pierre was dead.
This was the answer to his third ques-
tion.

As he turned back from the door.
Challon's attention fell on a rack over
Perigord’s desk, from which hung a
number of implements of the law. Sev-
eral hand guns, some serviceable and
some oddities, in their own right or
by virtue of former owners. Some
shorteped, heavy-bore rifles and an
equally shortened shotgun. A notable
collection of the knives which accom-
panied the Spanish language wherever
it traveled. But Challon’s attention
passed the weapons, drawn to three

. pairs of brightly nickeled handcuffs

dangling with their keys from one row
of hooks. He lifted one of these down
on a sudden impulse and dropped it
into his jacket pocket. At the same in-
stant he heard voices and quick foot-
falls on the stairs leading from the
upper floor of the building. One voice
was distinguishable.

“Damned right I'm sure! Ducked in
the celfar door. Just a flash. Don’t know
who-"

An unintelligible answer followed.
Two men, now in the jail section and
moving rapidly toward the office. His
presence discovered and retreat

-blocked, Challon had no alternative.

He stepped out into the street past
Perigord’s body. A man shouted. A gun
fired. Challon doubled over and started
to run toward the opposite walk, si-
lently cursing the stiffness of his
wound. More guns fired, now from the
second story of the courthouse. Lead
whispered close and Challon forgot his
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stiffness, running with reaching

strides. Ahead a familiar voice start- -

lingly sang out his name:

“Marc~Marce, here!” .

He saw Bayard’s figure loping along
the walk. Hank cut into the street to-
ward him, flipping up the gun in his
hand to fire at the face of the court-
house. The cadence of gunfire rose.
Hank reached him and shouldered

Challon toward the door of thefRed. !

River. They hit the walk before the
saloon together and Hank went ‘down
in a flat, nose-skinning dive, driving
his head hard against the wall of the
building. Challon thought Hank had
stumbled and pulled up, aware of lead
cannonading into the weathered siding
before him, waiting for Hank to get
up.

Bayard moved, his buttocks rising
high as he pumped his knees under
himself. But his head stayed down like
that of an axed steer. He spilled over
onto his side, his legs pumping sfowly,
his boots making dry, rasping sounds
on the planking of the walk, clearly
audible to Challon over the gun ex-
plosions across the street and the bul-
let strikes about him. With incredu-
lous shock he saw the torrent of blood
spilling from Bayard’s mouth. The
front door of the saloon jerked open
and Marc’s name sounded again:

“For God’s sake, Mr. Challon-!"

His instant of immobility shattered,
then. Challon hooked Bayard’s upper-
most arm. Unable to lift the man with
one shoulder still so bad, he dragged
Hank, leaving a wide wet mark be-
hind them on the walk. Young Lou
Fentrice ducked out of the Red River,
so scared every pimple on his face was
raised to twice normal height, but he
bent and got Hank’s body up across
his shoulders.

Then. the saloon door was shut be-
hind them and the angry night was

-outside. The old mustiness of the Red
‘River was about Challon and he knew
~he would find his father here. So, in-
»comprehensibly,
-emerging from among the familiar
. faces of his old crew to seize Challon’s

was Elena here,

arms and press her face hard against

the buttons of his jacket, sobbing. -
“Where is he?” Challon asked.
'Lena turned toward the game room

-at the back of the dimly lit saloon.
.Challon wiped one hand absently
-against the seam of his pants. It had
.*somehow gotten covered with blood.

“Hank—" he said to the girl. “Look

. after him, 'Lena. He’s badly hit—"

She knelt obediently beside Bayard

“where Lou Fentrice had lowered him
.to the floor. Firing had broken off

again outside. Challon pushed through

-his gray-faced, silent crewmen into the

back room. More XO men were here,

‘grim and self-effacing.

Pierre lay blanketless on a scarred

“pool table under the single hanging

lamp, shirt off but boots on. His hair
was damply tousled up in great ring-
ed curls as it often. was when he re-

~moved his hat after riding long in the
©sun.

Head in hands and elbows on knees,’

“a young doctor, newly come to Range

and known to Challon by face but not

- by name, sat. waiting beside the table.
.He raised his head at Challon’s ap-

proach and Pierre opened his eyes.

‘The doctor made a quick, cautioning
- gesture at Challon. Pierre saw it.

“Damn it, quit trying to mend a
busted pick!” he complained with thin

: peevishness.

The doctor shook his head with in-

. credulity and weariness. Challon saw:
. that Pierre was right with the blunt
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own feet—slapped a man out of the
way who tried to help him. What do I
know of the chances of a man like
that?” Then, more quietly: “No, not a
chance in a million, Mr. Challon. In-
ternal hemorrhage. Any time-any
time—" ,

The doctor scrubbed his hand dazed-
ly across his eyes.

“Pour yourself a drink,” Challon ad-
vised him bluntly. “You’re not apt to
‘have any more customers.” And he
turned back to the front of the saloon.

Hank Bayard was on his feet at the
upper end of the bar, wryly sloshing
his mouth out with whisky, dumping
the red wash into a spittoon. Hank had
lost half of the skin on his nose, lips,
and forehead, and Challon thought he
had lost some teeth, but he was still on
his' feet. He was otherwise unhurt.
Like Challon, himself, luck had car-
ried him through the barrage flung at
them from the courthouse. Challon
stopped at his elbow.

“You clumsy damned fool, can’t you
keep your feet under you?”

“I’ll learn,” Hank said thickly, warp-
ing his puffed face into a grin.

Challon saw 'Lena waiting for him,
apart from the others, and he moved
on to her. She came against him, into
his arms and close, with an eagerness

divorced from affection. This was a

need more elemental than the need of
a woman for a man. This was fear—

fear of sofnething grown too terribly -

big to be longer understood.

“Pierre, Marc—" 'Lena said brokenly.
“Pierre—"

“He wouldn’t have it any different,”
Challon said. “Go back and ask him.
He'll tell you.”

“Marc, I can’t—" ’Lena’s body trem-
bled. “I—oh, Marc, it was me who asked
him to help the sheriff arrest those

men!”’ ‘

“That’s what you want, too—Van
Cleave arrested?”” Challon asked softly.

The girl nodded. “According to the
law,” she agreed. “I want Range to see
it can be done that way—tﬁat the Chal-
lons can do it—that they want to. I
want Mr. Prentice and Judge Farraday
to see it. No guns, no broken windows,
no one hurt. I didn’t know it was im-
possible. I didn't understand. I
thought—"

“I know,” Challon said. “You knew
Pierre was Pierre Challon. You thought
he could do anything. It's all right,
’Lena. So did Pierre.”

“It's turned out so wrong. Those men
waiting across the street—waiting for
morning or for somebody here to show
themselves. Van Cleave has done just
what he planned. He’s emptied the

street. He’s killed anybody who might

put charges against him. He’s fright-
ened anybody else who still could into
silence. What kind of an auction will
it be in the morning with only his bid?
Do you think Mr. Prentice will look
for other offers or bid against Van
Cleave himself?”

“No,” Challon said. “Prentice is un-
der a bed at the hotel. He'll stay there
till this is over. Building a railroad is
his business—not putting up a fight for
a ranch.” .

“Next week the papei's will start say-
ing it was the Challons who came law-
lessly to town tonight with Sheriff
Perigord siding them,” ’Lena said
heavily. “The papers will say the Chal-
lons came to town to take by force
what you sold that woman in good
faith. And folks get to believing what
the papers say in just a little while.
They forget the papers have always
been afraid of the XO; that they’ll be
more afraid of the ranch with Van
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handcuffs he had lifted from Hugh
Perigord’s rack. He stepped up on the
walk in front of Van Cleave.

That he had been able to come this

far was answer enough as to Van

Cleave’s men above—as to the pallid
man besid’e Van Cleave on the walk.
There was an inevitability to justice
which made it terrible when it came
like this. Van Cleave was alone-alone
with Marc Challon. The little man’s

gun, held far back against his body, '

was steady. Van Cleave flung another
glance up the street. He smiled thinly
then and fired his gun.

A man’s life did. not often depend
upon an ability to read motive and im-
pending action in others, but there was
bound to be some of such skill ac-
quired in bossing the rags ahd tags of
a big ranch crew from" boyhood on-
ward. An instant before Van Cleave
fired, Challon twisted sharply aside.
striking outward and quarteringly
downward with the chain-hung hand-
cuff dangling from its mate in his
hand. Van Cleave’s bullet passed close
to Challon but did not touch him. A
great welt of flesh parted along a red-
flowing seam across Van Cleave’s fore-
head, blinding the man with blood.

Challon kicked. hard at the now ex-
tended gun hand. breaking bone in the
arm with an audible snap and arching
the weapon out into the dust of the
street. Thrusting Van Cleave roughly
against the building behind him, Chal-
lon twice brought his knee savagely
upward.

It was all a single flow of swift mo-
tion, so that even those who had seen
it done would not remember clearly
in an hour how it had been done. And
it cost no great effort. Challon’s breath-
ing was still regular as he caught the
sagging Van Cleave’'s good wrist and

snapped steel onto it.

A man could build a great ranch out
of a’belief in his own rightness, ig-
noring all odds. He could shatter odds
in another game with a similar belief.
Challon jerked wickedly on the free

" cuff and passed it to Hank Bayard.

“Lock him up,” he said quietly. “He’s
got the others on lead-strings. They’ll
come along.”

It was afternoon before Challon and
’Lena had a.room in the hotel to them-
selves, and then not wholly so. Pierre
was still with them, and Marcy's shad-
ow, and the brief minutes of uncer-
tainty in the bright morning sun of
the street, scant hours ago, and talk
did not come readily hetween them.

" Challon thought ’Lena shared his

own relief when Art Treadwell came
into the room. Art had a small paper
parcel crushed in one hand. He was
excited.

“Thank God the railroad’s more im-
portant to Jason Prentice than any-
thing else!” Treadwell crowed. “After
watching that thing on the street this
morning, he’s afraid the county might
take a stand like that against the rail-
road if he sat on plain rights. He’s re-
fused to bid for the XO!” ‘

“Somebody will,” Challon said heav-
ily.

“You think anybody would dare bid
against a Challon in Range todéy?"
Treadwell demanded. “Hell, man, I en-
tered a minimum bid for you. Prentice
just signed an acceptance and the
judge approved it. The bank’s drawing
up a draft for fifty thousand dollars
for you to sign. You're going back onto
the XO!”

'Lena’s fingers bit into Marc’s arm.

“Marc!” she cried. “Marc—!" Then,
more quietly: “If Pierre could have
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gone back with you!”

“With us,” Challon corrected.

He was aware that the enthusiasm
she had expected was not in him and
that 'Lena was puzzled. She didn’t
know that Pierre had been saved a

hurt worse than his wounds. He'

wouldn’t have to see the ash overlying
the foundations of the home he had
built on the grass for his wife. 'Lena
didn’t understand that this was not yet
whole and complete. There was Marcy,
who had vanished. Challon had yet to
know of Marcy.

However, ’Lena’s puzzlement didn’t
dampen her own enthusiasm. She had
been se long grave and troubled it was
surprising to see her bright spirit re-
vealed, now. She spun across the room
to the door and then back to Marc.

“We can go back today—this after-
noon!” she cried. ‘“Back onto the grass!
Hank and the boys and Tia with us.
Mare, I've got to find Hank and tell
him. I've got to find Tia. It’s all right,
isn't it?”.

Challon grinned, slapping her affec-
tionately across the round smallness
of her hips as he might have an ex-
citedly dancing youngster.

“Run all the way. Find them both.”

“Run?-I will!” she cried. “I-I can’t
help it!”

The windows rattled with the bang
of the door behind her and her heels
made staccato clatter in the hall. Chal-
lon nodded at the closed door.

“I'm worried about that, Art,” he
said earnestly. “I’ve never wanted any-
thing more than I want to marry her.
I should have taken someone out of
my own country, in the first place, I
reckon. But Marcy keeps knifing me.
This time it's her divorce. 'Lena’s peo-
ple go by the padres and the padres
have a law against divorce-against,re-

.

marrying after divorce.” ]

Treadwell nodded. “Sit down, Marc.
That’s all right, too, although I think
that girl's God is bigger than most
rules. In the first place, Marcy’s di-
vorce hasn’t cleared the courts yet and
so isn’t on record. It won’t ever be.
Mare, look—a pelado who didn’t want
to disturb you today stopped me on
the street right after the ruckus this
morning was over. He had a story.
He’d come in over the ridge trail this
morning. Well, I rode right out there,
of course. That's why I 'was so late
getting to Prentice.”

Treadwell drew a long breath. “It
was Marcy, all right. Must have been
riding like the wind, Marc. Missed a
turn and went over one of those ob-
sidian cuts on the ridge. Neither she
nor the horse could have moved after
they hit the bottom. Must have been a
sheer three hundred feet. I sent a wag-
on out.”

Treadwell stood up and handed his
parcel to Challon. “Here's her purse.
Only personal thing she had with her.”

Challon stared a long time at the
door after it closed behirnd Treadwell.
It was a curious feeling to be at last
wholly empty of malice. He slowly un-
did the parcel. Marcy’s small tooled-
leather purse rolled from it, vaguely
fragrant with her favorite scent. He
twisted its snap open.

It contained only two objects. One
was a worn silver dollar. Under it was
a heavy wrought-iron key. The key to
the XO house. Marcy had ridden away
from the ranch for the last time with
only these.

Challon rose stiffly and crossed to
the window, staring out into the
bright sunlight and tossing the key.
Finally he dropped it into his pocket.
He knew what he would do with it. It
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of them may have been larger, for as-
suredly they were older than Babe
ever got, even in legends. A choice few
were well up inl their teens and many
others were “crowdin’ ten.” With age,
they’d had time to develop every type
of bovine cussedness and they made
life an unmitigated hell to other stock-
men for fifty miles around. Most of his
neighbors’ greeting to Ding would be-
gin, “Ding, you ornery old heathen,
them steers is busting down my hay-
stacks”—or “my corrals” or “my water-
in-troughs”—"again. Why don’t you
sell ’em before they all die off of old
age?”

“Me sell 'um, boy, me sell 'um. You
bet!” Ding would assure them with a
toothy smile and much emphatic nod-
ding. But somehow, he never got
around to it. From time to time a few
ranchers would toy with the idea of
rounding up his stock and selling it for
him, but they never got it done.

The truth was that Ding did not
know the value of his stock and had
no reliable source of information on
the markets. He hadn’t made his mon-
8y by listening to the advice of every
crackpot who offered it, and he had
no intention of starting now. The mo-
tives of anyone volunteering informa-
tion or trying to buy cattle he viewed
with grave suspicion—probably with
justification!

Eventually, however, it became plain
even to Ding himself that he'd better
sell some of his huge old D-Bar-Lazy-S
steers before they did actually die of
old age. He decided to ship direct to
Chicago where, theoretically at least,
he'd get full value.

Chicago, accustomed as it was to the
eccentricities of cattlemen, was hardly
prepared for the arrival of Ding Mung
with his hundred-odd head of mixed

steers—mixed two-to-twenty-year-olds.
Business at the stockyards came to an
abrupt halt as everyone gathered to
watch the big sleek one-tonners, their
enormous horns turned sideways,
come plunging out of the cars.

But the steers were only a curtain-
raiser for what was to follow. Down
the ramp trotted Blackfoot City’s
unique cowman; a smiling China boy
with his half-cowboy and half-prospec-
tor outfit'partly hidden by a flowing
blue brocaded oriental robe. With a
quiet gesture of friendship he removed
his round bowler hat, revealing a neat-
ly braided queue bound tightly around
his head.

“Glood day,” he beamed. “You want
to buy some fine clows, you bet?”

The seasoned buyers and stockyard
hands took another look at the ‘“clows”
and at their owner. Then they did the
only thing-they could think of. They
sent for the newspapermen.

To the reporters, Ding was a god-
send. News was scarce at the moment,
and with a genuine Chinese -cattle
baron under their wing, they went to
town. As each succeeding edition hit
the street, Chicagoans vicariously
fought Indians, hanged road agents,
hunted rustlers, or risked their lives
in wild night stampedes—all in the
company of that incomparable fron-
tiersman, Ding Mung.

Although Ding spoke English, after
a fashion, like all his countrymen he
could never master the letter “r" for
which he unconsciously substituted the
letter “1.”” This would*not have made
his speech too hard to understand,
once you'd got the knack of it, if it
hadn’t been for the fact that at odd
times he insisted on inserting his fa-
vorite letter where there was neither
an “l” nor an “r.” This the reporters
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Well, Chewie knows his brother is a
mite drunk, but his soft spaniel eyes
sort of wet up pitiful. Suddently he
droops a horn and comes stalkin’ over
to the bar, smellin’ of chigger medicine
and sheep dip, and shakes a finger un-
der Rimfire’s purple nose.

“Jest fer that,” Chewie bellers, “I
reckon I won’t let you in on the big
secrut I brung over to 'Pache with me.
It so happens I struck gold out in the
‘Sacatones whilst I was diggin’ a hole
to bury a ewe the rattleweed kilt, and
I'rid over to town'so as to let you stake
out a claim next to mine. Now I'll keep
the location to myownself, by crackies.
You’ll be sorry when I'm wallerin’ in
wealth up to my dewlaps. You’ll suffer
the torches of the damned.”

Well, the boys bust out guffawin’ at

this kind of talk. Goes to show Chewie

is plumb loco. Everbody knows the
Sacatones is silver lode country, not
gold. The only oro as was ever tooken
out of them mountings was a teeny
pocket that was discovered by old
- Salaratus Scraggins a few years back,
and Salaratus cleaned that out com-
plete before goin’ over to Tombstone
to retire.

Chewie takes this ribbing a little
while, and then he fishes out a tobacco
sack and pours a little pile of glitterin’
yeller dust on the counter in front of
Curly Bill Grane, the bartender.

“Thar’s a sample I dug this morn-
in’,” Chewie says, “an’ plenty more
whar that come from. Me own brother
thinks I'm daffy, hey? Reckon I'll light
a shuck back to my gold mine. Hasty
lumbago, boys.”

With which Chewie stomps outdoors
to his hoss, straddles it, and vamoses
in the direction of the Sacatones.

Well, it so happent there was some
jackleg muckers from the Bonanza

Syndicate diggin’s in the Bloated Goat,
and they take a gander at this dust
Chewie had left on Curly Bill's bar.

“Might be the real McCoy, at that,”
allows one of the miners, nibblin’ some
yeller grains betweenst his molars.
“Soft, not gritty like fool's gold. You
reckoleck how old Chewie used to let
Salaratus Scraggins have a mutton oc-
casional, when Salaratus was prospect-
in’ them foothills? You suppose Salara-
tus tipped off that old sheepherder to
a bonanza?”’

That made the barroom pert up its
ears, right now.

“I'll soon tell ye ifn its gold or
dross,” speaks up Inky McKrimp, edi-
tor of the Apache Weekly Warwhoop,
who is settin’ near by astraddle of
Queen Cleopatra, his jenny mule.

So sayin’, Inky lifts up his wicker-
covered brown jug of home-brewed
bust-skull likker and sloshes some of
same on the pile of yeller dust. Right
off the varnish on the bar starts bub-
blin’ an’ fumin’, the likker eatin’ right
into the mahogany. Or pine, to be exact.

“It's gold, all right!” hiccups the
editor. “If 'twarn’t, my Essense 0’ T?r-
antular Juice would a ’vaporated it by
now.” ‘

The boys all crowd around, breathin’
heavy. Lew Pirtle, who runs the Over-
land Telegraph, he says, “Somebody
run and fotch Justin O. Smith from
his studio. Smith is the only hombre
in, these parts who has eddication
enough to tell if this is shore-enough
gold, I reckon.”

Clem Chouder the saddlemaker, he
hikes over to his Longhorn Saddle
Shop where Smith has his artist’s stu-
dio, and comes back in a couple shakes
with Justin O. Him bein’ better know-
ed hereabouts as the Paintin’ Pistoleer,
on account of him being the champeen
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After scouting around for a spell,
Smith decides that some mysterious
disaster has made Apache as deserted
as a Pueblo cliff-dwelling he painted
onct when he was over in the Mesa
Verdy country.

“Must have been .a cholera epidem-
ic,” Smith decides, getting all goose-
pimply ‘as his boots echo offn the false
fronts. “Apache is a ghost town, that’s
for shore—"

Just then the Wells-Fargo stage
from Lordsburg rolls in and the
driver heaves some mailbags onto the
pile of sacks which has collected on
the porch of Sol Fishman’s post office
and mercantile. '

“What in thunderation has become
of eveérbody?”’ Smith hails the jehu.
“Boothill is lively in comparison to
Apache.”

The tooler pulls up his Morgans and
gapes. “Where you been, Smith? Ain’t
you heerd about the big gold rush over
in the Sacatones? Everbody in Stirrup
County who could steal a shovel or a
dishpan has lit out for Chewie Cudd’s
sheep range, to git in on the ground
floor of a gold rush that will put the
Californy boom of ’forty-nine in the
shade.”

Smith swallers a couple times,
plumb flabbergasted.

“That’s right,” the shotgun guard
speaks up. “Cowhands have quit their
spreads in droves. Tinhorns floodin’ in
from Santy Fee and Tucson. Seems
this gold strike is up on Cowchip
Gulch. Ifn I wasn’t stove up with the
miseries, be damned ifn I wouldn’t be
up there with a pick an’ pan myown-
self.”

Well, the Paintin’ Pistoleer batches
for a couple of days, .ketching up on
his art work, but finally lonesomeness
and curlosity gits the better of him.

One morning early he slaps a kack on
Skeeter and heads for the hills.

Late that afternoon he reaches Cow-
chip Gulch. He's been deer huntin’ in
this country and knows how wild and
empty it was, but he wouldn’t know it
now. Along the south cliffs borderin’
Cowchip Crick, human beans are busy
grubbin’ in the loose talus rock like
kiss-ants, ever foot of ground along a
five-mile stretch of the river bein’
staked out into minin’ claims.

The first prospector the Paintin’ Pid-
toleer recognizes turns out to be Anvil
Aggie, - the three-hundred-and-forty-
pound blacksmith from ’Pache, who
married Dyspepsia Dan a few months
back. Aggie has dug a hole in the side
of the gulch you could have hid a beef
herd in, and right now she’s busy load- -
in’ boulders into a bright red Cone-
stoga wagon which is parked on her
claim. The wagon box has a sign paint-
ed on it which reads Bean Brothers of
Bisbee. N

Helpin' Anvil Aggie dig is Dyspepsia
Dan and his Chinee cook from the
Feedbag Cafe, Aw Gwan. These three
are too busy scrabblin’ rocks to waste
time explainin’ things to Justin Other
Smith, so he rides on a piece, gettin’
puzzleder by the minute.

A few claims down the line he finds
Lew Pirtle with his wife and kids, busy
loadin’ another Bean Brothers wagon
with rocks. Smith notices that a steady
stream of these red_ wagons, driv by
Mexican teamsters, are plyin’ back and
forth betweenst the diggings and the
bed of Cowchip Crick, dumpin’ the
tailings into the river.

The Pirtles are likewise too busy to
tell Smith what’s up. Finally, though,
Smith locates one Apache citizen who
ain’t working. That is Inky McKrimp,
the Warwhoop editor. McKrimp has

‘@
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“Yessir,” Smith says, “for a sheep-

herder who never had as much as two
pesos to jingle in his jeans, Chewie is
doing all right. Being loco ain’t a hand-
icap in a gold rush, that’s evident.”
. He spots Chewie settin’ in front of
his tent on a hosshair sofa, which
Smith remembers having seen in
Missus Spetunia Pirtle’s fancy settin’-
room in Apache. Every underdog has
his day, and Chewie has shore come
up in the world. He's sportin’ Jim
Groot's silk top hat, Lew Pirtle’s swal-
lertail coat, and Heck Coddleworts
prized set of false teeth.

When the Paintin’ Pistoleer climbs
offn his palomino, the old sheepherder
takes him into the tent and interdooces

-him to a pair of geedy-lookin’ galoots
who are helping him get rid of his
stock of whisky.

“These are my pards the Bean
Brothers, minin’ engineers from Bis-
bee,” Chewie brags. “Blackeye, here, is
from Boston. Cap’n Bean here was for-
merly of the U. S. Navy, one of a long

line of famous navy Beans. Pards, meet -

Justin Other Smith, the only jasper in
the town of Apache who ever treated
me civil.”

After Smith has shook hands with
these two tinhorns, he says, “I’'m sur-
prised you gentlemen didn’t stake out
claims in this gulch before Stirrup
County folks beat you to it.”

Blackeye, the former Boston Bean,
he chuckles. “We’re satisfied to furnish
the wagons which keep folks from
buryin’ theirselves under mountains
of wuthless tailin’s,” he says modest
like.

The Paintin’ Pistoleer tugs his ear
lobe, the way he does when hé smells
somethin’ fishy goin’ on.

“How much dinero,” he inquires po-
lite, “do you charge these folks for the

use of your wagons and teams?”

Cap’'n Bean snickers. “Not a red
penny, my friend. The deal is, we git
one percent of any gold which these
folks dig up when they uncover the
lode. No gold, no pay for our wagons.
Which is right generous of us, because
they'd otherwise have had to lug their
rock down to the river bottom in
wheelbarrows.”

Well, next day Justin O. scouts up
and down the gu.ch, and finds plenty
of sign that folks are gittin’ discour-
aged. Some of ’em try to sell him their
claims at any price; but the Paintin’
Pistoleer ain’t interested a partickle.

He remembers how his friend Sa-
laratus Scraggins, the prospector, had
told him that Cowchip Gulch didn’t
have the right geological formation to
bear gold, and Salaratus ought to
know, havin’ speat seventy-odd years
at the game before he retired. One
thing shore, nobody except Chewie
Cudd had found a speck of color up to
now, although they had moved enough
rock to form a dam acrost Cowchip
Crick, which was already beginnin’ to
force its waters to back up into what
eventual would become a lake.

Around ten o'clock, a big ruction
takes place which draws everbody to
Claim No. Seven. Seems Plato X.
Scrounge has com:e acrost a little pock-
et of free gold, which the Bean Broth-
ers weigh on a sa2t of scales they had
johnny on the spot.

“Lawyer Scrounge has dug out ten
ounces of gold and nuggets,” Blackeye
announces. “That’ll net him a hundred
and eighty bucks at any Wells-Fargo
branch.”

This strike of Scrounge’s made the
folks who had been moanin’ about
their backaches the loudest go back to
their claims and start diggin’ like
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hound dawgs burrowin’ in a butcher
wagon.

Well, the Paintin’ Pistoleer suddenly
turns up missin’, although nobody no-
ticed it. He is heading for Tombstone,
to track down one of his famous
hunches. On his way acrost ‘the Saca-
tones, he drops in for grub at the Bo-
nanza silver mine, a long-established
outfit, and has a chat with the foreman
of the reduction mill. This hombre
agrees with Salaratus Scraggins that
there ain’'t no gold vein in Cowchip
Gulch a-tall.

Smith says casual like, “Don’t Bo-
nanza depend on the water from Cow-
chip Crick to keep your hydraulic rigs
running?”

The foreman winks. “Shore. Best
thing that could happen would be them
fools to dam the river with their tail-
in’s and build a reservoir we could tap
summer or winter, regardless of dry
years, to Keep our monitors washin’
gravel.”

Justin O. gets to Tombstone the next
day. A little snooping around reveals
that the Bean Brothers of Bisbee _had
bought out the Arizona Freight Lines
lock stock and bar’l, paying for forty-
odd Conestoga wagons -and teams to

" match with gold dust.

So far, so good. The Paintin’ Pisto-
leer’s next visit is to the little frame
shack on Tough Nut Street where his
prospector friend Salaratus Scraggins
lives. But the shack is empty. A Mex-
ican goatherder next door tells Smith
that Salaratus has been gone six-seven
months into the badlands on one of
his prospecting expeditions, this time
with a couple of partners who grub-
staked him.

“That’s funny,” Smith says to him-
self. “When I was painting Salaratus’s
portrait for a magazine publisher last

vear, he told me he had saved enough
gold to quit workin’ for keeps. And he
never traveled with partners, always
lone-wolfed it."”

‘With that puzzle pryin’ on his mind,
the Paintin’ Pistoleer lit a shuck over
to Bisbee town. Only thing he could
learn about the Bean Brothers in that
minin’ camp was that Blackeye was
notorious for beatin’ up his mestizo
wife, Rosario, who lived down in the
Brewery Gulch part of town.

Smith decides to look up Missus
Bean. When he locates her residunce,
a frowzy-lookin’ halfbreed woman
comes to the door, her face covered
with old bruise marks. She’s actin’ as
scairt as a shoat in a slaughterin’-pen,
thinkin’ it was her husband come home.
drunk agin. Right then the Paintin’
Pistoleer decides it’s fair enough to do
a little bluffin’.

“I am a U. S. Marshal, Missus Bean,”
he says, tipping his John B. “I have
reason to believe that your husband
killed Salaratus Scraggins of Tomb-
stone and buried him on these prem-
ises. Mind if I dig a few holes?”

At that, Missus Bean keels over in a
dead faint. Smith revives her with
some water from an olla hangin’ by the
door. Soon as sher comes to, Missus
Bean starts whimperin’.

- “Blackeye didn’t do it,” she says. “It
was that pizen-mean brother of his
who tortured pore old Scraggins to
death to make him.tell where he had
cached his gold. That's gospel, Sefior.”

The Paintin’ Pistoleer looks serious,
like he don’t believe her. ’

“Assuming Captain Bean Kkilled
Scraggins, where’d he bury him?”

Missus Bean thinks awhile. “Reckon
I'll talk,” she says finally. “I don’t owe
Blackeye nothin’. All he ever done is
get drunk and beat me half silly. He
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these Conestoga wagons. What little
dust they had left over they used to
salt the ‘mine’ which Chewie Cudd dug
when he went to bury a dead ewe. The
same dust was used to salt the holes
that Lawyer Scrounge and Hector Cod-
dlewort dug, just to keep you folks
movin’ rock to the river.”

When the pantymonium had died off
some, Jim Groot the banker wants to
know, “But what did the Bean Broth-
ers stand to gain by this hoax? A fake
gold rush wouldn’t help them unlessn
we struck a real vein and paid them
one percent for the use of their
wagons—"

The Paintin’ Pistoleer p’inted off
down the gulch to where Cowchip
Crick was backing up into a lake be-
hind the rock dam,these folks had
built with their sweat and muskle.

“The Bean Brothers didn't have

enough gold to hire the army of work-

ers it would take to build a dam and
convert Cowchip Gulch into a reser-
voir,” he explains. “They had filed
legally on the water rights of the
crick, and aimed to lease water to the
big silver mines for hydraulic pur-
poses. In a few years they would have
been millionaires, because the Bonanza
Syndicate can't exist without water for
their monitors. In other words, the
Bean Bros. made unsalaried slaves out
of every one of you.”

As it was, the Sacatone silver com-
panies had themselves a ready-made
reservoy free of cost. That must have
tickled Curly Bill Grane, because he
gives out with a loud guffaw.

“Reckon this exercise ain’t done ary
of us any harm,” he says, rubbing the
flat spot where his beer belly had stuck
over his belt two weeks ago. “Let’s
load our gear into them wagons, folks,
and hightail it back to 'Pache where

we belong. We’ll drown our grief and
ease our backaches at a big free-for-
all open house at the Bloated*Goat, the
rest of this week.”

Everbody grins but Lawyer Plato X.
Scrounge. ‘

“Reckon we'll take back this exhor-
bitant tribute Chewie Cudd extorted
from us under false pretensions, et
ux,” Scrounge says. “I fer one don't
aim to be outfoxed by no half-wit—"

Justin Other Smith twirls his six-gun
around his finger and says to Scrounge,
“On your way, friend. Chewie didn’t
guarantee gold in those claims, remem-
ber.”

Well, Sheriff Rimfire Cudd starts
braggin’ about how it was him who
busted up the hoax, proving same by
slapping his handcuffs on Blackeye,
who is still unconscious.

The Paintin’ Pistoleer lets the sher-
iff strut and hawg all the credit he
wants. He just moseys into the tent
where old Chewie is sizing up his haul,
enough to keep him in solid comfort
for years to come.

“You old rascal,” Smith chuckles
happily, “I notice you haven't dug a
shovel into the ground since this gold
rush started. Folks have been calling
you crazy, have they? You are-like a
fox. Yessir, you’re loco like a lobo,
Chewie, and I'm glad for you. This
proves the meek shall inherit the
earth—without having to shovel it.”

The old sheepherder sprawls hisself
out luxurious on his four-poster bed,
quite a novelty for a feller who has
slept on a saddle blanket on the ground
for sixty-odd years, and reaches in his
pocket for the store teeth he talked
Heck Coddlewort out of.

“You allus treated me like an equal,
Justin,” Chewie says sober like, “so
T’ll let you in on a secrut. I seen the
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Wentsal, together, they spell Wentsal
& Stark Stage Lines.”

Bronson nodded. “Thanks, Now, I'm
looking for the postmaster.”

The girl placed both small hands on
the narrow ledge in front of her. “I'm
the 'whole works—postmaster, clerk,
janitor. And just plain Martha Sween-
ey in between times.”

“Now, I wouldn't say you were plain,
Miss Sweeney,” Bronson said lightly
and pushed the folded canvas sack un-
der the wicket. “You're mighty care-
less: with government property,
though.”

She unfolded the mail sack, her eyes
sliding along the raggedness of the
knifed slit, the gaping hole.

“Where did you get this, Mr.="

“Bronson,” he answered. “Jim Bron-
son. I was riding up this way from

“Junction City. There’s a place out of
town where the road narrows—"

“Karne's Pass,” Martha Sweeney

'_ said. “The Blue City run was held up
there last night and Dad was robbed
of this mail sack and its contents.”

Bronson said slowly, “When I saw
this sack, I guessed something like

. that had happened. The road agent
must have gutted it there. I took a
look. There’s three scrawny-looking
letters still in the sack.”

Martha Sweeney said quickly, “Will
you wait here, Mr. Bronson? Will you
tell your story about finding the sack,
to the sheriftf? I can get him in a few
minutes."”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you
could,” Bronson grinned and shook his
head. “If your sheriff wants to see me
about it, I'll probably be dowrn at the
hotel for a spell.”

Bronson turned on his heel, clomp-
ing across the planked floor, feeling
the girl’s eyes on his back.

»

At the end of the street, a tarp-cov- .
ered wagon moved slowly away from
the stage platform and its motion
tugged at the corner of Bronson’s vi-
sion. He turned his head, his lips spell-
ing out the name on the wagon: Went-
sal & Stark. .

Bronson pressed his thin lips to-
gether grimly and stepped.down to
street level, his big-knuckled hand
loosening the leather of the black
horse. The horse turned, following the
tall ‘man across the wide street, the
skin of its sleek shoulder rippling as
Bronson slapped it affectionately, ty-
ing up at the hotel hitchrack. Once
more his glance strayed up to the dead
end of Main Street.

A man had come out of Wentsal &
Stark’s office now and leaned indolent-
ly against a porch post, his hands busy
fashioning a cigarette. He was tall of
body, rail-thin and narrow-hipped.

“Nevada Ellis.” Bronson whispered
the name to himself. He unbuckled on-
ly one of the saddlebags and swung it
against his hip. Nevada Ellis! The gun
slinger who had ripped his single shot
into Ernie Kane, the Deputy U. S. Mar-
shal, five days ago.

Inside the hotel Bronson wetted the
short pencil against his tongue, wrote,
and whirled the register back to the
yawning clerk. “Going to be another
hot one,” he said and used his sleeve
to dry his face.

- The clerk nodded agreement, chewed
his tobacco without movement of his
lips. “Stayin’ long?” ‘

“Might. Then again, I might not,”
Bronson said pleasantly. “Depends.”

“Number seven.” The clerk used his
thumb to indicate Bronson’s route.
“End of the hall.” '

“You got keys; which is mine?”

. The clerk reached behind him, se:
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lected a key without looking at it and
dropped it close to Bronson’s hand.
“Difference is the same, they're all
alike. If you got a poke of nuggets or
anything valuable, better go up to
"Wentsal & Stark’s and put them in the

safe. If you just want privacy, a chair -

tipped under the door knob is better.”

“I'm traveling light,” Bronson ex-
plained, “but I like privacy.” He walk-
ed to the uncarpeted stairway.

Water stood cool in the chipped ba-
sin. Bronson. set hig jaw hard and
guided t}}e razor in its uneven struggle
with the wiry stubble of beard. When
he had scraped his face to a semblance
of smoothness and doused the strong
soap away Yith cold water, he made a
cigarette smoked it hungrily.

The sound of boots paused at the
top of the stairway and Bronson’s hand
pushed out quickly to grab his shirt.
The boots clomped along the hall and
Bronson swung the shirt down over
his lean belly, buttoning it over the
fancy .44 Colt, with its deep engraving
and oversized, engraved grips.

‘When the knock came clear and
loud, he twisted the key and swung
the door wide, his big hands spread
away from his body.

Sheriff Couzen let his badge show
plainly against his vest. His surﬁrise
was evident. when Bronson said,
“Come on in, Sheriff, I've been ex-
pecting you.” i

Couzen said, “The name you wrote
on the register was ‘James Bronson.’
Your own?”

“I been using it quite a spell.”

“The book says you're from Junction
City. When did you leave Junction?”

“A while back.”

“Where did you stay over last
night?”

Bronson said easily, “Well, maybe I
didn't stay over anywhere; I might
have rode on through.”

Couzen shook his head. “That your
smoke-¢olored crowbait tied up in
front of the hotel?”

“If you're askin’ whether that eight-
hundred-dollar biscuit-eatin’ black is
mine-yes.”

The sheriff loosened the .45 in his
holster, just resting it in his hand, not
letting it clear leather. “You carry the
stamp of a man who'd take mighty
good care of his stock. You didn’t feed
or water when you rode in and you
ain’t been to the livery stable. Now
that black is slick as a whistle. So say
you rode all night, I say you're a liar.
You’re under arrest, Bronson.”

Bronson shrugged. “You arrest a
man in Stark Junction just for lyin’?"

Couzen put a hand behind him sig-
naling to someone in the hall. Martha -
Sweeney walked behind Couzen, pass-
ed him on his left, gnd there was no
timidity in her cool eyes as she looked.,
at Bronson.

“Yes sir, Mr. Couzen,” she said firm-
ly. “He is the man who surrendered
the mail sack. He is big and tall, like
the man Dad described—there was only
the moonlight, but-"

Couzen said, “Could be a sharp trick,
Bronson, bringing in the mail sack to
keep suspicion away from you, but
again, maybe you’re pretty stupid. Be-
in’ government property you took, I'm
holding you for a United States Mar-
shal. You armed?”

Bronson said, “Yes, I'm armed.” He
half turned, using his head to indicate
the gun and holster looped over a chair
back. Couzen's eyes followed.

The lean man’s left hand raked
across his shirt front in a clawing mo-
tion, cloth ripping under his left index
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finger. His right hand moved, flashing
over and around the butt of the gun
under his waistband. The hand swept
outward and around with snakelike
smoothness.

Bronson leaned forward, taking the
sheriff’s gun; tossing it on top of the
bed. He smiled easily at the dark-hair-
ed Martha Sweeney.

“Don’t guess the postmaster is
armed?’ She shook her head quickly
and Bronson said, “You needn’t feel
bad about identifying me, Miss Sween-
ey. I don’t carry a grudge over it.”

“Feel bad!” Her eyes blazed. “Why,
you big—-"

Bronson grinned, watching her lips
fumble for words. “If it will make both
of you feel better,” he said. “I'll admit
right off that I held up the Blue City
stage. I had to have that mail sack. I
knifed it open, had my look, and stayed
up on Karne's Pass last night.”

Couzen said, “You're dabbin’ your
own loop around your neck with that

. story.” i

“Miss Sweeney—" Bronson was in-
stantly serious—‘‘what about the sher-
iff here?” i

“What about him?” Her chin came
up and out a little and Bronson found
himself assaying her, liking her quick
defiance and lack of fear of him.

“Is he honest? As a gauge, how far
would you trust him?”

“As far as—" She paused, hunting a
comparison. “I've known Sam Couzen
since I can remember anything. He’s
kind and, yes, honest.”

Bronson said, “How many letters did
you find in that sack?”

“Three.”

Bronson smiled thinly. “My boss,
down in Topeka is going to raise hell—
excuse me, Miss Sweeney—for handling
it this way, but I don’t go in much for
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fancy plays, like Ernie Kane.”

“Ernie Kane!”

Bronson took the deputy marshal’s
badge from his pocket. “My boss is
Marshal Callaghan, like he was Ernie
Kane’s boss.” Bronson lowered the
gun, threw it on top of the bed close
to the sheriff’s old gun.

Light from the window caught along
the fancy Colt’s profile, making the en-
graving show plainly. On the wide,
oversized grips a flaming-mouthed
dragon spread long toes; the dragon’s
swishing tail wound sinuously around
and along the gun barrel, pointing at
last in a sharp-tailed flourish *hat end-
ed at the silvery front knife-sight.

Bronson heard Couzen’'s quick in-
take of breath and behind him, the
quick steps of Martha Swe"%ney as she
trotted down the wide hallway toward
the stairs.

“You've seen that gun before, Shei-
iff,” Bronson said hoarsely. “That was
Ernie Kane’s gun. He was a kid who
liked ’em fancy. I was in Abilene when
I first heard about it. I've heard it dif-
ferent ways along the trail. Tell it to
me again, so 'l know I heard it right.”

It was a story always old—-made new
only by fresh new names. Names like
Ernie Kane. A tale of men of steel or
flint meeting for the first time and
striking sparks with no seeming rea-
son or explanation. Sparks that can
quench only in the quick, final test—
one man against the other to some
deadly, bitter, and conclusive end.

“Nevada Ellis—" Sheriff Couzen said
carefully, “—~he’s still in town because
it was a fair fight. Your boy Ernie
Kane had just left the hotel and walk-
ed across the street toward the Brass
Rail Saloon. He didn’t know about that
loose board in the sidewalk that I’ve
warned the boys a dozen times to fix.
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are stealing the country blind. Secre-
tary Belknap has resigned, trying to
stop a story of army graft, and right
now there’s a half-dozen politicians in
Washington sweating, waiting for the
blow to fall. They’ll take down a cou-
ple of Post Office Department officials
with them when we arrest John Went-
sal and Homer Stark.”

“For what?” Couzen’s mouth slaked
open in surprise.

“Wentsal & Stark have been robbing
the people by accepting money for
something they don’t do. For years
they have been paid to carry mail both
ways on these routes, making a trip
daily, with bulging mail sacks. Ernie
Kane had just made his report—that
trips were made once a week, and the
mail sacks were mighty skinny. He
was to arrest Wentsal and his partner,
but he ran into Nevada Ellis. So Cal-
laghan sent me.”

“Makes sense, the way you tell it.
You want any help in making the ar-
rest?”

“No,” Bronson said. “You might
stand by with your Winchester for a
few minutes when I go out. You got a
good gunsmith here in Stark Junc-
tion?”

“Matter of opinion,” Couzen said.
“He’s a mite bunged up. Shot himself
in the thumb the other day, working
on an‘old rimfire forty-one. His place
is a couple doors down past my own
place.”

Jim Bronson tried the door of Dad
Halpin’s Hardware Store again, shook
it, and turned away. At the end of the
{street, Nevada Ellis had come back on-
to the porch, stepping down to the
street now, crossing to the hotel side,
walking easily, narrow hips moving in
a deceptive slouchy stride, hands hang-
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ing’ loose and free.

Bronson turned his back to Ellis,
crossed the street, and ran a hand over
the black’s rump, stopping where the
holster with the fancy gun hung loese-
ly behind the saddle, across the saddle-
bag.

“Howdy, Bronson.”

Bronson turned, seeing for the first
time, face to face, Nevada Ellis. The
stories he had heard weré all true;
that Ellis had eyes that were not hard
at first sight. Hands that might have
been a farmer’s hands; hard and rough
and strong. Only the faint threadbare-
ness of his trousers across the lean
hips suggested that he often wore
guns. N8vada Ellis wore none now.

Bronson said, .“Howdy, Nevada.
Heard you were around these parts.”

“That what brought you up this
way?” The voice was soft and low, al-
most friendly. “Or maybe you're takin’
up where Kane had to turn loose?”

“Depends,”-Bronson said and smiled.

Nevada Ellis said in a tired voice,
“Thought I'd drop around and tell you
I ain’t never liked killin’s, even when
they were forced on me. I ain’t young
any more, either. But don’t let that
interfere with your plans.”

“I won’t.”

Bronson’s eyes matched up the dark,
lined faced of the gun slinger with the
beginning grayness in his straight
blacﬁ hair and heavy brows; the face
with its almost hungry look and eyes
that held only the ash of some earlier,
younger fire.

Nevada Ellis said, “Couple of win-
ters back, I spent a spell in jail with a
man who knew a lot about keeping
books. I learned a lot that winter and
with what I picked up since, readin’
and learnin’, I've managed to work
fairly steady, live peaceable and fairly
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horn. He scooped Ernie Kane’s fancy
rig from the dirt and buckled it around
him. Then he walked slowly up Main
Street to where it ended agamst the
stage lines office.

The light was dim in the office of
Wentsal & Stark. John' Wentsal closed
his watery eyes and his face paled.
Then the redness came back into the
thin veins along his nose and he spread
his hands, his eyes blinking.

“You haven’t made a mistake?” he
asked.

“No mistake,” Bronson insisted.
“You’re under arrest, Wentsal. As soon
as your partner shows up, we might
as well get started for Topeka.” Bron-
'son ignored Nevada Ellis, who had
gone behind a low partition, his face
partly hidden by a green eyeshade.

“Marshal,” began Wentsal, “suppose
1 make a full confession—offer restitu-
tion—be a government witness. I don’t
know the exact amount we have—been
overpaid, but my books will ghow-"

Bronson snapped, “My authority
don’t extend any further than bring-
ing you in. Where is your partner,
Stark?”

The light footstep behind him had
escaped Bronson’s ears but the quick
light of hope in Wentsal's greedy, wet
eyes warned him. A quick feeling of
tension rose in him, knowing now that
he was at the end of his trail. But when
he turned, he held his hands wide,
. away from his body, hearing the quick,
husked order:

“Turn around slow, Marshal—that’
right, slow.”

Homer Stark slid the fancy Colt

from Bronson’s hip, put his own gun

back under his long-skirted coat.
Bronson said sternly, ‘“That was a
fool play, Stark. I doubt if either of
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you would have got more than two or
three years for stealing from the gov-
ernment. But gunplay might make it
different.”

“The difference between laying in a
stinking Federal jail, or pulling out
and heading for Mexico, yes. I'm hold-
ing the " difference. John! Open the
safe, I'm pulling out.”

John Wentsal shrugged, went to the
big iron safe, and knelt, fingering the
lock..He said, “They got us' where the
hair is short, Homer. I'm taking my
medicine.”

Bronson said, “He’s right, Stark.
Your partner can be’ cured in a few
years with a stiff dose of jail. With
you, it’s different. I want you for mur-
der! You found out Ernie Kane was a
marshal’s deputy. Did Nevada Ellis
know you had it rigged so the kid
didn’t have a ghost of a chance?”

“Ellis drew on him falr,” Stark said

harshly.

“Did Ellis know you had bribed Hal-
pin to-"

“Homer,” Wentsal's eyes bulged

now, watching his partner. “My God,
Homer! You haven’t got a chance.
That’s Ernie Kane's gun!”

Homer Stark’s eyes flicked down to
the fancy Colt.

Bronson said, “You’re holding a dead
man’s gun, Stark. That’s the gun Ernie
Kane didn’t fire. Which one of you
bribed Halpin to file or grind down
the hammer so it wouldn’t meet the
primer?”

Nevada Ellis got up slowly from-the
old desk, laying aside his eyeshade.
Homer Stark jerked backward, throw-
ing the engraved gun at Bronson's
head. It struck his shoulder, bounding
against his foot as it fell. He stopped
in a half crouch, reaching for it.

Ellis was blinking in surprise, see-
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ing Stark’s hand beat him to the gun
belt hanging on a peg by the door. The
black gun came out and Stark was
saying:

“Hold it, Bronson. Get back, Neva-
da, and keep out of this. John, hurry
it up. Toss me that money sack. It’s
not much, but it will come in handy
where I'm going.”

Nevada Ellis kept his voice low: “So
I went up against Kane without giving
him a chance.” He shook his graying
head. “That was a dirty rotten trick,
Stark.”

Stark laughed bitterly. “I hired you
as a bookkeeper, not a gun slinger.
You wouldn't have gunned Kane in
cold blood, so I had to rig it some way.
Dad Halpin couldn’t be bribed, so I
dropped in on him after I heard hc
was repairing Kane’s gun. The old fool
was tickled to death to let me tend his
place while he went home and put a
clean bandage on that busted thumb
where he'd shot himself. I even of-
fered to deliver Kane’s gun to him at
the hotel. Before I turned it over to
Kane, I ground down the hammer pin
enough to 1make it worthless, and told
the kid Nevada was achin’ to get at
him.

“Dad Halpin buttonholed me on the
street a while ago and asked me about
Cal Sweeney sending Kane’s gun down
to Marshal Callaghan and wanted to
know why. But Halpin won’'t bother
me any more. When I left him a few
minutes ago, he had that old rimfire
forty-one in his hand and it looks like
he shot himself pretty bad when one
of those old cartridges brushed-off.
John!”

Wentsal turned, closmg the safe,
walked over to Stark, and handed him
a thick stack of bills. Stark crammed
them into his pocket, stepped lightly

m

backward, and turned, running across
the porch.

Nevada Ellis dived along the porch
floor, hands making a futile grab at

~Stark’s legs. Stark stumbled, turned,

and fired one shot at Ellis. Splinters
came up around the old gun slinger’s
face, then Stark was moving in a long-
legged stride toward the horse barn.

Bronson knelt, recovered the en-
graved weapon, and ran toward the
door, his eyes hunting Homer Stark.
Bronson reached the end of the porch.
stepped down, dropping béhind the
rain barrel under the corner eave.
Stark sent two quick shots at Bronson,
Bronson felt the pound of them against
the barrel; the trickle of water against
his arm.

Behind Bronson, feet pounded on
the porch boards; now scuffing sound-
ed along the street. Bronson cursed.
Cal Sweeney was reining the light
stage to a stop. off to his right. Stark
pounded two more shots at Bronson
anad Stark’s quick curses echoed along
after the blast of sound.

Nevada Ellis was running now. He
vaulted the hitchrail, foot stabbing at
the hub of the stopped stage. His hard
hand beat Cal Sweeney’s quick move-
ment toward the sawed-off twelve-
gauge on the seat. Bronson swiveled
his head. They had him quartered now,
and he felt the short hairs rise along
his neck. The sound of the hammers
coming back on the shotgun was clear
and crisp.

Ellis fired both barrels at once. Bron-
son heard a high hoarse scream off to
his left, behind him. He had only a
glimpse of the Winchester, pointed at.
Bronson’s back, falling loosely, then
John Wentsal was slamming toward
the ground, both blasts from the
twelve-gauge in his chunky body. Dust
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“Why—Kid Rumpe!” he finally ex-
claimed aloud. What was he doing in
Talking Trees? Where had he gotten
such a horse?

As Tom watched, the rider turned to
the ‘tie rail in front of the Old Home
Cooking Restaurant, diagonally across
the corner from the bank, swung to
the :;ground, and let the reins fall. Kid
took a fat carrot from his shirt bosom
" and fed the horse, bite by bite, looking
across the court square at the bank and
then glancing back over his shoulder.

Then the youngster vaulted over the
tie rail and walked, swinging, into the
restaurant. Tom went back into his
shop, where he stood watching.

Half an hour later Kid Rumpe
emerged, folding money in his power-
ful hands and shoving it into his pock-
et, taking his time, picking his teeth,
gazing from under the wide brim of
that gray nutria. He mounted, rode the
horse across to the pble in front of the
bank, drew a wad from his overall
pocket, and carefully unfolded a bank
certificate.

Tom Lokum knew it was a century
note, to be taken into the bank and
changed into small bills while the cus-
tomer took his time ~looking things
over.

Presently Kid Rumpe strolled out,
stepped up onto the pole and into the
saddle, lifted the reins, and sent the
horse on down the street into the val-
ley road.

A few years had made a big change
in the quiet, green-eyed lad who had
grown up in an outlaw-hide-out bad-
land range. He looked like some wan-
dering cowboy, leaving one job behind,
looking for another place to hang his
hat. He rode with superb poise down
the slight grade, proud, -confident,
minding his own business—which, Tom
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Lokum knew very well, was casing the
Talking Trees Bank. A
Tom stood by his window, breathing
hard. The bank was chock-a-block with
cash—the accounts of cattle buyers,
mines, timber-belt men, the savings of
thrifty settlers, hide and fur money.

Tom sauntered across the square to
the sheriff’s office. Burdock, the law-
man, was just coming down the steps
of the building on his way to lunch.

“Why, Tom, what’s achin’ you?”’ he
demanded, peering at the gunsmith.

“The Badlanders have cased the
bank, sher'f!” Tom tipped his head.
“That feller liftin’ the dust-Kid
Rumpe, he is—and he looks like just a
kid. He changed a century in the bank,
took his time lookin’ the whole joint
over.” ’

“Could be just a ranny that’s been
workin’ and got paid off,” the sheriff
suggested.

“A range hand with a five-hundred-
dollar horse? Why, that nag’s good for
a hundred mile in the next twenty-four
hours! Blotted brand—nary a shootin’
iron in sight. I tell you, Sher’f, he’s
one of them Badland boys!” Tom’s
tone was urgent.

“Could be, o’ course.” Sheriff Bur-
dock shook his gray old head, eyes
squinting with the effort of unaccus-
tomed reflection. “’Tain’t likely,
though. Nothin’ wrong changin’ a big
bill into small spendin’ pieces. Done
ev'y day.” His eyes took on the sus-
picion of a twinkle. “But mebby I'd
better 'point you deputy, eh, Tom?”

He chuckled at Tom's look of pain,
and strolled over to the restaurant.

His knees aching as if old age had
stricken him, Tom Lokum returned to
his workshop. He did a little leather
job on a saddle and oiled a clock with
an eagle feather, then sat down in one
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of the old armchairs which had been
discarded by the Talking Trees hotel
and which he had braced with heavy
copper wire. He staréd at the floor,
feeling helpless.

If the lawman kept quiet about the
warning he hadn’t believed and the
raid came as a surprise, Tom Lokum
would be the first one to be suspected.
Just when his little repair shop and
sporting-goods store was really getting
going! Chief Drenn of Carcajou Inves-
tigations, Inc., would be disappointed;
they would stop the weekly pension
check ' that was cheaper for tHem to
pay than to have Lightfoot Bob, alias
Tom Lokum, riding the Old Thief
Trail, gone bad once more—costing
more every year in loot and the job of
hunting him down than the Rension
would amount to all the rest of the
retired long rider’s natural life.

But nothing happened, that after-
noon or night, or the next day-or even
over the week-end. Another check
came Monday afternoon as-usual, too
late to get to the bank. That night, un-
der pressure of a little rush in busi-
ness, Tom worked late. Some of the
boys dropped in to look, listen, and
talk.

Just before ten o’clock the repair
man shed his elkhide apron and hung
it up. Simultaneously the loungers
rose, stretched, and began to drift out.
Tom stood a restful moment in the
doorway before turning the key in the
lock. )

Then he walked slowly to the log
cabin where he lived on the edge of
town. He was still worried. He knew
the Badlanders and their methods. Kid
Rumpe had been sent in to look over
the bank, the town and its streets, the
ways of approach and departure. He
.sighed regretfully, thinking of the Kid.
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The youngster had been raised in
the certainty that he would be a rus-
tler, a horse thief, a robber. Tom him-
self, as Lightfdot Bob, had been the
Kid's ideg of a hero, an example to
follow—a big-time raider!

Feeling old and broken, he reached
his cabin and pulled the rawhide latch
string and thrust open the split-plank
door. In the dark he crossed to the
table, struck a sulphur match, and as
the blue flame turned white he lighted
his round-burner oil lamp. He heard a
noise and turned around.

Five men were sitting in a crescent
of chairs, each one of them with a
short gun leveled and pointed at his
belt.

“Hc')wdy. Bob!” a\high-pitched voice
greeted. “How’s tricks?”

“Howdy, Snake,” Tom answered, his
voice even. ‘“Can’t complain.”

“Be'n wonderin’ what the hell ’come
of you,” Snake Bingham complained.
“Hidin’ out, hey? Holed in—plumb
comfy.” He sneered. “A guitter!”

Tom shook his head. “No, I didn’t
quit. I took a ten-year course in be-
havin’ myself-graduated in seven
years, six months. I was worked over,

trained down; I've gone to putterin’.

“Yeah. The Kid heah spotted yo’
when he cased the bank. Say, that big
box is crammed with green stuff, an’
plenty o' yeller-backs! Reckon you've
got the lowdown, too? Bob. we sure
need you—you got getaway brains.”

“Snake, my brains is why I'm not
ridin’ with you.”

“That so?”’ Snake huffed. “Well, git
us some supper, yo' damn spavined
camp cook!” )

Tom turned to the kitchen. He had
plenty of grub on hand—venison, corn
meal, potatoes, flapjack makin's, coffec.
even an apple pie fresh baked—and he
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his clothes; he was a big man, so it
didn’t pad him out. He put enough
more long green into his wallet for in-
cidental expenses and rode out of Vir-
ginia City in the first month of 1866
to take his place among the men who
braved the unknown and did first what
many did after the trail was blazed.
He set out cheerfully to gamble his
fortune and his life, but it never oc-
curred to him to worry much about
troubles. He aimed to meet them as

they came, and they came on.the long

trail north from Texas.

The spring grass was fetlock-deep
when Nels Story uncramped himself
in the sleepy hamlet of Fort Worth.
When word got around that a damn
fool from Montana was paying cash
for cattle, the town woke up. Story
shed currency out of his clothes like a
post oak shedding leaves in a high
wind. In less time than seems possible,
he bought a thousand head of cattle
with shoulders that would split a hail-
stone, and hired a trail crew to match.
Texas was not only full of cattle, it
was full of men who would try any-
thing once—even driving to Montana—
just to get out of it. 'Whem he was
ready, Story pointed his lead steer’s
horns at the North Star and threw the
herd on the Shawnee Trail.

As the old records show, 1866 was a
wet year for Texas. Crossing the Red,
the Canadian, and the Arkansas Rivers
was no job for a'm@an who liked his
water in a.glass. Between the rivers
were white men with an eye for cattle
they hadn’t raised, and in the Nation
the treaty chiefs thought Story ought
to pay a toll for crossing their lands.
Over and above these annoyances, the
cattle themselves, long of horn and
free of spirit, would string out for the
day’s drive, and then run all night—
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STOMPEDE!

Story learned trail driving as he
went along, and came in time to the
Kansas border at Baxter Springs with-
out losing a man and but damned few
cattle. But at Baxter Springs, he learn-
ed the full truth of the Texas saying,
“The devil is a jayhawker.”

The bearded, bigoted grangers who
settled and held Kansas as a Free Soil
state had no love for Texicans. The
Texicans in turn wasted no love or
language on “blue-bellied abolitionists”
who used horses for plowing, not for
riding. Over and beyond these personal
differences, the Kansans maintained
with feeling that the cat-hammed long-
horns carried ticks that spread the
dread “Texas fever” to rage like wild-
fire in dry wheat among their own
precious milk cows and more precious
oxen. They had an embargo—a Sharps
quarantine—on Texas cattle entering
Kansas, and they made it stick. Story
could fight or turn back, it was all the
same to them. But Story did neither.

Nels Story was willing and able to
gamble his fortune, and his life, but
not against a cold deck. Turning back
was out of the question; fighting clear
across Kansas was a waste of time. Up
in Virginia City and Helena and all
the gulches of western Montana, some
thirty thousand miners were too busy
to raise beef. That was his market, and
that’s where he was going, jayhawkers
or no jayhawkers. He swung the trail
herd west from Baxter Springs until
he cleared the last settlements in Kan-
sas. Then he turned north and east for
Fort Leavenworth on the wild Mis-
souri to draw another card in his high-
stake game.

At Leavenworth, where he knew
and was known from his freighting
days, Story bought wagons and oxen
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to pull them. He hired experienced
bullwhackers, men who could goad an
ox with “blue light” language and
never touch the whip. Then he loaded
his wagons with staple provisions—
more profits if he got them to Montana
—and then he made his final purchase:
twenty-seven brand-new Remington
breechloaders, Many-Shoot-Guns, one
for each man in his crew. And then
Nelson Story led his outfit, cattle, wag-
ons and all, out along the deep ruts of
the Oregon Trail where the land lifted
imperceptibly with each passing dusty
mile in promise of the Rockies still
ahead. '

While Story trailed up the Platte,
the threads of his greatest trouble
were being knotted together in the
Powder River country, the land that
offered the quickest, shortest route to
the Montana gold fields, but not the
safest. The Great White Father had
guaranteed this land to the Sioux and
Cheyennes by solemn treaty not a year
gone, but now gold was worth more
to the Nation than its treaties. The In-
dian Bufeau sent E. B. Taylor to Fort
Laramie to negotiate with the tribes
for a wagon road through their buffalo
range. The chiefs came in, Red Cloud,
Crazy Horse, Man-Afraid-of-Horses,

and the rest, but they refused to touch -

the pen until they knew what they
were signing. Mr. Taylor gave them
lavish presents and engaged in elo-
quent circumlocution. The chiefs took
his presents and gave him overpower-
ing, and better, rhetoric in return.
The debate was still in progress on
June 16, 1866, when Colonel Henry B.
Carrington marched a thousand men
into Fort Laramie on his way, under
orders, to build forts to guard the new
road to the gold fields. The debate
broke up forthwith. The chiefs were
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understandably confused. Red 'Cloud
exploded in language that lost some-
thing in translation about the White
Father who sent one man to buy a
road and another man to steal it at the
same time. The chiefs took their peo-
ple away from Fort Laramie after ad-
vising Colonel Carrington that forts,
or a road, meant war.

Carrington was not a field soldier;
he was an engineer and a garrison-duty
officer. Like many garrison men, he
set great store on spit and polish, but
he was, also, a man of honesty and a
realist. He knew that his troops were
mostly raw recruits, with too many
band musicians among them for a good
fighting force. Also, many of his officers
had their wives along, pursuant to or-
ders, as the War Department could see
little danger in Indians after whipping
Confederates. Carrington took counsel
with his civilian guide and scout, Jim
Bridger, Old Gabe himself, whom the
Sioux now called Big Throat from his
pendant goiter.

From a lifetime of experience, some
bitter, Old Gabe told the colonel that
there were easier ways to make a liv-
ing than by fighting Sioux. Carrington
tried to get his orders changed, to per-
mit a delay until the peace conference
could be resumed and, maybe, settled
amicably. Back in St. Louis, the De-
partment Commander told Carrington
to march immediately; after all, St.
Louis was a long way from Powder
River. So the colonel marched his men
out of Fort Laramie and up the trail
where Powder River spread its head-
water arms along the eastern slope of
the Big Horns. The Sioux began to
make his life miserable, and to prove
time after time that a warrior withla
horn-backed bow and a quiver full of

_broad-head arrows was more than a
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ped. He walked deliberately away from
Helen, heading towtard the corral be-
hind the bunkhouse.

Helen watched him out of sight,
stunned. Her chin trembled and she
had to fight back threatening tears. It
was the first time he had used such a
tone toward her.

She was still standing there, staring
toward the bunkhouse when Ambrose
came out of the house behind Helen.
Ambrose had been a slave. Emancipa-
tion had freed him legally, but it had
not changed his status with the Fraser
family, except that he asked for a dol-
lar on the rare occasions he went to
the village of Wagon Wheel. He was
cook, housekeeper, and valet.

He spoke softly to Helen. “Don’t you.
bother, Miss Helen. The majah got his-
self a powerful lot of worry with them
nesters. They fencin’ in all the water.”

Helen shook her head in bewilder-
ment. “But there’s room for everyone
in the valley. The little ground the
farmers are using doesn’t mount to
anything. They're all so poor-"

“They’s white trash, Miss Helen,”
Ambrose said. ‘“The majah’s right
when he say you shouldn’t ought to
have no truck with them. Why don’t
you go take yourself a ride and get
some of that fine sun? You'll feel bet-
ter and when you come back I'll have
lunch ready.”

Helen did not particularly want to
take a ride, but when Ambrose brought
her saddled filly around in a few min-
utes, she mounted it and started in the
general direction of Wagon Wheel,
some six miles from the ranch.

A mile from the ranch shg saw the
black gelding. It was standing beside
the rutted road, bridle reins trailing.
When Helen approached the horse
shied away, but stopped a few paces
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beyond.

Then Helen saw the body on the
ground, half concealed by a small
clump of bushes. In a flash she was
down on the ground, running forward.
She had to part the bushes to see the
upper half of the man’s body and when
she looked down and saw the blood-
soaked clothes, she gasped aloud.

She was afraid to try to pull him out
of the bushes, so spent several mo-
ments bending down and breaking off
branches, but finally she got in close
and dropped to her knees. ‘

He was lying on his back, his eyes
closed, but he was alive, although
breathing only faintly. She did not
think the wound in his leg was serious
and- paid no attention to it, but the
blood-soaked shirt and coat caused her
to shudder. She had seen wounds be-
fore; cowboys were always getting
hurt and the major generally acted as
doctor, physician, and surgeon. On sev-
eral occasions Helen had been com-
pelled to help him.

The wounded man weighed a hun-
dred and seventy to one hundred and
eighty pounds. Helen knew that she
could never lift him 6n to the saddle
of her horse.

She drew back the tail of his coat,
loosened his shirt and with her small,
strong hands ripped it upward, ex-
posing the wound. It was still bleeding
slightly and when Helen saw the
wound, she knew that the man was
critically hurt. If the bleeding contin-
ued— :

She turned away and, lifting her
riding-skirt slightly, pulled down on
her petticoat and tore into the hem,
five or six inches. Then, calmly, she
began tearing the wide strip about the
skirt. She fell again to her knees and
putting both hands under the wounded
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angel.

This—was her home. No doubt of
that. He’d warned her to leave him
alone, but she hadn’t heeded the warn-
ing. She’d got help and had him
brought here. And—from the feel of
them—his wounds had been treated
and bandaged.

A step sounded just outsxde the door
of the bedroom and then the door
opened. A lean, middle-aged man look-
ed in, saw that Sutton’s eyes were
open, and came into the room. He
closed the door carefully behind him.

“You've come round,” he comment-
ed.

Sutton blinked in assent and kept his
eyes on the other’s face. It was his
play. He hadn’t asked to be brought
here.

The man said, “I'm Harvey Fraser.
My daughter had you brought here—
yesterday.”

That surprised Sutton. He wouldn’t
have believed that he would ever re-
main unconscious for twenty-four
hours. He didn’t realize that the years
had left their mark on him.

Fraser looked thoughtfully at Sut-
ton for a moment. Then he nodded
slowly. “Your name’s in the book ?”

Thetbook. Those men yesterday had
asked practically the same question.
Sutton said, “What book?”

“The Crime Book,” Fraser replied.
“The adjutant general got it out six
months ago. It's got—eight thousand
names in it.”

“My name,” Sutton said evenly, “is
Sutton—Jim Sutton.”

Fraser screwed up his mouth, then
finally shook his head. “I don’t have
the book.” -

Sutton said,
ton,”

For just an instant more Fraser’s

“The name is Jim Sut-

eyes were blank, then recognition shot
into them and he gasped, “Jlm Sutton
—of Missouri!”

“If you'll get me my clothes, I'll be
going,” Sutton said.

Fraser’s forehead wrinkled. He said
in a perplexed tone, “I was at Wilson's
Creek, with Ben Culloch. And at Pea
Ridge. I—you were a Confederate.”

Sutton gave him the answer blunt.
“I was at Lawrence, Kansas, with
Quantrell. At Centralia with Bill An-
derson.”

“And with Shelby in Mexico?’ Fra-
ser asked softly. '

“But that was in ’sixty-five. I was
never in the Confederate Army, during
the war. Not in the regular service.”

Fraser's eyes were still staring down
at Sutton. “I never thought-" He
laughed shortly, “Well, I did think.
Even down here, the newspapers—"

Sutton didn’t answer for a moment.
Then he said, “You know that I rode
with—Jesse?”

Fraser nodded. He chewed at his lip.

_ “Is he—here?”

“No,” Sutton said quickly. “I haven’t
seen him for years. I-I was heading
for the hills.”

A startled look came to Fraser's
eyes. “I've almost forgotten. They were
here last night. They’'re coming again
today. They—they're Rangers! They
haven’t admitted it, but I know.”

“You mean,” said Sutton, “two men
—one kind of hatchet-faced?”

“Yes. That's the one calls himself
Johnny Buff. But the other, Welker, is
the leader. A hard man.”

Welker might be the leader, Sutton
thought, but the little fellow, Buff, was
the dangerous one. Rangers? Sutton
didn’t think so. Unless they had a
strange breed of law officer in Texas.

He said, “My clothes-"
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thick wood into the next room.

Finally, Sutton’s eyes shifted to an-
other door at the side of the room. A
closet. His clothing was probably in
there.

He threw back the blankets and
swung his feet outward, to put them
on the floor. He' did not immediately
complete the movement, for a spasm
of pain exploded in his side and filter-
ed to every part of his body, almost
‘blinding him.

After a moment he was able to go
on, but the wélk across the piece of
floor was a difficult one. When he made
the closet he pulled open the door and
leaned against it awhile.

His shabby clothing hung in the
closet. They had even put his ancient
Navy Colt in with the rest. He put on
Ais clothes a piece at a time, finally
buckling about his waist the broad
cartridge belt with its holster.

Finished dressing, he started for the
door, but detoured to the bed and fell
flat on it. For ten minutes he fought
nausea.

He got up then and made another at-
tempt for the door. Before he reached
it he heard loud’voices in the room
outside.

One of the voices said, “His horse is
~in the corral. It's been shot. You've
~ got him here and we want him.”

It was Welker, the man Fraser had
‘said was a Ranger.

Fraser retorted, “No man takes an-
other out of my house without my per-
mission.”

Welker's voice said sneeringly, “A
bloody king, eh? A cattle king who's
master of-all he surveys. That’s out,
Mister. So are you. I'm Sergeant Welk-
er of the Texas Rangers. The State of
Texas is talking when I say something.
Step aside, Mister, or—"
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Jim Sutton pulled open the door and
stepped through. “Here I am, Welker,”
he said. Johnny Buff was there, too.

Harvey Fraser exclaimed, “Jim, you
shouldn’t have—"

His eyes on Welker, Sutton held up
his hand to Major Fraser. He said to
Welker, “What do you want with me?”

“I don’t want anything with you-I
want you.”

“You've got a warrant?”

Welker took a nickeled badge from
his shirt pocket. “That’s my warrant.
If your name's in the Crime Book—"'

“It isn’t.”

“What is your name?”

Major Fraser replied quickly, “Jim
Andrew. And you won't find it in the
book.” .

Welker nodded to Johnny Buff. The
latter shook his head. Welker scowled.
“You pulled a gun on me, yesterday.
You killed my horse.”

Major Fraser exclaimed, “How the
devil was he to know you weren’t an
outlaw? You certainly don’t look like
a law officer.” .

Welker showed his teeth. “Look,
Fraser, I've been hearing things
around here. You think you’re Godal-
mighty yourself. Maybe you have been, .
since the war. No one’s bothered to
trim your horns. But that’s all over.
We’'re moving in here and I'm telling
you right now that the things you've
been getting away with won’t go any- .
more. I represent the state of—"

“Of Texas,” Major Fraser snapped.
“You mean you represent a small po-
litical faction who happen to be run-
ning things in Austin. Out here you
don’t represent anything. I'm telling
you, don’t try anything around here.
With me or anyone working for me.”

Johnny Buff spoke up suddenly. “An-
drew working for you?”
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“He is.”

Sergeant Welker said doggedly. “He
killed my horse—"

“Sue him, then,” Major Fraser said.
“And now, good morning. We've got
work to do around here.”

Sergeant Welker stood his ground
for a moment,
shrugged and started moving toward
the front door. Welker finally followed.
When his partner had stepped outside,
Welker turned in the doorway. “This
ain’t all, you two. You'll be hearing
from us some more.” Then he went
out.

Major Fraser turned quickly to Sut-
ton. “You shouldn’t have got up, Sut-
ton! You'l]-"

Sutton waved him away. “I'm all
right. I've got to be going. Those fel-
lows aren’t going to let this thing
drop.”

“What can they do?’ Major Fraser
snorted. “There’'s only two of them.
The local sheriff knows which side his
bread is buttered on. He isn’t going to
back up a couple of gun hawks who
happen to be wearing badges given
them by someone five hundred miles
away.” .

“They’'re the law,” said Sutton, “if
they fail, there’ll be others coming aft-
er them.”

“Not here. Why, out there in the
hills are hundreds of men who've been
there for years and no one’s bothered
about them. There are thieves, high-
waymen, murderers—deserters from
both armies of ten years ago. There
aren’t enough Rangers in.the state of
Texas to drive those men out of the
hills. And there aren’t enough to come
into this valley and run things. No,
there’s no danger from the Rangers.
Not from them.”

“From who then?” Sutton asked.

but Johnny Buff’
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Major Fraser’'s face twisted. “From
the people here in the valley. The nes-
ters and the sodbusters. We let them
come in and now they outnumber us.
They’re crowding us off the range with
their fences. They're letting our cattle
die of thirst by fencing in water holes.”

Sutton looked speculatively at the_
other. Major Fraser scowled and ex-
claimed, “All right,- I'll put it to you
bluntly. There's been trouble and
there’ll be-more of it. That’'s why—-well,
that’'s why I want you to work for me.”

“You’ve put it bluntly,” said Sutton,
“so I'll give it back to you in the same
way. You're not hiring me then, you're
hiring my gun.”

“That is putting it bluntly,” Fraser
said.

It had been a long trail and a weary

one. And the end of it was not yet in

sight.

He said wearily to Major Fraser,
“All right, I'll stay here—awhile. If I
can get a little rest—"

“Of course!” exclaimed the major,
stepping forward solicitously. “You
ought to be in bed now. Take things
easy—"

“If you don’t mind,” said Sutton, “I'd
feel just as well sitting outside~on the
veranda.” ’

The major stepped quickly to the :

door, opened it and turned to help Sut-
ton. The latter shook his head slightly
and walked out unaided. There was a
wicker armchair on the veranda, pro-
tected by the roof. He sat down heavily
in it and looked out over the peaceful
ranch yard.

Major Fraser cleared his throat. “If
you don’t mind-I've got some things
to look after.”

Sutton nodded and watched him
walk across the yard to the bunk-
houses. Sutton lifted.hls eyes to the
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you happen to come here? Don't tell
me it was on your own initiative.”

She had him there. He couldn’t say
he had come this way because of idle
curiosity. The trait was not in charac-
ter for him.

He bobbed his head, almost curtly,
and climbed into the saddle. Then he
pointed the animal’s head straight
ahead, through the ravine.

- When he reached the far crest he
could see the Quadland ranch, a squat
adobe house, a barn, and a pole corral.
He cursed himself for a fool, that he
could not go back immediately by way
of the ravine. He knew that he was
overdoing things. Already he was be-
ginning to be a little giddy from the
exertion of the ride. He was weaker
from his wounds than he’d realized.

Quadland was a nester. He was
therefore an enemy of Major Fraser.
So now Sutton was riding down upon
the Quadland place.

No, he wasn’t, for there ahead of
him was an unfamiliar sight, to Suttom
A barbed-wire fence. He hadn’t even
noticed the thin poles that held up the
two fine strands of wire, the stuff was
so new and unexpected to him.

Sutton rode up to it and leaning over
in the saddle examined the sharp
barbs. Yes, they would tear a steer's
hide, all right. They would—

Zing!

A bullet whistled over his head and
almost instantly the bang of a high-
powered rifle hit Sutton’s ears. Before
the report had died out, Sutton’s Navy
Colt was in his fist, cocked.

But he held his fire. A tall, heavy-set
man, cayrying a Sharps rifle was strid-
ing toward him from the red adobe
house. He yelled, when still some dis-
tance away.

_ “Don’t you cut that wire!”
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Sutton straightened in the saddle. “I
wasn’t going to cut it,” he called back.
“I was just looking at it.”

“Looking, hell!” retorted Amos
Quadland. He approached steadily. “I
got a good notion to take you in to
Wagon Wheel and turn you over to
the sheriff. It's time we called a show-
down on this wire-cutting business.”

Quadland seemed oblivious of the
Navy Colt in Sutton’s hand, or else he
had the sublime confidence of the
Westerner fhat the rifle was a superior
weapon. to the Navy revolver.

Sutton said easily, “This 1s the first
time I've seedbarbed wire.’

“Yah!” jeered Quadland. “You’re one
of Fraser's men, ain’t you? Where's
your wire cutter? Throw it down.”

“I haven’t got one,” Sutton retorted,
becoming nettled by the nester’s in-
sistence. “I've just gone to work for
Fraser and since I'm a stranger around
here, I haven’t happened to see barbed
wire before.”

“Stranger, huh?’ Quadland’s -eyes
narrowed. “You wouldn't be that im-
ported gun slinger, would you? The
one who calls hisself Jim Andrew?”

Sutton’s mouth became tight. “I
don’t get that ‘imported’ stuff, Mister.”

“The hell you don't! Throw down
that there pea shooter. I'm a-goin’ to
teach vou a lesson.”

Sutton groaned inwardly. Quadland
was carrying this too far. He was just
enough of an amateur with guns to
believe that because the muzzle of his
rifle was pointed at Sutton, that he had
the drop on him.

Sutton said quickly, “I haven’t got a
wire cutter, Quadland, and I give you
my word that I was only looking at
the wire.” .
" Quadland cut him off, “Never mind
that. Throw down that revolver, or—"
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He had built himself up to it. He
was going to make an issue of it. So
Sutton had to down him. But at that
very instant hoofs pounded to the rear
of Sutton. Quadland’s daughter—re-
turning.

Sutton cursed inwardly. He could
not shoot Quadland, not with that girl
to see. He tossed his Navy revolver to
the ground, the first time in all his life
that he had surrendered to anyone.

Quadland snarled. “So you're a gun
fighter, eh? Just as I thought, a yellow-

belly, when a man’s gun is pointing at

you!” )

“Father!” Susan Quacﬂand cried in a
frightened voice.

“Go to the house, Susan,” Quadland
ordered coldly. “Saddle my horse and
bring him here. I'm going to take this
wire cutter to Wagon Wheel and turn
him over to the sheriff.” ’

“No, Father,” Susan exclaimed. “You
can’t do that. This—this is Jim Andrew,
from the Fraser ranch.”,

“I know that,” retorted her father.
“And that’swhy I'm going to have him
arrested.”

“Please, Father,” Susan pleaded,
“I’'m sure he didn’t intend to.cut your
wire. I-I just saw him coming over
this way.” .

“T was trying to tell your father that
this is the first barbed wire I've ever
seen,” Sutton interposed quietly.

Quadland's rifle lowered, but his
mien became only slightly less trucu-
lent. “All right, Andrew,” he said
thickly. “Turn your horse and get the
devil away from here. But I'm warn-
ing you, don’t you come near any of
my wire. Understand?”’

Sutton gestured to his gun on the
ground. Quadland shook his head. “I
don’t trust any man from Fraser’s
ranch. You can call for your gun at
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Sheriff Wagner's office, in Wagon
Wheel. Git, now!” :

Sutton looked at Susan Quadland
and turned his horse away. He’d never
thought that the time would come
when he would let another man take
his gun away. But he had-to keep
from killing the man.

He rode back to the Fraser ranch
and turned his horse over to Ambrose.
Then he resumed his seat on the ve-
randa. .

Helen Fraser returned half an hour
later, took her horse to the corral, and
came to the house. She nodded cpolly
to Sutton and went inside. She did not
reappear the rest of the day.

Major Fraser came in from the range
late in the afternoon. He clumped to
the house. “Sixteen steers with their
hides torn by wire,” he said savagely,
“and eight shot.” Tomorrow I'm going
to call for a showdown.” ,

Sutton was up early the next morn-
ing and after breakfast took his post
on the veranda. Yet it wasn’t until
after noon that Major Fraser gave any
sign of activity. Then he had his own
and Helen’s horses saddled and
brought out to the house.

Sutton said, “Mind if I ride with you,
Major?”

Fraser looked at him in surprise.
“To Wagon Wheel? That's a pretty far
ride—five miles.” .

“I know, but I took a little ride yes-
terday. I'm feeling fine and—uh, I want
to get some things in town. Tobacco.”

Frasger’s face screwed up. “Sure you
can make it all right?”

“Of course. If you’ll get Ambrose to
saddle my horse.” .

‘Ten minutes later, they started for
Wagon Wheel. Sutton tried to ride be-

" hind the major and Helen, but the for-

mer dropped back to his side and Helen
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Major Fraser, “You still want to make
that complaint, Major?”’

Major Fraser cast a bitter glance at
Sutton and without a word, turned on
his heel. Sutton shpped his Navy Colt
into its holster,

Fraser was waiting for him outside.
“Sutton,” he said thickly, “how did
Quadland come to take your gun away
from you?”’

“He threw down on me with a rifle.”

“And you let him? You?”

Sutton’s mouth tightened. “I would
have had to kill him. And I didn’t want
to do that.”

Major Fraser stared at Sutton. “And
Quadland’s the ringleader of the nes-
ters. You didn’t want to kill him! Oh,
hell!”

Fraser snorted and turning, started
across the dirt street. Sutton watched
him until he entered a saloon. Then he
went slowly back toward the general
store. As he passed it he glanced in
and saw Helen Fraser in animated con-
versation with Susan Quadland.

He quickened his step, went past the
store, and entered a saloon beyond. He
took no note of the two or three cus-
tomers in the place, but stepped to the
bar and ordered a glass of beer.

It was cool and refreshing and he
drank it slowly. Finished, he set the
empty glass on the bar and turned
around to survey the room. Ned Mc-
Tammany, the foreman of the Fraser
ranch, who had been standing at the
far end of the bar, came over.

“Hello, Andrew,” he said casually.
“Kind of long trip for you.”

Sutton shrugged and nodded. Mec-
Tammany’s face twisted into a cruel
grin. “But T guess you got some prac-
tice yesterday. Hear you were out rid-
ing—over toward Quadland’s place.”
His eyes dropped and he looked point-
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edly at Sutton’s Navy Colt.

Sutton said deliberately, “Look, Mc-
Tammany, I don’t like you either. You
want to let it rest there, or—?"

Before McTammany could take up
the challenge, the batwing doors of
the saloon swung inward and Amos
Quadland came in. He saw Sutton and
came straight forward.

“Sutton,” he said, “I want to apolo-
gize about yesterday. I've just learned
that you are new to this country and
probably hadn’t seen barbed wire be-
fore.”

“Sutton,” exclaimed Ned McTam-
many, “is your name Sutton? Jim
Sutton?”

Quadland answered for Sutton. “Yes,
Sheriff Wagner just told me. And, uh,
Mr. Sutton, I think I understand about
the gun. Why you threw it down.”

McTammany said thickly, “Jim Sut-
ton of Missouri.”

“Yeah,” said a harsh voice at the
door, “Jim Sutton of Missouri. And
your name ain’t in the Book!”

Sergeant Welker and Johnny Buff
of the Texas Rangers came into the
saloon, their eyes fixed on Jim Sutton.
Ned McTammany moved hastily away.
But Amos Quadland remained where
he was.

Sutton leaned carelessly against the
bar, so his left elbow touched lightly.
His right hand remained dangling at
his side. He watched the two Rangers
approach, with a familiar sensation in
the pit of his stomach. ]

The Rangers separated as they came
into the room, so that Welker was to
the left of Quadland and Buff to the
right. They approached to within a
dozen feet, then as if by arrangement,
both stopped.

Sutton said, “What do you want?”

“You,” .Welker replied. “You're un-
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der arrest. Put up your hands—or fill
them!”

“There’s no charge against me, in
Texas,” Sutton said. “And I doubt if
you have a warrant.”

“I don’t need a warrant to arrest a
known outlaw,” retorted Welker.
“Throw up your hands, or-" His hand
streaked for his gun.

Jim Sutton seemed to shudder. Be-
fore the shudder was completed he
was leaning toward the left. His Navy
Colt appeared in his hand, as if by
-magic. It thundered and Johnny Buff
winced in pain. Sutton’s second shot
muffled the sound of Buff’s gun hitting
the floor.

It was beautiful revolver work. The
Rangers were tough men. They knew
Jim Sutton by name and had neverthe-
less come against him—had drawn their
guns. And Sutton had disarmed them
both, without killing either. Buff had
a bullet throughshis wrist, Welker one
in the right shoulder.

The gun didn’t drop from Welker’s
hand. But Welker was thrown off bal-
ance by the unexpected bullet smash-
ing into him and before he could re-
cover, Jim Sutton stepped forward and
covered his head.

“Drop it, Welker!” he snarled.

Welker knew death when he saw it. -

He knew, too, that Sutton had spared
his life with the first bullet. There was
no need, therefore, to sacrifice it need-
lessly by being stubborn. Welker let
his gun fall to the floor.

Johnny Buff was clutching his bleed-
ing right hand, with his left. He said
through clenched teeth, “You’re the
first man who ever beat me, Sutton. I
didn’t think it could be done!”

“You still want to arrest me?” Sut-
ton asked icily.

Welker stared at him and wet his

lips with his tongue. “Yes, Sutton,” he
said, “we’ve got orders.”

“To arrest me?”

“To arrest all outlaws in Texas.”

“But you can’t now,” Sutton snap-
ped.

“We can't,

maybe,” Welker said,

- “but there’ll be other Rangers along.

You'd better—start riding.”

Sutton slipped his revolver into the
holster, then circled around the Rang-
ers and started for the door. Amos
Quadland, breathing heavily, fell in be-
side him. They passed through the
swinging doors together. :

On the sidewalk, Amos Quadland
placed a hand on Sutton’s shoulder.
“Sutton, I want to thank you, about
yesterday. I know now that you could
have killed me.”

“It's all right,” Sutton said. “It
wasn’t—" He winced,

Major Fraser was standing on the
sidewalk, across the street, staring at
Jim Sutton and Quadland.

“Oh-oh,” said Quadland. “Fraser
won't—" :

That was as far as he got. Across
the street, Major Fraser whipped out
a long-barreled Frontier Model.

“Fraser!” cried Sutton. “Wait!”

But Major Fraser wasn’t going to
wait. The gun in his hand roared and
a bullet smashed into the false front
of the saloon behind Sutton and Quad-
land. It was poor shooting, for the bul-
let missed them by more than six feet.

Sutton started across the street.
Then a gun behind him roared and
Major Fraser cried out and fell to his
knees. Sutton, aghast, whirled.

Amos Quadland, gun in hand, was
staring stupidly at Sutton. “I didn’t-"
he began.

Sutton groaned and ran across the
street. Major Fraser was on his knees,
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cutaway barrel. He was a lean-faced,
hawk-eyed man Wwith long, drooping
mustaches that almost concealed a
cruel mouth. He was about forty.

Sutton’s escort turned their horses
and rode back the way they had come.
Sutton dismounted from his gelding
and calmly.sat down on the ground.

The lean man studied him for long
seconds, then finally snapped: “Well?”

“I'm Jim Andréw,” Sutton said.

Nick Fedderson spat out a mouthful
of tobacco juice. “I've been expecting
you. You can go right back.”

Jim Sutton made no reply and Fed-
derson bared stained teeth. “You heard
Him. We don’t want you here. You've
got McNelly’s Rangers after you as
well as the crowd out in the valley.
You’re too damn hot and I don’t want
you here.”

Sutton said, “I figure I'll stay.”

Fedderson’s face twisted in sudden
anger and he half rose from his barrel
chair. He fell back again, when Sut-
ton’s right hand dropped carelessly to
his side.

Fedderson stared at Sutton a mo-
ment. Then he said, “What’s your real
name? It ain’t Andrew.”

“No,” Sutton said, “it isn't.”

Fedderson’s swarthy face darkened.
“Don’t get me sore, Andrew,” he cau-
tioned. “You may be a bad hombre

from where you came, but there ain't

no Sunday-school kids here.” He turn-
ed his head and barked, “Luke!”

A man who had been sprawled on
his back some distance away came
lithely to his feet and approached. He
was a slender, clean-shaven man in his
late twenties and carried a single Navy
Colt, stuck in the waistband of his
trousezrs.

Sutton’s eyes fixed themselves on the
gun, before they went up to the man’s

.
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face. Then he inhaled softly.

“Jim,” the newcomer said. “Jim Sut-
ton!”

“Luke Vickers,” Sutton replied. He
got up and moved forward to grip the
outlaw’s muscular hand.

Nick FFedderson came up from his
chair. “Did you say Jim Sutton, Luke?”

Luke Vickers let go of Sutton’s hand
and turned on his chief. “Yeah, Nick,
this is Jim Sutton—of Missouri.”

Nick Fedderson’s mouth hung slack
for a moment, then he forced a sickly
grin on his face. “Why didn’t you say
who you were, Sutton?”

He held out his hand. Sutton ignored
it and the outlaw chief let it fall to his
side. His face began to twitch. “Fellow
church members,” he said sneeringly.

“Cut it, Nick,” Luke Vickers snap-
ped. “I haven’t seen Jim Sutton since
we were with Maximilian in ’66. I—
Jim, there was some talk that you'd
gone to France with the Foreign
Legion.”

Sutton nodded. Yes, he d left Mexico
with the Foreign Legion. They had
been good men—so good that Louis Na-
poleon had sent them against the Prus-
sians, at Sedan when the day was al-
ready lost. They had died—most of
them.

Fedderson sald “All right, Sutton,
you can stay. As long as you remember
that Nick Fedderson’s running things
in these hills.”

“That suits me, Fedderson,” Sutton
said coolly. “I never have cared about
running anything.”

Fedderson nodded. “Things ain’t like
they used to be. Hell, man, I was here
before the war. We never saw anyone
from one month to the next then, ex-
cept maybe some damn-fool greasers
who didn’t know any better’'n to try to
cross through here. I made a mistake
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boys have been talking about it.
They're a bit skittish. Rumors -about
McNelly have been coming in. They
say he's got spies everywhere and that
no one’'s safe any more—anywhere,”
Nick Fedderson came to the door of
his cabin and cocked his head to one

side-as if listening. Sutton, watching,

turned his eyes eastward and saw a
horse and rider coming at a gallop over
the trail he had himself covered not
so long ago. He was amazed at the
acute hearing of the outlaw chief. Un-
doubtedly, Fedderson had heard the
galloping hoofs while still inside his
cabin. Suttgn himself had been una-
ware of them.

Fedderson waited until he could
recognize the approaching rider, then
stepped out ‘into the clearing and
wa\‘/ed to him. The man swerved his
horse toward Fedderson, brought it to

a sliding - halt, and bounced to the -

ground. He ran to Fedderson and talk-
ed earnestly for several minutes. The
outlaw nodded his head several times.

“Something’s up,” Luke Vickers said
in a low tone to Sutton.

Fedderson turned toward Vickers
and Sutton, 'seemed to hesitate a mo-
ment, then came toward them.

- “‘It’.s come, Luke,” he said, “the word
I've been waitin’ for.'McNelly’s moving
into Wagon Wheel with a whole damn
company of Rangers. They're pretend-
ing that things in the valley have got
out of hand, but actually they’re going
to beat these hills, You know what
that means.”

“What the hell, Nick,” Vickers snap-
ped. “McNelly hasn’t got enough men
to come ig here.”

“The hell he hasn’t,” sneered Fed-
derson. “He’s got a hundred men. Most
of our bunch are rabbits. They'll run
at the first shot. I know every man in
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these hills, and 1 say that we won't
stand a chance when McNelly comes.
You want to remember, too, that the
valley folks will throw in with Mc-
Nelly. We try to fight them, they’ll
shoot us down to the last man. I've
been expecting this for a long time.
I've seen it coming—and I've made
plans.”

“Plans, Nick?” Vickers asked softly.

“Yeah. Mexico. Diaz has his hands
full down there and he isn’t going to
bother much about a bunch of gringos
who come down there, particularly if
said gringos-have their pockets full of
gold.”

Vickers laughed. “What gold?”

Fedderson looked steadily at Viek-
ers, then shifted his glance to Jim Sut-
ton. “The gold we're going to take with
us. Like I told you I've seen this com-
ing and I've made plans. I've been
afraid maybe McNelly would come too
soon, but he hasn’t. I closed the deal
yesterday. Gonzalez is coming tomor-
row with the down payment.” He
moistened his lips and his eyes gleam-
ed. “The down payment on twenty-five
thousand head of cattle.” )

Sutton inhaled sharply, at the same
time that Vickers exclaimed in aston-
ishment. “Twenty-five thousand head!”

“At thirty dollars each,” Fedderson
said. “Three-quarters of.a million dol-
lars. And all we have to do is deliver
the cattle across the river.”

“Who,” asked Sutton, “is going to
buy twenty-five thousand steers?”

Fedderson chuckled. “Not that it's
any of your business, Sutton, but it's
a government in the West Indies. A
large island. This Gonzalez is their
agent. He's been around and discov-
ered that steers would cost him sixty
dollars apiece delivered in New Or-
leans. I don’t know what he’s going to
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do with the rest of the.money, but I
made a dicker to deliver the stuff on
the south side of the river and he takes
it over there. He pays us $100,000 to-
morrow and the balance when we de-
liver across the river. What do you
think of that, boys?”

“I think you're crazy,” said Luke
Vickers. “You'd never get twenty-five
hundred steers, let alone twenty-five
thousand.”

“Wrong, Luke,” said Fedderson, .“the
game's played out here. The boys
haven’'t got anywhere to go but Mex-
ico. I figured they’d like tb have some
money with them. More money than
any of them ever had in their lives.
What do you think, Sutton?”

Sutton shook his head. “It smells,
Fedderson. I'm not in it.”

“Uh-uh, Suttofi. You are in it. Every-
one in the hills is in it. If you don’t be-
lieve it, stick around here after we're
gone and see if you can convince Mc-
Nelly that you had nothing to dg with
it.” ‘

Sutton knew that Fedderson was
right. It was a mad scheme, of course,
yet—it might succeed. Three hundred
outlaws, three hundred desperate men,
‘united in a gigantic coup that had to
succeed, because their lives were at
stake in it. Well— 7

Fedderson turned away from Vick-
_ers and Sutton and spoke in an under-
tone to the messenger who had come
galloping into the outlaw hide-out. The
man mounted his horse quickly and
rode off the way he had come.

Fedderson turned back. “In five min-
utes no one’s going to get out to spill
anything. Luke, spread the word. Sut-
ton—-I want a word with you.”

Luke Vickers hesitated and looked
at Sutton, The latter shrugged and
Vickers went off. Sutton said, “All
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right, Fedderson.”

The outlaw scrutinized Sutton for a
moment, then sighed wearily. ‘“Sut-
ton,” he said, “I've got to trust you. I
may as well tell you I know everything
you've done from the moment you had
that brush with Welker and Buff. I've
had reports on you.”

“From Ned McTammany?” Jim Sut-
ton guessed.

Fedderson scowled. “All right, from
McTammany: I've had a half dozen
men outside for a long time. Had to.
Rounding up the stuff isn’t going to
be half as hard as you might expect.
I'll know exactly where it is.” He
cleared his throat. “In fact, the boys
in the yalley have helped. The trouble
is going to be to hold the herd fogether
and fight off McNelly at the same time.
It’s going to be touch and go. McN.elly
isn’'t expected in Wagon Wheel until
the day after tomorrow. But Welker
and a half dozen of them are here now.
We can handle them and the ranch-
ers.”

“Yes,” said Sutton, “I jmagine that
the trouble between them and the nes-
ters was helped along by you. For this
business?”

Fedderson grinned. “Smart, eh? I
grab the cattle and let the rari'ct;ers‘
and nesters fight each other. Maybe
they’ll both turn on McNelly. I hope
so. But we’ve got to figure on fighting
McNelly. Some of the boys will do that
while the rest handle the herd. The
job’s going to be to hold off McNelly
until the herd’s across the river. I want
you and Luke to handle that end while
I look after the other. Luke will pick
the men to go with you.”

Sutton looked steadily at Fedderson
and thought, I spent eleven years find-
ing these hills, because I was tired of
fighting. And here’s the biggest fight
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her father. “McTammany isn’'t here.
Is there—is there anything I can do?”

Major Fraser groaned. “Something’s
up, I tell you. There's been more dust
over there in the west than there has
a right to be, without any wind to
speak of. Damn this leg. Something’s

happening out there. Send Skaggs over -

here.”

Helen went back to the mess house
and found Skaggs, a bandy-legged cow-
boy who acted as foreman whenever
McTammany was away. She was re-
turning to the main house with him
when they saw McTammany come up
on a loping horse.

Skaggs said shortly, “You won't
want me, now,” and returned to the
bunkhouse.

Helen waved at the foreman. “Ned!
Father wants to talk to you right
away.” '

McTammany . dismounted from his
panting horse and threw the reins over
the animal's head. He walked toward
the veranda.

Major Fraser called to him when Mc-
Tammany was still some distance
away. “Ned, what’s going on out there,
toward the hills? I've been seeing
dust.”

“Stampede,” McTammany said lacon-
ically. “Couple of nesters been scarin’
up steers.”

“That’s not so, McTammany!” the
major snorted. ‘“That dust has been
rising for two hours and it's bunched.
It's not a stampede, but the movement
of a large, close bunch of steers.”

“I’ve just come from that way,” the
foreman said steadily.

“Then you're lying, McTammany!”

McTammany half-turned from his
employer and looked at Helen. The lat-
ter returned his look, wide-eyed, pale.

“All right,” McTammany said, “then

I'm lying. Which means I'm going,
Fraser.” He pivoted on his heel and
walked toward his horse.

Major Fraser calléd sharply to him.
“Hold it, McTammany, you're not go-
ing off like this, without answering—"
The major’s face twisted in sudden an-
ger as McTammany paid no attention
to him. “Helen! Call Skaggs, the men—"

McTammany swung up into his sad-
dle, rode between Helen Fraser and
the bunkhouses. “Don’t you do it,” he
said curtly. “Or somebody’s going to
get hurt.” His manner was"'éavage and
Helen Fraser recoiled before him.

McTammany muttered something at
her, and swung his horse westward.
Almost instantly, however, he wheeled
back and started off in the opposite di-
rection. Helen saw the reason—a pair
of horsemen several hundred yards
away, bearing down upon the ranch
from the west and north.”

“Helen,” cried Major Fraser, “get my
gun. Call Skaggs—the men!”

Helen remained where she was. The
approaching riders had come close
enough for her to recognize one of
them—Amos Quadland. And the other
was Machamer, who was, outside of
Major Fraser, the largest ranchér in
the valley. It was a strange duo, com-
ing to the Fraser ranch.

Major Fraser saw them now and half
rose from his chair, but pain from his
wounded leg made him ‘gasp and fall
back. ‘Helen saw the grim look that
came over his face.

The horsemen came up, dismounted,
and walked toward Major Fraser.
Machamer seemed to be the spokes-
man. He said: :

“Fraser, do you know that Nick Fed,
derson’s moved out with his entire
gang and is stripping the range? Do
you know that?”
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The herd’s out in the open. Why not
just start driving it south? Then if the
Fraser men want to fight they’ll have
to come out, after us. And they’'ll have
to do the attacking. One-third of this
bunch can handle the herd, the other
two-thirds can cover the retreat—and
hold off the Fraser men!” :

Fedderson exclaimed in satisfaction,
“Of course, that’s the best way. Swell,
Sutton! I'd just as soon not fight if I
don’t have to.” '

Sooner or later Fedderson would
have to fight, but Sutton wanted to
postpone it until the odds were a little
more even, until there was a stronger
chance of Fedderson going down, even
though he fought with last-ditch de-
termination, as he surely would when
the going got really tough.

The men turned left from the Fraser
front and with -wild yelling attacked
the assembled herd of steers, almost
stampeding them.

It was two or three minutes before
the Fraser men divined the intent of
the“outlaws, then it. was another min-
ute or two before tfley emerged from
their.concealment.

The 'outlaws formed a strong rear
guard, trying as nearly as they could
to space out at intervals of fifteen to
twenty feet. The cowboys charged.

The outlaws met the charge with a
withering revolver fire that emptied
two saddles and drove the rest of the
cowboys back to a safe distance, out
of revolver range. At that time the
outlaws should have launched a coun-
ter-charge, but no one gave the order
and they contented themselves with
retreating slowly behind the herd.

The sun had already gone down and
twilight was settling upon the range.
Far to the north Sutton heard sporadic
firing, ‘and a little iater to the east,
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also, indicating different detachments
of outlaws who had met resistance.
They were still skirting trees on the
west in their southward march and as
the shadows grew longer and vision
more obscured by the falling darkness,
Jim Sutton eased over to the west.:

Ambrose served supper at the usual
time, but neither Major Fraser nor Hel-
en had any appetite and made but the
slightest attempt to eat. They were
waiting for news. And dreading it. The
entire Fraser personnel had galloped
out to fight the outlaws that threatened
the Fraser ranch with extermination
and they had not returned.

After the pretext of eating, Major
Fraser adjourned to the darkened ve-
randa where Helen followed almost
immediately. Major Fraser cursed
steadily. Finally he could contain him-
self no longer.

“I wish now those blasted Rangers
had come,” he exclaimed. “They’d ride
rough-shod over us, but at least we
wouldn’t be having this kind of thing.
When I think that some of the boys—"
his voice faltered a moment—‘“may be—
hurt—I'm about ready to give up every-
thing.”

“Why hasn’t at least one of them
come back to report how things have
gone?” Helen Fraser questioned. “They
must know that we’re anxious about
them.”

"“There’s no one to give orders,” Ma-
jor Fraser said. ‘““Skaggs ‘was never
given much of a chance and-maybe
he’s been hurt.”

Helen Fraser stepped off the veranda
and moved several feet out into the
ranch yard. Her attitude suggested lis-
tening and Major Fraser, who could see
her in the shaft of light that came
through the window, exclaimed, “What



154

is it, Helen?”

“A horse,” she replied. “Galloping—
coming this way!”

“At last!” the major cried. “They’re
sending word.” Yet there was an un-
easy note in his voice and he grasped
his long-barreled Frontier Model .44.

“Helen,” he said, “I think you had
better go inside. Just to be—on the safe
side.”

The galloping horse had come close
now and before Helen could obey her
father it shot into the shaft of light in
front of the house and slid to a halt.
A man jumped from the saddle, came
toward Helen and her father.

They both exclaimed in astonish-
ment when they recognized the new-
comer. It was Jim Sutton.

“You!” the major cried hoarsely.
“Why—" Involuntarily he brought up
the Frontier Model.

Sutton saw light gleam on the bar-
rel and said quickly, “Hold it, Major!
I've got some important information
that may help you save your herd.”

“I'll bet you have,” Major Fraser
jeered. “What is this, another trick?”

Sutton shifted quickly from Fraser
and faced Helen. “Listen,” he said, “I
haven’t got much time. I've got to tell
you. And you must believe. Your men
couldn’t hold off Fedderson; there
weren't enough of them. There aren’t
any single outfits large enough to hold
him, because he’s got almost two hun-
dred men.”

“You're crazy!”

“All right,” said Sutton, “but your
men haven’t returned. They’re foolish-
ly tagging along behind Fedderson,
not strong enough to bother him much.
The other ranchers and the farmers
are fighting little individual battles
and not doing anything. That’s wrong
—all wrong, You’ve got to unite, your
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own men and the others. And you've
got to stop Fedderson, where he can
be stopped—in the hills! I've seen his
maps and I know where he's going.
There’s a place about fifteen miles
from here, where he can be halted—
maybe licked. But you can’t do it with-
out at least a hundred men.”

“Sutton,” the major said ominously,
“I advise you to clear out of here, at
once, before I shoot you down like the
dog you are.”

“Don’t!” Sutton exclaimed, “I don’t
give a damn for myself, but you—and
all these men in Wagon Wheel Valley—
you're licked unless you all get to-
gether and make a united effort.”

Helen Fraser cried out in alarm.
“They are coming-Jim! You'd better
go—quickly.”

Sutton had already heard the drum-
ming of hoofs. He knew his peril, but
he could not go until he had made an-
other effort to convince the stubborn
Fraser of his sincerity. He said ear-
nestly:

“Believe me. I'm telling the trath,
Helen. Go to Quadland. He'll believe.”

“You and Quadland,” the major said
thickly. “Damn you!”

“Father!” Helen said sharply. “He's
telling the truth. Susan told me. He
surrendered his gun the other day, so
as not to kill Mr. Quadland. Mr. Quad-
land admitted it yesterday, and-"

It was too late to escape now. The
thunder of hoofs drowned out Helen’s
words. A small cavalcade of shadowy
horsemen galloped into the ranch yard.
Sutton whipped out his Navy Colt and
then a voice from the darkness roared:

“Hold everything! We're Rangers!”

Sutton inhaled softly. For him, these
men were as dangerous as Fedderson’s
outlaws. )

Horses milled about in the ranch
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yard and then two men walked into
the shaft of light. One of them was
Johnny Buff, with his right arm in a
sling. The other was a tall, fierce-eyed
man who wore a gun at each hip, butts
turned forward.

“McNelly,” he said in a crackling
voice.

Major Fraser exclalmed in a relief-
flooded voice. “Thank the Lord!”

“Ha!” said Captain McNelly. “I
didn’t expect to hear that from what
I've heard about you, Major Fraser.”

“I didn't expect ever to say it,” Major
Fraser replied fervently. “But I am
saying it now. And I'll repeat it—thank
the Lord for the Texas Rangers! You
got your company with you?”

“No,” snapped McNelly. “I haven’t.
But they’ll be here by morning. Sixty
of the best fighting men in Texas.
Right now, I've only got these men
with me. But [ understand you've got
thirty men here. I want to swear them
in-"

Fraser groaned. “They’re not here.
They're out fighting-Fedderson.”

Johnny Buff raised himself on his
toes and said something inaudible into
his superior’s ear. McNelly shifted to-
ward Sutton.

“You, Jim Sutton, what do you mean
shooting up my best men?”

Sutton made no reply. McNelly glow-
ered at him. “What are you doing here?
Buff told me you’d gone into the hills.”
_“I came back,” Sutton said, “to tell
Major Fraser how to stop Fedderson—"

“He’s lying; Captain McNelly,” Ma-
jor Fraser snapped. “Don’t trust him.
He—he shot me only yesterday and
now he’s trying to lead you into a
trap.”

- Captain McNelly turned abruptly to
Helen Fraser. “What do you think,
Miss? Is Sutton to be trusted?”
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Without turning to look at her fa-
ther, Helen replied, “Yes.” )

Major Fraser opened his mouth to
exclaim, then clamped it shut. McNelly
turned to Sutton.

“What’s your plan, Sutton?”

“It's just this: Fedderson has his
outfit split up into a half-dozen units,
with one strong fighting force that’s
supposed to range wherever it's need-
ed. But the entire bunch will converge
upon the trail leading through the
hills. I've seen his map and there’s a,
pass, fifteen miles from here, where he
can be stopped with a good force.”

“But how the devil are we going to
get past him? He's already entered the
hills. He can beat us to the pass.”

“No, he can't. He's got twenty tHou-
sand head of steers with him—he can't
get there before morning. You could
cut across a couple of ridges and get
there two hours sooner. Here—"

Sutton stooped and with a finger
drew several quick lines in the ground.
“Here are the ridges, and here, wind-
ing through, is the trail Fedderson
must take with the herd. He can’t cut
across the ridge with the cattle, but
horses can, and if you’ll take your men
across here, you'll be at this—" Sutton
drew a short, straight line—“at this
place by sunup. You can stop Fedder-
son here, with fifty men.”

“But I haven’t got fifty men,” snap-
ped McNelly. “I don’t even know if I
can get them. The ranches I've passed
between here and Wagon Wheel are
stripped of fighting men. I'd hoped to
pick up a force here.”

Major Fraser said, “My men are
chasing Fedderson. We can catch up
with them and pull them off, then
make the flank and cut across the
ridges.”

Sutton suddenly relaxed. The ma-
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nad had. ‘
Sutton could not see where their

numbers had been decreased any dur-

ing the night of savage roundup and
sporadic fighting, although here and
there he could see a man with a band-
age about his head, or an arm in a
sling made of clothing. Luke Vickers,
who rode at the head of the column
with Fedderson and Ned McTammany,
had a rag about his forehead, although
the other two were conspicuously un-
marked.

Sutton stepped from behind his boul-
der, mounted his gelding that had been
standing patiently near by, and rode
down the slope to meet the outlaws.

When he was only halfway down,
Luke Vickers spied him. He said some-
thing to the others and the trio halted.
Guns leaped into hands.

“Hold it!”
Jim Sutton!” ‘

“I see you,” snarled Fedderson. “A
dirty traitor!”

“Traitor?” cried Sutton. “Have Fra-
ser’s men been dogging you since last
night? Who do you suppose took them
off your back?”

Fedderson squinted at Sutton. “What
are you getting at? You claim that you
got rid of them?”

“Of course,” Sutton lied. “I convinced
them the place to fight you was at the
river—fifteen miles above where you're
going to cross.”

“He lies, Nick,” cried Ned McTam-
many. “Fraser would have shot him
down on sight. He thinks—well, he
thinks Sutton winged him in Wagon
Wheel day before yesterday.”

“He doesn’t,” Sutton snapped. “He
knows it was you who shot from the
door of the saloon. He and Quadland
have got together. They know you
were making all the trouble between

Sutton cried. “It's me-‘
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them.”

Nick Fedderson turned from Sutton
and shot a quick look at McTammany’s
face, then swiveled back to Suttort
“Why'd you go last night, Sutton, with-
out telling me what you were up to?”

“I was afraid you’d think I was try-
ing to dodge a fight,” Sutton said.
“Anyway-I didn't know whether my
scheme would work. But it did. Even
McNelly fell for it.”

“McNelly?” cried Fedderson. “You
saw him? He’s here?”

Sutton nodded. “We met him as we
were going back to Fraser’s ranch. An-
other half hour and he’d have been on
your tail-with a hundred Rangers.
Now, he’s waiting down by the river.”

“Don’t you believe him, Nick!” Mec-
Tammany yelled. “McNelly would
have killed him on sight. He downed
those two Rangei's in Wagon Wheel
and no Ranger would forgive that.”

“McTammany,” snarled. Sutton,
“you're asking for it. Reach for your
gun!” .

A palsy shook McTammany. His face
paled and he recoiled in his saddle,
mumbling.

“Well, McTammany?” Sutton insist-
ed. “Am I lying?”

“Go ahead, Mac,” Luke Vickers
urged. “Put up or shut up!” :

McTammany was tongue-tied. He
knew that Sutton wanted to kill him,
that even if the others threw down on
Sutton, the latter’s first bullet would
get him. He shook his head and backed
away.

Fedderson said grimly, “All right,
Sutton, come along. It's only ten miles
to the river. Let’s hope McNelly isn’t
there.”

And McNelly wasn’t at the river. He
was no more than two miles down the
canyon; the point of the herd had al-
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ready passed him by this time. When
the entire herd had gone by—the show-
down would come.

# There was no heed to herd the steers
through the canyon; there was only
one direction for them to go and they
moved steadily along. The outlaws fol-
lowed in their wake, strung out care-
lessly.

Nick Fedderson stuck to Sutton like
a burr. When the latter rode ahead a
few feet, Fedderson followed. When he
fell back, the outlaw chief was right
by his side. His disappearance the
night before, his dramatic return this
morning, had cast doubt upon him.

Well, it didn’t matter. In just a few
minutes, Sutton was going to reach
the end of the trail.

He saw it ahead, the canyon narrow-
ing as it passed between cliffs that
were almost sheer. The longhorns had
slowed up, as they passed through the
tight passage, but now they had cleared
it.

Zing!

The first bullet whined over the
heads of the outlaws. It was followed
instantly by a solid volley that rocked
the canyon.

“Sutton!” screamed Nick Fedderson.
“You damned traitor!” .

The outlaw chief’s gun was clearing
leather when Jim Sutton’s bullet al-
most lifted him from the saddle. Sut-
ton swiveled to pick out Ned McTam-
many and his eyes passed Luke Vick-
ers’s stunned face, came back-an
then Luke Vickers fired. R

Luke had acquired his revolver skill
in Missouri, during the bloody years.
He fired instinctively, without aim, as
did Sutton himself. And his bullet went
true. )

Pain exploded in Sutton’s side, a
paralysis enveloped him, and before

ZANE GREY’S WESTERN MAGAZINE

he was aware of it, the ground rushed
up to meet him. A haze danced before
his eyes, but it was wiped away for an
instant to show him Luke Vickers's
white face. ’

Sutton’s Navy Colt bucked his palm
and when next Sutton saw Luke Vick-
ers he was on the ground, only a half
dozen feet away. He was on his hands
and knees and blood was rushing from
his mouth.

“Jim,” he gasped, “they’ve got me—
the Feds!”

Sutton heard no more. Blackness
swooped down on him.

Once more Jim Sutton had awaken-
ed in this room with the whitewashed
walls and ceiling, the cool white sheets
on the bed. It was the first bed he had
slept in in years. But this time—a soft,
cool hand brushed his forehead and
shocked him instantly awake.

He said to Helen Fraser, “What hap-
pened? Did McNelly—-?"

“Captain McNelly?” Helen Fraser
smiled softly. “He’s ‘gone. But he said
there was no charge against you, in
Texas.”

“Fedderson? McTammany? Vick-
ers?” Helen Fraser shook her head.
She’d heard the tale from her father
two days before. Leaderless, the out-’
laws had scattered into the hills, where
McNelly’s Rangers had hunted them
down, one by one.

He said to Helen Fraser, “Why am
I here?”

Her blue eyes were shining. She said,
“Where did you expect to be, Jim
Sutton?”

Not here. For this was Trail's End.
He’d always thought it would be in a
cave, or thicket—or bleak desert. He
had never hoped for this! But—he was
glad. THE END















