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One by one, six peo-

ple received orders to meet Judge Prink at
midnight. To the most sinister gang ever
collected, the Judge revealed his plot to take

- over fertile Powder Valley. But Pat, Sam,

and Ezra, those three inseparables, flashed
into action. Then killers and cattlemen
locked in a deadly struggle for power.
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IT WAS EARLY DUSK, the end of a drowsy Sun-
day afternoon in Denver, Colorado. Downtown Larimer
Street was beginning to stretch itself and wake up, yawn-
ing as it shook off the somnolent lethargy of the afternoon.
Gas chandeliers were lighted in the saloons, making de-
ceptive blobs of cheery brightness along the tawdry street.

In the Black Angel Saloon, men who had been dozing
comfortably in rickety wooden chairs against the wall
awoke and rubbed their bleared eyes, glanced about de-
fensively, and then slowly began eddying up to the bar
for the cheap whiskey their bodies craved.

The swinging doors began to creak as darkness came
on and newcomers sought the light and human compan-
ionship within. They were mostly a dreary lot: bearded
miners from the hills above the city; booted cowmen at
the tag-end of a week-end; the shuffling, pallid dregs of
a young and exuberant metropolis—with a sprinkling of
painted ladies who emerged from hiding with the coming
of night and began circulating in and out of the Larimer
Street saloons in search of men with money to spend on
them.

The Black Angel was one of the more ornate drinking
places of the district, offering, in addition to bright lights
and cheap whiskey, what was boldly billed in window
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signs as “The Best Floor Show in the City rree—Con-
tinuous Music and Entertainment.”

There was a small raised platform in the back of the
barroom, with a shabby black velvet curtain draped be-
hind it as a backdrop. There were two wooden chairs in
front of the platform, with a piano standing off to one
side. As the early evening crowd began to thicken at the
bar, the entertainers came out from the back to fulfill the
promise made by the window signs. A wizened little man
seated himself at the piano stool with a flourish, while an
accordion player and a violinist took the two chairs. Both
were young and both wore perfectly blank stares on their
faces as they waited to begin “The Best Floor Show in the
City FRree.”

The wizened pianist rippled the keys and tinny melody
came out. The accordion player and violinist went to
work without enthusiasm, conscientiously making enough
noise to filter out through the swinging doors in the hope
of luring any passers-by inside.

No one applauded when they finished the number. No
one paid much attention to them or to the music. Then
the black velvet curtain parted and a girl stepped out onto
the small wooden platform. She had a slender figure and
wore a shimmering silvery dress that looked good against
. the black velvet. Blond hair was piled in small tight curls
high atop her head, giving her a sort of regal appearance.
In the soft yellow lights of flickering gas jets she looked
young and vital. There was a little stir among the men at
the bar as they nudged each other and turned to look, and
they gave her the respect of near silence as she sang Cornz-
in’ thro’ the Rye with gestures. She had a small light voice,
big enough for the saloon and good encugh for that com-
pany. There was some applause when she finished, and she
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smiled and threw kisses out to them and sang My Old
Kentucky Home for an encore.

This drew more applause, and she gave out with more
smiles and a more generous assortment of thrown kisses.

A tall man separated himself from the others at the
bar and went back toward her. He was bareheaded, with
soft silvery hair and a benign, red-veined face. He had a
bulbous nose and watery blue eyes and four of his front
teeth were missing. He wore a rusty black coat over
stooped shoulders, and he shuffled along in worn Congress
gaiters.

Connie Dawson was half-turned to disappear between
the velvet curtains when she saw him coming. She hesi-
tated, with a frown making three deep wrinkles between
her eyes. The musical trio was playing an uninspired ver-
sion of The Blue Danube, and three or four couples began
waltzing in the small space at the rear of the bar. Larimer
Street night life had begun in earnest, and no one paid any
attention to the singer and the tall man who was talking
to her.

Connie Dawson said brightly, “Hello, Tim. I suppose
your boss sent you over to see if he can hire me away from
Brick Gleason!” She showed her white teeth in a smile,
and her tone was brightly bantering but nonetheless hope-
ful.

Timothy O’Connor stopped beside the platform and
shook his head. He was a hanger-on and general handy
man at the Cambridge Hotel, a hopeless addict to alcohol
and a familiar figure in that section of the city. He said,
“I'm sorry, Miss Connie. The Cambridge could use your
singin’, all right, but the boss is old-fashioned, sorta. He
don’t hold with these new-fangled ways of gettin’ busi-
ness. Nope. The Jedge sent me.”
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The frown wrinkled Connie’s face again. She blinked
long eyelashes down to hide the fear that sprang mo-
mentarily into her eyes. “Judge Prink, Timothy? What
does he wantr”

“I dunno, Miss Connie. I was to tell you to see him when
you're done here. About midnight. The Jedge has got
a soot at the hotel,” Timothy O’Connor went on im-
portantly. “You know how he is when he’s got big busi-
ness up his sleeve.”

“Yes,” Connie said slowly, “I know.” She caught her
underlip between her teeth and looked tired and a little
frightened. “All right,” she agreed flatly, “I'll be there.”

The well-dressed and well-bred congregation of the
Park Hill Baptist Church was standing in the pews sing-
ing the second verse of the last hymn preceding the ser-
mon. Shaded gas lights cast a rich soft glow over the in-
terior of the church, giving colorful reflections back from
the stained glass windows. His parishioners were the
wealthiest in the city, and the rotund figure of the Rever-
end Ezekial Mathews exuded reverent satisfaction as he
waited for the hymn to end so he could give his blessing
to the important business of taking up the evening col-
lection. He always enjoyed that part of the service, and he
secretly prided himself on the rich resonance of the words
he employed to help loosen the purse strings of his
wealthy congregation.

A black-garbed figure stood at the rear end of each of
the four aisles waiting for his benediction: on the silver
collection plates in their hands. The man at the left center
aisle bowed his bald head as the hymn was ended. There
was a fringe of very black hair around his baldness, and
heavy black sideburns extended far down on his cheeks.
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He had stern features and thin, tight lips, and stingy pa-
rishioners had a way of quailing before his steady glance
and putting more in the collection plate than they had
intended to give.

Tonight Daniel Deever listened patiently and with the
pleasure of a connoisseur while the Reverend Mathews
sonorously told God (and the congregation) that he knew
everyone of them was eager to do his or her part in shar-
ing the burden of the church’s expenses, and explained
how pleased he was with their generosity, and implored
God to enter their hearts and cause them to give more
freely in the Great Cause.

That would do it, Daniel Deever told himself happily
as the minister concluded and the congregation sat down.
He waited a moment to give those in the back row ample
opportunity to get out their wallets and open their bags;
then he stepped forward with a slight limp and handed his
collection plate to the occupant of the first pew on his
right.

The plate was passed on from hand to hand, while a
second plate was coming toward Deever from the back
row at his left, and a third one was making its way toward
his aisle along the second row on his right.

There was thick silence in the church, broken only by
the comforting sound of silver tinkling into the four col-
lection plates as they were passed from hand to hand by
the devout congregation.

Daniel Deever waited patiently until the first plate from
his left reached him. There was a rather disappointing
collection of dimes and quarters, ‘with a few silver dollars
and one bill. He took the plate in his hands and took one
slow step forward while his nimble fingers abstracted two
of the silver dollars, leaving the others and the bill for
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bait as he sent the plate back along the second row to his
left.

He folded his arms genteelly, sliding the two dollars
unobtrusively into the right-hand pocket of his black
frock coat; then received the plate from the second row
at his right. This time there were three bills and more
silver dollars. One of the bills was a five. He opened that
out and left it so it could be plainly seen, lifting one of
the dollar bills and three silver cartwheels at the same
time.

His manner was grave and impressively reverent as he
continued this process, limping forward a step at a time
and lightening each plate as it passed through his hands.

By the time Daniel Deever reached the front row, both
side pockets of his coat were beginning to bulge a little,
and the garment sagged comfortably from his broad
shoulders. He waited impassively until his three fellow
collectors were ready, then the four of them marched
past the minister, pausing momentarily to show off their
spoils, then proceeding to a small anteroom where all the
plates were dumped and the evening receipts were totaled
up.

In this totaling-up process, Daniel Deever had his first
chance at the farthest right-hand plate which had not
reached his predatory fingers previously, and tonight he
was lucky enough to palm a five and a ten-dollar bill
which would otherwise have gone to further the Lord’s
work.

Altogether it was a good evening, and Daniel Deever
was humming a scriptural tune about his many blessings
when he quietly let himself out by a side entrance while
the sermon was still in progress.

Timothy O’Connor was flattened against the side of the
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church when Decver emerged. Deever whirled on the in-
distinct figure and threw both big bony fists up in an atti-
tude of unchristianlike defense when O’Connor took a
tentative step forward. He relaxed when the barroom
loafer whined, “It’s only me, Dan’l. Old Tim. I been wait-
in’ for you.”

“TimothyP” Deever lowered his voice, restraining his
anger. “You shouldn’t come here. Suppose someone saw
¥ou speak to me?”

“No one seen me,” Timothy fell into step beside the
taller limping figure. “The Jedge sent me. He wants to
see you tonight.”

“The Judge? Can you refer to Judge Prink?”

“That’s right.” Timothy chuckled. “J. Worthington his
ownself. He blowed into town this afternoon an’ set his-
self up in a soot at the Cambridge. Sent word for you to
see him tonight.”

“I don’t need his help,” Daniel Deever protested. “My
feet have followed the path of righteousness unerringly.
What does the fat old goat want of me?”

“I dunno. Got somethin’ up his sleeve, I reckon. Should
I tell him you’ll come?”

“Tell him,” said Daniel Deever with austerity, “that I
am pleased to accept his invitation though I'm not in need
of legal advice.”

In a small iron-barred cell at the Denver city jail, Mr.
Gut-Luck Lasher sat hunched forward on the edge of a
canvas cot while he expertly rolled a brown-paper cigarette.
Gut-Luck was depressed this Sunday evening. He had
been in jail for a week and the future looked uncertain.
His bail had been set at the exorbitant sum of one hun-
dred dollars, and he was without money or friends.
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All for a simple killing on Larimer Street. Denver was
a funny place, he cogitated moodily. It had been a fair
and square shooting. All the twenty-odd killings in Gut-
Luck’s past had been fair and square. He prided himself
on always giving the other man the break. Let them reach
first, by God. Any time he couldn’t blast them in the belly
quicker than they could draw and get him—well, that'd
be the end of Gut-Luck. Up to now, during the first
twenty-five years of his life, Gut-Luck hadn’t run up
against a man fast enough with his six-gun to accomplish
that feat. :

He had become a killer and gotten his nickname in a
curious way. It happened when he was seventeen, in El
Paso, Texas. He was a gangling cow-poke in from the
Pecos country and awkwardly wearing a gun merely be-
cause a man felt undressed without one. There was a
saloon altercation that ended with one of the fastest gun-
slicks in the border city calling him outside. Tom Lasher
walked out to his destiny, dry-mouthed and weak-kneed
with fear. While his opponent drew, the youth blunder-
ingly dropped hand to gun-butt and unwittingly fingered
the trigger.

He was more astonished than anyone else when the
professional gunman vented a surprised grunt and col-
lapsed, twitching, in the El Paso gutter. He didn’t die
for two days, but the slug in his guts had momentarily
paralyzed him so he couldn’t return the young puncher’s
lucky shot.

An old doctor who happened to be on the scene ex-
plained the phenomenon to Lasher, and thus changed the
course of his life. “Always shoot for the guts, son,” the
aged physician advised him. “It’s a big target, and a slug
anywhere in the belly is something like a blow in the solar
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plexus. It knocks them out though it may not kill. You
can take a bullet most any place else and keep on shootmg,
but not in the guts.”

It was as 51mple as that. He cut the bottom out of h1s
holster and mounted it on a swivel. A little practice taught
him a downward sweep that would beat any draw, and
the belly was too big a target to miss. So he became Gut-
Luck Lasher. His first bullet always gave him plenty of
leisure to finish off any man foolish enough to draw against
him.

But he was a stranger in Denver, having just drifted up
from Arizona, and friends of Lefty Breen had called the
police after Gut-Luck calmly put a bullet through Lefty’s
head while the gunman was writhing on the ground with
both hands clasped over a gaping hole in his intestines.

Gut-Luck sighed and lighted his cigarette. He didn’t
pay any attention when he heard a turnkey coming along
the aisle toward his cell. He didn’t know anyone in the
city who might put up bail for him, and was resigned to
wait for his trial.

He looked up in surprise when a key grated in his door.
He got up eagerly when the door opened and a gruff
voice said, “C’mon out, Lasher.”

He grabbed up his battered black Stetson and rammed
it down on his black hair and strode lithely out, afraid to
ask any questions.

“Right down the hall,” the turnkey told him cheerfully.

Two men were in the office at the end of the hall. One
was the uniformed jailer and the other was a tall, stooped
man with a mild face and the look of a confirmed
alcoholic.

The uniformed man said, “You're going out on bail,
Lasher. Mr. O’Connor here has put up the cash for you.
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Here's your gun.” He laid a wide, leather gun belt with a
swiveled, cut-off holster on the scarred pine counter in
front of him. “We don’t like your kind of shooting in
Denver,” he went on heavily. “Next time bail will be
doubled.”

Lasher was tall and slim-hipped, with dark, aquiline
features and a look of lean hardness about him. He stud-
ied Timothy O’Connor curiously for a moment, taking
in the man’s seedy attire and his run-down appearance,
then he shrugged and picked up his gun belt. He said,
“I'm much obliged tuh you, stranger.”

Timothy O’Connor smiled thinly. He waited until they
were outside in the Denver night before explaining. “It
wa'n’t my hundred dollars that got you loose. T just
planked it down for the Jedge.”

“The Judge?” Gut-Luck stopped and stared at him.
“How come the judge put up bail fer me? Yuh mean the
one what was gonna try me in court?”

“Naw. Not him.” Timothy laughed scornfully. “Jedge
Prink.”

Gut-Luck said, “I don’t reckon I know the gen’leman.”

Timothy looked at him incredulously. “You don’t know
Jedge J. Worthington Prink?”

“Never heard tell of him.”

“Well, you are new in Denver. But you're gonna get
to meet him right away. He wants you to come to his
soot in the Cambridge Hotel.”

“Where’s that at?”

Timothy O’Connor gave the newly released gut-shooter
directions for finding the hotel. “I'd show you but I got
business to ’tend to,” he ended importantly. “I'm on my
way down to the Square Deal Casino to see a man right
now.” '
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Gut-Luck promised to visit the judge in his suite at the
Cambridge Hotel forthwith, and they parted.

The Square Deal Casino occupied the ground floor of
a rooming house on Arapahoe Street just off 17th. It was
a quiet gambling establishment, known throughout the
Rocky Mountain region as a place where a man could get
a play for any kind of money he wished to lay on the line,
and much patronized by mining men in the city for a
brief fling.

The Square Deal was unique in those days in that none
of the various games was directly financed by the house.
Instead, each of the games was leased to a professional
gambler who paid the house a percentage of his winnings
for the privilege of operating there.

For almost a year now, Windy Rivers had run a stud
poker game in the rear corner of the big front poker room.
He was a slim middle-aged man, always elegantly dressed,
with finely chiseled features and cold contemptuous eyes.
His slender fingers were soft and white as a woman’s, and
he could stack a deck of cards or deal seconds with an
insolent competence that made him one of the most suc-
cessful gamblers in the city.

That had always been Windy’s trouble. He was too
successful. He seldom lost, and never very much. All
through his career he had been cursed with this habit of
never losing. He simply couldn’t. His professional pride
rebelled at dealing himself losing hands for sucker bait.
So for years he had been forced to move on as soon as
he had stayed in one place long enough for his reputation
to get spread around.

A year was longer than Windy generally lasted in one
place, and he’d stayed in Denver that long only because
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there were always newcomers drifting into the Square
Deal who hadn’t heard of Windy. At that, pickings had
been getting increasingly slim during the past few months,
and Windy knew he’d about played his string out.

On this Sunday night, for instance, Windy Rivers was
negligently dealing stud to only two players, while the
other games around the room were getting a heavy-money
play. And his two suckers were of a type becoming all too
common at his table. One was a young cowpuncher of
seventeen who had come to town with a trainload of
steers and had a month’s salary to squander before his
return to the range; and the other was a grizzled prospector
in from Central City with a small bag of dust he had
laboriously panned from the waters of Clear Creek.

Together, they had less than fifty dollars in front of them
on the poker table, and they were playing so cautiously that
Windy knew he would have to waste the entire evening
getting even that small amount from them.

He negligently dealt each of them an ace in the hole
and gave himself a deuce, then paired up one ace and
gave the other the king of the same suit as his hole card.
He dealt himself a four-spot up, and yawned as the pair of
aces daringly plunged with a three-dollar bet.

He was suddenly conscious of someone standing beside
his chair, and glanced up hopefully, thinking it might be
fresh money coming into the game.

But it was only Timothy O’Connor. :

Windy nodded and dealt three more cards around,
giving himself a five so he could make a straight out of
his hand if it seemed advisable.

Timothy asked, “Are you pretty busy tonight, Windy?”

Windy grunted and jerked his head toward the table
in an invitation for Timothy to see for himself. The ace-
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king-queen royal flush was hesitating over calling the five-
dollar bet made by the pair of aces.

“Jedge Prink is back in town,” Timothy confided to the
gambler.

Windy said, “So?”

“Jest came in today. You know he’s been gone two-
three months.”

Windy shook his head to indicate he didn’t know. His
face remained placidly expressionless though he inwardly
groaned when the young cowpoke reluctantly turned his
cards down. The fool should have waited for the joker
which would have been his next card and given him a
betting hand.

“Yep,” Timothy said. “An’ he’s got a deal in the makin’,
I shouldn’t wonder. Wants to see you about midnight in
his soot at the Cambridge.”

Windy said, “Does he?” He doubled the five-dollar bct
of the prospector.

“That’s right. It’s mighty important, I guess. I know
he’s ordered a set-up of champagne an’ everything in his
soot from the bar.”

Windy Rivers nodded. He said, “Midnight,” and dealt
the old prospector a second, the joker, giving him three
aces, and dropping a trey onto his hand from the bottom
of the deck.

Knowing Windy’s peculiar aversion to using two words
when one would do the job, Timothy accepted the two
syllables as agreement and waited only to see the prospector
put the rest of his money on his three aces and lose it all to
Windy’s six-high straight before going out.
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AT MIDNIGHT there was gathered in suite 1-A
of the Cambridge Hotel as fine a collection of rogues as
could be brought together in the teeming city of Denver,

A fat man dominated the assemblage. He was bulbously
fat. He had a shining pink scalp utterly devoid of hair,
and his puffy cheeks had a pink, scrubbed look that gave
him a disarmingly childlike expression. His lips were full
and soft and moist, and in repose they settled themselves
into a happy sort of pout. He had no discernible chin.
There were merely successive billows of fat bulging out
above a celluloid collar and black string tie. His belly was
huge and rounded, like a heaped-up bow! of gelatin, and
his hands were small and fat and dimpled.

He looked completely genial and almost pathetically
helpless as he sat there with his huge body overflowing
from an overstuffed armchair—until one caught a glimpse
of his eyes. They looked tiny and appeared to be set far
back in his head, almost hidden behind the puffy mound
of flesh bulging out at the top of each cheekbone—and they
were black and cold and utterly ruthless. His voice was a
soft, throaty purr.

He sat in the center of the large living room, with a
wheeled service table conveniently close to his right hand.
There were two silver buckets containing bottles of iced

14
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champagne on the table, a quart bottle of whiskey, a
pitcher of cracked ice and a silver soda siphon.

Seated around the room in varying attitudes of tenseness
and expectancy were Windy Rivers, the gambler; Daniel
Deever, from the Park Hill Baptist Church; Gut-Luck
Lasher, late of the city jail; Miss Connie Dawson, the
Larimer Street songtress; and a fifth man whose name
was Gilbert Crane.

Crane was a well-preserved forty, a broad-shouldered
athletic type, with a bluff, open countenance. His face was
sun-browned and seamed a little, with laugh crinkles at
the corners of his blue eyes, and he had a hearty way of
throwing back his head and laughing which exposed a
mouthful of strong white teeth. He had a way of gaining
the instant friendship and respect of other men, and of
causing heart tremors in any unattached female whom he
honored with his attention. Gilbert Crane was one of the
most unscrupulous horse traders in the West and had never
done an honest day’s work in his life.

When all his guests were gathered, and all had drinks
to their liking, Judge J. Worthington Prink cleared his
throat and began to explain the reason for the conclave in
a benign, almost fatherly voice.

“All of you know me. And all of you know each other.
All except you, Mr. Lasher. I'll take the liberty of explain-
ing you to the others if I may, sir.

“Mr. Gut-Luck Lasher is the gentleman who disposed
of Lefty Breen a short time ago,” Judge Prink confided to
the others. “He derives his nickname, I understand, from
his unorthodox and exceedingly effective method of hand-
ling the weapon now belted about his waist. Knowing the
reputation of Lefty Breen as we all do, I think none of us
will question Mr. Gut-Luck’s proficiency.”
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“A man of violence.” Daniel Deever took a swig of
straight whiskey and shuddered. “With the blood of inno-
cent victims staining his hands. Such a man is abhorrent
in the sight of God. For vengeance is mine, saith the Lord,
and I—" ,

“You,” said Judge Prink silkily, “will keep your scrip-
tural quotations to yourself, Daniel.” He paused and took
an appreciative sip of champagne from a thin, slender-
columned glass beside him.

“What’s this all about?” Connie Dawson demanded im-
patiently. “You're not feeding us champagne and bonded
whiskey just for the pleasure of our company. You've
helped us all out of messes in the past—we’ll grant that.
But I'm clean right now. I'm working perfectly legal.”

“And L” said Daniel Deever heavily, “have lately risen
to a position of high respect and responsibility of Christian
fellowship in the congregation of the Park Hill Baptist
Church. I assure you I have turned over a new leaf and
through prayer and abnegation have found the pathway to
eternal salvation.”

“I don’t know what you want of me either,” Gilbert
Crane put in. “I haven’t pulled a crooked deal for months
—any sort of a deal for that matter,” he ended with a self-
conscious chuckle.

* “Same here,” said Windy Rivers tersely.

“Exactly. But I need your help this time.” Judge Prink
took another sip of champagne. “You all know I've been
away from the city for several months.”

“Sure. While the grand jury was investigating that
bribed jury stink,” Crane put in. “We all know you
ducked out on account of that.”

Judge Prink nodded benignly. “It seemed advisable,”
he purred. “And I've been sojourning in Powder Valley.”



MIDNIGHT ROUND-UTP 17

His moist lips caressed the two words. “In the little village
of Dutch Springs, far from the bustle of the city. A small
community of ignorant ranchers—and of unparalleled
wealth.

“Wait,” he went on strongly, holding up a fat, dimpled
hand. “The residents of Powder Valley are not only ig-
norant, they are as trusting as children. In the innocence
of their hearts they received a stranger with open arms, -
and were pleased and delighted when I settled in the
county seat at Dutch Springs and opened the first attorney’s
office in that vicinity. I took this step after discovering that
a district judge was to be appointed from that district, and
last week I was honored and repaid by receiving that ap-
pointment.”

They were all listening with rapt attention now, and
the newly appointed judge from Powder Valley went on
softly:

“I immediately thought of my friends here in the city:
You, Connie, singing your heart out every night in the
Black Angel for a few paltry dollars each week. And you,
Daniel, sacrilegiously dipping your sticky fingers into the
Baptist collection plates each Sunday night for a take that
certainly cannot satisfy a man of your expensive tastes.”

“It was a little over a hundred tonight,” Deever told him
in a nettled tone. “In the Good Book is the clear promise—
the Lord will provide.”

“Pin money,” said Judge Prink contemptuously. “And
you, Gilbert Crane, without the capital to finance another
trading expedition, you’re rotting away here in Denver.
And Windy—we all know that Windy has dealt himself
such a towering reputation here that none but the most
incautious will risk their money at his table. And as for
Mr. Gut-Luck, it is clearly evident that he has not learned
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to make his gun skill pay dividends. Now I propose to
change all that. I have a proposition for each and every
one of you. A tremendous proposition.” His voice was
warm with satisfied contentment. He glanced around at
the empty glasses and made a motion toward the table
beside him. “I suggest that refills are in order.”

Deever and Crane were quick to act on his suggestion.
Windy Rivers pursed his lips and shook his head. Young
Lasher got to his feet lithely and hesitated, then went
toward Connie and asked awkwardly, “Could I get you
some more of that there bubblejuice, Ma’am?”

Connie said “Please,” with a smile of approval on her
rouged lips. She was older than he, but her flesh was firm
and in the soft light she looked young and almost beauti-
ful. Her eyes followed him with a careful, calculating
look as he went across to refill her glass, and she made
room for him on the small settee beside her when he
returned, throwing her head back to tighten the sagging
flesh of her neck and veiling her eyes with long lashes.

“Powder Valley,” Judge J. Worthington Prink told them
happily, “is waiting to be taken. It lies there, secluded and
rich, smugly self-satisfied. A small domain set apart from
the rest of our glorious state. As district judge, I have my
finger on the pulse of the community. I am not without
influence there, and I have not been idle since I realized
the tremendous potentialities which I stumbled on quite by
accident. There is a place for each one of you in my plan;
a definite need for the peculiar abilities of each one of you
—with commensurate rewards.

“Listen to this, Daniel.” He leveled a fat forefinger at
the bald, sideburned man. “There is a widow in Powder
Valley. Her name is Mrs. Myra Jenkins and she holds
clear title to a forty-section ranch now stocked with close
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to five hundred head of cattle. She is not uncomely and
has endured widowhood for a matter of two years. She is
deeply religious and very active in Dutch Springs’ only
church. Yet she is not satisfied with orthodox religious
activities and has lately taken up with dabbling in spiritual-
ism by way of mail-order books. With a little encourage-
ment, a few messages from the Beyond—" He paused
significantly.

Daniel Deever flicked out his tongue to wet his tight lips.
He murmured, “Forty sections and five hundred head of
cattle.”

“Exactly,” purred the judge. “Like a ripe plum waiting
to fall into the proper hands. And listen to this, Windy.
In Dutch Springs there is only one hotel. The Jewel. And
it is a jewel indeed. Complete with bar and gaming room,
it is coining money for its proprietor—a man by the name
of Thomas Dasher who considers himself an adept in the
art of playing stud poker. His sole complaint is that the
Valley is devoid of men with sporting instincts and suffi-
cient cash to give him any real competition—and he does
not hesitate to boast that no stakes are too high for him in
a game of stud poker. Consider that situation, Windy,
while I tell Miss Connie Dawson about the cashier in the
local bank.

“He is in his mid-thirties, Connie. A bachelor from the
East. He owns a large portion of the bank stock and is in
sole control of the institution. He is out of place in Dutch
Springs, just as you will be out of place among those ig-
norant and uncultured ranchers. He, too, is ripe for the
plucking, and he could be squeezed for fifty thousand or
I miss my estimate.”

The judge paused and pursed his lips with a little sigh.
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He emptied his champagne glass and touched his mouth
lightly with a silk handkerchief.

“In all of Powder Valley,” he confided, “there is one
man who stands head and shoulders above the rest and he,
unfortunately, is the sheriff. His name is Pat Stevens and
he is no man’s fool.” The judge’s purring voice became
brittle and his beady eyes gleamed with malevolence.

“Mr. Stevens knows too much for his own health. Un-
like his neighbors, he was not born and reared in the
Valley. He has a suspicious nature and is without per-
sonal fear. His guns have a reputation of their own and
he has a fanatical love for Powder Valley. This sheriff
had the effrontery to oppose my appointment as district
judge on the grounds that my reputation and background
should be investigated more fully, and he is the type to
look with suspicion upon any newcomers who drift into
the Valley.

“That’s where you come in, sir,” he went on swiftly to
Gut-Luck. “You and Mr. Crane. Sheriff Pat Stevens must
be eliminated—leaving his attractive wife as sole owner of
one of the finest and richest ranches in the Valley.

“Mrs. Sally Stevens will be your job, Gilbert, after her
husband is out of the way. You'll find her to your liking,
I think, and you’re the type she will easily turn to in sor-
row. I've already made arrangements for you to take
possession of a small horse ranch bordering on the Lazy
Mare spread. You'll move in immediately and make
friends with the Stevens family. There’s a young son
whose confidence you should immediately gain. Through
him, you should find a way to the mother’s heart after her
bereavement. And it strikes me you would make a won-
derful sheriff, Gilbert. I feel there would be little difficulty
obtaining Pat Stevens’ star if you were lucky enough to
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kill his murderer after Stevens is shot down—in the guts,
shall we say?” he added with a sidelong glance at Gut-
Luck. “And I think that can be arranged.”

“Wait a minute.” Gut-Luck straightened up on the
settee. “What’s that yo're plannin’? You want I should
go up agin’ this here fast-shootin’ sheriff an’ then fix it for
him to get me after I've done the job?”—with an outraged
nod toward Gilbert Crane.

Judge J. Worthington Prink chuckled happily and his
big belly jiggled up and down and sideways. “Not at all,
my dear sir. I believe we can arrange things in a more
satisfactory manner. We'll use a decoy, don’t you see? An
innocent bystander who can be charged with your crime
and who won’t be able to deny it after Mr. Crane has
exacted vengeance upon him for your act. Please trust
me to handle these details.

“I've thought of old Timothy O’Connor as the man,”
he went on to Crane thoughtfully. “Promise him a skin-
ful of whiskey and Timothy will jump at the chance to
accompany you to the horse ranch. Arrange a public argu-
ment between Timothy and Pat Stevens, with threats on
Timothy’s part. The rest should be easy. The whole affair
can take place on your horse ranch with only you and Mr,
Lasher as witnesses. Then Gut-Luck fades into the back-
ground while you emerge as the intrepid defender of law
and order. Mrs. Stevens should be properly impressed and
thankful—and even if you shouldn’t succeed in taking
her husband’s place in her affections you will have done
your part by eliminating a sheriff who might otherwise
cause trouble to our plans.”

The judge paused to wet his mouth with a sip of cham-
pagne again. An incredulous and horrified silence held the
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little group in the room as they individually assimilated
the judge’s astounding and cold-blooded proposals toward
the various inhabitants of Powder Valley whom he had
named.

Daniel Deever broke the silence with a loud snort of
mingled doubt and fear. “You've worked out a pretty
plan,” he burst out. “But it will take months or years to
accomplish it.”

“A year,” said the judge, “is not too long a time for the
sort of money involved. And I have prepared all my plans
on that basis. It is something that cannot be rushed. We
must do our work quietly and circumspectly so that no
breath of suspicion attaches to any single one of us.”

“I don’t get it,” said Connie petulantly. “This bank
cashier from the East—what makes you think he’ll fall
for a dance-hall girl like me? And how’ll Daniel work
into the confidence of that widow lady?”

“I've thought everything out, made all arrangements,”
the judge assured her. “You, for instance, will not be a
dance-hall warbler in Dutch Springs. No, indeed. You,
my dear Connie, will acquire a new wardrobe and all the
outer appearances of respectability. For I think Mr. Rudd
‘Fleming may look with interest on the new schoolteacher.
And after he first looks with interest, you'll be expected to
do the rest, Connie.”

“Schoolteacher?” Connie Dawson laughed shrilly. “Good
Lord, Judge. Do you expect me to teach the ranchers’
brats how to mix a Mickey Finn?”

“Not at all.” The judge’s gravity was undisturbed. “I
happen to know your background, my dear. Your educa-’
tion is sufficient to teach the three r’s. And Dutch Springs
needs a teacher. Indeed, when it became known I was
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leaving for Denver on a business trip I was requested to
look for a teacher here and offer her the position.”

“And I think it will be well for you to accompany Miss
* Dawson as her uncle, Daniel,” he went on to Deever. “Let
us say you are a retired minister whose ill health has sent
you West. That will provide a perfectly plausible reason
for your presence in Dutch Springs, and your interest in
church activities will put you in immediate contact with
the Widow Jenkins.

“As for you, Windy, no circumlocution will be required.
You'll drift into the village merely as a professional gam-
bler and will settle at the Jewel Hotel to give Mr. Dasher
his chance to play stud poker for any stakes he wishes.”

Windy shrugged and muttered, “My bankroll doesn’t
stack up to a big game.”

“You don’t understand. None of you seem to under-
stand.” The judge looked pained. “I've planned this as a
co-operative effort. I've planned the lay and I’ve laid the
groundwork for each of you. I am prepared to finance
each of you in your efforts for one year. I lift you out of
the gutter in Denver and set you down in Powder Valley
with a ready-made proposition. One or two of you may
fail. No matter. If one or two are successful we'll all be
repaid for our year’s work. It'll all go in the central pot,
don’t you see? Whatever each of you can take out of the
Valley. And a fair division at the end. Half to me and the
other half split five ways.” He lifted his champagne glass
and beamed around on them all. “How does it strike you?”

His five listeners all wore strained or bemused expres-
sions as they listened to the astounding proposal that was
being made to them. It was utterly preposterous and unreal,
yet the judge’s soft assured voice made it seem quite plau-
sible. What he proposed was the cunning and ruthless
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and wholesale rape of an entire community of people
whom they did not know and who had done none of them
harm. His plan would loose calculated murder in Powder
Valley; would send five agents of destruction into the
unsuspecting community to worm their ways into the
confidence of its people and wrest from them what was
rightfully theirs.

“I want you to note the simplicity of my proposition,”
the judge told them quietly. “Each of you will work
alone—except for Gilbert and Mr. Gut-Luck, of course—
yet all will be working as a unit. You can’t fail. All of you
can’t fail. Where any one of you might hesitate because
of the odds against you, not one of you can afford to stay
out of this because the eventual split will be well worth
while. I like to think of it as one of the greatest coups
ever attempted,” he went on happily. “Broad in scope and
magnificent in conception. Never before, I think, has such
a co-operative effort been attempted All for one and one
for all.” He splashed champagne in his glass. “Shall we
drink to Powder Valley—to the division of spoils one year
from today?” -

He waddled up to his feet and lifted his glass.

Slowly, the others rose also. Each of them slowly touched
a glass to his lips as though hypnotized by an evil spell
cast over the room by the fat man’s purring voice. It was
like the kiss of death to Powder Valley, to four trusting
persons who had had the misfortune to arouse the cupidity
of Judge J. Worthington Prink and whose destinies were
now inextricably linked with his.
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AFTER THE LONG cool evening of early autumn,
night darkness fell gently upon the Lazy Mare ranch in
Powder Valley. There was no definite change from day to
night. It was a slow-thickening haze that gathered on the
horizons and crept stealthily across the pleasant valley,
softening the harsh contours of the rugged landscape with
caressing fingers, bringing velvety silence and a sense of
snug security after another day of hard work on the open
range.

It was the time of year and the time of day that Pat
Stevens liked best of all. There was a sting in the coolness
of the night air presaging the bleak winter to come, yet it
was tempered by a sensuous warmth given off by the earth
itself which had been gratefully absorbed throughout the
long hot summer.

Pat had a habit of stepping outside the ranch house at
the end of a long evening like this, to stand on firm feet
in his own front yard and watch the night come on. He
pretended to himself and Sally that it was for the purpose
of testing the weather, predicting how much longer it
would be before snow would fly, to plan the fall round-up
so that the sleek herds would be moved safely down into
the haven of the valley before a blizzard trapped them in
their high summer pasturage; but actually he did it for the
sheer pleasure of watching the stars come out one by one,
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for the feeling that came to him as night closed down on
the valley.

Tonight Sally finished the supper dishes early and came
out to stand beside him. There hadn’t been many dishes
because their son, Dock, had ridden into Dutch Springs
with one-eyed Ezra that afternoon and the pair hadn’t
returned.

Sally came up lightly beside her husband and rested her
hand on his shoulder. He put his arm about her slender
waist and drew her closer to him, his gaze fixed steadily
outward into the gathering darkness. He said, “We've got
three weeks more, maybe.”

“To get the stock down?” Sally Stevens nodded her
bright blond head. “With Ezra and Dock to help it won’t
be any job at all.”

“That’s right.” Pat’s voice was strong with pride.
“Dock’s turnin’ into a mighty good cow-hand.” He
chuckled happily. “Sure does take to Ol’ Ezra too.”

“He'’s picking up some awful language from Ezra,”
Sally sighed. “I do wish a new teacher would come and
get school started. Dock’ll forget all he’s learned if he keeps
on tagging around after Ezra.”

“I wouldn’t worry ’bout that, Sally. He'll learn plenty
from Ezra that ain’t in any schoolbooks.”

“It has been good for both of them, I guess. I don’t
believe Ezra would ever have been satisfied to stay here
after you got back from that Texas trip if it hadn’t been
for Dock.”

“It’s kinda hard on Ezra,” Pat Stevens reminded her
gently. “With Sam an’ me both married now an’ with
places of our own.”

“I know. I do hope he’s able to lease the K Bar ranch.
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It'll be nice having him for our neighbor, and Ezra is a
wonderful hand for raising horses.”

“He’s seein’ Judge Prink about the ranch today. I recken
he’ll get the lease all right, Sally. I sent a letter along with
him saying I'd go on his note for any cash he needed to
swing the deal.”

“I'm glad you did that, Pat.” Sally’s hand tightened on
her husband’s shoulder. “I hoped you’d help him.”

“Yo're the dangedest woman.” Pat’s voice was wonder-
ing, almost awed. “Ain’t many wives would want their
hushands to go on a note for an old no-good like Ezra.”

“You know I always want you to do anything for either
Sam or Ezra.”

“I know it, Sally,” Pat said humbly, “but I can’t get over
being surprised every time you say it again.”

“They’re like—like parts of you,” she told him softly.
“What we are and what we have here . . . the ranch and
our place in the Valley. Our marriage and Dock . . . none
of them would have b¢en without Sam and Ezra.” :

Pat Stevens pulled a deep breath of the clean night air
into his lungs. Sally was right, of course. There wasn't
any way to measure what he and Sally owed to his two
gun partners. Like she said, things just wouldn’t have been
but for Sam and Ezra fighting alongside him those times
in the past when the West was younger and Powder Val-
ley was still in its swaddling clothes.

Memories came crowding over him as he and Sally stood
there together. They had been a trio to reckon with in
those older days when Judge Colt was the only law on that
untamed frontier. Huge Ezra with his scarred face and
his single eye gleaming happily when the going was the
toughest, with his mop of crimson hair and huge body
that held the strength of three ordinary men. And Sam
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Sloan! Small, dark and wiry, with loose-holstered guns and
a way of driving on into danger with a grim ferocity that
made lesser men quail and back away. And Pat Stevens
himself. Leader of the trio. More cautious and faster think-
ing than his two companions and packing the fastest pair
of guns in Colorado.

Yep. They’d seen a lot of things together. But that was
all in the past now. Pat had been married for twelve years
and was proprietor of one of the finest ranches in the Val-
ley besides having had the job of sheriff forced on him a
couple of years ago. And Sam was settled down too. Mar-
ried to pretty Kitty Lane and riding the Pony Express
route into Dutch Springs, he had put his guns away and
was more scared of forthcoming fatherhood than he’d ever

been of leaden death.
Only Ezra remained untamed. After Sam’s marriage he

had tried to settle down with Sam and his wife as keeper
of the Express station outside of Dutch Springs, but the
inactivity had soon palled on the big one-eyed man. Lately
“he had been induced to move into a spare room at the
Lazy Mare ranch, but both Pat and Sally had realized he
wasn't really happy helping with the ranch work and sort
of keeping an eye on Dock. That’s why Pat had been glad
when the small K Bar spread on the south of the Lazy
Mare had been vacated by Sy Tarnish’s death a few months
previously, and he had been encouraging Ezra to take a
lease on it as soon as the estate was settled.

With these thoughts in his mind, Pat Stevens bent his
head slightly to press his hard, bronzed cheek against
Sally’s bright hair. “You’re right, honey. Powder Valley
wouldn’t be what it is today without Sam an’ Ezra.”

“It’s wonderful,” she told him, “to stand here like this
in the night and look out over the valley and sort of feel
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the peace and quietude. It’s sort of like listening to a
prayer in church.”

Pat said, “I'm not much on churchin’, but I reckon I
know what you mean. Well, we've got it comin’ here in
Powder Valley, Sally. We've fought hard enough and
worked hard enough to make it what it is an’ keep it that
Way.”

“But it’s been worth it, Pat. Every minute of it has been
worthwhile.”

He nodded with sincere conviction. “I reckon we've got
right here what a sight of folks dream about and hope for
all their lives without never finding. I sort of get the feelin’
that the whole rest of the world can go hang, but us folks
in Powder Valley will go right along the same as we are.”

“It’s a wonderful place for a boy to grow up in,” she
whispered softly. “Dock is lucky that he doesn’t have to
know any of the bloodshed and horror that we've known.”

Pat lifted his face from her hair and gazed out through
the darkness toward the south. “Riders comin’,” he re-
ported. “Two of ’em at a lope.”

Sally had learned not to question Pat at a time like this
when he heard or sensed things hidden from her. She took
it for granted that he was right, and she said, “That’ll be
~ Dock and Ezra back from town. I'd better go in and
warm things up for them.” But she didn’t move away
from Pat’s arm, and he didn’t relax it from about her waist.

Soon even she could hear the clop-clop of ridden horses
through the night silence. They came loping up the slope
and swerved in toward the pair, pulling up in front of
them.

“Hey there, Mom . . . and Dad,” Dock’s young voice
called happily as he flung himself out of the saddle. “Betcha
didn’t wait supper for us, an’ me, I'm plumb starved. I'm
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so doggoned hongry,” he went on, “that I betcha my stom-
ach thinks my throat’s done been split.”

“Dock!” Sally reproved him in a shocked tone. “You're
picking up a lot of mighty rough slang these days. I don’t
like it.”

“I do,” he told her unabashed. “I've been gettin’ Ezra
to teach me to talk like he does.”

“I'm right sorry, ma’am.” Ezra swung his huge body
lightly out of the saddle. “I been tellin’ Dock you wouldn’t
take kindly to him patternin’ after me.”

“He needs a good britches-quirting,” Pat said with a
chuckle. “Take both hawses down to the barn, son, and
put them up.”

“You bet. I'll shore do that.” Dock caught up the reins
and led the two saddled horses away before Ezra could
protest or his mother could correct him again.

Sally laughed ruefully and said, “Shore! Did you hear
" him, Pat? Whatever are we going to do with him if school
doesn’t start soon?”

“It’ll be startin’ right soon now,” Ezra comforted her as
the three of them moved toward the ranch house. “Jedge
Prink told me today that he had a teacher a-comin’ from
Denver purty quick. Next week, I reckon.”

“So you saw the judge?” Pat stopped on the pathway.
“How about the ranch, Ezra?”

The big man shook his red head dolefully. “Nothin’
doin’,” he reported. It was too dark to see the expression
on hxs scarred face, but Pat could plainly hear the deep
disappointment in his voice,

“Why not?” Pat asked angrily. “Isn’t the estate settled
yet?”

“Yep. That’s the trouble. It’s done settled an’ the ranch
has been sold again.”
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“But you told him you wanted it,” Pat said hotly. “He
knew you were just waiting to make an offer.”

“I tole the jedge that, but he said I hadn’t put no money
down—no option money, he called it—so I didn’t have no
legal claim. He used some mighty big words in the tellin’,
an’ made it sound all right.”

“Perhaps the new owner will be willing to lease it to
you,” Sally suggested.

“Nope. I reckon not. I stopped by the K Bar on my
way home an’ ast him. He’s done moved in, bag an’ bag-
gage. Purty nice feller too. Name of Crane. An’ he knows
hawses. He figgers on runnin’ the place his ownself. Even
ast him fer a job,” Ezra went on haltingly, “but he don’t
want no han’s neither. Brought two with him. One of ’em
looks whiskey-sick an’ t'other looks too mighty much gun
handy fer a plain wrangler, but Mr. Crane reckons they’ll
be all the help he’ll need. Right off, anyhow.”

“That’s a damned shame,” said Pat hotly. “I don’t trust
Judge Prink. Haven't from the first. He knew you had
your eye on that ranch. He should have notified you as
soon as the heirs were ready to do business.”

“I dunno.” Ezra sounded as though he’d given up, as
though he’d lost the ability to feel anger. “I got a sorta
hunch that this Crane feller is mebby a friend of Jedge
Prink’s. Yuh cain’t blame him fer he’pin’ out his friends.”

“The hell you can’t,” said Pat hotly. “That’s exactly
what a judge has no right to do.”

“Please, Pat. Don’t get upset about it.” Sally tugged at
-her husband’s coat sleeve. “There’ll be another chance for
Ezra to get back on a ranch of his own.”

“But not on a place like the K Bar,” grated Pat. “Right
next to us, an’ all set up for hawse raisin’. I tell you, Sally,
I got a feelin’ we're riding for trouble with Judge Prink
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in the saddle. It’s invitin’ trouble when we let an outsider
come in an’ take a responsible job like that in the Valley.”

“We didn’t have any local man qualified,” she reminded
him. “He’s the first real lawyer that ever settled down in
Dutch Springs. You know that, Pat.”

“I still don’t like it,” he growled. “I distrust a man as
fat as that. An’ now we’ve got a friend of his saddled on
us for a neighbor.”

“I didn’t go to say that. I don’t rightly know he’s a
friend of the jedge’s. Mighty nice feller anyhow. An’ he
shore cottoned up to Dock. They got to be right good
friends jest while I was stopped by there talkin’ to him.”

“See, Pat? You mustn’t hold it against Mr. Crane that
he took the opportunity to buy a good ranch while he
could get it.”

“That’s right,” Ezra said wistfully. “Me, I reckon meb-
by I'm gettin’ too old to run a ranch nochow. Mebby I'd
best go back to the Express station an’ settle down to feed-
in’ hawses the rest of my life.”

“Don’t do that, Ezra. Stay around here for awhile. Till
after the fall round-up anyhow. We'll see if we can’t work
something else out.”

“Mercy,” said Sally. “There’s Dock coming back from
the barn and I haven’t got supper warmed. Are you two
coming in?”

Pat said, “We might as well.” He and Ezra slowly fol-
lowed her up the path. Pat stopped with his foot on the
porch step and turned for a last lingering look across the
darkened valley. 1

A curious change had come over the placid sky while
they stood there talking. There was an angry glow high
up in the heavens which might have been the reflected
afterglow of sunset but was different from anything Pat
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had ever seen before. And a great black cloud had rolled
up from the horizon and was spreading forward, extend-
ing long black tentacles over the Valley. The air was op-
pressively still, but it seemed to Pat Stevens that there was
a new chill in it, a chill that struck through his flesh and
into the very bones of his body. He shivered, but it was
more from a foreboding of evil than from actual cold. The
angry light in the sky above was fading now, being ob-
scured by the spreading blackness of the cloud, and the
bright stars were winking out one by one.

As he stood there it seemed to Pat that the whole Valley
must be shivering with him, that the earth cowered before
the mantling shadow from the black cloud that rolled in-
exorably onward. He turned to say something to the
others, but Sally and Ezra had gone on in.

He hesitated a moment, with one more look back over
his shoulder, and then followed them inside to the cheeri-
ness and warmth of his own living room.

4

IT WAS EARLY DAWN on Sunday morning. Crim-
son flame climbed upward from the eastern horizon,
spreading soft radiance over Powder Valley and seeking
out the open window of Mrs. Myra Jenkins’ bedroom with
lambent fingers of light.
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A mockingbird came from somewhere and scttled on a
high leafless branch of the gnarled cottonwood growing on
the east side of the weatherbeaten ranch house. The tiny
bird fluffed its winds and seemed to shiver in the cold from
which its fellows had fled southward, then it lifted its head
and swelled its throat with glorious song.

Inside the sparse bedroom Mrs. Jenkins awoke instantly.
She threw back the covers and sat up in bed, reaching out
for a man’s shabby gray bathrobe on a chair beside her.
Her thin, tired features were lighted with a queer sort of
exultation. She slid out of bed and stood up on bare feet,
wrapping the robe tightly about her scrawny body. She
padded across the room to the open window, and the red
light of dawn softened her sharp features, seemed to
smooth away the ugly wrinkles in her thin neck as she
lifted her chin and slowly lifted her arms and clasped
work-roughened hands high above her head.

She stood like that for a long moment while the lone
mockingbird poured out its morning rhapsody, then she
slowly lifted herself on her toes and drew in a deep breath
simultaneously. She held herself taut like that, her eyes
wide open and staring, thin bloodless lips parted a trifle, a
strained look of intense concentration tightening her face.

Then she relaxed down onto her bare heels, letting out
her breath audibly while she nodded and smiled at the
mockingbird. She repeated this again and again, an even
dozen times, as had been recommended in the pamphlet
entitled Get Your Body in Tune with the Infinite which
she had received through the mail a few days previously.

The rim of the sun climbed above the flat horizon as she
finished, and as though in response to a soundless signal
from the Infinite, the mockingbird ceased its song at that
exact instant.



MIDNIGHT ROUND-UP 35

It fluttered its wings and flew away. Mrs. Myra Jenkins
watched its winged flight through the still morning air
with awed eyes. The pamphlet had promised that the un-
seen forces evoked by this morning ritual would give her
some sign to know that the tuning in was going along
satisfactorily, and she was sure that the mockingbird had
been sent for just that purpose.

He had appeared outside her window the very first
morning that she began the prescribed ritual, and for three
mornings now he had fluttered his wings and flown away
just as she finished the twelfth exhalation. She knew, now,
that it was no ordinary mockingbird. All the rest of his
feathered tribe had left a month earlier for warmer
weather, and he had appeared from nowhere that first
morning to waken her in time to get in her deep breathing
before the morning sun became visible. Certainly, she
thought, no one could ask for a clearer sign than that.

She left the window open and went back into the chill
bedroom to toss off the bathrobe and dress swiftly; then
she went out into the kitchen of her lonely ranch house
and built a roaring fire in the big wood range.

Mrs. Myra Jenkins was forty-five years old and she had
been widowed two years. The loss of her husband had not
been a numbing shock to her. She had grown used to Tod
Jenkins through the years, but they had never been close
to one another. Tod had been an earthy sort of man. A big
hearty man, with healthy animal appetites. They had no
children, and Mrs. Jenkins had wanted none. Tod Jenkins
had humored her in her queer seeking after new religious
manifestations, though he had never understood the
thwarted desires that caused this seeking.

She put on the coffee pot and set the kitchen table for
two, laid thick slices of sowbelly in an iron frying pan and
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set it back on the stove, then hurried back to her bed-
room and her mirror to let down the tight curls of her
iron-gray hair and comb it out in a soft fluffy mass while
she experimented with some more deep breathing exer-
cises.

The slices of sowbelly were crisp on one side when she
went back into the kitchen, and the coffee was boiling.
She deftly turned the pork and pushed the coffee pot back,
turned to smile and say “Good morning” to a tall stoop-
shouldered man who came in through the kitchen door.

Jud Brinlow said, “Mornin’, ma’am,” and went to the
stove to warm his hands. He had an ugly, good-natured
face and was in his late fifties. He wore blue jeans and
high-heeled boots and a leather jacket. He had been Tod
Jenkins® foreman for twenty years, and he stayed on in that
capacity after Tod died. There were three other hands in
the bunkhouse near the corral, but they slept late on Sun-
day mornings and would come in for their own breakfast
after Mrs. Jenkins left to drive in to Dutch Springs for the
morning church service which she never missed.

“I got yore team harnessed to the buggy,” Jud rumbled
in his slow voice. “You wanta sort of watch that there bay
colt. He’s a mite frisky on a cold mawnin’.”

Mrs. Jenkins nodded without taking her eyes off the fry-
ing slices of pork. “Why don’t you drive me in, Jud? You
could take the friskiness out of the colt and the Lord
would rejoice to see you worshiping in His house.”

“Why no, ma’am. I reckon not. Seems to me like He’d
rejoice a heap more if I stay here an’ tend to gettin’ the
chuck wagon fixed up for round-up.”

The widow lifted the bacon out onto a platter and com-
pressed her lips. “That’s mighty nigh to being sacrilege,
Jud, on a Sunday morning and all.” She put flour in the
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hot grease to make cream gravy and reached for a pitcher
of milk as it began to brown. With her back to the ranch
foreman, she went on, “Did you hear my mockingbird
singing his little heart out to me this morning?”

Jud Brinlow contracted bushy gray brows at her. “It’s a
month past season for mockin’birds, ma’am.”

“I know. That’s why it’s so wonderful. He comes down
from out of the blue heavens at dawn just for me. I can’t
help wondering if he’s a bird at all.”

“See him, don’t you?”

“Oh yes. Sitting on the cottonwood limb just outside
my window. But I've wondered if a lost soul maybe hasn’t
found a resting place in his body. A lost soul from eternity.
Come back, maybe to lead me, a poor sinner, on the right
path.”

Jud grunted, “’Tain’t likely, I don’t reckon.” He sat
down at the table and the widow poured coffee, set the
sowbelly and cold biscuits and a bowl of hot gravy in front
of him. He reached for a biscuit, then caught himself
guiltily and folded his hands in his lap. Mrs. Myra Jenkins
sat down opposite him and bowed her head. Her lips
moved but she didn’t say anything aloud. After a time she
lifted her head and said, “Pass the meat, please.”

There were a dozen or more surreys and buggies lined
up in front of the ugly little frame church building in
Dutch Springs when Mrs. Jenkins drove up in her buggy.
The wheezing notes of an old organ came out to her as
she tied her team at the hitchrack, and she hurried because
she hated to miss any of the hymn singing.

The church was twenty feet wide and forty feet long,
with a raised platform at the front with a wooden stand
for the minister’s Bible. There were rows of straight chairs
out in front, not more than a quarter occupied, for a great
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majority of the citizens of Powder Valley were like Jud
Brinlow and felt they were serving the Lord better by stay-
ing home and tending to the chores instead of driving in
to hear a sermon.

The minister was a tall, thin, spectacled young man who
clerked in Mr. Winters’ general store on weekdays. It was
whispered that he had tuberculosis and had given up a
parish in Kansas City to come West for his health, and the
devout citizens of the Valley felt the Lord had blessed
them by his coming because the community wasn’t large
enough te support a pastor of its own.

The minister was standing up on the platform beating
out the time for an old hymn when Mrs. Jenkins hurried
in. The couple of dozen worshipers were standing and
singing loudly and unevenly. Mrs. Jenkins stopped at the
first row of chairs that had occupants before she realized
the two standing persons were complete strangers te her,
and evidently city folks at that.

One of them was a tall severe-looking gentleman with
long black sideburns and a bald head. He held a hymn
book and his singing voice was loud and sonorous, with a
sort of mournful sound which struck Mrs. Jenkins as being
very appropriate for hymn singing.

The girl on his right looked like she might be his daugh-
ter, though she was mighty pretty for that. She was dressed
outlandishly fashionable for church, but she had a sweet
face and a beautiful, true voice that carried out and above
all the others.

Daniel Deever glanced sideways at Mrs. Jenkins as she
bustled up beside him. He saw a thin, leathery face be-
neath a rusty old black hat, and a black silk dress that
came down to the tops of high buttoned shoes. He moved
the hymn book questioningly and gallantly toward her,
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and she simpered at him and took hold of it with claw-
like fingers. Her voice was thin and reedy, but not too
loud, and he winced only a little when it sounded close to
his left ear.

The congregation sang two more hymns, and then
bowed their heads while the earnest young minister be-
sought the Lord to guide them into closer communion
with Him, and then they seated themselves and listened to
his sermon on the evils of self-indulgence, a subject about
which the young man evidently had little personal knowl-
edge.

While he waited for the tiresome sermon to be over,
Daniel Deever amused himself by studying the female
members of the congregation seated in front of him and
seeking to determine which one of them might possibly be
the widow with abnormal religious cravings and clear title
to a large ranch.

Being able to view only the backs of their heads, Deever
really didn’t have much to go on, but he studied them one
by one, recalling what he could of the judge’s sketchy de-
scription, and allowing himself to become optimistic as he
picked out two ladies sitting alone who didn’t look too
offensive from the the rear.

He and Connie had arrived by stage yesterday, and
Daniel Deever’s first impression of Dutch Springs was that
the widow Jenkins would have to be fairly good-looking
and mighty wealthy to make up to him for the prospect of
spending much time in Powder Valley.

Connie Dawson, on the other hand, professed herself de-
lighted with Dutch Springs. Deever didn’t know whether
Connie really meant it, or whether she was just pretending
in order to irritate him. Posing as uncle and niece, they
had gone to the Jewel Hotel and taken rooms there, and
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this visit to the village church was really their first oppor-
tunity to become acquainted with the men and women
with whom they were to live during the coming months.

But already, ever since she had left Denver, Connie had
seemed different. The new wardrobe had much to do with
the change. She had discarded all the frayed finery she had
worn in the city and had selected new and simple things
to wear in Dutch Springs while she masqueraded as a
schoolteacher. They made her look younger and fresher,
somehow, and the absence of cosmetics, curiously enough,
also contributed to the same effect.

She sat beside Daniel now with simple dignity while the
young minister drooled on about the iniquity of sins of the
flesh, and her eyes sparkled and her lips were parted as
though she eagerly drank in every word he said.

On the other hand, it was quite an ordeal for Daniel.
He’d sat through lots of sermons in his day, but had never
learned to enjoy them. He didn’t mind preaching one
himself, for he enjoyed the sound of his own voice and the
feeling of importance and power that came with standing
before a congregation while they were forced to sit and
listen to him, but he had never enjoyed being a listener.

He wondered, now, when they were going to take up
the collection, who took it up, and whether it would be
worth fooling with on following Sundays. He hardly
thought so, as he counted the small congregation. Most of
them looked like people who would feel they’d bought a
share of salvation for a dime or a quarter, and he doubted
whether even a good rousing sales talk would wean as
much as a dollar from any of them.

He was glad when the sermon was over and they stood
up to sing the final hymn. He again courteously shared
his hymnal with the stringy, faded woman at his left, and
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steeled himself against the penetrating sound of her voice
in his ear.

When the hymn was ended the minister dismissed them
with a brief prayer and without, to Deever’s intense aston-
ishment, the passing of a collection plate at all. He could
scarcely believe the service was indeed over, until people
began milling around, greeting each other and asking
grave questions about the condition of the range and the
weight of yearling calves.

Connie nudged him as he stood there, and whispered,
“Let’s get going before we're surrounded,” and he moved
out into the aisle and waited for her to take his arm, and
then strode up the aisle toward the rear door with the
slight limp that distinguished his gait.

The Reverend Lowpeck was before them, however.
After the final prayer he had sprinted up a side aisle and
now stood in the doorway to greet each of his flock with a
soft handshake and a murmured greeting.

Daniel Deever and Connie were the first to reach him,
and he spoke effusively to the strangers, blinking his eyes
rapidly at Connie behind thick lenses and trying to pretend
he was unaware of her worldly beauty.

“You’re Mr. Deever, I believe, sir. Judge Prink—ah—
spoke of your coming. Let me welcome you, sir. Let me
make you most welcome. You're—ah—a fellow-worker in
the vineyard, are you not? I understood from Judge Prink
that you—ah—"

“Quite correct,” Deever told him heartily. “In my hum-
ble way I seek to follow in the footsteps of our Lord. It has
been my good fortune in the past to guide a goodly num-
ber of erring souls into the pathway of righteousness. And
allow me to congratulate you on your sermon this morn-
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ing, sir. A wonderful effort on a theme too often neglected.
Uh—have you met my niece, Brother?”

“I'm delighted. Charmed. I'm—ah—"

“Miss Connie Dawson,” Deever told him. “In her own
way a spiritual influence too. She’s come to instruct the
younger ones, you understand.”

“The new schoolteacher. Of course. I know. Everyone’s
expected—that is—ah—we’ve all wondered—Why Mrs.
Jenkins. How-d’you-do this morning?”

Daniel Deever turned his head slowly. He flinched and
closed his eyes when he heard a reedy voice close behind
him saying:

“I manage to stay mighty spry, Reverend Lowpeck. Yes-
sir, mighty spry. And T'll tell you what does it though
you'll never believe me. On my soul you won’t. You'll
scoff, like as not. But it’s a mockingbird that does it. And
breathing. The Rule of Twelve.”

Daniel Deever opened his eyes slowly. He set his tecth
and turned to look at Mrs. Myra Jenkins, to see if he could
find any redeeming feature he hadn’t noticed while she
stood beside him during service, He couldn’t. She was as
leathery and as stringy as he had first noted. But he had a
strong constitution and an iron will. He intoned sepul-
chrally, “In Tune with the Infinite”

The widow Jenkins caught in her breath sharply, suck-
ing in her lower lip and indenting it with small upper
teeth. “Are you—a believer?” she whispered.

Daniel Deever bowed his head. Inwardly he said, “God
help me,” but outwardly he proclaimed, “I am a seeker
after the Truth, madam, in all its various manifestations.
I have groped through canonical bypaths, searching behind
the veil of orthodoxy into the realm of theological investi-
gation on the higher astral planes.”
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“Yes indeed,” said the Reverend Lowpeck confusedly.
“Most interesting. May I present Mr. Deever of Denver,
Mrs. Jenkins. He and his charming niece are—ah—have
come—"

“To dwell among you for a time,” Daniel helped him
out. “And it is a good portent, Mrs. Jenkins, to hear the
sacred Rule of Twelve mentioned not in jest. But the
mockingbird? I confess I am not familiar with that aspect
of the Rule.”

They moved aside together to make way for other mem-
bers of the congregation on their way out. Connie Dawson
stepped alone over the threshold into the thin clear sun-
light. She hadn’t met Mr. Rudd Fleming yet. And she
wished she didn’t have to meet him.

>

THE DUTCH SPRINGS BANK was on Main
Street, in the same block as the Jewel Hotel but down the
street and on the opposite side from it. The small lobby
was separated from the street by plate glass windows, and
at the back of the lobby was a wooden partition with two
grillwork openings facing the street.

A neat wooden sign above one grille said, TELLER. Mis.
Dodds sat behind that opening from nine to four every
day waiting to take in money for deposit, or to pay out
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cash on checks presented to her. Mostly, Mrs. Dodds
waited.

A sign over the other grille said casmr. There was a
high wooden stool behind it for Rudd Fleming, but he
seldom sat on it. He spent most of the time fooling around
with the big ledgers in the rear, or counting the cash, or
sitting in his little private office at the back and explaining
to ranchers why the bank would need more collateral for
a loan.

Mr. Rudd Fleming was very good at explaining such
things. He was very patient and he always had plenty of
time for everyone. He had a way of making a man feel
good while he was being refused a much-needed loan. On
the other hand, he often loaned out money without any
collateral at all—and the bank never lost on those transac-
tions, for Rudd Fleming was a shrewd judge of human
nature.

He was just naturally a born banker. He was only thirty-
five years old, but he had the instinct for it. And he was
popular in Powder Valley. Even those who had been re-
fused loans couldn’t help liking the young fellow. He
made them feel it was their fault and not the bank’s.

Though his official title was only Cashier, Rudd Fleming
ran the Dutch Springs bank practically as a one-man show.
He made the policies and directed them. There was a
Board of Directors consisting of a few wealthy ranchers
who owned stock in the bank, but they only met semi-
annually to approve Rudd Fleming’s report and pat him
on the back when he handed out dividends. :

Rudd didn’t look like a banker, or at least he didn’t look
like most bankers. He had broad shoulders and a strong
athletic body, and he wore baggy pants and an old sweater
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or a leather jacket even at such important times as when
he met with the Board.

He had a strong, clean-shaven face with laughing gray
eyes and a determined chin, and a good, wide, generous
mouth. None of the residents of Powder Valley could
quite figure out why he had come there from the East and
invested a lot of capital in a little one-horse bank. He
looked like he ought to be on Wall Street, or riding around
over the ocean on a yacht, or something like that.

But he'd been in Dutch Springs now for going on four
years, and he seemed perfectly contented to stay there. Of
course, the Board knew he had some personal money not
invested in the bank which he often loaned out at higher-
than-legal interest rates to.borrowers that weren’t consid-
ered good risks by the bank; and it was generally conceded
that he was making plenty of money all right, but that still
didn’t seem a good enough reason for him to stay.

He lived at the Jewel Hotel and ate his meals there, and
had exemplary habits. He never took a drink and he never
gambled, and he sent off to New York for books which he
read in the evenings up in the solitude of his hotel room.

School let out the same time the bank closed, at four
o'clock. The schoolhouse was two blocks farther down the
street, on the outskirts of the town.

For a week, now, Rudd Fleming had managed to have
his bookwork finished and to be puttering around in the
front behind the plate glass windows at a little after four
o'clock when the school children and their teacher came
along the street from school.

Each afternoon Connie Dawson looked in and smiled at
him as she passed. They had been introduced in the lobby
of the hotel the first Sunday afternoon after Connie and
Daniel Deever arrived from Denver. She and her religious-
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ly-inclined uncle had taken rooms in the hotel for the first
few days after their arrival, until Mrs. Leroy who had a
big house up the street decided the hotel wasn’t a fitting
place for the nice young teacher to stay and offered Connie
and Mr. Deever room and board in her house.

Rudd Fleming found the evenings dull and flavorless
after Connie moved away from the hotel. He had spoken
to her only that first time when they were introduced, but
it had been pleasant to watch her eating supper at a table
across the dining room, and when she sat awhile in the
lobby after supper he’d found he was reluctant to go up-
stairs to his reading which had always been enough for
him in the past.

In the beginning Rudd Fleming sternly set himself
against the interest Connie aroused in him. Four years
ago he had come West to get away from a woman—from
all women. He'd settled in Dutch Springs mainly because
he felt safe there—after looking over the field and satisfying
himself that none of the thick-calved ranch girls in their
mannish clothes were likely to attract him.

And he had been safe for four years—until Connie Daw-
son came along. He hadn’t worried about the advent of a
new schoolteacher. There had been a succession of teachers
since he’d been in Dutch Springs. Tall females of inde-
terminate age, with stringy hair and buck teeth and a sim-
pering way of talking. Connie was different. She was like
no Dutch Springs schoolteacher had ever been before. She
wore clothes that had simple style, and she was poised and
quiet and she didn’t giggle. She reminded Rudd Fleming
painfully of his reason for coming West. Her uncle, too,
seemed a cultured man.

Fleming finished adding up a long row of figures in a
ledger and glanced at the clock. It was five minutes of
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four. He closed the ledger and slid off his stool, yawning
and stretching. He saw Mrs. Dodds turn from her grille
to watch him out of the corners of her eyes. He had an
idea she’d noticed his restlessness this past week, but to-
day he didn’t care. He ostentatiously prolonged his yawn,
reaching out to get his old leather jacket from a nail above
his desk.

He slipped his arms into it and buttoned the two bot-
tom buttons, got down a wide-brimmed white Stetson and
set it on his head at a rakish angle. He sauntered out past
Mrs. Dodds, pausing to say, “You may as well lock up and
go on. There’s nothing more to do today.”

She said, “Yes, Mr. Fleming,” and pursed her lips. She
was a large woman with a placid, fat face and not a great
deal of intelligence. She watched him go into the lobby
and stop in front of the wide glass windows looking out
onto the street. It was just four o’clock. She knew, with-
out rancor, that he was waiting for the pretty new school-
teacher to come by from school. She got up heavily and be-
gan closing up the bank. ‘

Fleming stood in the lobby until he heard the first of the
school children coming down the street. Then he settled
his wide Stetson more firmly on his head and at slightly
less of an angle and went out the front door onto the board-
walk. The blood was pulsing pleasantly in his veins and a
sense of excitement gripped him. It was a good feeling.
It had been too long since he had felt this way. Four years.

He saw Connie coming down the walk and his eyes
narrowed hungrily. She had a red bandanna tied around
her blond head and she wore a light wool coat with her
hands thrust deep into the slanting pockets. She stepped
gracefully along on the splintered and rotting boardwalk,
and her face was flushed by the sharp autumnal air.
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Rudd Fleming waited for her in the doorway. Three
or four of the larger girls, ten years or so of age, were
walking with the teacher. He saw their eyes grow big and
round and secretively interested when they saw him wait-
ing there. He set his strong jaw against the sure knowl-
edge that by nighttime everyone in Dutch Springs would
know he had waited at the bank to walk home with the
teacher.

Connie didn’t seem to mind either. She looked him
straight in the eyes and smiled as she came opposite him,
and slowed her swinging pace to let the children go on
ahead. They did so, skipping along gaily and turning to
look back over their shoulders. Rudd Fleming lifted his
hat and took two steps to Connie’s side, asking, “Do you
mind if I accompany you?”

She wasn’t coy about it. He liked that. She said, “I'd
like it, Mr. Fleming.”

He said, “I've watched you going by after school each
evening. 'm in the bank, you know.”

Connie nodded. She said, “Yes. I know,” and managed
to convey by her tone that of course she knew because his
importance in Dutch Springs was such that one couldn’t
very well help being aware of him.

“You're from Denver, aren’t you?”

Connie said, “Yes.” They reached the end of the busi-
ness block and stepped down into the dust to cross the
street. Rudd Fleming took her arm and held it until they
were across. He said, “Denver must be a very cosmo-
politan city.”

“Haven’t you been there?” Connie looked at him in
surprise and with some thankfulness.

“Only to pass through on my way down here from the
East. Did you teach school there?”
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Connie shook her bandannaed head and told him frank-
ly, “This is my first experience.”

Rudd Fleming was surprised. “You don’t seem so
young,” he protested. “That is—I don’t mean you’re old,
of course, but—"

“I'm twenty-five.” She knocked only seven years off
her true age, watching him covertly to see if he believed
her. He seemed to.

“I haven’t had to work before,” she explained. “Until
father died this summer. He was interested in gold mines.”
She made her voice sound vague.

He said, “That’s too bad, Miss Dawson. Do you like
teaching?”

“I think I will,” she said with real warmth. “The chil-
dren here are nice—though I'm forever being afraid one
of them will know more than I do, for I'm really an awful
ignoramus,” she ended ruefully.

They were off the boardwalk now, following a sandy
footpath between the road and the widely scattered houses.

Rudd Fleming said, “I don’t believe that, Miss Dawson.
You're probably being very: modest. I'm sure Dutch
Springs is lucky to hwe you.”

Connie liked his voice, and she hked the firm feel of
his hand on her arm. She couldn’t remember any man
who had ever treated her like a lady before. She was be-
ing desperately careful with her words and with her voice,
and she hated herself because she was fooling him. He was
a swell fellow, all right. Too swell to be taken in by a
woman like her. She wondered again what he was doing
in Powder Valley. He didn’t belong there any more than
she did, but for an entirely different reason. He was a
gentleman.

She said, “This is where I'm boarding,” and turned in
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at the sagging gate in front of a two-story unpainted
frame house.

He went up the path with her onto the porch. He took
off his hat and said, “It’s been a great pleasure. I wonder
—could you go driving with me Sunday?”

She said, “Thank you. I'll be pleased to accept your in-
vitation,” and made her voice sound very formal without
meeting his eyes.

He said, “T'll call for you Sunday afternoon,” and put
“on his hat and went down the path.

Connie went in listlessly and went up the uncarpeted
stairs to her room. The door next to hers came open while
she was turning her knob. Daniel Deever looked out at
her with an unpleasant smile on his face. He was collar-
less and in his shirtsleeves. The smell of liquor came to her
when he hiccoughed loudly.

He said, “I was watching out the window when you
walked up. I'd say the Lord is smiling on our mission,
Connie. Judge Prink’ll be mighty pleased.”

“The judge,” she said between her teeth, “can go to
hell.” She started into her room.

Daniel Deever’s face grew stern. He caught her wrist
and pulled her back. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Nothing.”

“There’d better not be,” he snarled. “Remember, the
rest of us are interested in your banker too. We're all in
this together. Don’t be getting any ideas.”

She said, “We're going driving Sunday afternoon.”

“Good.” He released her wrist. “There’s nothing like
the Sabbath and a pretty girl to soften a man’s heart.” He
hiccoughed again and smirked at her. “The judge cer-
tainly picked a lay for us this time. Like lambs to be led
to the slaughter. I'm invited to dinner by Mrs. Jenkins
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after church. And you've got nothing to kick about.
His voice hardened. “Look what I’ve got to work on and
consider yourself thrice-blessed.”

She said viciously, “I wish Mr. Fleming was an old
goat with snag teeth and a nasty mind.” She went into
her room and slammed the door loudly while a look of
blank astonishment spread over Daniel Deever’s face.

6

AFTER THE NOON MEAL on Saturday, Pat
Stevens pushed his plate aside and asked Sally, “Do you
mind driving into town alone after the groceries this
afternoon?”

Sally looked up with a quick little frown when she
heard his tone. He had been moody and silent all through
the meal, and she knew that something important was
bothering Pat when he was that way.

She said, “Of course I don’t mind.” And after a mo-
ment’s hesitation added, “Are you going to be busy out
on the range?”

“Nope.” Pat’s bronzed face was set in hard lines. “Ezra’s
taking care of the work all right.” Without looking di-
rectly at his wife he went on to explain with too much
casualness, “Thought I'd best drop in at the K Bar an’
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see what’s got into Dock that he’s spendin’ so much time
over there.”

“I don’t think you need to worry, Pat. He says Mr.
Crane is awfully nice to him.”

“I don’t mind him stopping by after school every day,
but when he slips off from Saturday work and streaks
over there it’s time he and I had a little talk.”

“Did Dock do that—today?”

Pat Stevens nodded glumly. “Without sayin’ a word to
Ezra or me.” He got up from the table and squared his
big shoulders. “I've been meaning to have a talk with
Crane anyhow. Thought I'd sort of feel him out on may-
be gettin’ the ranch for Ezra to take over. If it’s money
he wants—" He paused expresswcly

“Oh yes, Pat. 'm glad you’re going to see him.”

“T'll harness the team to the surrey for you, an’ I'll ride
over. Might be I'll drop into town later on an’ see you
there. I been wanting to have a little talk with Judge
Prink too.”

His mild tone did not deceive Sally. She said, “You’re
not going to blame the judge for Mr. Crane getting the
K Bar, are you?r”

Pat smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “Might be we’d
talk about that.” He bent over Sally and kissed her cheek.
“Don’t be worryin’ your pretty head about such things.”
He strode out rapidly to harness the team for Sally, and
she watched him go with a look of dismay on her face.
She had a strange feeling that trouble was brewing in
Powder Valley. She could always tell by the way Pat acted.

As he rode toward the K Bar ranch a short time later,
Pat Stevens made an honest effort to sort out and analyze
the reasons that were sending him there. Dock, of course,
needed to be disciplined for slipping off without doing the
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work his father bad laid out for him on Saturday. Pat
wasn’t a particularly stern parent, but he did believe a
boy of Dock’s age should be required to perform certain
tasks on the ranch, and up to this time he’d always found
Dock eager to do his part. It wasn’t like the boy to evade
work. ,

But the irritation went deeper than that. Without ever
having met the man, Pat had already conceived a violent
dislike for his new neighbor on the south. It had begun,
he knew, when Gilbert Crane took over the ranch under
Ezra’s nose with what appeared to be Judge Prink’s con-
nivance. And it had grown stronger through the following
days when Dock came home late from school each evening
with some glowing story about Crane, or about one of his
hands named Gut-Luck Lasher, or about the drunkard
named Timothy O’Connor.

On principle, Pat Stevens disapproved of gunmen tak-
ing up residence in the Valley. From Dock’s descriptions
of Gut-Luck, he knew the man was more of a gunman
than a ranch hand. Few men wore their 45's any more in
the Valley. They were simply regarded as excess weight.
As sheriff, it was Pat’s job to watch out for a rannie who
wore his gun in a fancy swiveled holster with the bottom
cut out of it. And he disapproved of drunkenness. That
was something they didn’t have much of in the Valley.
Oh, the young punchers would come to town of a pay
night and get tanked up sometimes, but no one paid much
attention to that. Young fellows had always done that on
pay nights.

But a confirmed drunkard was another matter, and Pat
had a hunch that that’s exactly what Timothy O’Connor
was. - He hadn’t met the Denver man yet, but there
was plenty of talk about him in Dutch Springs and a lot of
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people wondered why Gilbert Crane had brought an old
fellow like him out to work on a horse ranch.

All in all, Pat felt there were plenty of legitimate rea-
sons for the sheriff to drop in on the K Bar for a look-
see. What he hated to admit to himself was that Dock’s
sudden and intense interest in the ranch of Gilbert Crane
sort of rankled. He hated to think he was jealous of his
own son, but a father just naturally hopes his boy will
look up to him more than to any other man.

And Dock had always idolized his father. Pat had come
to sort of expect it, and it was a rude shock to him to have
his son suddenly turn from him to an utter stranger as
Dock had turned to Gilbert Crane.

Back of it all, sort of hazily in the background, was the
fat and somehow sinister figure of J. Worthington Prink.
Pat didn’t think of him as being sinister. All he knew was
that the fat judge had rubbed him the wrong way ever
since he came to Dutch Springs. It was more of an in-
stinctive feeling than anything else. Nothing he could put
his finger on. Other people liked the affable fat man, but
Pat mistrusted him. Maybe it was because he had gone out
of his way to win the sheriff over. Pat always mistrusted
a man who seemed too anxious to please. He always fig-
ured an honest man could afford to go straight along
without bothering about whether people liked him or not
—taking his chances on that.
~ And for years Pat had been mistrusting all outsiders
who came into the Valley. Maybe they were all right, but
he always waited for them to prove themselves before he
was ready to accept them.

For, more than anything else, Pat Stevens was jealous
of the security and the placid contentment of life in Pow-
der Valley. They had fought for their valley, and men had
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died for it. They had built it up into what it was by their
own efforts, and not a rancher in the Valley but had taken
some part in those past struggles. People who came in now
were sharing the security they had fought and died for,
and it was natural to resent them.

No, Pat couldn’t quite put his finger on the source of
the uneasiness that had become a part of him during the
past weeks, but he couldn’t rid himself of a strong feel-
ing that the Valley faced another crisis. For one thing,
there were too many newcomers drifting in all at once.
It didn’t seem right. There was Gilbert Crane and his ill-
assorted pair of ranch hands, and there was the new
schoolteacher and her uncle. Pat hadn’t met Miss Dawson
yet, but Deever had been pointed out to him on the street
and he had heard the man was powerfully religious and
sort of loud-mouthed about it. Pat had an idea that a
man’s religion was something he ought to keep to himself
and he didn’t particularly cotton to the looks of Daniel
Deever. The man didn’t seem to have any business in the
Valley, and that was enough to arouse suspicion of him.

The K Bar ranch house was set down in the head of a
small coulee where it ended abruptly against a steep slope.
It was a small weatherbeaten frame house with a tangle
of outhouses and corrals behind it.

Pat didn’t see anybody about when he rode up in front
of the house. He swung off and ground-tied his horse and
went to the front door and knocked loudly. When he got
no response, he went around toward the sheds and corrals
in back.

He heard Dock’s excited laugher before he saw any-
one. Then he rounded the disused bunkhouse and saw a
man seated on the top rail of a small horse pen. He knew
the man was Gilbert Crane from Dock’s description of
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their new neighbor. He wore a flannel shirt with bright
red and black checks, and a pair of trousers that were

. too tight in the hips for his girth, and spread out into

wide legs at the bottom. He had leather cuffs on his wrists
and a wide Stetson pushed back on his head, and he was
chuckling at the antics of a black colt that Dock was try-
ing to pet inside the railed enclosure.

Pat strolled up behind the rancher and put his foot on
the bottom rail. He said mildly, “That’s a right nice look-
in’ colt.”

Startled by the unexpected voice, Crane turned to look
down at him. Pat saw a florid, good-natured face and a
pair of laughing gray eyes.

Crane said, “Howdy, stranger,” and then he saw the
silver star on Pat’s vest. His eyes narrowed for an instant,
then he swung down from his perch and offered his hand.

“You must be Sheriff Pat Stevens. Welcome to the K
Bar, sheriff.”

Pat took his hand and got a hearty grip from Crane.
At the same moment he heard Dock gasp out, “Dad!” and
then, in a more subdued tone, “Hiya, Dad.”

Pat looked past Crane and said, “Hello, Dock.”

Dock came toward him slowly, scuffing up the corral
dust with his boots. When he was near the two men he
began talking rapidly. “I'm sorry I slipped off over here
this mornin’, Dad, but Gilbert had promised to let me
pick out a colt for my own today an’ I didn’t want to miss
out on it ’cause I'd a’ready seen this here black ’un an’
I knew I wanted him an’ if I didn’t get here maybe I'd be
too late.” He drew in a long breath and lifted wretched
eyes to his father’s stern face.

Pat asked, “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

Dock hesitated, then admitted manfully, “ ‘Cause I was



MIDNIGHT ROUND=-UTP 57

afraid you wouldn’t let me if I told you.” Pat said, “You
were right. Get your hawse and start ridin’ back to the
ranch.”

Dock hesitated, kicking the corral dust with the toe of
his boot. “Kin I—take Black Lightnin’ back with me?”

Pat said, “No.”

“Oh, see here, Mr. Stevens,” Crane interposed jovially.
“I gave the colt to the lad fair and square. Belongs to him
now. I'd say he can do what he pleases with it.”

Pat said, “I’ll furnish my boy with his riding stock when
I figure he needs it.” His voice was cold and inflexible.
“Get to ridin’, Dock.”

The lad swallowed hard at a lump in his throat. He
turned his head miserably when the colt whinnied softly
and sidled up toward him on its long legs. He put out his
hand to touch the colt’s soft muzzle, and then turned away
stiffly and went out the gate.

“That’s a mighty fine colt, Stevens,” Crane told him.
“Half Morgan out of a Mexican mare. Make a real piece
of riding flesh for the boy when he grows up. Don’t pick
up a colt with that blood in his veins every day.”

“All the more reason for you to keep him,” Pat said
coldly.

“Now, I don’t take that as very neighborly. No sir, I
sure don’t. T like the boy, Stevens. I've took a great shine -
to him. Just like he was my own. Yes sir. That’s one of
the things I miss most—having a boy of my own.”

Dock came whirling around a corner at a lope on his
pinto pony. He swept past the two men without looking
at them and rode at a headlong gallop back toward the
Lazy Mare ranch.

Pat watched him grimly. He said, “Maybe I don’t feel
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neighborly toward you, Crane. Bribin’ a boy Dock’s age
with a black colt ain’t my way to start bein’ friends.”

“Well, sir. I never thought of it that way. I sure didn’t.
I s’posed you knew he’d come over for the colt.”

Pat turned on him squarely. “I'm not blamin’ you for
what Dock does—not yet. But I don’t want him hanging
around here.”

Crane shrugged and laughed. “That’s up to you, sheriff.
But I don’t see any call to get wringy.”

Pat controlled his temper with an effort. “We’ll forget
it. What I come by for mostly was to see how you feel
about sellin’ or leasin’ this ranch.”

Gilbert Crane took out a match and bit it in two with
his strong teeth. “I'm not interested a-tall. There was a
one-eyed simpleton by here about a week ago that asked
me the same question. Said 4e had figured on gettin’ the
ranch to raise hawses on.” Crane laughed loudly. “Didn’t
look like he had sense enough to raise his own hat if he
met a lady.”

“Happens,” said Pat darkly, “that was Ezra—my best
friend.”

“Oh.” Crane sobered immediately. “I'm sorry I said that.

I reckon he’s all right but he sounded kind of simple-
minded when he was talking to me.”
- “FEzra’s had his eye on this ranch ever since the owner
died. He'd spoke for it to Judge Prink soon as the estate
was settled. Ezra an’ me both figure it was a dirty deal for
you to come in an’ grab it up under his nose.”

“That’s business,” Crane ejaculated. “Didn’t have any
option, did he?”

Pat shook his head stubbornly. “He’d spoke for it. He
ought’'ve had the chance to meet yore price.”

“I didn’t know anything about that.” Crane spoke truth-



MIDNIGHT ROUND-UP 59

fully. “I made my deal with Prink in Denver—with him
acting as executor of the estate.”

“All right,” said Pat sharply, “maybe you didn’t know
Ezra had what you might call a prior claim. You know
it now. How'd you like to sell out for a good profit?”

Crane shook his head. “I like it here in Powder Valley.
I'm bringing in some Morgan studs and I aim to build up
a real herd of saddle stuff. I reckon I'll just hang on to the
K Bar for a spell anyway.”

“How long,” asked Pat abruptly, “have you known
Judge Prink?”

“Quite some time.”

“Old friend of yores, huh?”

“Sort of,” Gilbert Crane agreed cautiously.

“That’s what I reckoned. An’ he used his place as judge
to sell you this ranch at yore own price.” Pat Stevens was
mad clear through by this time. “Sounds mighty nigh
crooked to me.”

“Them are hard words,” Crane told him.

“I mean ’em that way. How much did you pay for
the ranch?”

Crane was taken aback by the out-and-out question.
Actually, of course, he hadn’t paid a cent for it. He didn’t
even know whether it was in his name or not. He didn’t
know what method Prink had used to gain control of the
property. The judge had arranged for him to take pos-
session and pose as the owner, but Crane didn’t know
anything more than that.

He parried the sheriff’s question. “I don’t know the price
is your business.”

“The hell it ain’t,” Pat grated. “Bein’ executor, the judge
is bound by law to get the most he could for the property
for the heirs. If he took less from you than Ezra stood
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ready to pay, then the heirs got beat out of their just due.”

“What’s all that to you? You one of the heirs?”

“I'm the sheriff here. It's my business to see that no
crooked stuff is done. By law I got the right to know what
you paid.” Pat didn’t know about the law on a matter
like this, but he felt he was right and he never bothered
much about legal technicalities when they got in the way
of what was right.

At that moment a man strolled around one of the sheds
toward them. He was young and lean, and he carried him-
self with a swagger. A wide cartridge belt slanted down-
ward on his right hip, carrying the cut-off holster that
Dock had described to his father. His eyes were hard and
his mouth wore an insolent smile as he approached the
two men. He looked Pat Stevens up and down, and his
upper lip curled away from his teeth when he saw the
lawman’s star on Pat’s vest. He asked Crane:

“Havin’ trouble, boss?”

Crane turned on him quickly and shook his head, forc-
ing a placating smile to his lips. “No trouble, Gut-Luck.
This here is Sheriff Stevens. You know, Dock Stevens’
daddy.”

Gut-Luck Lasher acknowledged the introduction with
a brief nod. He hooked his thumbs in his gun belt and
asked coldly, “What's he kickin’ up a rumpus about?”

“He’s not kicking up a rumpus,” Crane hastened to re-
assure his impatient gunman.

“Don’t go to no trouble on my account,” Pat told him
angrily. I don’t have to have my business explained to
no two-bit gun slinger.”

“Yo're not packin’ a gun,” Gut-Luck said coldly.

“Hasn’t been any skunks in the Valley that needed
killin’ till you fellows moved in,” Pat told him. He saw
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Gut-Luck’s face harden at the insult, and he saw Crane
shake his head at the hot-headed young fellow. He had a
feeling there was something plenty queer going on here,
but he couldn’t quite make out what it was all about.

“Tim’s not here,” he heard Crane telling Gut-Luck in
what seemed to be a warning voice. “He’s in town get-
ting a bottle.”

Pat shrugged and started to turn away from the pair.
He told them, “This ain’t the end—of anything. You can
tell yore lead-slingin’ hand that I'm gonna start wearin’
my guns from here on out, Crane, an’ I'm still waitin’
for an answer to that question I asked you. Maybe Judge
Prink will have an answer to it.”

He strode away angrily, around the bunkhouse and up
to his horse in the front yard. He swung into the saddle
and set out for Dutch Springs at a slow lope without
looking back.

7

PAT STEVENS was still plenty mad when he got
into Dutch Springs. He kept his horse at a lope along
Main Street, rode straight on to the jail and the sheriff’s
office. He tied his horse outside and went into the deserted
office, pulled out the bottom drawer of the desk and got
out a cartridge belt and gun. It was a spare that he kept
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in town so he could buckle it on if trouble caught him
unarmed.

He didn’t know, now, just why he was arming himself
before he went to see Judge Prink. He didn’t like to carry
a gun unless he was preparing to make an arrest. He had
an idea that a sheriff had a better chance to preserve peace
if he didn’t go around carrying a six-shooter in front of
everybody.

But he had a funny feeling this Saturday afternoon that
hell was getting ready to break loose. For one thing, he
didn’t like the looks of Gut-Luck.Lasher. He’d had plenty
of experience with gun-fast hombres. They get a certain
look in their eyes after they've killed a few men. It gets
to be an obsession with them. It gives them an important
feeling of carrying the power of life and death in their
holsters. They get to feeling sort of like God, and look
down with contempt on other men.

Pat had seen that look in Gut-Luck Lasher’s eyes. He
knew the hard-faced young man was a killer. He slowly
buckled the stiff belt about his waist while he thought
back over the scene at the K Bar ranch. None of it added
up just right. Lasher had been honing for trouble, that
was a cinch. And Crane had held him back. Well, that
part made sense, Pat had to admit grudgingly to himself.
Crane would be a fool if he let his hand gun-down an
unarmed sheriff on his ranch.

On the other hand, Pat had a feeling it had only been a .
sort of reprieve. Well, he had accepted the challenge. He'd
told them clear enough that he’d be wearing his guns the
next time they met. He settled the unfamiliar belt down
over his hips and stalked out of the door.

Judge Prink had his office at the end of the block near
the jail. It was an old deserted store building that the
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judge had rented when he first came to Dutch Springs.
He had a partition built all the way across the inside, and
wooden bookshelves put up along the wall. There were
three chairs inside the front part, and a door leading
through the partition with the word privATE on it in big
black letters.

The front part was vacant when Pat walked in. The
door was closed and he could hear the murmur of voices
from the private room in the back. He decided to wait
awhile, and he sat down in one of the chairs. From the
sound of the voices he could tell that the judge was talk-
ing to some woman, but he couldn’t tell who it was.

He waited fifteen or twenty minutes before he heard a
chair being pushed back in the rear room, then the sound
of footsteps and the knob turning.

The door into the rear office opened inward and he
heard Judge Prink saying, “Of course, Mrs. Jenkins. I
quite agree that a large property such as yours is quite a
strain on a woman. I'm glad to have you come in when-
ever you feel the need of legal advice.”

Then Pat heard the widow Jenkins’ voice: “I'm sure
I'll get help—from Beyond, you know. Tod was an un-
believer, but I'm sure he knows different zow. I'm sure
the mockingbird is a sign—don’t you think so?”

“Perhaps, my dear lady. Perhaps. I don’t profess to un-
derstand these mysteries and if you can get help and ad-
vice from one who does— Ah! Sheriff Stevens.” The fat
judge followed his bulbous belly through the door and saw
Pat Stevens sitting there.

Pat nodded. He got up and took off his hat when Mrs. ,
Myra Jenkins came out. “Howdy, Mrs. Jenkins. Got yore

cattle down from the high country yet?”
“How-de-do, Sheriff Stevens.” Mrs. Jenkins was tying
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a pink sunbonnet under her sharp chin. “Jud’s managing
things for me right well, I guess.”

“Jud’s a mighty good cowman,” Pat told her gravely.
“I'd take his advice on ’most anything, I reckon.”

“Yes. He's like Tod. He understands cows.” Mrs. Jen-
kins was pulling a pair of leather gauntlets on her withered
hands. “But he’s so material and worldly. I— Have you
met Mr. Deever, sheriff?”

Pat said, “No.”

Mrs. Jenkins said, “He’s so different. Thank you for
your advice, Judge Prink.” She went out the door.

The judge closed it behind her. Pat sat down and asked
abruptly. “What kind of advice was Myra after?”

The judge turned and pursed his pink lips at the Pow-
der Valley sheriff. “I make it a point not to discuss the
affairs of my clients.”

“You've got no right to have private clients since you've
been appointed District Judge,” Pat told him. “It ain’t
fitting.”

Judge Prink’s eyes became smaller behind the puffy flesh
on his cheeks. “Did you come here to discuss legal ethics
~ with me?”

Paysaid, “Yeg”

The judge exhaled softly and said, “Ah.” His eyes glit-
tered but he kept a smile on his round fat face. He set-
tled himself in a creaking chair and carefully placed a
dimpled hand on each fat knee. “Aren’t you forgetting
that you're only the sheriff? Mrs. Jenkins came to me for
advice and I gave it to her—as I will to any citizen who
requests it.”

Pat waved his hand and said, “I didn’t come here to talk
about Myra Jenkins an’ her crazy ideas on religion. I
stopped by the K Bar ranch on my way into town.”
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Judge Prink said, “Indeed?”

“Yeh. Crane admitted to me that you and him fixed
up a private deal for him to take over the ranch—without
you gettin’ Ezra’s bid on it.”

The judge chuckled gently. His fat jowls quivered and
his belly heaved up and down. “I was appointed public
executor of the estate.”

“That’s why you hadn’t no right to fix up a deal like
that.”

“The heirs are satisfied with the price they received.”

“Maybe. But do they know there was another bidder
—that maybe Ezra would of paid more?” Pat demanded
angrily.

The judge lifted one fat hand and chuckled all over.
“Ezra? I checked his financial standing, of course. I really
didn’t consider him a responsible bidder.” '

“The hell you didn’t.” Pat’s face was dark with anger.
“Him an’ me have always been pardners—along with Sam
Sloan. I guess the three of us could have raked up enough
money to buy the K Bar, lock, stock an’ barrel.”

“But I didn’t understand that he represented a syndi-
cate. I thought he was acting in his own behalf, and I
made what I considered the most advantageous deal for
the heirs.”

“How much?” Pat asked shortly.

“I'm afraid I don’t understand.”

“How much did Crane pay for the ranch?”

The judge shook his head from side to side. “If you
were familiar with the law you wouldn’t ask that question,
sheriff. I'm accountable to the heirs and no one else. As
long as they’re satisfied—" Judge Prink made another ges-
ture with his fat hand and returned it to his knee.
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Pat said, “Maybe it’s legal but it sure ain’t right. Ezra
had spoke to you first.”

The judge said incisively, “As long as it was legal you
have no complaint.” '

Pat got up slowly. Unconsciously his right hand strayed
down toward the gun butt at his hip. He twisted the brim
of his hat and said, “We’ve got along mighty good here
in Powder Valley without havin’ no lawyers tell us what
was legal an’ what wasn’t. We never bothered to put some
things in writin’ because we always trusted a man to do
what was right. Seems like that’s all changed now.”

The judge rocked back and forth gently. His eyes were
slitted so Pat could see only a faint gleam from them, but
they reminded him of the malevolent eyes of a Gila mon-
ster. “I don’t like what you're saying, Stevens. If you have
- a legal complaint, make it in a legal manner.”

Pat snorted loudly. “To the District Judge, I reckon.”

“Why yes,” Prink purred. “The district court is the
proper place.”

“Looks like yo're fixed up pretty good—settin’ as Dis-
trict Judge an’ passin’ on what you do as public executor.”

“It’s the law,” Judge Prink told him. “In part 3, chap-
ter 18 of the Civil Code—"

“Maybe,” Pat interrupted him. “But none of us here in
the Valley ever read as far as chapter eighteen, I reckon.”
He turned and strode out of the judge’s office, slamming
the door behind him like an angry schoolboy and feeling
a whole lot like one.

He went down the street, nodding grimly to friends and
neighbors who gave him a cheery greeting, paying no at-
tention to their looks of surprise as he passed them by
without really knowing whom he was passing.

Things had come to a hell of a mess in Powder Valley,
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he told himself angrily, when they let a stranger come in
with his law books and start telling them what was what.
He’d been afraid of something like this all along. Too
much civilization, that was it. He felt completely frus-
trated and depressed, and was absurdly conscious of the
gun swinging at his hip. A gun wasn’t any good when
a man started quoting law books to you.

He was striding past Mr. Winters’ general store when
the door opened suddenly and Sally stepped out with her
arms full of groceries.

Pat bumped into his wife and almost bowled her over
before he saw her.

Sally started a laughing comment on his clumsiness,
then her eyes widened when she saw his angry face and
the gun strapped around his waist. She cried out, “Oh
Pat! What is it?”

His face softened and he bent down to pick up a sack
of groceries he’d knocked out of her arms. “I wasn’t look-
ing where I was going,” he muttered, avoiding her eyes.
“If’s—everything’s all right.”

“But you’re wearing your gun, Pat. Did you have trou-
ble at the K Bar?”

“Nothing to talk about. I packed Dock off home where
he belonged.” Pat took another sack from her arms and
carried them to the back of the surrey at the hitchrack in
front of the store.

Sally gave him the others to stow away, watching him
anxiously for a clue to the grimness of his face. When all
the groceries were put away, she asked, “Why don’t you
ride on home with me if you've finished your business?
You can lead your saddlehorse behind.”

Pat said, “You’d better drive on. 'm not quite through
in town.”
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“I can wait for you. Go on down to the Gold Eagle
and get a few drinks, if you want. 'm not in any hurry.”
Pat said gently, “It isn’t a few drinks I'm stayin’ in for,
Sally. I got to do some checkin’ up on a couple of things.”

“Have you seen Judge Prink about the ranch yet?”

“Yes. I saw him.”

“Can you get it for Ezra?”

“I'm afraid not, Sally. Seems like Crane’s got a legal
right to keep it if he wants.” Pat took his wife tightly by
the arm and helped her up into the surrey. “You drive on
home, honey. Tell Dock to get the chores done up.”

He stood on the boardwalk and watched her drive
away, not quite knowing why he had acted as he had.
He didn’t know what kind of trouble he anticipated, nor
why he had insisted on staying in town instead of riding
back with her and leading his horse. There was a ran-
kling feeling of indecision inside him. He turned and
went on slowly down the boardwalk toward the Gold
Eagle Saloon.

The loud blast of gunfire came out from the saloon
just as he reached the swinging doors. He shouldered the
doors open and drew his gun as he went in. A group of
ranchers stood at the bar looking at an old man who
swayed back and forth on wide-spread legs in the middle
of the floor. The old man had a smoking six-gun in his
hand and he was waving it in the air and laughing. Pat
had never seen him before.

He stopped laughing when he saw the star on Pat’s vest.
Timothy O'Connor’s bleary eyes narrowed cunningly and
he swung the weapon down to draw a bead on the sheriff’s
stomach. He quavered drunkenly, “Don’t come no nearer.
Not a step, d’yuh hear me?”

Pat could have shot him from the hip. He didn’t like to
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shoot an old drunken man. He stopped and said amiably,
“Why don’t you put yore shootin’ iron down, stranger,
an’ we'll talk it over?”

“No siree. Not me. I know you. You’re the law. You'll
’rest me if I put my gun down.” The heavy weapon wav-
ered and sagged.

Pat leaped forward just as it exploded. A bullet tore a
hole in the floor where he had been standing, He caught
the barrel of the .45 and wrested it from O’Connor’s
hand: The old man slumped down cross-legged on the
floor and started crying.

Pat turned around disgustedly and asked the grinning
ranchers, “What’s this here all about?”

“He’s jest drunk,” several of them told him. “He had
that gun under his shirt and none of us knew he had it
till he hauled it out an’ shot through the ceiling.”

“Who is he?”

“New hand out to the K Bar,” one of the lookers-on
volunteered.

“How comie,” Pat asked the bartender angrily, “you let
an ol’ feller like him get so drunk in yore place? You
know that ain’t right.”

“He didn’t drink much in here. I swear he didn’t.
Bought a couple of bottles like he does most every day,
an’ he musta slipped out back an’ drunk one of them.”

Pat holstered his own gun and laid the other weapon
on the bar. He bent over the sniveling old man and caught
hold of one thin arm. “C’mon now,” he said not unkind-
ly. “See can you stand up by yoreself.”

Timothy O’Connor tried to pull away from him, and
cursed him in a weak voice.

Unperturbed, Pat pulled him up and dragged him to-
ward the door, demanding, “Where’s yore hawser”
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Timothy weakly indicated a saddled horse outside, and
went on cursing Pat Stevens and all lawmen.

Pat hoisted him up into the saddle and put the reins
in his hand. He gave the animal a slap on the rump and
sent him down the dusty main street toward home and
then re-entered the saloon.

Two or three of his friends laughed loudly as he en-
tered, but the bartender shook his head dubiously and
drew the sheriff aside to warn him,

“A drunk old man ain’t nothin’ to be afeerd of, I grant
you that. But I’'d watch out for him, Pat. He talks like he
used to be a fancy gun slinger in his younger days, an’
when he gets drunk he craves to throw lead at lawmen.
He’s been pumpin’ me ’bout you too, sorta. You know,
askin’ questions.”

Pat said, “I won’t worry none about him. An’ you'd
better stop selling him whiskey. You know the rules in
Powder Valley.”

“I know.” The bartender looked embarrassed. “I never
let a man get drunk in the Gold Eagle, Pat. But that old
coot buys it by the bottle all the time.”

“Quit sellin’ him bottles, then,” Pat advised, and went
on to join the others at the bar for a drink,
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PAT STEVENS was still in the Gold Eagle Saloon
at dusk when Sam Sloan came in after making his Pony
Express ride into Dutch Springs from the south.

Sam was as dark and leathery as ever, but somehow he
wasn’t quite as ugly as he had been before he married
Kitty Lane. His face had filled out some under the in-
fluence of Kitty’s cooking, and some of the lines had been
erased. He had a relaxed look, and he smiled more easily
and more often than had been his wont. He had taken to
wearing clean shirts too, and shaving at least every other
day, and he had gained a sort of dignity from marriage.

He greeted Pat with a wide grin when he saw him in
the saloon, and lifted his black eyebrows at sight of the
gun on the sheriff’s hip. “Who you think yo’re gonna
scare with that ol’ hawg leg?” he asked Pat affectionately.
“I thought you had ever’body buffaloed so you didn’t
need to pack a gun no more.”

“With you turned honest,” Pat told him, “there sure
ain’t much crime hereabouts no more.” He nodded to the
bartender to set out another glass, adding, “I'll buy a drink
if youre not afraid it'll set yore belly on fire.”

“I ain’t used to it,” Sam admitted gravely. “Since I've
been married I've found out water’s just as healthy an’
a lot cheaper. Who you gunnin’ for tonight?”

One of the men beside Pat laughed loudly. “Pat’s got
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him a private war declared,” he told Sam Sloan. “That
old codger from the K Bar is gonna get him if he ever
sobers up enough to hold a gun steady.”

“That right, Pat?”

“I had to spank him an’ send him home,” Pat admitted.

Sam emptied his glass and frowned down into it. “T've
heard talk about the new outfit at the K Bar but I ain’t
run into them. I thought Ezra figgered on takin’ it over.”

Pat said shortly, “A guy named Crane from Denver
beat him to it, looks like. Stayin’ in town overnight?”

“Yep. I ride the mail back in the mawnin’. If you kin
make out to stay away from Sally that long, how about
eatin’ supper with me up to the hotel?”

Pat said “Sure,” and they had another drink. They lin-
gered in the saloon for a time and Pat knew Sam had
something troubling his mind, but the dark man didn't
mention it until they stepped outside and started to stroll
up to the Jewel Hotel. Then he drew in a long breath
and asked abruptly:

“How’d you feel, Pat, when you knowed Sally was
gonna have a baby?”

Pat took a little time before answering. He honestly
tried to remember how he had felt. He said gravely,
“Mighty happy an’ proud, the way I recollect it. How’s
Kitty comin’ along?”

“Fine, I reckon. She swears she’s fine. You mean you
wasn’t scared, Pat? Didn’t you ever get to thinkin’ that if
anything went wrong that it'd be yore fault? That you
didn’t have no right to put a job like that up to a woman?”

Pat said, “Kitty’s young an’ strong. Nothin’ll happen to
her.”

“Mebby not. But I tell you, Pat, I damn near feel like
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prayin’ sometimes. You reckon there’s anything in this
here religion stuff?”

Sam’s serious tone kept Pat from laughing at him. He
said, “I reckon maybe there is if you think there is.”

“Kitty thinks there is.”

“Then there is—for her,” Pat told him with conviction.
“Wouldn’t hurt you to bring her in to church sometimes
—exceptin’ the roof might fall in on you.”

Sam Sloan said, “I jest been wonderin™—” His voice
trailed off uneasily. They turned in at the hotel and went
back through the lobby to the dining room.

They ate supper together at a table in the back of the
room, and talked about a lot of things. It was the first time
Sam had seen Pat since the sheriff and Ezra had made
their trip down to the Big Bend country of West Texas,
and he listened with eager attention while Pat told him
all about it. He sighed wistfully when Pat concluded, and
admitted, “I was mighty doggoned mad when I found out
you an’ him had slipped off an’ left me. First time us three
was ever separated on a thing like that, Pat.”

“I know,” Pat said uncomfortably. “But I didn’t reckon
it’d be right to ask you to go along—not after Sally told
me Kitty was gonna have a baby.”

“I'm glad you didn’t. I mighta gone.” Sam changed the
subject abruptly. “See that tall thin guy settin’ over yon-
der by hisself?”

Pat looked in the direction Sam indicated. He saw a
middle-aged man with a calm face and fine features. He
wore a white shirt and a flowered broadcloth vest, and a
flowing tie with a huge horseshoe stickpin. His hands
were white and soft, and he had long smooth fingers like
a woman’s.
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Pat said, “More strangers. What's he doin’ in Dutch
Springs?”

“Nothin’. ’Cept gamblin’ some in the evenings. They
call him Windy Rivers on account of, I reckon, he don’t
never say nothing. But he’s shore a whiz at stud poker,”
Sam ended ruefully.

Pat grinned at him. “You been getting yore fingers
burned again?”

“Not bad. I’ve sat in a couple of games with him an’
Tom Dasher. Dollar limit, though. That’s the most I’ll
play.”

“Since learnin’ yore lesson at Corpse’s Corner?” chuckled
Pat.

“That’s right.” Sam Sloan was unabashed at Pat’s re-
minder. He chuckled himself. “Ezry an’ me shore got
took that time. On a Corpse’s Corner fling,” he ended dis-
gustedly.

There was a queer look of questioning on Pat’s face.
He was silently counting on his fingers, not paying much
attention to Sam. He muttered, “That’s seven—counting
the judge.”

Sam looked at him curiously. “What’d you say? Seven
what?”

Pat Stevens shrugged and leaned back in his chair.
“Does this gamblin’ man come from Denver too?”

“Windy Rivers? I dunno. Seems like I did hear him say
somethin’ about running a game there.”

Pat looked around the dining room carefully and saw
Judge Prink sitting alone at a big table. The judge had a
napkin tucked under his bottom chin and was wrestling
with a big steak and various side orders.

He said thoughtfully, “I wonder if Windy ever hap-
pened to meet Judge Prink in Denver?”
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“I dunno. I never noticed them bein’ friendly. What's
got into you tonight, Pat?”

“I don’t know,” Pat told him honestly. “But I want you
to start keepin’ yore eyes open, Sam. Yo're in and out of
town every day or so. Seems to me like we’re getting too
many foreigners in the Valley all at once. There’s Crane
an’ his two men out to the K Bar. T'hey’re friends of the
judge’s. An’ there’s the new schoolteacher and her uncle.
Prink brought them here. An’ this here Windy Rivers.
What’s e doin’ in a one hawse town like Dutch Springs?
He’s a big-city gambler if ever I seen one—an’ I've seen -
plenty.”

“I don’t know ’bout him, but the new schoolteacher is:
shore doin’ all right. Who you think she’s got sparkin’
her awready?”

“Who?”

“Rudd Fleming. That’s who. Him that ain’t looked at
a gal onct in the four years he’s been here. He's walked
home with her from school twict this week, I heard, an’
Terp Dixon down to the livery stable told me on the
q.t. that Rudd has ordered a hawse an’ buggy to go driv-
in’ tomorrow afternoon.”

“You're getting as gossipy as an old woman,” Pat re-
proved him. “The teacher’s uncle still here?”

“Yep. He got up at prayer meetin’ Wednesday night
an’ did a heap of talkin’, they do say. Got the widder Jen-
kins all weepy when he went on about the sperits of them
that has passed away lookin’ down from heaven an’ watch-
in’ ever’thing that goes on down here on earth. They say
he tossed the Scriptures around terrible familiar for not
bein’ a preacher.”

The proprietor of the Jewel Hotel came to their table
just then. Thomas Dasher was a big genial man who had
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made himself well liked in Dutch Springs since taking
over the hotel after the demise of Joe Deems had cleared
pretty Kitty Lane of the suspicion of murder hanging
over her head. That was before Kitty married Sam Sloan,
while she was still a café entertainer, and it was a chapter
of her life that both Kitty and Sam were trying to forget.

Dasher said, “Howdy, sheriff. And Sam. Everything
all right?”

Pat said, “The food’ll do for a couple of fellows that
can’t get home for a good meal. Business good, Tom?”.

“Fine,” Dasher boomed with a satisfied glance around
the wellfilled dining room. “We don’t see much of you
around town, sheriff.”

“Nope. I don’t get in much.”

“Some of the boys were talking about you the other
night—saying you used to deal a fair hand of stud in your
younger days.”

“I did all right—in a friendly game.”

“Best damned poker player west of the Mississippi,”
Sam put in enthusiastically.

“Why don’t you sit in for a few hands tonight?” Dasher
urged him. “Nice friendly little game.”

Pat snorted loudly. “Friendly as a throat slittin’, I
betcha.”

“Nice easy stakes,” Dasher told him. He glanced be-
hind him at Windy Rivers and lowered his voice confi-
dentially. “Tell you what. There’s a fellow staying here
that 'm working up toward a real game one of these
nights. Sort of egging him on, see? He’s got a roll I'd like
to bet into, but you know how a thing like that is. You’ve
got to work up to a big game gradually. So I'd appreciate
it if you two would sit in tonight.”

He moved on to another table with a genial smile. Pat
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looked after him' thoughtfully. “How good a poker player
is Tom?”

Sam shrugged his thin shoulders. “Plenty good, I
reckon. Anyhow, he shore thinks he is. He’s allus growlin’
because there ain’t nobody hereabouts thatll play big
stakes with him.”

Pat said, “Let’s sit in for a few hands after supper. I'm
honing to find out something.”

It didn’t take Pat Stevens very many hands to find out
what he wanted to know. There were five of them playing
dollar-limit stud: the hotel owner and Windy Rivers,
Pat and Sam, and another local rancher.

Tom Dasher was a good player. Pat conceded that at
once. He knew the value of a hand, and he played a strong
consistent game, He wasn’t afraid to bet his money when
the percentages were with him, yet he didn’t mind throw-
ing in a losing hand before he lost too much on it.

Pat quit the game after he’d lost his original stack of
ten dollars. He shook his head and grinned when Dasher
urged him to buy another stack. “I'm too rusty,” he told
them. “Besides, here’s a couple other fellows waitin’ to sit
in. How about you, Sam? Had enough?”

Something in Pat’s tone told Sam that his friend wanted
him to quit too. Sam was six dollars ahead, but he re-
luctantly cashed in his chips and followed Pat to the bar.

“Why'd you want me to quit, Pat? I figger I had a
winnin’ streak comin’.”

Pat ordered drinks for them both and waited until the
bartender had retreated out of earshot. Then he muttered
angrily, “You'd only win as long as Windy wanted you
to.”

Sam frowned at him. “I don’t getcha.”

“You're as bad as Dasher,” Pat told him disgustedly.
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“Both of you need a nursemaid when it comes to playin’
cards. I've seen that Windy play before. I recollect it plain
now. Down in Tombstone, Arizona. Must be—I reckon
near onto twenty years ago. He can do things with a deck
of cards like Ezra can do followin’ a week-old trail.”

“You mean he’s crooked?” Sam asked fiercely. “Now,
by God—" :

“You’re not going to do nothin’.” Pat caught his arm
firmly. “Windy won’t win much in a dollar-limit game.
He’s waitin’ for a big game. A slicker like him ain’t wast-
ing time in Powder Valley just for his health. When it
gets to be worth his trouble he’ll do his tricks all right.
An’ Dasher is just getting primed to be took to the
cleaners.”

“Why not run him out of town right now?” Sam pro-
tested.

Pat shook his head. “Not yet. I'm beginnin’ to get a
hunch he’s just part of something bigger.”

He wouldn’t tell Sam more than that. His suspicions
were still so vague that he wasn’t ready to put them into
words. But a feeling of excitement gripped him a short
time later when he mounted his horse and rode home-
ward. He knew one thing for sure: he was going to start
wearing both his guns in the morning.

ry»
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A SUDDEN IMPULSE turned Pat Stevens aside to
ride by the K Bar ranch on his way home. He wasn’t
thinking about it particularly until he came to the forked
roads in the bright moonlight, with one fork swinging
to the right toward the K Bar. It wasn’t far out of his
way, and it was still the shank of the evening.

He had been thinking about Dock as he rode from
town, remembering how the boy had looked at him that
noon when he ordered him to return home at once.

He’d been trying not to think about Dock all afternoon,
but he couldn’t help remembering how the boy had looked
at the black colt his father was forcing him to give up.
And Pat had begun remembering things about his own
boyhood, dimly from out of the far-away past, but still
strong enough to come back to him vividly as he recalled
the expression that had been on Dock’s face.

It was peculiar how a boy of that age got a feeling about
a particular horse. It was something you couldn’t quite
account for—like a man falling in love with a woman.
You didn’t ever know why it happened. A man could be
around all kinds of women and never be attracted to any
of them, and then, bingo! it happened all of a sudden. No-
body ever knew why.

Maybe it was the same way, Pat got to thinking, with
Dock and that black colt of Crane’s. There were plenty
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of horses and colts on the Lazy Mare ranch. The boy had
his pick of riding stock. And if he wanted a colt of his
own to raise all he had to do was ask for it.

Still, it had been wrong for him to slip over there with-
out telling his father. That was what rankled. And Pat
had an uneasy feeling there was more to it than appeared
on the surface. Frankly, he didn’t like Gilbert Crane, and
didn’t trust him. He didn’t know why the new owner of
the K Bar was trying to make up to Dock, but it looked
to Pat like he was using the black colt as a sort of bribe.
Right now, he decided, was as good a time as any to
straighten things out.

There was still a light in the K Bar ranch house when
he rode up. He dismounted and went to the door and
knocked loudly. :

Crane came to the door. He was surprised when he
saw Pat Stevens, and he stood for a moment as though
he would block the doorway, then he nodded and stepped
aside, said, “Come in, sheriff.”

There was a fire in the big wood stove in the center of
the room. Timothy O’Connor was slumped forward in a
chair by the stove, half asleep with his chin resting on his
chest. Lasher wasn’t in sight.

Crane said, “Come in and sit down, sheriff. I'll see if I
can rustle up a drink.”

Pat said, “Don’t bother. I stopped by on business.”

“Law business?” Crane glanced at the six-gun on Pat’s
hip_and then at O’Connor. “You oughtn’t to mind Tim,”
he protested. “He’s harmless. When he gets drunk he likes
to play with guns. That’s all.”

Pat smiled grimly and asked, “Did he tell you about
his run-in with me in town?”
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“He came riding home with some wild story about you
trying to arrest him. I told him to sleep it off.”

The sound of their voices aroused O’Connor from his
drunken stupor. He lifted his head and gazed at Pat
through bleary eyes. “I ain’t skeered of no law,” he stated
thickly. “Gimme back my gun an’ I’ll shoot it out with
you, b’'God.”

Crane said, “Shut up, Tim. Lasher isn’t here,” he went
on to Pat in an unnaturally loud voice, directing his words
more at Tim than at Pat. “If Lasher was here he’'d take
care of things.”

Pat considered this statement gravely. “You mean Lasher
sorta acts nursemaid for O’Connor when he’s drunk like
this?” '

“That’s it,” Crane agreed quickly. “You just sit back
and take it easy, Tim. I don’t think Sheriff Stevens aims
to arrest you this time.” He turned an inquiring look to-
ward Pat.

“Nope.” Pat shook his head. “This is between you an’
me, Crane. I'm thinkin’ about buying’ some hawses.”

Crane wrinkled his broad forehead. “I've only got my
breeding stock. I won’t be ready to start selling for a cou-
ple of years.”

“You got me int’rested,” Pat told him, “in what you
said about cross-breedin’ Morgans for saddle stuff. Like
that black colt, f’rinstance.”

“The one I gave your son?”

“The one Dock picked out an’ thought he wanted,”
Pat corrected him mildly. “Out of a Mexican mare by
a Morgan stud, didn’t you say?”

“That’s right. The boy showed real appreciation of
horseflesh when he picked that particular colt, Stevens.
I'm glad you've decided to let Dock have him.”
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“What's yore price?”

“For the black colt?”

SYeh?

Gilbert Crane shook his head and said stiffly, “That colt
isn’t for sale, Stevens. As far as I'm concerned he already
belongs to Dock.”

“You heard me tell him this afternoon that he couldn’t
have the colt,” Pat rumbled.

“That isn’t fair. It pleased me to give it to him.”

“It didn’t please me, Crane.”

Crane shrugged his shoulders and avoided Pat’s angry
eyes. “It doesn’t seem very neighborly.”

“I’ll take it neighborly if you’'ll sell me the colt.”

Crane drew in a long breath. “You don’t understand.
That colt isn’t for sale. I'm not ready to start selling any
of my stuff. 'm just getting started here.”

Pat asked, “Can you afford to refuse a hundred dol-
lars?”

Crane looked startled. That was a big price for a full-
grown horse—three or four times what the black colt was
worth. His mouth tightened suddenly. “The colt’s not for
sale. Tell Dock he can come and get him any time he
likes.”

Timothy O’Connor tottered to his feet, glaring balefully
at Pat Stevens. “Gonna git me ’nother gun,” he announced
thickly. “Gonna git me a gun an’ blasht yore guts tuh
hell-an’-gone.”

“Get on back to bed,” Crane ordered sharply. “Shut
up your drooling.”

“But you tol’ me I could,” O’Connor said plaintively.
“You promished me. You an’ the judge. You tol’ me jesh
as plain ash day that—"

Crane roared, “Shut up and get out.” He strode for-
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ward and got behind Timothy, rushed the tottering old
fellow out through a door into the rear of the house. He
returned, shaking his head anxiously. “I don’t know what
to do with him, sheriff. He’s a wonderful hand with horses
and I thought if I brought him out to a ranch he might

- straighten up and stop drinking. I guess he used to be
quite a gunman in his younger days, and now when he
gets a few drinks he thinks he still is.”

“You brought him from Denver, huh?”

Crane nodded. “He used to work for me years ago, and
when I found him there, down and out, I thought I'd be
doing him a favor by giving him a job.” He sighed and
shook his head.

Pat said, “T'wo hundred.”

“Look here, Stevens. You’re making it mighty hard on
me. You know the colt isn’t worth anything near that.”

“It is to me—if my boy wants him.”

“But I've already given him to Dock.”

“No you haven't. If there’s any givin’ done, I'll do it.”
Pat’s face was grim and set.

Crane shrugged and said, “I'm sorry you feel that way.
But if youre dead-set on buying the colt I'll make the
price right. Forty dollars?”

Pat said, “I take that as bein’ right friendly, Crane.” He
got out his wallet and began counting out the money.

“I want to be friendly,” Crane said smoothly. “I don’t
want to start out in Powder Valley with any hard feel-
ings.” He looked inquiringly at Pat’s money. “You want
to take the colt with you tonight?”

“No need of that. I'll let Dock ride over for him tomor-
row.” Pat passed the forty dollars over. “And keep that
old coot out of my hair, Crane. I'll lock him up next time

he’s in town drunk an’ throwin’ lead around.”
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“] won’t blame you any.” Crane accompanied the sheriff
to the door and held out his hand. “I hope this doesn’t
mean that Dock won’t keep on dropping in to see me.
He’s a mighty fine boy, Stevens.”

Pat said, “I don’t mind him bein’ neighborly.” He went
out without shaking hands. He had a feeling that he had
acted foolishly, but he wasn’t sorry. Crane had been en-
tirely too eager to give the colt to Dock, though Pat
couldn’t for the life of him figure out why Crane was so
anxious to make friends with the boy. It would have been
different if Crane had been angling after his friendship.
A newcomer in the Valley might very well want to make
friends with the sheriff, but Crane had made it clear that
he didn’t care whether Pat liked him or not. It didn’t
make sense any way you looked at it.

The big Lazy Mare ranch house was blazing with light
when Pat approached it an hour later. It gave him a good
feeling to see it like that, though he felt a tinge of remorse
also, for he knew it indicated that Sally was worried about
him. She always stayed up and kept all the lamps burn-
ing when Pat was out late and she had cause to be wor-
ried about him. .

It was funny about Sally. Pat couldn’t fool her at all.
She could always tell when something was bothering him.
That little chance meeting in town that afternoon had
been enough to start her worrying. When he didn’t even
know himself what was at the bottom of it.

Pat rode down to the barn and unsaddled his horse
before going to the house. He was beginning to feel a lit-
tle foolish about the way he’d acted that afternoon and
evening. Maybe he was making a lot out of nothing. He
didn’t have any proof of the vague suspicions that were
beginning to form in his mind. He was beginning to get
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like an old woman—seeing things in the dark that weren’t
there. There wasn’t anything really to go on. People had
a right to come to Powder Valley if they wanted to. You
really couldn’t blame a man like Judge Prink for telling
his friends about the Valley after he’d discovered it.

Pat was in pretty good spirits when he went up to the
house and opened the front door into the long cheerful
living room. He grinned at Sally when she jumped up
from her chair in front of the fire and whirled on him
with a startled look.

She said, “Oh! It’s you, Pat?” as though she were dis-
appointed, as though she had sort of hoped it would be
someone else. She came toward him swiftly. “I didn’t
hear you ride in. I've been so worried.”

He put his arm$ about her and laughed down into her
bright blond hair. “Nothin’ to worry about, old lady.
I'd have been home sooner but I wasted some time fixin’
things up for Dock.”

“Oh, Pat. I'm so glad.” She swayed back against his
arms and looked up at him with blue eyes that were misty
with tears. “I've been terribly worried about him—after
what you told me in town about sending him home from
the K Bar.”

“I never thought about how hard he’d take it,” Pat con-
fessed. He bent down and kissed Sally and then released
her with a little shove. “I bought that colt for him tonight
from Mr. Crane at the K Bar. I reckon helll know from
here on out that he can’ask his daddy when he gets to
wantin’ something like he wanted that black hawse.”

“That’s wonderful.” Sally smiled happily. “Some day
he'll learn he’s got the best father in the world.”

“An’ the purtiest mama,” Pat told her. “How’s the coffee
pot?”
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“I think it’ll still be warm. I left it on the back of the
stove.” Sally started for the kitchen. “How about a sand-
wich? I had some steaks left over.”

“That’ll taste mighty good after a dinner at the Jewel
Hotel.” Pat stripped off his jacket and went to the fireplace
to warm himself.

Sally brought a bright red and white cloth and spread
it over a low table by the fire, humming happily to herself.
As she went back into the kitchen, she asked over her
shoulder, “Do you know whether Dock had any supper?”

Pat frowned at her and shook his head. “How’d I know?
I just got back from town.”

Sally turned slowly in the doorway. All the happiness
went out of her face. She sagged against the door frame
and her fingers clung to the pine boards. “But I thought—
you said that he—Didn’t he come home with you, Pat?”

“Come home with me?” Pat went toward her swiftly
when he saw the look of panic spreading over her features.
“What’re you talkin’ about, hon? Did he go into town?”

Sally slowly waggled her head from side to side. She
tried to speak, then moistened her lips and formed the
words carefully. “I thought you meant Dock was bringing
the colt back from the K Bar. I thought he was out at the
corral putting up the horses now.”

Pat caught both her arms and asked hoarsely, “What do
you mean? I ain’t seen Dock. Not since noon. I stopped
by and bought the colt, shore. Where is Dock?”

She whispered in a stricken voice, “I don’t know, Pat.
He wasn’t here when I got back from Dutch Springs.
There was a note in his room. He said he was going off
where people wouldn’t treat him like a little boy. Oh, Pat!
Where is he?”
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“I dunno,” Pat said huskily. He drew his wife closer,
stared over her head at the wall.

“He’s so little to go off alone. You've got to find him
and bring him back, Pat. I thought maybe he’d gone over
to the K Bar. Then, when you came home and said you'd
been there and had fixed everything up, I just supposed
you meant you'd found him there.”

Pat put Sally aside gently. He said, “I'll get Ezra to start
trailin’ him. Don’t worry, honey. You know Ezra. He can
follow a puma’s trail over solid rock. We'll find out what
hawse Dock rode—"

“Ezra’s already trying to trail him,” Sally told her hus-
band in a dead voice. “He went out as soon as I told him.,
And that’s been hours ago. You know Ezra can’t trail a
horse at night in the dark.”

“I've seen him do it,” Pat told her grimly. “He don’t

“ have to see. It’s instinct. Don’t worry none. Ezra’ll bring
him back for shore.”

Sally wiped away the tears in her eyes. She admitted, “I
know it’s foolish to worry. Dock is old enough to take
care of himself. He'll probably ride out to one of the line
camps and then come home in a day or so. Nothing can
happen to him in Powder Valley.”

“Shore there can’t,” Pat encouraged her heavily. “Dock’s
been ridin’ the range since he was eight years old. But I
shore don’t see what possessed the young ’un to traipse off
like that.”

Sally went past him into the kitchen to slice bread and
make a thick steak sandwich. With her face averted, she
asked quietly, “Were you terribly harsh with him at the
K Bar this noon?”

“I don’t think so, Sally.” Pat spoke honestly. “I was a
mite put out, but shucks, I've bawled him out lots worse’n
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that. An’ he’d done wrong, slippin’ off like that away from
his work. He knew it was wrong.”

Sally said quickly, “I’m not blaming you, Pat. No mat-
ter what happens. No boy ever had a better father. But—"
She bit her under lip and two tears rolled down her cheeks
and fell onto the slice of bread she was buttering.

Pat started toward her. He whirled back into the living
room at the sound of the door opening. Sally dropped her
knife and ran to his side.

Both of them stood there and watched Ezra come in.
Dejection was written on his scarred features. His one eye
looked at them mournfully as he slowly dragged off his
hat.

“I reckon mebby I've lost the knack,” he said, his voice
husky with shame. “I lost Dock’s trail south about five
miles. Been makin’ circles tryin’ to pick it up again, but I
reckon I'll hafta wait till mornin’.”

Pat said, “Shore. We'll pick it up in the mornin’.” He
caught hold of Sally’s hand and pressed it hard, and his
voice was very gentle as he told her, “Make an extra sand-
wich for Ezra, honey.”

10

IT WASN’T MORE than half an hour after Pat
Stevens left the K Bar ranch when Gut-Luck Lasher came
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stamping in to the house. Crane turned on him angrily as
soon as he walked in, and demanded, “Where've you been
all evening?”

“Out around.” Lasher made a nonchalant gesture. His
lean face held a look of suppressed excitement and he gave
the impression of being very well satisfied with himself as
he strolled forward to the stove.

“That’s fine,” said Crane with cutting sarcasm. “Out
around, eh? Just when you should have been here tending
to business.”

Lasher shrugged his shoulders. “Mebby I was tendin’ to
bizniss.”

“Monkey business,” Crane snorted angrily. “The sheriff
was here not more than half an hour ago.”

“That so?” Lasher didn’t seem perturbed. He got out a
sack of tobacco and a book of cigarette papers, began roll-
ing a cigarette.

“And you were out somewhere just when you should
have been here. Pat Stevens walked right into the trap but
you weren'’t here to spring it.” Crane’s voice was thick with
frustration and rage.

“Ain’t that too bad?” Lasher licked his cigarette and
crimped one end between strong fingers.

“It may be weeks before we get another set-up like to-
night. He had a run-in with Tim in town—just like we’d
planned. He took Tim’s gun off him and sent him home
drunk. A whole saloonful of men saw and heard the whole
thing. Then he came riding out here with a gun on his hip.
And Tim was drunk enough to be wringy. If you'd been
here where you belonged you could have gunned him
down and I’d have killed Tim. No one would ever know
but what Stevens had come here to arrest Tim and got
shot by him. There’d only have been you and me to tell
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the story—just like the judge planned it out in Denver.”

Gut-Luck shrugged his broad shoulders, “I reckon
there’ll be other times.” :

“Not near so perfect. We'll have to work it all up again
now. Like the judge told us, we've got to have it so folks
will believe us when we say Tim did the shooting. Like as
not Stevens won’t come back here to the ranch again with
a gun on.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about that.” Lasher grinned
at his employer. “Mebby I've been busy too.”

“Chasing after some rancher’s daughter?”

“Nope.” Lasher blew out a puff of blue smoke. He re-
tained his irritating calm. “I met up with the Stevens boy
in the east pasture just a little after dark.”

“What was Dock doing out there at night?”

“Runnin’ away from home,” Gut-Luck Lasher told him
laconically.

Crane’s jaw dropped. “Running away?”

“Yep. Headed fer Mexico. That’s what he tol’ me. Fig-
gers he’s growed up an’ don’t have to take orders from his
sheriffin’ daddy no more. But he was worried about that
one-eyed galoot trailin’ him an’ bringin’ him back home.”
Lasher paused to frown down at the glowing tip of his
cigarette.

“Fellow they call Ezra,” Crane nodded. “I’ve heard he’s
better than any Indian on a cold trail. What of it? We
don’t care. It just works in good with our plans.” He
smiled broadly. “It'll make the boy’s mama mad at Pat
for driving him away from home. She’ll remember that
after Pat’s dead and the boy turns to me more and more.
Judge Prink is smart, all right. Quickest way to a widow
woman’s heart is through her boy.”
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“But I don’t reckon Ezra’ll foller #4is trail,” Lasher put
in casually.

“Why not? They say he can smell one out.”

“I fixed that,” Lasher told him triumphantly. “Dock an’
me gave him somethin’ to smell over for a good long time.
We did a heap of circlin® with Dock’s hawse, an’ then I
took the boy up behind me an’ turned his hawse loose. I
carried him up in the hills to that ol’ shack on Beaver Crik
where I'm bettin’ Ezra nor nobody else don’t find him.”

Crane shook his head in perplexity. “What'd you do
that for?”

“Seemed like a good idee. I knowed you were out to
worry Pat Stevens any way you can. Don’t you want to
get him riled up so’s he’ll come over here an’ jump me
with his guns on?”

“You fool,” moaned Crane. “You dod-blasted fool!
You've ruined everything. We don’t want Stevens to come
gunning for you. We want him to come after Timothy—
or have people think he came after Tim. Because we’re go-
ing to tell it that Tim killed him—after you do the job—
and after we've got rid of Tim so he can’t deny it.”

“You don’t need to get so all-fired tough,” Lasher mut-
tered sullenly. “I thought it’d be a good idee to help the
kid hide out.”

“But when he does go home he’ll tell about you helping
him,” Crane pointed out angrily. “That’ll bring Pat
Stevens helling it over here after you instead of Tim. You'll
have to kill him and nobody will ever believe us if we try
to lay it onto Tim.”

“I never thought about that,” Lasher admitted uncom-
fortably.

“You didn’t think.”

“Mebby I better fix the kid so he can’t never tell it was
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me that he’ped him. I can ride out to that shack tonight—"

“No,” said Crane angrily. “That would make it worse.
I plan on Dock being my leverage to get in with the widow
after Pat’s out of the way.” He got up and reached for his
coat. “Saddle me up a horse,” he ordered. “T'll ride in and
talk to the judge right now. Maybe he’ll be able to figure a
way for us to get out of the damn-fool mess you've got us
into.”

Sam Sloan was having a final nightcap at the bar in the
Jewel Hotel when he saw Gilbert Crane come in. The
poker game had broken up, with Windy Rivers a small
winner, and the gambler was down at the end of the bar
also having a drink before he turned in, and there were a
couple of other drinkers between Sam and Windy.

Sam noticed that Crane looked excited and worried as he
came in. Sam paid particular attention to the new owner
of the K Bar because of the things Pat had said to him that
night: talking about all the strangers being in.town all at
once—about them being from Denver and mostly friends
of Judge Prink’s—asking him if Windy Rivers was a
friend of the judge’s too, and all that stuff.

Sam Sloan didn’t know what any of it was about, but he
knew Pat Stevens had a mighty good reason for asking
him to keep his eyes open around town like he had.

So Sam fiddled with his drink and moved down a little
closer when Crane went straight to Windy and asked him
something in a low voice—just like he knew Windy, it
looked like to Sam. :

He couldn’t hear the question, but he did hear Windy’s
curt reply: “Upstairs.” :

Crane didn’t say anything else. He drew back from
Windy and looked around as though he had just recol-
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lected something—to see if anyone had noticed him. He
acted relieved when he saw that no one seemed to be pay-
ing any attention, and he sauntered out into the lobby and
upstairs.

Sam finished his drink and strolled over after him. Crane
was just disappearing out of sight at the top of the stairs
when Sam started up.

The upper hallway was deserted when he reached it.
Sam made his steps as soundless as possible, tiptoeing down
the hall until he came to a room with light shining out
under the door and the faint sound of voices coming from
inside.

It was number 14. He knew it was the room occupied
by Judge Prink—and he knew that Pat had guessed right.
There was some connection between all these newcomers
in Dutch Springs and Judge Prink.

Crane had gone right to Windy Rivers when he entered
the hotel, and it was evident that he’d asked the judge’s
whereabouts and Windy had told him the judge was in his
room.

Sam hesitated, and then put his head against the thin
upper panel of the door and listened intently. He heard
Gilbert Crane saying:

“So the damned fool has got us in a jam right when
things were beginning to work the way you planned. If
he’d left the boy alone—"

Sam heard footsteps on the stairway behind him. He
moved away stealthily and unlocked his room, one door
down and across the hall.

He stepped inside and peered out as the footsteps
reached the top of the stairs.

It was Windy Rivers.

The gambler came straight down the hallway and
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stopped outside number 14. He rapped lightly and then
turned the knob and went inside.

Excitement gripped Sam Sloan. He wondered what Pat
would want him to do in a case like this. It looked like an
important pow-wow was going on behind the closed door
of number 14. Pat had asked him to keep his eyes open.
He hadn’t said anything about eavesdropping, but Sam
felt that he'd give a pretty penny to know what was being
said inside.

He took a chance and tiptoed across the hall again. But
this time he could catch only a low confused murmur from
inside the room. He couldn’t distinguish any words, and
guessed it was the soft-voiced judge talking. He kept on
listening and was finally rewarded by hearing Crane say:

“Might work that way. If I can get Tim drunk enough
—” Then the judge’s soft voice cut in again, and Sam heard
the warning sound of a chair being scraped back on the
bare floor.

He ducked back into his room across the hall and lit his
lamp. He heard the door of number 14 open, and Crane’s
boot heels going down the hall to the stairs, and a little
later he heard Windy come out and go into his own room.

Sam undressed thoughtfully and went to bed. He had
to ride the Express route back south in the morning. There
was hardly time to get out to the Lazy Mare to tell Pat
what he’d seen and heard. And it wasn’t much anyhow. If
Pat hadn’t said what he did that evening, Sam wouldn’t
have thought anything about it.

Gut-Luck was still waiting up at the K Bar when Crane
got back after midnight. The gunman was drinking
whiskey out of a tin cup and he’d gotten himself into an
ugly mood. He glared at the horse trader when Crane
came in, and growled, “Look here. I been thinkin’—”
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“Let’s let the judge do the thinking,” Crane interrupted
him. He stripped off his gloves and stuffed them in a
pocket, then poured himself a drink. “Thegudge is smart.
He saw right away how to turn this thing about the boy
around so it would work out just right.”

“How?”

Crane finished his drink before replying. Then he re-
minded Gut-Luck: “You know your end of it is finished
after you gun Pat Stevens. That’s all you’re here for.”

“Shore. I know that.”

“And I've got to stay and make up to the widow. So it
don’t matter whether the boy keeps on liking you or not.”

“All right. So—?”

“So you and Tim take a ride out to the shack tomorrow
evening. On the way out you talk to Tim about kidnaping
the boy and holding him for ransom. With a few drinks
under his belt, and the way he already hates Sheriff
Stevens, Tim will like the idea.” Crane paused to take an-
other drink.

“You want Tim an’ me to hide him out for ransom?”

“Not you and Tim if you can help it,” Crane directed
him. “No use you getting mixed up in it if you can keep
clear. Take an extra horse along for Dock and tell him
Tim is going to help him get started out for Mexico. Then
you leave them and come back. Soon as you're gone, Tim
can go ahead and kidnap the boy, and chances are Dock
won’t connect you with it at all. Then we’ll fix it in a day
or two for me to find the boy and turn him loose to go
home. He'll tell his daddy about Tim kidnaping him and
chances are he won’t mention you in it at all. Then Stevens
will come helling over here to get Tim—and you’ll handle
him like we planned. When I tell my story about Tim get-
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ting in the first shot and me killing Tim right afterward,
everybody will believe it.”

“Sounds all right,” Lasher muttered. “But it's mighty
damned mixed up jest for a simple shootin’. I never
worked this way before.”

“You never had Judge Prink to figure things out for
you, that’s why. The only danger is that Dock might tell
his mama about you coming out with Tim and give people
the idea you were mixed up in it too. So the judge wants
you to pull up stakes as soon as Stevens is taken care of.
He'll fix up where you're to go.”

Lasher shrugged and poured more whiskey into his tin
cup. “It’s all right with me. All I want is my cut when it’s
all over.”

“You'll get that—and it'll be a big one or I miss my
guess.” Crane lifted his cup in a salute and said, “Here’s to
Judge Prink,” and they both drank deeply.

u

PAT STEVENS came awake abruptly and fully half
an hour before the first light of dawn. He started to turn
back the covers cautiously, planning on how he could get
out of bed and the bedroom without wakening Sally, when
he suddenly realized that he was alone in the big four-
poster bed.
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He threw back the covers with a snort of disgust and
reached for his pants. When he opened the bedroom door
the smell of coffee and frying bacon came to him from the
kitchen. Sally turned from the stove to smile at him wanly
when he came in.

He said sternly, “You should of kept right on sleeping,
honey. I told you last night I'd fix breakfast for Ezra an’
me.”

“I haven’t been asleep,” Sally admitted. “I just couldn’t
- keep on lying there, Pat. I had to do something.”

She looked young and fragile in a big woolen bathrobe
with her hair combed straight down and tied back from
her face with a pink ribbon. Pat put his arms about her
and held her tight for a moment and said gruffly, “You got
to quit worryin’. Ezra an’ I'll be on Dock’s trail soon as
it’s daylight. We’ll have him back here before night.”

“I know.” Sally pushed him away and turned back to
the stove. “You'd better get washed up because I'm going
to start frying your eggs.’

Pat started to say, “T'll call Ezra,” but the back door
opened just then and the big one-eyed man came in. He
scowled when he saw Pat, and growled, “It’s time you was
gettin’ up. I got two hawses saddled an’ it'll be daylight
"fore we can get breakfast eat.”

Pat said, “I suppose you didn’t sleep elther. You'’re as
bad as Sally. Both of you act like Dock was the first boy
that ever tried to run away from home.”

“I reckon you ain’t even int’rested,” Ezra returned sar-
castically, glancing at the two guns on Pat’s hips. “You
figgerin’ on shootin’ it out with Dock when we ketch up
with him?”

“Yes, Pat,” Sally put in with her back turned. “I won-
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dered why you were wearing your guns this morning. You
don’t plan to arrest Dock, do you?”

Pat said, “These guns haven’t got anything to do with
Dock. I'm wearin’ them from now on.” He went out the
back door to the wash basins on a wooden bench against
the rear of the house.

When he re-entered the kitchen, Ezra was already seated
at the table wolfing down a big plate of bacon and eggs
and hot biscuits. Pat cleared his throat loudly and sat
down opposite him. He caught hold of Sally’s hand and
held it for a moment when she set his breakfast down. She
told him, “Don’t worry about me. I think I'll be able to get
some sleep as soon as you an’ Ezra are actually on the trail.
Just promise me one thing, Pat.”

“What is it?”

“That you won’t come back without Dock. Please. I
don’t think I’d be able to stand it if I saw you riding up
without him. As long as you don’t come back I'll know
you're still on his trail.”

Pat said, “We won’t come back without him.”

He and Ezra finished their breakfast in silence. Pat
kissed Sally and went out to the two horses which Ezra
had saddled. It wasn’t yet daylight when they rode away
from the ranch, but Ezra reminded him that it would be
by the time they reached the place where he had lost the
boy’s trail the preceding night.

And Ezra was right. By the time they reached the fence
marking the south boundary of the Lazy Mare ranch the
first streaks of dawn were already in the sky. Pat swung
off his horse to open the wire gate, and as Ezra rode
through the opening they heard a horse nickering eagerly
from a little way down the fence line.

They both turned to listen, and heard a horse trotting



MIDNIGHT ROUND-UP 90

toward them jerkily, emerging as a vague shape from the
semi-darkness, and then revealed as a saddled horse with-
out a rider, holding its head high and trotting jerkily as
the trailing bridle reins were caught again and again under
nervous forefeet.

Ezra began swearing in a low monotone and Pat’s face
became grimly set when they recognized the riderless
horse. It was Dock’s favorite. A stocky pinto. The horse
he had ridden away from home twelve hours before.

Pat closed the gate slowly. He stood there like a statue
while the pinto slowed to a walk and then came up to nuz-
zle him confidently. He tangled his fingers in the pony’s
mane and demanded huskily, “Where’s Dock? What hap-
pened, boy?”

The pinto tossed his head and snorted loudly. Ezra had
slid off his horse and he came over to examine the animal.

“He ain’t a mite hot,” he pointed out to Pat. “That
means he ain’t traveled far. More’n likely he’s been waitin’
around the gate here most of the night for somebody to let
him in.”

Pat Stevens suddenly began to look old and sick. For the
first time in his life he was up against something he didn’t
know how to handle. He asked brokenly, “What coulda
happened, Ezra? If he threw Dock he wouldn’t run off
an’ leave him. You know that. And he was trained to stand
ground-tied.”

Ezra’s one eye gleamed queerly in the early morning
light. He studied the saddle intently, running his hands
over the stirrup leathers and latigo strap as though to as-
sure himself they were real. Then he lifted the trailing
reins and examined them carefully.

“Looky here.” He pointed out a hard knot tied near the
end of one of the leather reins. “An’ here.” He showed
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Pat the other rein, with the end broken off to make it at
least a foot shorter than the knotted one. “Plain enuff what
happened,” he grunted. “Dock musta tied the reins to-
gether an’ left ’em looped over the saddle horn when he
sent the hawse home. Dock’d know that’s the only way
he’d come. An’ they slipped off the horn an’ off his neck
sometime in the night. He tramped on ’em an’ broke this
"un at the place where it was tied.”

“Why?” Pat asked desperately. “Why would Dock
knot the reins and send him home? How else would he
figure on getting anywhere, except on hawseback?”

Ezra shook his big head. He didn’t look at Pat as he
rumbled, “Only way I kin see it is somethin’ happened to
Dock so’s he couldn’t ride no more. So he made out to tie
the reins an’ send his pinto home to sort of guide us back
to him.” He blew his nose loudly between his fingers and
wiped it on the sleeve of his shirt.

“Can you back-trail the pinto?” Pat demanded.

“Shore. I trailed him way on past here last night like I
tol’ you, till T lost his tracks in a bunch of others that was
all mixed up. See here.” Ezra bent over and lifted the
pinto’s left front leg, pointed out a small broken place in
the rear part of the hoof. “Dock showed that foot to me
two or three days ago an’ we talked about mebby shoein’
him. That broken place makes a clear track that anybody
could foller.”

“All right.” Pat didn’t argue with the big red-headed
man about it. He'd long ago ceased trying to understand
how Ezra accomplished his seeming miracles in following
a trail that no ordinary man could see. “What’ll we do
with the pinto? We can’t let him go on home. If Sally
saw him come trottin’ up with Dock’s saddle on his back
—” He left the rest of the sentence unsaid.
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Ezra nodded agreement. “She’d have a conniption fit,”
he agreed. “Don’t you reckon you'd better lead him along,
Pat? If we find Dock it might be we'd need a hawse to
bring him back on—for him to ride back,” he amended
hastily.

Pat shivered at the implication in Ezra’s words. He
nodded and caught up the pinto’s reins. “I'll bring him
along.”

Ezra was already striding along the fence line with his
head hunched forward, his one eye studying a maze of
hoofprints in the sandy ground.

“He’s been trottin’ back an’ forth along here in front
of the gate like I thought,” he announced over his shoul-
der. “You wait there with him while I spread out an’ find
his trail where he came up to the fence.”

Pat waited with the three horses while Ezra cut away
from the fence line and then turned back on a line parallel
with it and a couple of hundred yards away.

The big man walked along rapidly and then stopped
with a grunt of satisfaction. He looked up and waved to
Pat, announcing, “Here’s his trail comin’ in from the
southwest.” He waited until Pat came up to him. “See
there.” He pointed to the ground and then in a south-
westerly direction. “Plain as the nose on yore face. You kin
easy see 'twas a hawse movin’ jumpy-like to miss steppin’
on the reins even if you can’t see the track of that busted
front hoof.”

The tracks he pointed to looked like any other set of
hoofprints to Pat’s eyes. But he nodded and said tersely,
“Let’s start ridin’ the back-trail.”

They set out at a trot with Ezra slightly in the lead. He
kept scanning the ground ahead, and kept up a steady
pace, with Pat riding beside him and leading Dock’s pinto.
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Neither of them spoke of what they feared they would find
at the end of the trail, nor of the sickness that was inside
them. In all their imaginings, neither of them could figure
out what had happened to Dock to cause him to tie his
reins and send his pony back. If he had been thrown and
hurt so badly that he couldn’t ride, it wasn’t likely he’d
have been able to loop the reins over the saddle horn. It
just didn’t make sense, and they both tried to avoid think-
ing ahead. ;

When they had ridden in silence as long as Ezra could
endure it, he told Pat gruffly, “The way these here tracks
are headin’ will take us somewheres a couple of miles west
of where I lost the trail Jas’ night.”

“How old is the trail?” Pat asked through tight lips.

“Four—five hours old mebby. Looks like the pinto
musta jest about follered me back after I rode in last night.
If I'd stayed out a little longer I mighta seen him then.”

“It wouldn’t have done any good,” Pat told him sharply.
“You couldn’t have followed the back-trail at night.”

Ezra muttered, “I follered it from the ranch easy enuff.”
He sat erect in the saddle, scanning the landscape ahead
and frowning. “I don’t savvy this. Them tracks made a
bee-line south from the ranch to where I lost ’em. Now,
this set follers straight back to the Lazy Mare only from a
place more’n two miles west of the other trail. Why'd
Dock turn off west an’ waste time when he musta knowed
I'd take out on his trail soon as we found out he’d left?”

Pat said savagely, “It’s no use guessing what a boy might
do. Are we still on the trail?”

“Shore. Why else d’yuh think we'd be ridin’ along?”
- Ezra asked indignantly. He bent forward and began to
slow up his horse. “Hol’ it, though.” He pulled up his
horse abruptly and slid out of the saddle. He stood mo-
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tionless a moment, frowning down at the ground, and then
carefully began to swing around in a wide circle, bent for-
ward from the waist so his one eye was not more than
two feet away from his toes.

Pat sat in the saddle and watched him and tried to roll
a cigarette. His shaky fingers tore two papers before he
got one rolled. Ezra had completed a wide circle and was
angling in toward the center of it. He seemed to be sniff-
ing his way like a dog, and Pat watched him, fascinated.

When Ezra straightened up and came toward him, his
scarred face gave no clue to the story he had read there
in the maze of hoofprints on the ground.

He came up beside Pat’s horse and began talking slow-
ly, as though he didn’t want to believe what he was say-
ing, but it was something that had to be said:

“Here’s where the pinto started out from with an empty
saddle, Pat. Somethin’ funny happened here. There ain’t
a single sign of a footprint, but I'll swear to God the pinto
had a rider up when he got this far—an’ didn’t have a
rider when he took out from here towards the Lazy Mare.”

He paused to gulp in a long breath. “There was another
rider here at the same time las’ night. His hawse an’ the
pinto did a lot of circlin’ right here. His hawse went off
loaded double, Pat.”

He stopped to give Pat a chance to absorb his words, to
figure out for himself what they might mean.

Pat said in a dead voice, “Another hawse went off from
here loaded double?”

“Tha’s what the tracks say, Pat. Looks like the other
hawse was follerin’ the pinto from where I lost the trail
las’ night. Cuttin’ back an’ forth behind the pinto on
purpose to cover up the tracks so’s they couldn’t be fol-
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lered. Then—right here—Dock unloaded onto the other
hawse.”

“Without stepping down to the ground?” Pat put in
hoarsely.

“Tha’s right.” Ezra didn’t lock up at his old friend’s
face. He knew what Pat was thinking. There was only
one thing to think—that Dock had been Zifted out of the
pinto’s saddle. That his body had been transferred to an-
other horse and the pinto sent on home.

“I don’t get it a-tall,” Ezra went on dubiously. “If Dock
was hurt, how could he ride this far? Who’d take him
onto his hawse if he was hurt an’ then not bring him
home, or come to tell us about it? An’ there’s the K Bar
ranch not more’n a mile away down yonder. If "twas some-
body that found Dock hurt out here, he’d shorely carry
him right in to the K Bar—but the double-loaded hawse
took off south, away from the K Bar. An’ there ain’t no
other ranches south of here. Not for more’n fifty miles.”

“Can you follow that other trail?”

“A little ways anyhow.” Ezra stared thoughtfully south-
ward. “But it ain’t more’n two or three miles till we hit
into the rocky country where I'll lose it shore as hell. Yuh
see,” he went on apologetically, “I don’t know, personal,
the hawse that’s carryin’ that double load. Not like I know
the pinto’s tracks.”

“Let’s try it,” Pat said angrily. “Follow the trail as far
as you can.”

“You betcha.” Ezra clambered into the saddle and
started slowly southward. He kept his horse at a walk,
leaning forward to watch the ground carefully, and it
took them more than an hour to reach the series of low
limestone hills where he had prophesied he’d lose the trail.

He stopped and shook his head lugubriously when they
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got that far. “’Tain’t no use,” he announced helplessly.
“I don’t believe no man could foller a hawse over these
hills, Pat. It’s jest plumb guessin’ from here on out.”

Pat shaded his eyes to stare ahead. They were on the
upper slope of Powder Valley. From this point onward
the terrain rose sharply toward towering peaks far in the
distance. Ahead were sharp ridges and deep gullies where
an army of men might hide for weeks from searching
parties.

“All right,” said Pat grimly. “We’ll have to start guess-
ing. We'll spread out—about half a mile apart. We prom-
ised Sally we wouldn’t come back without him,” he added
sharply.

Ezra said, “We'll find him,” with a faith he didn’t feel,
and the two men started out on their seemingly hopeless
task.

As the sun rose high at noon and then began to arc
downward, the hopelessness of the search became more
and more evident. In the long hours that passed they had
succeeded in covering only a very small portion of the
wide range that lay stretched out in front of them. And
during that time Ezra did not once come upon another
trace of the tracks he had followed up to the edge of the
rocky hills. The double-loaded horse had been swallowed
up in the vast expanse of broken wasteland, and there was
no way to judge which direction it might have gone.

The autumn sun was hovering just above the western
horizon when Pat Stevens cut across to intercept Ezra
and to announce hopelessly, “We might as well admit
we're whipped, an’ quit.” His face was grim and hard,
showing the strain of long hours of searching during
which the two men had been without food and water.

“[ reckon yo're right,” Ezra agreed gruffly. They were
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at the north end of the line of rocky hills, a few miles west
of the point where Ezra had lost the trail that morning.
“Thing to do is tuh get word out tuhnight,” he told Pat
earnestly. “Turn out every man that kin ride tomorrow.
It was a fool trick for us two to try it ourselves today.”

Pat admitted that Ezra was right. The same conviction
had been growing in his mind all afternoon, but he had
fought against it, forcing himself to go on because he
didn’t know how he could ride home and face Sally.

“You'd best go back to the ranch,” Ezra said as they
turned their horses away from the search. “I’ll stop at the
K Bar for a drink an’ somethin’ to eat. Then I'll ride into
town an’ pass the word out that we need help.”

Pat agreed on that plan and- they altered their course
to head down toward the K Bar. :

The sun slid below the horizon and dusk began to close
down as they approached the ranch house. Ezra’s big body
was hunched forward in the saddle and his eye was half
closed in fatigue. They were less than a quarter of a mile
from the ranch when he stiffened and gave a little grunt
of surprise, staring down at the ground.

He turned his head to see if his companion had noticed
anything. But Pat was staring straight ahead, his face
gaunt and drawn.

Ezra remained relaxed in the saddle, but he was star-
ing down at the ground keenly now, secing things that
no other man could possibly have seen. He didn’t say any-
thing until they reached the ranch house and Gilbert Crane
came out in the yard to welcome them. Then he told
Pat, “T’ll take the hawses down to the trough for a drink
while you palaver with Mr. Crane.”

Pat swung out of the saddle and nodded curtly to Crane.
He said, “I could do with a drink myself.”
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Crane was staring at the saddled pinto Ezra led off
behind Pat’s horse. “Isn’t that Dock’s favorite pony?” he
asked as he led Pat to a handpump and handed him a
gourd dipper.

Pat grunted, “Yep.” He held the dipper while Crane
pumped water into it. He took a big swallow and sloshed
it around inside his dry mouth, then swallowed a little.

“We've been riding the hills back there all day look-
ing for Dock,” he explained matter-of-factly. “His hawse
came back without him last night.”

“Couldn’t Ezra back-trail him? I've heard he was good
at that.” Crane pumped another dipperful of cold water.

Pat took a bigger drink, shaking his head. “Ezra lost
the back trail an’ couldn’t pick it up. I'm obliged to you
for the water.” He handed the dipper back. “An’ T'll be
obliged if you an’ your men will help us hunt Dock to-
morrow. We aim to get everybody in Powder Valley out.”

“Of course. We'll be glad to. Do you think he’s hurt?”

Pat said, “I don’t know.” He spoke slowly, as though
each word hurt. “All we know is his pinto hawse came
back without him on it.”

He stepped forward to meet Ezra and take the reins
of his horse. “Well, I reckon I’ll be ridin’ on.”

Ezra said, “I'm ridin’ with you.”

“I thought you were going to stay here and eat and then
ride to Dutch Springs. 'm sure Crane will feed you—"

“Of course,” Crane said quickly, but Ezra shook his
head and glared at Pat and said loudly, “I've done changed
m’ mind. I'm ridin’ with you.”

Pat knew from his tone that he was trying to convey
some secret without putting it into words. So he nodded
and swung into the saddle, told Crane, “We’ll be obliged
for your help tomorrow,” and rode away with Ezra by
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his side. As soon as they were out of earshot, he demanded,
“Why in tunket—"

“Wait a minute.” Ezra held up a big hand and looked
back over his shoulder. “I didn’t tell you this, but when
we was ridin’ up to the ranch we come on that hawse’s
trail again—headed toward the K Bar.”

“What hawse?”

“The one we trailed away from where we lost Dock’s
trail, the hawse that carried double away from there. But
this hawse weren’t carryin’ double when he come dack
to the K Bar.”

Pat said, “By God.” He started to wheel his horse
around. ‘

Ezra caught his rein and kept him going straight ahead,
growling, “We're still in sight an’ I betcha that Crane
feller is watchin’. That very hawse is in the K Bar corral
right now,” he went on. “I didn’t tell you none of this
‘cause I figgered you'd go crazy mad an’ jump ’em right
there about Dock.” g

“Sure I would. I will. What in hell are you doing ridin’
away from there, Ezra? If they’ve got Dock—"

“But they ‘ain’t got him. Not at the ranch leastways.
Don’t yuh see? That hawse was only carryin’ one when
it came back. Whoever was ridin’ it carried Dock out
somewheres an’ come back without him.”

“That’s why I'm going back—"

“No,” said Ezra firmly. For the first time in their long
association he was assuming leadership because he knew
Pat was incapable of reasoning clearly on a subject as
close to him as his own son.

“That’d be bad,” he argued. “Long as they don’t know
we know, they won’t be scared. I figger it thisaway,” he
went on swiftly before Pat could argue with him. “I don’
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believe Dock was hurt when he changed hawses. Stands
to reason he weren’t. He was ridin’ ahead of the other
hawse up to that place. That means he was ridin>—not
bein’ carried or tied in the saddle. Mebby you've done
forgot he was runnin’ away from home,” he added grimly.

Pat drew in a long breath. “Keep on talking.”

“Dock’s purty smart,” Ezra reminded him. “He musta
knowed I'd get on the trail of that pinto. So when he met
up with a feller on another hawse—a K Bar hawse—him
an’ this feller figgered out a way to throw me off the trail.
An’ 'm guessin’ they got Dock hid out somewhere’s in
the hills an’ll be ridin’ out to him tuhnight.”

He turned in the saddle to look back again. “We're
outta sight now. We kin circle back in behind the ranch
an’ hide an’ see what happens. Better to let ’em lead us to
Dock than to have a shootin’ an’ mebby kill the very
one that knows where Dock is hid out.”

And for the first time in their comradeship Pat was
glad to let Ezra take the lead. He agreed, “T'll play it
your way till midnight. If they haven’t made a move by
then I'll ride down an’ start askin’ questions.”

12

THERE WEREN’T many people in the hotel dining
room the next morning when Sam Sloan came down to
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breakfast. Judge J. Worthington Prink was one of the few.
He had a napkin tucked under his chin and was enjoying
a double stack of hotcakes while he nibbled at side orders
of fried eggs and ham and hashed brown potatoes.

On a sudden impulse Sam passed up several vacant
tables and stopped in front of the judge with his hand on
the back of a chair. He drawled, “Good mornin’, jedge.
I reckon this here seat ain’t taken.”

The judge mumbled “Good morning.” He pursed his
lips and looked around the almost deserted dining room
and then back at Sam Sloan. He said, “No. That seat isn’t
taken.”

Sam nodded and seated himself. “Me, I kinda like com-
pany fer breakfas’,” he confided. “Seems like it makes m’
food taste better.”

The judge said “That so?” in a tone that indicated
Sam’s company at his table wasn’t going to increase his
enjoyment of breakfast.

Sam said “Yep,” cheerfully, and told the waitress, “Ham
an’. With hot biscuits if you got ’em. An’ coffee.”

The girl smiled and went away.

“Yes siree,” said Sam. “It’s sorta nice to have some-
body from the outside to talk to. A man gits tired of
seein’ the same ol’ faces year in an’ year out.”

The judge forked in a mouthful of hotcake dripping
with butter and sirup, and then crammed in half a fried
egg behind it. He began to munch rhythmically while his
little beady eyes studied Sam without particular interest.

“Lotsa new faces around Dutch Springs nowadays
though,” Sam went on. “There’s that bunch out to the K
Bar, an’ the new schoolma’am an’ her uncle. Mostly from
Denver, T hear tell. Yo’re from Denver too, ain’t you,
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jedge? I reckon you knowed ’em in the city before you
come here.”

Judge Prink swallowed a big gulp of food and cleared
his throat. “Denver is quite a large city. People aren’t all
neighbors there as they are in Dutch Springs.”

“Shore. I know that. But I reckon most of the im-
pawtant people git to know each other. Like that Mr.
Crane an’ the Deever man.”

“I had met Mr. Crane in a business way,” the judge
admitted. “Mr. Deever was a stranger to me until we be-
came - acquainted through Miss Constance when I ar-
ranged for her to come to Dutch Springs as the new
teacher.”

“An’ this here Windy Rivers,” Sam went on. “I don’t
reckon none of you woulda knowed Aim. Bein® jest a
gamblin’ man.”

“I,” said the judge, “am not a gambling man.” He filled
his mouth again to indicate that his part of the conversa-
tion was ended. '

“But I betcha mebby Crane knowed him in Denver,”
said Sam cheerily. “Crane bein’ what I'd figger a sportin’
feller. An’ you know what I think, jedge?”

Judge Prink reluctantly shook his head.

Sam glanced around the dining room and lowered his
voice confidentially. “I figger that Rivers feller is as
crooked as a dog’s hind laig. I figger he’s waitin’ out these
little games till a big 'un comes along. I've a mind tuh

‘tell Tom Dasher he’d better watch his step playin’ stud
poker with Windy.”

Judge Prink emptied his mouth hastily, becoming bluish
in the face as he gulped his food down. In his best legal
voice he inquired, “Have you any legal basis for your as-
sumption?”
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ome again?” Sam frowned in bewilderment.

“What reason have you for thinking Rivers is not an
honest gambler?”

“Oh. I dunno. Jest a idee I got watchin’ him play.”

“Have you discovered any irregularities?” the judge
asked sternly.

“No-0-0. Not that I kin put a finger on. But I betcha
I'm keerect. Stands to reason he wouldn’t be wastin’ his
time here jest to play honest dollar-limit poker.”

Judge Prink cleared his throat portentously. “Let me
give you some free legal advice, Mr. Sloan. As district
judge it’s my sworn duty to warn you against making a
libelous statement impugning any man’s character.”

Sam said helplessly, “Them triple-jointed words are
Way over m’ haid.”

“Pm advising you to keep your mouth shut unless you
have proof to back up your belief that Rivers is dishon-
est. He could sue you for libel and slander, Mr. Sloan.”

“Is that a fac’?” Sam shook his head wonderingly.
“Times has shore changed. Back in my day that'd only
call fer shootin’. So you reckon he’d sue me, huh?”

“I advise you not to make the test.”

Sam’s breakfast order came just then. As he ate it
thoughtfully, the judge finished his own enormous break-
fast, got up and waddled away with a curt nod for Sam.

Sam Sloan grinned to himself as he went on eating
alone. Looked like he had kind of got the judge’s goat.
There was some sort of funny business going on, all right.
The judge had been mighty quick to stick up for Windy
Rivers. Sam thought Pat would be interested in hearing
about it.

It was noon when Sam thundered up to the lonely lit-
tle Pony Express station by the side of the road south
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from Dutch Springs. He leaned forward on the back of
his flying horse and shaded his eyes to peer ahead as he
neared the station swiftly. Ever since old Jeff Harkness
had taken over from Ezra the job of tending the way-
station, Sam had been afraid that some day he would come
galloping up and there would be no rider mounted on a
fresh horse and waiting to grab the mail bags without the
loss of an instant. For Jeff was almost at the doddering
age and wasn’t any too trustworthy, and Sam Sloan had
a deep pride in the mail service and in the speedy schedule
he helped to maintain.

Today he nodded with satisfaction when he saw that
everything was as it should be at the station. There was
Bill Livermore in the saddle by the side of the road wait-
ing to make the next lap southward. And old Jeff was
standing beside Bill's horse ready to grab the bags and
transfer them to Bill’s horse behind his light saddle with-

“out the loss of more than a few seconds of precious time.

Sam reached behind him and unbuckled the bags when

he was a hundred yards away. He swept up with un-
diminished speed and stopped his horse on a dime, tossing
the bags into Jeff’s arms. The old man threw them over
Bill’s horse and tightened two buckles, and Bill put spurs
to his mount, leaping away in a burst of speed and a
thick cloud of dust.
- Sam wearily slid out of the saddle and said “Hi, old-
timer,” to Jeff. Jeff was looking at his watch, and his
leathery old face beamed with satisfaction as he an-
nounced proudly, “We cut nigh onto half a minute off
our best record this mawnin’.”

Sam said, “That’s good. Give my hawse an extra pint
of oats an’ a good rub-down.” He turned away slowly
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toward the open door of the four-room frame shack with
its lean-to kitchen.

His seamed face broke into a broad grin when he saw
Kitty in the doorway waiting for him. When he first
took the job after marrying Kitty Lane, this moment of
greeting after an overnight absence had been hallowed
and wonderful. She was always in the doorway to greet
him and Sam always felt a thrill of gratification and hap-
piness when he saw her there.

But lately Kitty hadn’t been in the doorway to meet
him when he rode in from Dutch Springs. Sam couldn’t
understand it, and it worried him because he thought
maybe it was an indication that she didn’t love him any
more. She had been getting that way ever since she
learned she was going to be a mother. She sat around
and rested a lot, and didn’t seem to be near as interested
in things as she had been. Yet, she didn’t seem to be sick.
That's what Sam couldn’t understand. She had taken to
talking sort of queerly too, about religion and things like
that. Sam vaguely realized it had something to do with
approaching motherhood, but it worried him just the same.

Now, he got a warm glowy feeling inside him when he
saw his attractive wife framed in the doorway just as she
had always been during the honeymoon period. The only
difference was that she looked lots prettier to Sam. He
never could get over the wonder of her prettiness—and
him so ugly. He didn’t see how any woman could love
an ugly sawed-off runt like him, much less the prettiest
girl in the state.

She smiled at him just like in the beginning, and held
up her lips for his kiss.

Sam put his arm around her and kissed her as though
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she were something fragile and might break in two if he
wasn’t mighty careful.

Kitty laughed lightly and pulled off his Stetson to rum-
ple his hair. “That’s not very much of a kiss.” She linked
her arm in his and drew him inside. “I've got dinner wait-
ing. Fried chicken and mashed potatoes.”

“You ortn’t to've bothered, Kitty,” he reproached her.
“You'll be all tired out from workin’—an’ mebby it ain’t
good for you.”

Kitty said, “Nonsense,” and tossed her head. “I'm
through being foolish about the baby coming, Sam,” she
told him quietly. “I've been making myself sick—and
it's not fair to you. Sit down while I put dinner on the
table.”

“I've been doing a lot of thinking,” Kitty told her hus-
band after they had finished dinner and he had dried the
dishes for her. “I've been letting myself go to pieces, Sam.
I'm going to stop. It’s perfectly normal for a woman to
have a baby. I'm young and strong and it’s foolish for me
to worry about it.”

Sam was seated across from her in the small living room
loading his short-stemmed pipe. He said mildly, “I ain’t
blamed you none, Kitty. It’s a woman’s place to be sick,
I reckon, if she wants to.”

“That’s just it,” Kitty told him fiercely. “I haven’t been
sick. Not really. I've been getting morbid. Thinking
about religion too much and things like that.”

“That’s awright too. I guess religion ain’t so bad. In
fac’, T been figgerin’ on mebby it'd be a good idee to fix
it so you could drive into Dutch Springs Saturday after-
noons an’ we’d go to church Sunday mornings. Wouldn’t
you like that?”

“No,” Kitty said quickly. Then she smiled to take away
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the sting of her blunt refusal. “I don’t mean it quite that
way. But I've been talking to Myra Jenkins some lately.”

“The widder Jenkins?”

“Yes. She’s stopped by to talk on her way from town a
couple of times. I don’t want to get like Aer, Sam. It
frightens me. If that’s what too much church does to peo-
ple, I don’t want any.”

Sam chuckled as he lit his pipe. “No chance of you
gettin’ like her, I reckon. She allus was sorta queer.”

“That’s just it, Sam. I didn’t realize until I talked to
her that T might be getting the same way. I believe in
prayer and I want to keep on reading my Bible, but I
don’t think T'll start going to church. Not if it might
make me like Mrs. Jenkins.” Kitty shook her head and
shuddered.

Sam chuckled again. “What kinda idees has she got
now?”

“Some crazy thing about a new religion she’s discov-
ered. It’s sort of spiritualism, I guess. Or reincarnation,
or something like that.”

Seeing Sam’s blank look, Kitty explained.

“Spiritualism is a belief in the spirits of dead people
talking to people on earth. And reincarnation is the belief
that dead people come back in other bodies—or in other
shapes.”

“Like hawses or dawgs?” Sam asked interestedly.

“Yes. Or mockingbirds. She swears, Sam, that her hus-

~band has come back in the form of a mockingbird and he

sits outside her window at dawn every morning and sings
to her and she tries to understand what he’s telling her,
and if she can just understand him she’ll be able to know
everything.”

Kitty paused to laugh at the expression on Sam’s face
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“I know it sounds silly. But she believes it, Sam. And
she’s trying to convert me. She stopped by this morning
on her way from church,” Kitty went on rapidly, lacing
and unlacing her fingers in her lap, “and she had some
man out in the buggy with her, and she came in and told
me in private that 4e understands about this new religion
and is going to teach her to understand what her dead
husband is trying to say through the mockingbird, and
she wanted me to slip away this afternoon and come over -
to her ranch to take a lesson too.”

Sam shook his head disbelievingly. “Who’s the feller
that’s gonna tell her what the mockin’bird’s sayin’?”

“I don’t know. Some stranger from Denver. She didn’t
tell me his name and I didn’t bother to look at him.”

“I betcha it’s that schoolma’am’s uncle,” said Sam ex-
citedly. “Yessir. From Denver, huh? They do say he’s
mighty chummy with God an’ all the angels.”

“It’s sacrilege,” Kitty said angrily. “And it made me
mad when she thought I'd come and listen to any such
thing. Have I been acting so terribly funny?” she wailed.
“Do you think I'm going to get like her, Sam?”

He threw back his head and laughed loudly at the
frightened expression on Kitty’s pretty face. “I wouldn’t
worry none about it, honey. You jest keep right on bein’
yore own sweet self.”

“That’s what made me decide to be different,” Kitty
told him honestly. “I've been lying around feeling sorry
for myself and fretting, and I'm going to stop it. I've got
the best husband in the world and I'm happy here for
the first time in my life and I'm noz going to let anything
spoil it.”

Sam tried to say something but he had such a lump in
his throat that he couldn’t get any words out. He got up
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to get a drink of water and wash the lump down, and as
he passed the open front door he paused to peer out down
the road toward Dutch Springs.

He stood there for a moment, and then chuckled and
said over his shoulder, “There comes the livery rig, all
shined up an’ clean. Betcha that’s the banker feller out
sparkin’ the new schoolteacher.

“By golly,” he added quickly, “they’re a-turnin’ in here,
Kitty. Yessir. It's shore enuff Rudd Fleming all dressed
up fit to kill. An’ Miss Dawson looks right sweet an’
purty too.” He stepped out of the doorway to greet the
visitors as the livery buggy pulled up in front of the ex-
press station.

13

RUDD FLEMING was dressed in a suit of black
broadcloth which had become too small for him during
the four years it had lain in his trunk. The coat constricted
his shoulders and the trousers were tight about his hips
and thighs. The stiff collar, too, was irksome to his neck,
accustomed to the freedom of open-throated flannel shirts,
and he felt uncomfortably dressed up even though he had
decided against a derby in favor of the white Stetson
which he habitually wore.

But when he stopped for Connie at Mrs. Leroy’s just
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after Sunday dinner, he was glad that he had dressed care-
fully. For she looked as though she had just stepped out
of a New York or Paris dress shop in a close-fitting woolen
suit of dark green with an absurd little hat worn on the
back of her head and black lace stockings with high-heeled
shoes.

He had forgotten that a woman could look like that,
and his heart pounded like a college boy’s as he leaped
down to help her into the buggy. He laughingly apolo-
gized for the incongruity of his western hat, but Connie
told him she liked it and thought it was quite proper for
a buggy ride in Powder Valley.

They started out that way, with laughter and mutual
understanding between them; and they laughed more and
came to understand each other better while the livery
team trotted briskly through the cool autumnal sunlight
and they talked of many things.

Connie told him a little about herself, mixing a littlé
truth with a lot of falsehood, hinting at a background of
wealthy parents and eastern finishing schools, mentioning
a financial debacle that had to do with mining properties,
and recent orphanhood that had forced her to accept this
teaching position. She gave Rudd Fleming an impression
of bravery and self-reliance by touching lightly upon these
falsehoods, and by the time they had driven to the Pony
Express way-station he knew he was falling in love with
her, and the realization pleased him tremendously.

Connie had mentioned her thirst about a mile back, and
when they reached the station, Rudd turned in, telling
her, “There’s a funny old codger lives here. He'll give us
a drink and you can meet his wife. She’s from Denver
also and she seems very happy to be settled in this lonely
place married to an Express rider.”
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Sam Sloan stepped out of the doorway to welcome
them as Rudd Fleming pulled up the team. He said,
“Howdy, Mr. Fleming. Has the bank took a mortgage on
this here station of mine?”

The young banker laughed and stepped down to the
ground. “This is purely a pleasure ride, Sam. Miss Con-
stance would like a drink of water. This is Sam Sloan—
Miss Dawson.”

Sam went to the buggy to hold out a brown hand and
shake Connie’s heartily. “Mighty glad tuh make yore ac-
quaintance, Miss Dawson. I've heard talk about the new
schoolma’am but nobody tol’ me you was so danged
purty.”

Connie laughed and held on to his hand to step down
from the buggy. “You'd better be careful,” she warned
him. “I think your wife is right behind you listening.”

Sam turned and saw Kitty standing in the doorway.
Rudd Fleming was going toward her, but Kitty’s eyes
were fixed on Connie Dawson’s face. They widened, and
her features took on a queer look of bewilderment and
of half recognition.

Sam said, “Well, I'll be doggoned! Looks like these two
gals mebby awready know each other, Mr. Fleming. Them
both bein’ from Denver an’ all.”

Rudd stopped near Kitty and took off his hat. He said,
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Sloan,” and then turned to tell
Sam with a smile, “I hardly think Mrs. Sloan and Miss
Dawson were acquainted in Denver. You see, well—" He
flushed and reached up with his forefinger to loosen the
collar that had suddenly started to choke him. “What I
mean, Sam, is—well—Miss Dawson is a schoolteacher,
you know.”

“Of course,” said Kitty clearly. “And I was just a dance-
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hall entertainer until you married me, Sam.” She held her
head high and her narrowed eyes were fixed on Connie’s
face.

Sam Sloan went toward his wife. He told her stoutly,
“Dancehall entertainin’ ain’t nothin’ to be ashamed of. If
Mr. Fleming has got a idee you ain’t good enuff—"

“No, no,” said Rudd Fleming quickly and unhappily.
“I didn’t mean anything like that, Sam. I've always been
one of your wife’s admirers. I merely meant that it wasn’t
likely that she and Miss Dawson had met in Denver. That
is—” He was stumbling over his words, as crimson and
self-conscious as a schoolboy.

Connie came forward, smiling and self-possessed. She
said, “I'm sure your wife was a wonderful entertainer,
Mr. Sloan, and if I had gotten out much in Denver I
might have met her.” Her eyes met Kitty’s and implored
her not to say anything. She said, “I'm Constance Daw-
son, Mrs. Sloan, I sope you won’t hold it against me be-
cause I'm just a schoolteacher.”

Kitty said, “How do you do—Miss Dawson. Did I hear

Mr. Fleming say something about wanting a drink?”

“Please.” Connie laughed and linked her arm in Kitty’s.
“And I wish you’d show me your house. I think it’s won-
derful the way women make homes out here in the wil-
derness.” The two women went in the front door to-
gether.

Rudd Fleming got out a handkerchief and mopped
sweat from his face though the afternoon was quite cool.
He said to Sam, “See here. I hope you don’t think—that
is—I don’t want you or your wife to feel—"

Sam laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “Neither
Kitty nor me is thin-skinned about what she did for a
livin’ before me an’ her got married. Right now she’s Mrs.
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Sam Sloan an’ nothin’ else matters. Come on in an’ we'll
get that drink.”

Inside the lean-to kitchen, Connie closed the door tight-
ly and put her back against it. She said, “Well, Kitty?”
and her voice and face were hard.

Kitty turned slowly. Her voice was troubled. “It is you,
isn’t it, Connie?”

“Yes. Thanks for not giving me away out there—in
front of Rudd.”

Kitty stood back against the sink. Her eyes were dilated.
“What are you doing in Dutch Springs pretending to be
a schoolteacher?”

“Pm trying to be decent. It’s my chance to get away from
singing in saloons the rest of my life. Yoz ought to know,
Kitty. You did the same thing.”

Kitty shook her head. “I didn’t fool Sam. He knew all

about me when he married me.”

“But I can’t tell Rudd the truth. You know I can't,
Kitty. He’s different.”

“Different from Sam? Maybe. But he’s no better. Sam
Sloan is the finest man in Powder Valley, Connie Daw-
son.

“I heard about Judge Prink being here,” Kitty went
on slowly. “I thought I ought to tell people the truth
about him, but I didn’t. When he settled down in Dutch
Springs and got appointed district judge I thought maybe
he’d changed. I thought I'd wait and see. Why did he
bring you here, Connie?”

“Because Powder Valley needed a schoolteacher. I did
it for sort of a lark. I thought it’d be fun to pretend to be
a schoolteacher. And then I met Rudd Fleming.” Con-
nie’s voice softened. “Don’t blame me too much, Kitty.
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You know the way I lived in Denver. You can’t blame
me for trying to get away from that.”

“Who's the man that came with you pretending to be
your uncle?”

Connie hesitated. “It’s Dan Deever, Kitty.”

“That old hypocrite?” Kitty’s nostrils flared. “What are
he and the judge cooking up together?”

“Nothing,” Connie told her weakly. “Daniel wanted
to get away from Denver too. He’s changed since you
knew him, Kitty. He’s really gotten religion instead of
just pretending like he used to. He thought he might
come here and make a new start—where people didn’t
know him.”

Kitty shook her head. “I don’t believe it,” she said sim-
ply. “Not Dan Deever. He and the judge must be up to
some crooked game. And I won’t stand for it, Connie. I
won’t let them get away with anything here in Powder
Valley. I'll tell everybody the truth about them.”

“And ruin things for me?” Connie cried despairingly.

“I can’t help that.” Kitty thinned her lips against her
teeth. “You don’t know me any more, Connie. I live in
Powder Valley. These people are my friends. They trust
me, even though they know the kind of life I lived before
I came here. Do you think I'd let them down?”

“But you're going to let me down.”

“You're in it with Judge Prink and Dan Deever.”

“In what? 1 swear it isn’t what you think, Kitty. They’ve
both changed. They’re not up to anything.”

Kitty shook her head. “A skunk can’t change his smell.”

“That’s being terribly unfair.” Connie was shaking now,
and her voice was desperate. “You don’t know anything
about it.”

“I know both of them.”
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“Give me my chance,” Connie implored. “You've got
everything. Why should you begrudge me my chance?
You're married and safe. You're happy. You're—going
to have a baby, aren’t you?”

Kitty said, “Yes,” proudly. She hesitated. “Do you think
you're going to marry Rudd Fleming?”

“I will—if he asks me.”

“Don’t do it,” Kitty counseled her. “Don’t trick him,
Connie. You'll never forgive yourself if you do that. Tell
him the truth.”

“Then he won’t ask me to marry him,” Connie cried.

“He will if he loves you. And that’s the only way mar-
riage is any good. If he doesn’t love you enough to marry
you knowing the truth, then you won’t be happy anyway.”

“Give me a little time,” Connie begged. “If he had time
to learn to love me first—then maybe it wouldn’t matter.”

Kitty shook her head. “It’s the wrong thing to do, Con-
nie.”

“How do you know what’s right and what’s wrong for
me? Who are you to pass judgment? You're safe and
happy.”

Kitty said, “You'll hate yourself if he marries you first
and then finds out afterward.” Her face softened and she
went toward the other girl, holding out her hand. “Rudd
Fleming is a fine man. Trust him to do what’s right. Tell
him the truth, Connie, before it’s too late.”

“Will you let me decide when’s the right time to tell
him?”

Kitty hesitated. She warned Connie evenly, “Not if I
find out Judge Prink and Dan Deever are up to some-
thing. But I won’t say anything right away.” She turned
and got some glasses down from a shelf. “We’d better
take them a drink.”
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“You women have been a mighty long time gettin’ that
water,” Sam told them when they came in from the
kitchen with brimming glasses.

“We've been telling each other secrets,” Connie said
brightly. “That is, Mrs. Sloan has.”

Sam stood in the doorway with his arm about Kitty’s
waist while they watched the livery buggy drive away.
“Looks like Rudd Fleming has got it bad,” he chuckled.
“D’yuh see how he looked at Miss Dawson? An’ the way
he he’ped her up into the buggy—like she was made outta
glass an” might break if he weren’t careful ?”

Kitty nodded. She didn’t echo his laughter. She seemed
queerly withdrawn and her face had a pinched look. She
said, “He’s nice, isn’t he?”

“Fleming?” Sam looked at her in surprise. “You betcha,
Fer an Easterner he’s plumb awright. Time he was get-
tin’ hitched, though, an’ they make a mighty nice-lookin’
couple.”

Kitty was quiet and moody after their visitors left, and
Sam noticed the change in her and was worried.

He asked gruffly, “Did seein’ her make you start think-
in’ about Denver an’ all? Did it sorta make you wish you
had purty clothes like that to wear?”

“No,” Kitty told him fiercely. “I wouldn’t change places
with her for anything in the world.”

“I jest wondered,” Sam said humbly. “I wouldn’t blame
you none for gettin’ to feel that way—stuck out here like
we are. We don’ Aave to live out here like this,” he went
on swiftly. “We could move to town if you'd like it. Or
all the way into Denver even, mebby. I ain’t broke, you
know. I still got that there money—"

“No, Sam.” Kitty got up and went to him swiftly, lean-
ing down to press her soft cheek against his leathery fore-
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head. “I love it like this,” she assured him. “Living here
alone—with you. I don’t need people. I don’t need any-
thing. Just this.”

Sam said awkwardly, “Yo’re plumb wonderful, Kitty.
I reckon there never was a man as lucky as me.”

She patted his cheek and went back to her rocking
chair. “It seems to me this is all there’s ever been in life,”
she mused. “Just loving you and living here. Oh Sam! I
feel so sorry for all the women in the world who haven’t
got husbands like you.”

Sam stuffed tobacco in his pipe and looked embar-
rassed. “I reckon there ain’t many women would want
me. None ever did till you came along.”

Kitty picked up her crocheting and began to ply her
steel hook. There was silence between them. Sam puffed
on his pipe and was content.

After a time a frown creased Kitty’s brow. Her crochet
needle started going slower and slower while she stared
thoughtfully across the room. She broke the silence be-
tween them by asking:

“What was it you said about the teacher’s uncle, Sam?”

“Huh?” He took his pipe out of his mouth and looked
at Kitty. “What’s that?”

“You were asleep,” she accused him.

“Nope. I was sorta dreamin’, mebby. Seems like the
pipe smoke makes pictures when you set an’ jest let it
come out easy.”

“I asked you about the schoolteacher’s uncle.”

“Mr. Deever? What about him?”

“Remember when I was telling you about Mrs. Jenkins
just after dinner? I told you about the mockingbird she
thinks is the reincarnation of her husband.”

Sam nodded and chuckled. “Ol’ Tod Jenkins! If he
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had his pick of what shape he’d come back in, ’twouldn’t
be no mockin’bird, I'll tell you that.”

“And I told you she had someone out in her buggy
when she stopped by this morning,” Kitty went on.

“Feller that was goin’ to tell her what o’ Tod sings
about so early in the mornin’,” Sam chuckled again, “Now
that’d be somethin’. I'd shore admire to hear that.”

“And you said you supposed it was probably the school-
teacher’s uncle,” Kitty continued patiently, “Do you re-
member saying that?”

“Shore. You said it was some feller from Denver. Made
me think about Deever—him bein’ so stuck on religion
an’ all.” g

“Is that the only reason you had for thinking it was
Mr. Deever, Sam?”

Sam shrugged. “I guess I did hear in town that Dee-
ver'd been makin’ up to the widder at church. Don’ know
how true it is. But there ain’t many strange fellers from
Denver that'd be giving the widder lessons in some new-
fangled religion about dead people turnin’ into mockin’-
birds.”

Kitty’s frown deepened. She began to ply her needle
swiftly again, but her lips tightened and it was evident
that her thoughts were far away, and not pleasant.

Before Sam could settle back to the dreamy pleasure of
making pictures out of his tobacco smoke, she asked him:

"Would you mind terribly hitching up a team and driv-
ing us over to the Jenkins ranch?”

Sam said, “No.” But he looked at her curiously.
“Changed yore mind about things? Yo’re not goin’ to
start believin’ that mockin’bird is oI’ Tod Jenkins, are
you?”

" Kitty said, “No.” Her face had that hard, pinched look
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again. She put her crocheting aside and stood up. “But I
want to drive over to Mrs. Jenkins’ right now.”

Sam said, “Shore, honey.” He didn’t understand Kitty,
but he was determined to humor her. “Tll get a team
hooked up right away.”

“I'll change my dress and be ready to go-as soon as you
are,” Kitty told him. “I'd like to get there before Mr.
Deever leaves.”

14

KITTY CAME HURRYING out of the front door
when Sam drove up in the buggy. He cramped the wheels
and jumped down to help her in, but Kitty stepped up
into the seat unassisted before he could take her arm. She
said sharply, “Let’s not waste any time getting there.”

Sam got back up beside her and let the eager team out
into a fast trot while he studied his wife curxously out of
the corner of his eye.

Kitty was obviously under a tremendous tension. Her
gloved hands were folded tightly in her lap and she sat
erect with her slim shoulders squared. Her chin was lifted
and she stared straight ahead.

Sam said dubiously, “Yo’re in a mighty rush all of a

sudden, honey. You reckon it’s good fer you to get ex-
cited like this?”
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Kitty didn’t relax. She said, “I want to get to the Jen-
kins ranch before Mr. Deever leaves.”

“It ain’t so far,” Sam encouraged her. “Uh—why did
you decide all of a sudden that you wanta see him so bad ?”

Kitty shivered a little. She tightened her lips and said,
“Please don’t ask me, Sam. I want to do what’s right. I've
got to find out—" Her voice trailed off irresolutely.

“Shore,” Sam said. “I ain’t meanin’ to pry into yore
reasons, honey.” He shook out the lines to urge the team
into a faster trot. He reckoned it was something to do
with having a baby. He’d heard that all women got queer
ideas at a time like that. And the thing to do was to hu-
‘mor them and not ask many questions. If Kitty had de-
cided she wanted to fly to the moon he would have tried
to arrange the trip.

“Sometimes,” Kitty told him after a little time, “a per-
son doesn’t know what’s right and what’s wrong.” She
shivered again. “It’s terrible not to know where your
loyalty lies.”

Sam didn’t know what she was talking about. It
sounded like pure gibberish to him. It seemed like that
short visit from the Denver schoolteacher had set her off.
Everything had been all right until then. But he hoped,
by golly, that Kitty wasn’t going to get a crazy religious
streak like believing old Tod Jenkins had turned himself
into a mockingbird. That would be too much. He won-
dered if Sally Stevens would be able to advise him. Sally
was a mother, but he couldn’t recollect Pat ever telling
about Sally acting this way.

They rounded a turn and saw a little ball of dust rapid-
ly riding down the road toward them. He felt Kitty stiffen
in the seat beside him when they got close enough to see
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it was a surrey that was approaching. He squinted ahead
and muttered, “Looks like one of the widder’s teams.”

Kitty said, “Slow up a little. If it's Mrs. Jenkins driving
him back to town—"

“It ain’t,” Sam told her. “I'wo men in the front seat.
Looks like Jud Brinlow drivin’. More’n likely he’s takin’
Deever back.” He slowed his own team, and after a mo-
ment nodded confidently.

“That’s who it is, shore enough. That dressed-up feller
ridin’ with Jud is Deever. You want I should stop ’em?”

Kitty said, “No. We'll go on to see Mrs. Jenkins.”

Sam let his team out into a faster trot and pulled them
to the right to give the Jenkins surrey room to pass. He
waved to Jud Brinlow as they passed, and he saw the
frock-coated Mr. Deever turn to stare at them with his
mouth open as though he wanted to speak but didn’t
know what to say.

When they were back in the ruts, Sam turned to look
at Kitty again. Her face was quite white and she looked
angry. He said lamely, “That was Deever, awright. He
don’t look like a feller that believes in ghosts.”

Kitty shook her head but she didn’t say anything more.
It was only a couple of more miles to the Jenkins ranch,
and Sam’s fast-trotting team ate the distance up rapidly.
He stopped at the hitching rail outside the front gate and
tied the team, then asked Kitty awkwardly, “You want I
should go in with you or would you rather I'd stay out-
side?” :

Kitty looked at him in surprise. “I want you to come
in with me, of course.” She put her hand on his arm and
her gloved fingers tightened until they hurt. “I want you
to hear all of this, Sam. I want you to help me.”



MIDNIEHT ROUND-UP 131

Sam said, “Shore. I dunno what it’s all about, but I'll
be right with you.”

They went up a dirt walk to the front door and Sam
knocked loudly.

The door opened after a time and the widow Jenkins’
wrinkled face peered out at them. Her features spread
out in a smile when she saw who it was.

“Why Mr. and Miz Sloan! Come right on in. I'm so
glad you did come but it’s terrible you're too late to meet
Mr. Deever. We had such a miraculous demonstration!
Do come in.” :

The shades were tightly drawn in her living room and
the air was hot and stifling, filled with a heavy, cloying
odor that got into Sam’s lungs and choked them when he
followed Kitty inside.

When he sputtered for breath, Mrs. Jenkins explained
brightly, “It’s the incense, Mr. Sloan. You'll get used to
it. Mr. Deever brought it with him. It’s called Balm of
Gilead and it makes the vibrations right.”

Sam got out his bandanna and coughed into it, mutter-
ing apologetically that he reckoned his vibrations weren’t
quite up to the smell yet. He groped around in the semi-
darkness and sat in a rawhide-seated rocking chair, but
Kitty remained standing near the door. She said:

“I want to know what Mr. Deever has been doing,
Myra.”

“He’s wonderful,” Mrs. Jenkins told her ecstatically.
“So understanding. And he knows all about the sacred
Rule of Twelve. He can quote from it almost like he’d
wrote it himself.”

“He probably did,” said Kitty angrily.

“What say?” Mrs. Jenkins blinked and stretched out
her long neck.
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Kitty said, “I didn’t mean to interrupt you. What do
you mean about the Rule of Twelve?r”

“It’s getting your body in tune with the infinite. A
series of lessons I got in a pamphlet from Denver. It tells
how to create a mood, sort of, that puts one’s physical
body in communion with the things that aren’s. It’s what
I wanted you to learn about, my dear. If you'd only got
here sooner—”

“I'm sorry we didn’t,” said Kitty. “What about the
mockingbird?”

“That’s the most wonderful manifestation of all..Mr.
Deever was just thrilled with it. He says I must be ter-
ribly psychic. He never heard of it coming so fast and
clear before.”

“What?”

“Messages from the Beyond. From Tod. Don’t you see?
Tod’s worrying about me running this big ranch all by
myself. He knows I'm not capable of it. He wants I
should marry again. Bless his heart. I never knowed he
cared so much when he was here on earth.”

Overcome with emotion, Mrs. Jenkins got out a hand-
kerchief and sobbed in it.

Kitty said, “Stop crying in your handkerchief and tell
me exactly what Mr. Deever said.”

Sam looked at her in surprise He’d never heard Kitty’s
voice so hard and clear. She sounded like she was mad
clear through. He didn’t see why she was mad at Mrs,
Jenkins. Looked to him like the old lady was more to be
pitied. He started to remonstrate with Kitty but she si-
lenced him with a fierce gesture. “Go on,” she told Mrs.
Jenkins. “I want to know what kind of an act Dan Dee-
ver is putting on with you.”

“He’s helping me to understand Tod’s messages. I can’t
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understand them. I'm not tuned in good enough vyet,
though goodness knows I haven’t missed a one of the
exercises—deep breathing and all. But he says I mustn’t
be impatient. The Inner Secrets will be revealed to me
when my vibrations are right.”

“In the meantime, /e tells you what Tod wants you to
do.” :

Mrs. Jenkins nodded happily. “Isn’t it wonderful for
him to come along just when my need is so great? If
‘twasn’t for him I’d just have thought the mockingbird
was just a mockingbird. I'd never have fancied poor Tod
would come back thataway.”

“Shore sounds funny to me too,” Sam put in cheerfully.
“Now if he’d grabbed on to the shape of a jackass an’
come back a-brayin’ it’d be more like Tod.”

Kitty stamped her foot angrily. She said, “I'm trying
to find out exactly what Mr. Deever told you Tod wants
you to do.”

“It’s not too clear. Not yet. I told him how the song
comes every morning just at dawn. And that’s a sure sign
Tod don’t hold with me staying a widow no longer. He
knows that it ain’t blessed to live alone and /e knows it
ain’t good in the sight of the Lord for a woman to run
a big ranch like this. He wants I should find a man I can
trust and then deed it over to him—for eternal happi-
ness.”

Kitty said, “I see.” She sounded depressed now, un-
certain of herself. She told her husband, “I think we’d
better go now.”

“Do come back,” Mrs. Jenkins urged them. “I hope
youw'll come back when Mr. Deever’s here. He promised
to come again next Saturday and be here in the morn-
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ing to hear Tod sing himself. Then helll know better,
don’t you see, what Tod’s telling me.”

Kitty said flatly, “I see just exactly what he’s up to.”
She wrenched the door open and marched out. Sam got
up and followed her. He felt that he ought to apologize
to Mrs. Jenkins for their abrupt departure, but Kitty was
already going down the path to the buggy, and he hur-
ried after her.

He helped her in and then turned to take off his hat
and wave it at the shrunken figure of the widow who
stood in the doorway watching them go.

He climbed in and wheeled the horses about, then chided
Kitty, “You ortn’t've flew off the handle like that, hon. If
it pleases her to listen to sech foolishment I reckon it ain’t
gonna do no harm.”

“Harm?” Kitty cried fiercely. “It’s terrible, Sam. I feel
so sorry for her.”

“I dunno as I do. Folks like her need somethin’ like that
to make life int’restin’.”

“But don’t you see what he’s doing?” Kitty wailed.

“I reckon he’s got a screw loose same as her.”

“But he hasn’t, Sam. Dan Deever is smart. And he’s
cruel. He’s getting her all worked up by a fake religion
to where she’ll marry him and deed the ranch over. Don’t
you see?”

Sam said gently, “Looks to me like yo’re doin’ a lot of
guessin’, honey.”

“It isn’t guesswork,” she told him fiercely. “I know Dan
Deever. T know how he works. He’s been doing this for
years, Sam. Getting money from widows and people who
don’t know any better by pretending to be religious.”

Sam shook his head and looked puzzled. “You mean
Miss Dawson’s uncle? He’s a crook?”
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“He isn’t her uncle,” Kitty said scornfully. “He’s just
pretending that too.”

Sam shook his head in amazement. “You mean she’s in
with him on it?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Kitty twisted her hands together.
“I promised her I wouldn’t tell. But I won’t let him do
that to Mrs. Jenkins.”

“Are you sure about Deever?” Sam asked. “Plumb-
certain sure?”

“There’s no mistake about him,” she told him dully. “I
recognized him when he passed in the buggy.”

“You knew him back in Denver, huh?”

“Yes. Everyone knew Dan Deever. He must have been
arrested a dozen times for things like this. But Judge
Prink always managed to get him off.”

“Jedge Prink, huh?”

“Yes. I haven’t told anybody this, Sam, because I thought
it was only fair to wait and see how things worked out.
But Judge Prink was one of the crookedest lawyers in
Denver. He always won his cases—bribing a jury or some-
thing like that.”

Sam expelled a long breath. “How about a feller named
Crane?” he demanded.

“Gilbert Crane? He’s another one I knew back in the
old days. What about him, Sam?”

“Nothin’,” said Sam grimly. “’Ceptin’ that he moved
onto the K Bar ranch not long ago. Takin’ it right out
from under Ezry’s nose when Ezry had spoke to Jedge
Prink for it special.” :

“I knew some man had taken it over but I didn’t know
his name.” Kitty gripped Sam’s arm. “Gilbert Crane isn’t
a rancher. He’s a horse trader who used to hang around
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Denver. I know the judge got Aim out of one or two
crooked deals too.”

“How about a feller named Gut-Luck Lasher—an’ a
gambler name of Windy Rivers?” Sam asked excitedly.

But Kitty shook her head. “I don’t know them. Who -
are they?”

Sam told her concisely all he knew. And he told her
about Pat and the vague suspicions he had confided the
preceding night. “Looks like Pat was right,” he ended,
“only Pat didn’t even know about this Deever feller. What
about Miss Dawson?” he went on sharply. “You know
her too?”

Kitty nodded wearily. “We worked together in Denver.
She’s no more a schoolteacher than I am, Sam. She used to
sing around cheap saloons.”

“No good, huh?”

Kitty’s chin lifted. “Connie was all right. I always liked
her. As far as I know she was on the square. That’s why
I didn’t say anything to you and Mr. Fleming when I
saw her today. I know how it is when you get stuck in a
rut that way. No decent man will look at you.”

“I looked at you,” Sam reminded her soberly.

“But you're one man in a million. Most men think a
dancehall entertainer can’t be decent. They won’t think of
marrying her.”

Sam nodded uncomfortably. “I reckon that is so, aw-
right.”

“What are we going to do, Sam? We’ve got to stop Dan
Deever from twisting Mrs. Jenkins around his finger.”

“Yep,” Sam agreed soberly. “I reckon we had ought to
do somethin’. Bes’ thing, it looks like, is to tell Pat the
whole truth. He’s sheriff. He had ought to know about
Jedge Prink, anyway.”
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“I know it. I should have told him before. I warned
Connie today.” Kitty went on, “that I wouldn’t keep still
if T thought someone in Powder Valley was going to get
hurt. That’s why I wanted to drive over to the Jenkins
ranch—to find out exactly what Dan Deever was up to.”

“That was bein’ fair enough,” Sam assured her. “I reckon
I'll mosey out to the Lazy Mare tonight an’ tell Pat jest
how things stand. He’ll know what to do.”

They had no more than reached the Pony Express sta-
tion when a horse and rider came galloping up from the
northeast. The rider was George Williams, one of the
hands at the Lazy Mare. He flung himself off his lathered
mount just as Sam pulled up the team, and panted, “Miz
Stevens sent me riding for you, Sam.”

“What's the trouble?” -

“Plenty. Dock’s gone an’ Miz Stevens is plumb worried
sick. Pat an’ Ezra have been out trailin’ him since daylight
but they ain’t come back yet.”

“Dock’s gone? You mean he’s losz?”

“I dunno rightly. He ain’t to home. An’ I know Pat an’
Ezra went out after him at daylight.”

“Wait a minute,” Sam said sharply. He turned to Kitty
who had been listening silently, and explained, “Mebby I
know somethin’ about that. I heard Crane from the K Bar
talkin’ to the jedge las’ night when they didn’t know I was
listenin’. An’ Crane was mad an’ said somethin’ about if
they’d left the boy alone they would of been better off.”

“Oh Sam! Do you suppose they’ve kidnaped Dock?”

“I dunno.” Sam whirled away from the buggy and
yelled, “Jeff! Saddle the fastest an’ freshest hawse in the
corral an’ buckle my saddle gun on.” He turned toward
the house.
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Kitty climbed down from the buggy and asked faintly,
“What are you going to do, Sam?”

“Pm gonna buckle on my gun ’fore I start ridin’. I
reckon I'll stop in at the K Bar for a pow-wow on my way
to the Lazy Mare.”

15

NIGHT-DARKNESS CAME ON with interminable
slowness while Pat and Ezra waited behind a thick clump
of juniper overlooking the K Bar ranch house. Leaving
their three horses securely tethered out of sight, the sheriff
and his one-eyed companion had wriggled through the
thicket to a point where they could look down on the
ranch house unseen and watch every movement made by
the three men below.

They saw nothing to excite further suspicion. For a long
time after they took up their vigil, the three men remained
inside the house out of sight. Then, as the evening shadows
lengthened, Timothy O’Connor and Gut-Luck Lasher
came out and took care of the few evening chores necessary
at a horse ranch, pumping a fresh supply of water into the
long wooden trough, breaking bales of hay and tossing
feed to the half dozen saddlehorses penned up in the
corral.

At the same time smoke began to curl up from the
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chimney of the kitchen stove, indicating that the owner
was preparing supper while his two hands did the outside
work.

It was a peaceful scene—exactly as it might have been
on any other evening at any similar ranch, with nothing
whatever to indicate that anything out of the ordinary
was afoot at the K Bar ranch.

Waiting and watching silently was a terrible strain on
Pat Stevens. Every fiber of his body cried out for immedi-
ate and violent action. At this short distance he could see
the insolent swagger of Gut-Luck as he went about his
evening duties, and he had to grit his teeth and hold him-
self back forcibly from striding down the slope and back-
ing up his questions with- gunfire.

But he knew Ezra was right. He knew the logical course
was to lie concealed and await developments. If his son
was already dead, his boyish body hidden out there some-
where in the wastelands behind the ranch, it wouldn’t
help matters any to exact immediate vengeance. It wouldn’t
bring Dock back to life. It wouldn’t give Sally back her
son. If that were the case, vengeance would be no less
sweet for postponing it a few hours.

And if Dock was still alive and unharmed as Ezra be-
lieved, it was surely best to wait in the hope that the K Bar
men would unwittingly lead them to the boy’s hiding
place. :

Pat knew this reasoning was logical. He kept going over
and over it in his mind—but he was still a father—and for
the first time in his life he had a difficult time acceding to
reason.

Yet he knew Ezra’s interpretation of the hoof trails he
had followed that day was a strong indication that Dock
had been alive and not a prisoner at the time when he
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discarded his pinto and mounted double on the K Bar
horse. The fact that the pinto had gone ahead of the K
Bar horse up to that point was a strong argument to sup-
port that belief. And it was, Pat thought, what Dock might
have done under the circumstances. If he was determined
to hide his trail from Ezra, the boy would have known
some ruse like that would be the only way.

The thing that Pat couldn’t figure out was why one of
the K Bar men would have aided the boy to hide his trail.
Neighbors didn’t generally help a young boy run away
from home. No one else in Powder Valley would have
done a thing like that. If Dock had been seen by another
rancher and had told what he was doing, he would have

- been summarily escorted home.”

But Pat had an uneasy conviction that there was some-
thing sinister about the K Bar and its men that had some-
thing to do with turning Dock against his father. He had
felt it before, when Dock had started visiting Crane every
afternoon after school, and he had vaguely sensed it in the
incident of the black colt which Crane had insisted should
come as a gift from him rather than as a sale to Pat.

It was all tied up somehow, Pat was convinced, with
Judge Prink and the way he had given Crane possession
of the ranch over Ezra’s prior claim. He didn’t sece why
this was so, It didn’t make sense. He didn’t know why
anybody would want to antagonize him, nor why anybody
would want to drive a wedge between father and son.

Ezra nudged him and startled him out of his musings.
“Look down yonder at the corral, Pat. D’yuh see what
xeer

Pat narrowed his eyes and stared down through the
gathering darkness toward the corral below. He muttered,

t“Looks like they’re saddlin’ up a hawse.”
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“Two hawses,” Ezra corrected him. “A blazed-face roan
an’ that white-stockinged sorrel. The sorrel is the one that
carried Dock off las’ night.”

Pat nodded grimly. Ezra was right. The two K Bar
hands were saddling up a pair of horses. He watched in
silence while they led the saddled mounts up to the back
of the ranch house and ground-tied them, then went inside.

He drew a long breath and muttered, “That looks like
the real goods. They’ve gone in to eat supper.”

“We ain’t gonna have long tuh wait now,” Ezra pre-
dicted gleefully. “I betcha they’ll be ridin’ soon’s it gets
dark. Shore wish we had a crack at that supper they’ll be
settin’ down to,” he added wistfully. “Seems like I kin
smell it plumb up here. Frijoles, I betcha, an’ fried yearlin’
steaks.”

“I ain’t a mite hungry,” Pat protested.

“Me neither. I've done got over bein’ hongry. It’s been
so danged long sence my belly saw any vittles that it’s done
forgot what they taste like,” Ezra mourned.

- Pat laughed shortly. He inched backward and sat up,
then cupped a cigarette paper and poured tobacco into it.
“We'd best get a smoke while they’re eating supper. We
won’t dare to light up after we take out trailin’ them.”

“T'll make out with a fresh chaw,” Ezra grumbled.
“Sorta keep m’ jaws in practice fer the time when they get
somethin’ more nourishin’ to work on.” :

Pat shielded a match carefully and lit his cigarette. Stars
came out overhead and a yellow light showed in the
kitchen window of the ranch house below.

Pat finished his cigarette and crushed the butt out with
his boot heel. He and Ezra sat side by side without talking.
They heard the back door of the ranch house open, and a
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figure stepped into the rectangle of light. It was followed
by a second man. Then the door was slammed shut.

Pat got up. He said softly, “This is it. You take the lead
in trailing ’em, Ezra. Don't lose 'em but be careful they
don’t catch on they’re bein’ trailed.”

Ezra didn’t say anything. He followed Pat back through
the thicket to their saddled horses. Pat mounted and took
up the pinto’s lead rope. He waited for Ezra to take the
lead.

Ezra reined over to him and whispered, “We don’t hafta
foller too close. We know which direction the backtrail
heads out.” He rode to the edge of the junipers and
stopped his horse in the shadow. There was a thin arc of
a moon in the sky, and the stars were very bright, shedding
a faint shimmering radiance on the valley.

They could distinctly hear the creak of saddle leather
and the thud of hooves as the two K Bar riders rode past
them not more than two hundred yards below. Ezra waited
until the men were out of hearing before letting his horse
forward out of the concealing shadow. Pat Stevens fol-
lowed close behind. He could hear nothing to guide them,
but he had seen Ezra on the trail too often to question
him now.

Ezra kept his horse at a walk for a time, then lifted him
to a slow trot. Pat stayed close at his heels, leading Dock’s
pinto behind.

They covered several miles at this gait, with Ezra riding
on confidently just as though it was bright daylight and
he could see the two K Bar riders clearly.

He didn’t hesitate when they reached the stretch of
rocky hills where he had lost the trail that merning, but
followed a devious, winding course that led them upward
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- and to the right of the territory he and Pat had laboriously
combed that day.

It was more than an hour after they left the ranch when
Ezra stopped his horse suddenly. Pat reined up beside him
as Ezra stepped down from the saddle and lay down full-
length on the rocky ground.

Ezra lay immobile for a full minute before arising.
“They’ve stopped,” he told Pat in a low tone. “’Bout half
a mile ahead. Keep your hawse still till we find out what
they’re gonna do.”

They didn’t have long to wait. Ezra had scarcely finished
speaking when a blob of light shone through the night
from ahead. :

“Looks like a lamp inside a house,” Pat muttered. “But
there ain’t rightly no houses up yonder.”

“There’s that ol’ shack on Beaver Crik,” Ezra reminded
him. “An’ that’s about where that light is at.”

“That’s right.” Pat swore softly. He swung out of the
saddle. “I'm goin’ up here, Ezra. Dock must be in that
shack.”

“Tha’s right. I'll tie the hawses here an’ be right behind
yuh.” Ezra caught the reins of Pat’s horse as the Powder
Valley sheriff went forward over the rocky ground.

Pat moved toward the rectangle of light as fast as caution
would allow, driven by a fierce exultation now that the
final accounting was near. He loosened his guns in their
holsters, heartened by the feel of the smooth grips beneath
his calloused hands.

He moved forward in a straight line and his stride re-
mained steady as he approached near the tiny lighted cabin.
He didn’t bother to skulk around to the lighted window
nor attempt to spy out the lay of the land.
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He made his steps lighter as he neared the front door,
stopped for a moment with his hand on the knob.

The confused murmur of voices came to him through
the wooden door. He knew his son was inside, with two
armed and desperate men. It was going to take steady
nerves and straight shooting—

He turned the knob and jerked the door open, stepped
forward into the lighted room with both guns clearing
leather simultaneously.

He caught a single clear impression of the room before
the shooting started. A lighted lantern sat on a wooden
box in the center. Dock’s white face stared at him from
just beyond the lantern. At his left, Tim O’Connor was
drinking out of a jug tipped up and resting in the crook
of his right arm.

Across from Tim, Gut-Luck Lasher whirled to face him.
Pat saw the gunman’s contorted face and the flash of a
hand downward to the deadly swiveled gun at his hip.

Pat shot Gut-Luck in the middle of his fear-contorted
face. The bullet smashed into his front teeth and rocked
the gunman backward. With cold and ruthless precision,
Pat Stevens fired twice more. Blood mushroomed from
Gut-Luck’s forehead, and Pat’s third bullet tore away the
side of his jaw.

Dock screamed shrilly and Pat leaped sideways, swing-
ing his guns in a swift arc. Timothy O’Connor dropped his
jug of liquor and was clawing at a holstered gun on his hip.

Pat shot the gun out of his hand, and Timothy promptly
dropped to his knees and began pleading for mercy.

Ezra pounded through the door at a run and Pat hol-
stered his guns. He walked past the groveling man and
confronted Dock. His eyes were bleak and his voice was
hard when he said, “Well, son?”



MIDNIGHT ROUND-UP 145

Dock straightened up manfully. He dug a grimy fist
into his eye and choked back a sob and said, “Gee, I'm
glad you came, Dad. I was gettin’—scared. If I'd had a
hawse I'd of come home.” ;

The bleakness went out of Pat’s eyes and a hungry look
came into his face. He said, “Your mother missed you,
son.”

Dock came to him timidly. “I missed you both. I'm sorry
I ran away. Gee, Dad! When you came in that door a-
shootin’, it was the best thing I ever did see.”

Pat put his arm tightly around Dock’s shoulders. He
turned to watch Ezra tying Timothy O’Connor’s hands
behind him. He asked Ezra, “What does the old man say?”

“Nothin’,” Ezra snorted angrily. “He jest says it’s all a
mistake. That him an’ his pardner come out here to take
Dock back home.”

“They didn’t either,” said Dock excitedly. “I ast them to,
first thing when they come, but Gut-Luck said I was to go
on with Tim. And Tim was getting drunk. It looked to
me like Gut-Luck wanted him to.”

Pat said coldly, “Tie him up good, Ezra, We'll leave em
both inside and set this old shack on fire. Good riddance.”

“No! You can’t do that,” Timothy cried. “You can’t
leave me tied up. I'll burn to death.”

“That,” said Pat, “is a purty good idea.” He stepped
forward and stood over the shaky old man. “If you don’t
want yore tail scorched, start talking.”

“I'll talk,” Timothy whimpered. “I'll tell you anything.”

“What’s this all about?”

“All what?”

“Everything.” Pat made a savage gesture. “What're you
an’ yore boss an’ Gut-Luck doing here in Powder Valley?
What’s Judge Prink got to do with it?”




146 MIDNIGHT ROUND-UP

“I dunno. I swear I don’t. Crane offered me the job an’
promised me plenty of drinkin’ whisky. That’s all I know.”

“Why did you have Dock here?”
——“T dunno that neither. I swear I don’t. Gut-Luck done it.
He brung Dock here las’ night. An’ Crane tol’ me to come
out with him tonight. I was to pertend I was settin’ Dock
on his way south, but I was to tie him up an’ leave him and
come back. That’s all I know. I swear it is. Cross my heart.”
The old drunkard began crying like a frightened child.

Pat turned away from him angrily. “Load him on a
hawse,” he directed Ezra, “and bring him in to the K
Bar. 'm ridin’ that way to have a talk with Crane. You
ride for home, Dock.”

Gilbert Crane opened the front door and peered out
anxiously when Pat rode up to the K Bar. He continued to
stand in the doorway and his broad face looked worried
when he recognized his visitor.

Pat walked straight toward him without saying any-
thing. Crane held his ground until Pat was only one step
away, then he moved back, saying with heavy irony, “It
looks like you’re coming in.”

Pat said, “That’s right.” Inside the living room, he an-
nounced calmly, “Yore gun slinger is dead.”

“Gut-Luck?” Crane appeared to shrink under Pat’s hard
gaze.

“That’s right. An’ the other fellow blabbed us an earful.”

Crane made an effort to regain control of himself. “I
don’t know what you're talking about. Neither of my men
are here.”

“I know where they are. We followed them tonight—
out to the Beaver Creek cabin.”

Crane moved back and groped behind him for a chair.
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His florid face lost some of its color. “You trailed them?”
“That’s right.” Pat kept his voice at a monotone. “Gut-
Luck wasn’t so lucky with that fancy shootin’ iron of his.”
Crane’s knees buckled under him. He slid down into a
chair. “There wasn’t any call for shooting,” he protested.
“They were just keeping your boy hid out a day or so for a
little joke.”

“There’s a hell of a lot more to it than that,” Pat said
shortly. “What’s yore hook-up with Prink?”

“I don’t know what you mean. I told you—"

“A lot of lies,” Pat interrupted savagely. “There’s some-
thin’ funny goin’ on and I mean to know what it is.” He
slid his hand down to one of his guns. “I'd just as leave
kill you too, Crane.”

“No. You've got no right to do that. There’s nothing
between me and Judge Prink. I swear there isn’t.”

“He’s lyin’,” came in a low, throaty voice from the door.
Pat whirled to see Sam Sloan entering grimly.

“I jest got word Dock was gone,” Sam went on. “I think
mebby this skunk knows somethin’ about it, Pat. I heard
him talking to Jedge Prink in the jedge’s hotel room last
night. And that gambler was in there too. They was talkin’
about Dock, an™—”

“No,” moaned Crane. “There’s some mistake.”

Pat said, “Shut up,” without looking at him. “I've found
Dock,” he told Sam, “an’ now I'm trailin’ down whatever
slimy goings-on there is between Crane an’ the judge.”

“An’ Deever an’ the schoolma’am,” Sam put in angrily.
“They’re all of ’em in cahoots, Pat. An’ Windy Rivers, too.”

“It’s a lie,” Crane cried out loudly.

Neither man paid any attention to him. Pat said, “Get
yore rope, Sam.”
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Sam went out to his horse to take the coiled lariat down
from his saddle.

Ezra came trotting into the yard while Sam was getting
his rope. He was leading a horse with Timothy O’Connor
tied belly-down across the saddle. His single eye gleamed
happily when he saw Sam Sloan, but he betrayed no sur-
prise or pleasure in his greeting, “How come you allus -
figger on gettin’ around when the shootin’s all over?”

Sam grinned broadly. “I figger this here shootin’s jest

“about tuh get started.” He ran into the house with his
coiled rope.

“Toss the loop around his neck,” Pat said savagely.
“We'll ride him into town that way if we don’t take a
notion to throw the other end over a cottonwood limb
before we get there.”

Sam complied happily, cutting off a short end of the rope
to tie Crane’s hands behind him. Ezra came to the door
while he was doing that, and complained to Pat:

“That ol’ feller has done passed out. I brung him in tied
to the saddle.”

“Untie him and bring him in here,” Pat directed. “We'll
use his hawse to ride Mr. Crane into town on.”

Sam Sloan dragged Gilbert Crane out with a noose
around his neck while Ezra lugged the unconscious Tim
O’Connor into the house and dumped him unceremoni-
ously on the floor. A few minutes later the procession
started for Dutch Springs with Pat in the lead. Sam was
right behind with a lead-rope from Crane’s horse tied to
his saddle horn; and Ezra brought up the rear with the
lariat stretching from Crane’s neck to his saddle horn.
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THE BUGGY WAS about a mile from Dutch Springs
and the sun was just going down when Rudd Fleming
reached over and took one of Connie Dawson’s hands in
his. He held it firmly for a moment without saying any-
thing, continuing a silence that had held both of them for
ten or fifteen minutes.

Connie didn’t try to take her hand from his. She turned
her head slowly and looked at his face. He was looking
straight ahead, and he was frowning. °

He felt her gaze and he turned to look into her eyes.
He said gravely, “I think I'm going to propose to you.”

Connie said, “Please don’t, Rudd.” Her voice and face
remained sober. It was the first time she had called him
Rudd. He liked the sound of his name on her lips. He
asked, “Why shouldn’t 17”

“I'd rather you wouldn’t.”

He said, “You’re beautiful, Constance.”

She wasn’t coquettish about it. She told him frankly,
“That’s because you've been here in Powder Valley so long.
Any girl from the city would look beautiful to you.”

“Perhaps,” he agreed calmly. “But I don’t think I've been
here long enough to want to marry just any girl from the
city.”

‘YDon’t say that,” Connie pleaded. “Not yet, Rudd. You
hardly know me.”

149
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“I feel as though I'd known you always.”

“But you haven't. You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know everything that matters. I'm afraid I've fallen
in love with you, Constance.”

“You couldn’t. Not so soon.” Connie tried to pull her
hand away from him. His fingers tightened their grip.

“I have,” Rudd Fleming insisted, and his voice was
buoyant and strong. “And I'm asking you to marry me.”

“It’s crazy.” Connie tried to laugh. She averted her eyes
from his.

“Insane,” he exulted. “As though we were a couple of
youngsters. That’s the way love should be. It isn’t a matter
of cold reason. It just happens. It Aas happened,” he ended
resolutely.

“No,” Connie sajd sharply. She twisted her gloved hand
out of his. “You mustn’t say such things.”

“I'm going to keep on saying them. Every time I see you.
And I'm going to see you often, Constance.”

She had no reply for this. The team trotted on and they
were near her boarding house. Rudd Fleming said gently,
“I'm sorry if I frightened you. But I thought you knew.
I thought my eyes must have been telling you all afternoon
that I was falling in love.”

She cried out, “Please don’t,” and her voice trembled
despite the effort she made to hold it steady.

“All right,” the banker said qujetly. “I won’t say any
more about it—today. But you can’t change things. You're
going to marry me.”

He stopped the buggy outside the Leroy house and
jumped down. He went around and held out his hand and
Connie put hers in it and he assisted her to the ground.
He walked up the path with her, holding her arm tightly.
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He stopped on the porch and released her arm and said,
“It’s been a wonderful afternoon.”

“It has been nice,” she said politely. “Thank you.”

Rudd Fleming lifted his white Stetson and bowed slight-
ly and went back to the buggy. Connie leaned against the
door frame and shivered as she watched him go. Her heart
was a dull weight inside her. She had never known another
man like Rudd Fleming. It had been years since she had
been treated like a lady. She hated herself with a fierce and
unreasoning hatred.

The Jenkins surrey pulled up in front as Rudd drove
away. Daniel Deever got out and the surrey drove away.
Connie opened the door and went in. She slowly climbed
the stairs to her room.

Deever’s heavy tread sounded on the stairs behind her as
she went into her room. He came down the hall and
entered without knocking. He was beaming with satisfac-
tion and good humor. “Things are certainly going along.”
He smacked his lips as though the words tasted good.
“Another seance or two will have the widow eating out of
my hand. And I guess you've got your young man hooked,
eh?”

Connie was stripping off her gloves with her back turned
to him. She said matter-of-factly, “He asked me to marry
him.”

“Eh? So soon? Wonderful. The judge will be mighty
pleased.” Deever chuckled evilly.

Connie kept her back turned. She said, “I refused.”

“You—what? Great Jupiter, Connie—"

“I'm not going to marry him. I'm going back to Denver
where I belong.”

“You're going to do nothing of the kind, young lady.”
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Deever strode forward and put his hands on her shoulders
and shook her angrily.

She whirled away from him and slapped his face. Tears
streaked her cheeks. “You can’t keep me here.”

He caught her wrist and twisted it cruelly. “The judge
will take care of you. You can’t run out on the rest of us.”

“I'm going to,” she told him defiantly. “And if you or
the judge try to interfere with me I'll tell everybody every-
thing.”

“You're stark raving crazy,” he ejaculated.

“I've just come to my senses,” she retorted. “This whole
thing is crazy. It has been from the first. A bunch of crooks
coming in like this to destroy a whole community of happy
contented people. It won’t work. It’s got to fail.”

He laughed, showing his strong white teeth, “It won’t
work, eh? Just when everything’s going smooth.”

“It isn’t going to work,” she told him flatly. “I'll see that
it doesn’t. T'll tell the truth about all of you.”

“You'd better tell that to the judge,” Deever said omi-
nously.

“T will.”

“You bet you will, young lady. Right now. Before you
do any talking where people can hear you.” Deever pulled
her toward the door.

Connie wrenched her arm loose and stalked ahead of
him with her chin held high.

They found Judge Prink in his room at the hotel. He
had just finished supper and was relaxed with his fat body
overflowing from a hotel chair.

He laced his fingers together in front of his belly and
listened patiently while Deever exploded with Connie’s
threats, shooting side glances at her through the puffy slits
that almost obscured his eyes.
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The judge smiled blandly when Deever finished. “Is
that right, Connie?”

She stood straight and taut before him with her hands
pressed down tightly against her sides. “I'm going back to
Denver. I’'m through pretending to be a schoolteacher.”

“I invested money in your trip,” the judge reminded her.
“We all have a stake in your success.”

Connie said, “I'll pay back the money you spent on me.
Just count me out.”

Judge J. Worthington Prink sighed heavily. He told
Deever, “It looks as though we misplaced our confidence.
Do you think we should let her pull out?”

“We can’t. It would spoil everything. Why, she even
threatens to tell the truth about all of us.”

“That’s an ugly threat,” the judge told her. “I think
you're overwrought, Connie. I suggest you take a few days
to think it over.”

“I'm not going to keep on seeing Rudd Fleming,” she
told him between tight teeth.

The judge waved one dimpled hand. “We’re in this
together. All for one and one for all. You can do as you
like about Fleming. But we can’t allow you to upset all our
plans.” His voice was still a soft purr, but it was heavy with
menace.

“That’s right. With things coming to a showdown,”
Deever put in. “All Crane needs is a few more days.”

“And Windy is set for the kill tonight,” Prink said
quietly. “Dasher has challenged him to a no-limit game.
No, Connie. I'm afraid we can’t allow you to upset things
just now.”

“I don’t see how you’re going to keep me from it.”

“I'm appealing to your sense of justice,” the judge told
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her softly. “What do you care about these people? They're
not your kind. You don’t belong here.”

“That’s why I'm going back to Denver. Back to the
Black Angel Saloon on Larimer Street. That’s where I
belong.”

“All right. You can go a little later. All I want is your
promise that you'll say nothing to anyone until our work
is finished here.”

“I won'’t promise that. I won’t let you victimize all these
people. I'll keep quiet if you give up the whole plan. Not
otherwise.”

The judge sighed again. “You're being very unreason-
able. You'll cause us to take steps if you persist.”

Connie hesitated. Then she asked, “Do you know who
I saw this afternoon?”

“How should I know?”

“Kitty Lane.”

The judge blinked his lids down over his eyes. Daniel
Deever looked angrily shocked and then incredulous.
“Kitty Lane? You mean Fred Ralston’s wife? That’s crazy.
I heard they both got Lllled nearly a year ago pulling one
of their badger games.”

“Fred may have been killed,” Connie told him calmly.
“Kitty is still plenty alive. She’s living right here in Powder
Valley and she’s married to one of Sheriff Stevens’ old
partners. That little runt of a Pony Express rider named
Sam Sloan.”

Judge Prink opened his eyes. “If that’s true you needn’t
fear that Kitty will expose you or us. She’d have to expose
her own past at the same time.”

“Her husband knows all about her past. I don’t know
any of the story behind it but I talked to her today and
Kitty isn’t afraid of the truth.”
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“Then this change on your part isn’t just an attack of
conscience,” Judge Prink sneered. “You're afraid Kitty will
tell Rudd Fleming the truth.”

“I don’t know,” Connie faltered. “I'm just trying to
prove to you that you can’t get away with it. Kitty’s going
to start putting two and two together when she finds out
all the others are here too. She’ll tell her husband and that
will be the end of things.”

“She hasn’t told him yet, ¢h?”

“No. I begged her not to. She promised me she wouldn’t
say anything—for awhile anyhow. But she doesn’t know
about the rest of it. As soon as she finds out—"

“I think,” Judge Prink told Deever, “that we must
arrange to keep Kitty quiet. After Gut-Luck is through at
the K Bar he can visit Sloan’s wife on his way out.”

“No.” Connie backed up toward the door. “I won'’t let
you. If anything happens to Kitty it'll be my fault. T'll tell
everyone first.” She turned and reached for the doorknob.

Judge Prink nodded to Deever.

Deever stepped forward and clamped one big hand
over Connie’s mouth, twisting her head back savagely and
dragging her away from the door. She writhed and twisted
and tried to kick him, and little gurgles of anger came
from behind his big hand.

The judge got up reluctantly. He waddled back toward
the bed, and Deever dragged the struggling girl to him.
He heaved her on top of the blankets and the judge rolled
her up securely like a cocoon. Deever sat down on top of
her, still holding his hand over her mouth.

He muttered angrily. “She’s trying to bite me. If I turn
loose now she’ll wake up the whole hotel.”

“You’d better not turn loese,” the judge advised him
dryly. He went across to the dresser and got a pair of clean
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socks from a drawer, came back and tore off the wide hem
of the sheet.

Together they bent over the girl and forced the socks
into her mouth, then wound the wide strip of cloth around
her face securely. With more strips torn from the sheet,
Deever tied her legs tightly inside the rolled blanket, and
bound up her arms and torso until she was unable to move.

The judge had resumed his seat and was placidly smok-
ing a cigar when Deever stepped back from the bed to
survey his handiwork.

The judge purred, “It is regrettable but it shows what
happens when you trust a woman. We’'ll leave her here
until later tonight and then dispose of her quietly.”

He got up and went to the door. “Suppose we go down
and see what sort of success Windy is having.”

17

THOMAS DASHER picked up the deck and dealt off
the fifth card face up. He gave Windy Rivers a jack, and
dealt himself the ten of spades. That made Windy a pair
of queens, the jack, and a deuce face up, with one card in
the hole. Dasher had the seven, eight, and ten of spades,
and the joker. The joker was playing as an ace, or wild in
a straight or flush. If Dasher had a spade in the hole, his
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hand was a spade flush. If he had a six, nine, or jack of any
suit, his hand was a straight.

Either a flush or a straight would beat anything Windy
could possibly have. If Dasher had an ace in the hole, his
hand consisted of a pair of aces—beating the jacks Windy
had showing, but not good enough to beat Windy if he
had another queen, or a jack or a deuce in the hole.

Thomas Dasher’s hole card was actually the trey of
diamonds, making his hand utterly worthless. But it was a
tough hand for the man opposite him to bet into. There
were ten spades unaccounted for, four sixes, four nines, and
three jacks. A total of eighteen different cards in the deck,
any one of which would give Dasher the winning hand if
he had it in the hole.

It was the biggest stud poker game Dutch Springs had
ever seen. Men were packed two deep around the table
behind the two players, and there was utter silence as
Dasher dealt the final cards of the hand and laid the deck
aside.

Everybody watched Windy Rivers. His pair of queens
made him high in sight. It was his bet, if he chose to be
foolhardy enough to bet into the possibilities facing him.

Windy glanced at his cards and at Dasher’s possible
straight flush. He said, “Check,” which was the only plaus-
ible thing to do under the circumstances. Actually, Windy
knew Dasher’s hole card was the trey of diamonds. They
had been playing with that deck for half an hour, and
Windy’s thumbnail had been busy. He had every card
marked with a minute indentation on the back that his
practiced eye could read as it was slipped off the deck.

He knew Dasher was sitting there with a busted
straightflush—that his pair -of queens was the winning
hand. But if he made a bet now it would arouse suspicion
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of the truth—it would be almost obvious that he knew
Dasher’s hand wasn’t any good.

So Windy checked the bet.

The judge and Daniel Deever came into the room from
the lobby and moved up behind the ring of interested
spectators. Men politely moved aside to let the judge into
the inner ring. His fat face was impassive as he viewed
the hands and the piles of chips in front of each player.
There was nothing in his expression to indicate that Windy
was playing with his money, that he had backed the
gambler with ten thousand dollars before the game started.

The blue chips were worth a hundred dollars apiece.
The reds were fifty and the whites ten.

Thomas Dasher still had a dozen blues, twice that many
reds, and a lot of whites. They represented an original in-
vestment of five thousand dollars, dwindled to almost half
in thirty minutes of playing.

His blunt fingers played with his blue chips, picking
them up and letting them dribble back to the table. Beads
of sweat stood on his good-natured, florid face. He had a
perfect hand to bluff with. There was less than five hun-
dred dollars in the pot in the middle of the table. He could
either admit defeat and turn his hole card up, give Windy
the pot—or he could make a very heavy bet, so heavy that
no sane gambler would cover it in view of the chances
that he was beaten.

Dasher stopped playing with his chips and reached down
with both hands to tip up one corner of his hole card and
peer at it, giving the impression that he was reassuring
himself that it actually was one of the cards he needed to
give him the winning hand.

No one moved or spoke while he went through this
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by-play. No one could tell from Dasher’s face whether he
was bluffing or reassuring himself.

He went back to dribbling his chips onto the table.
Windy Rivers rolled a cigarette and waited patiently. He
was in no hurry whatsoever. Stud poker was his business
and he couldn’t lose. Winning was an absurdly easy matter
when he had the cards marked and always knew what his
opponent had in the hole. The trick was to play his cards
as though he didn’t know.

Thomas Dasher glanced up and around at the circle of
tense faces watching him. He smiled slowly. He, too, was
putting on an act. He was trying to make it appear that
he was hesitating, trying to decide whether to bluff or not
—for a smart player like Windy would believe just the
opposite if he made his hesitation obvious enough.

He now began carefully counting his chips. He had
thirteen blues. He pushed them to one side. He added
twenty-four reds to the pile and said aloud, “That’s twenty-
five hundred.”

No one said anything. Windy Rivers watched him im-
passively. Dasher counted out his white chips. Forty-one
of them. He mixed them all together and announced in a
musing tone, “Twenty-nine hundred and ten dollars.
That’s a heap of money.”

He looked at Windy and then around the circle again.
“A heap of money,” he emphasized.

He reached out with a sudden gesture as though to push
them all into the center, but caught himself and withheld -
his hand.

He narrowed his eyes at Windy’s cards and said,
“Queens?” in a surprised tone, as though he was just now
noticing what Windy had.

Then he made a sudden decision and finished pushing
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the chips in, announcing loudly, “All right. I bet twenty-
nine hundred and ten I've got the high hand.”

It was good poker. It fooled everyone who didn’t know
what he had in the hole—everyone except Windy Rivers
who knew.

It convinced everyone that he really did have the best
hand and that he was trying to suck his opponent into a
bet by making him believe he was bluffing.

Windy didn’t say anything. He began counting out his
chips while the Powder Valley men about the table looked
at each other elatedly, convinced that the hotel keeper was
going to make a killing.

Windy put twenty-nine blues and one white chip in the
center of the table and said, “Call.” He didn’t make the
mistake of overplaying his hand and raising. That would
have made it apparent that he wasn’t afraid of Dasher’s
hand, would have caused suspicion that the cards were
marked. By merely calling, he marked himself only as a
man who couldn’t be bluffed.

Dasher began cursing in a low monotone and turned his
trey of diamonds over. He ripped the five cards savagely
across while Windy drew in the six-thousand-dollar pot.

“I'm buying a new stack and we're getting a new deck,”
Dasher announced angrily. “Damned if I see how you had
the guts to call that bluff, Rivers.”

Windy shrugged and went on stacking his chips. All
around the table men began talking excitedly about the
" drama they had just witnessed, trying to analyze wherein
Thomas Dasher had failed to act convincingly enough to
scare Windy out of betting.

A new deck of cards was brought, and Dasher bought a
new stack of chips and play was resumed. It seesawed back
and forth for a time with each man winning small pots
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while Windy was busy getting the new deck marked so he
could settle down to serious business again.

Pat Stevens and Sam Sloan came in together. Dasher saw
the sheriff and beckoned to him with a broad smile. “We
need another poker player to take a hand, Pat. Sit in and
maybe you’ll change my luck.”

“Is yore luck bad?” Pat moved forward where he could
survey the table.

“Terrible. This is my second stack of chips.”

Pat frowned at the neat piles of chips in front of Windy
Rivers. “If the blues ain’t worth mor’n fifty cents, T'll sit
in,” he offered.

Dasher laughed weakly. “Blues are a hundred.”

“Dollars?”

“Sure. No limit. That’s why there’s just two of us. You
can’t afford a game like this, sheriff.”

“Why no. I reckon not.” Pat’s voice was deceptively
mild. He watched Windy’s soft fingers dealing the cards,
caressing each one as he slid it off.

“Reminds me of a game I sat in onct down in Tomb-
stone, Arizona,” Pat went on.

Windy glanced up at him sharply, but said nothing.

“That was a hell of a long time ago. I was just a brash
kid, sort of big for my pants,” Pat chuckled. “But I shore
learned plenty about stud poker quick.”

Windy was high in sight with a king. He bet a red chip.
Dasher covered the bet. He looked up at Pat and said, “Go
ahead.”

“There was a gamblin’ man sitting in that game an’
he kept winnin’ too steady to suit me,” Pat grinned. “I
figgered I was some punkins of a poker player an’ I didn’t
see how he done it. Damned if it didn’t look like he had
some sort of second sight an’ always knew what my hole
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card was. When I had him beat he’d fold up, an’ when I
bluffed he’d always know it an’ call me.”

Windy stiffened but he dealt two more cards, making
Dasher high with an ace.

“I know just how you must have felt,” Dasher chuckled.
“Same thing’s been happening here. Take a little while
ago. I had a four-card straight flush showing—"

“Your bet,” Windy interrupted him.

Dasher was too interested in his grievance to pay any
heed.

—*“and Windy was high in sight with a pair of queens.
Well, he checked the bet to me of course, and I—how
would you have played it, Pat?”

“If I had a bum hole card?”

Windy said, “The ace makes you high.”

“That’s the way it was,” Dasher told Pat eagerly. “I had
a damned trey of diamonds in the hole. Didn’t match up
my straight or flush. But I'd played it right through just
like I was building up a real betting hand.”

Pat nodded judicially, “Only thing to do in a case like
that—"

“Is this a poker game,” Windy demanded witheringly,
“or a talk-fest?”

Dasher looked at him in surprise. “I'd like to get Pat’s
opinion on that hand. He’s the best poker player in Powder
Valley—"

“But he’s not playing in this game,” Judge Prink put in
jovially. “An opinion expressed by an onlooker on the
relative merits—"

Sam Sloan had moved up close behind the judge. He
muttered, “Happens yo’re a onlooker too, jedge. S’posin’
you keep yore mouth shut.”

“I was merely—"
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“Buttin’ in,” Sam Sloan finished for him. “Go ahead,
Pat, an’ tell Tom Dasher how he should ort to play a hand
of poker.”

“Only thing to do with a busted hand is bet it so high
the other fellow can’t afford to call,” Pat told Dasher.

“That’s what I did,” Dasher said angrily.

“Prob’ly didn’t bet high enough,” Pat tried to comfort
him.

“Not high enough, hell!” Dasher exploded. “I pushed
my pile out in front of him. Lacking a little bit of three
thousand.”

“An’ he up an’ called you?” Pat asked sardonically.

“That hand is over,” Windy said. “We got another one
now—"

“He sure did,” Thomas Dasher said with a sigh. “And
me without even a pair.”

Pat said evenly, “That more’n more reminds me of that
game in Tombstone I was tellin’ you about. Makes a man
feel, by golly, like maybe yo're playing with a marked
decle”

Windy pushed his chair back a few inches. He placed
his slender hands carefully on the table in front of him
and looked up at Pat with narrowed, glinting eyes. “Are
them remarks meant for this here game?”

“I'm talkin’ mostly about that game in Tombstone,” Pat
told him gently.

Men began to move backward from behind Pat. Nobody <

said anything.

“What I was aimin’ to tell you,” Pat went on to Dasher,
“was how that gamblin’ man worked it.”

“There’s nothing like that going on here,” the hotel pro-
prietor said with some asperity. “That was a new deck.
Right out of my stock. It couldn’t have been marked.”
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“This fellow in Tombstone kep’ his thumbnails sharp-
ened down to a point,” Pat said pleasantly. “Just before a
game he'd sandpaper ’em down thin—just like yores,
Windy.”

There was concerted movement now as men jostled each
other to get out of the line of fire.

Pat stood straight and unconcerned beside the table,
looking down at the gambler’s hands. “Ever been in
Tombstone?”

Windy Rivers said, “Men have been killed for that kind
of talk.”

Pat chuckled. “I saw that kind of killin’ the time I'm
tellin’ about. Man sat at the table just like you’re sittin’
now. Hands out in front of him like that. One of the play-
ers that'd gone broke came up like I am with his gun in a
holster—"

One of Windy’s hands moved so rapidly that the human
eye could not follow the movement. A tiny derringer ap-
peared in his fingers.

It spurted flame at the same moment that Sam Sloan
jerked Windy’s chair over backward. The bullet went into
the ceiling.

Sam leaped in the air and came down with both booted
feet in the gambler’s face.

Pat Stevens turned sideways and rammed the muzzle of
a .45 deep into Judge Prink’s bulbous belly. “Tell Deever
not to start nothin’,” he warned, but he was too late.

Deever had caught up a chair and swung it at Sam’s
head.

Pat shot the religious faker through the stomach and the
chair clattered to the floor harmlessly

Pat kept his other gun in the judge’s belly “The jig’s
up,” he told Prink grimly. “Ezra’s got Crane outside the
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hotel dancin’ on his toes with a rope around his neck, an’
he’s tol’ us plenty. Get to heatin’ a barrel of tar,” he di-
rected the men around him. “An’ I hope you had chicken
for supper here in the hotel, Tom.”

“We did.” Dasher jumped up excitedly. “My God, Pat.
Windy had a derringer up each sleeve.”

“Just like he used to carry ’em in Tombstone,” Pat
grunted. He gave Prink a shove backward into the eager
hands waiting for him. “Hunt up three rails when you
get the tar plenty hot. And you dig out all the chicken
feathers you've got in the kitchen, Tom. It'll take a heap
to feather up the judge good.”

“What’s this all about, Stevens?” Rudd Fleming pushed
forward excitedly. “Is that man on the floor dead? Miss
Dawson’s uncle?”

Pat nodded pityingly. “Only he ain’t really her uncle.
Not ’cording to Crane. The judge planned it all an’
brought ’em here plannin’ to sort of clean the Valley out
of ready cash.”

“But Miss Dawson? What about her?”

Pat said, “She got dragged into it without quite meanin’
to, I reckon. It was her that put us on to them this after-
noon. Talkin’ to Kitty Sloan. That right, Sam?”

Sam had both of Windy’s derringers and he was breath-
ing hard. “That’s right,” he said jerkily. “But I guess
somebody oughtta tell Rudd she ain’t really no school-
teacher. She ain’t,” he added angrily, “no better nor no
worse than my wife.”

Pat said to Rudd, “If you can stand that—"

Rudd Fleming laughed shakily. “Thank God she isn’t
a schoolteacher. When she refused to marry me this after-
noon I thought it was because she’d rather keep her job. If
she hasn’t got any job—"
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Pat laughed and pounded him on the shoulder. “Go on
and find her an’ keep her away from here. This ain’t goin’
to be any fit sight for a lady when we get that tar to boilin’
an’ start stripping the judge’s clothes off.”
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Sheriff Pat Stevens faced the gambler. ““This
reminds me of a game in Tombstone. Makes
a man feel like maybe yo're playing with a
marked deck.”

“Men have been killed for that kind of-
talk,” Windy Rivers threatened.

Pat chuckled. “I saw that kind of killin’.
Man sat at the table just like you. One of the
players got wise and came up with his gun
...like I am now!”

This was the break Pat Stevens wanted.
He had knowil all along that Windy
Rivers and the six other newcomers to
Powder Valley were up to no good.
But he couldn’t prove it. Now that he
had an opening, he meant to squeeze
for all it was worth.

Froni cover illustration by Roswell Brown

POCKET BOOK titles are chosen from the lists of all
leading publishers. They bring you the world’s best reading

in editions of highest quality at the lowest possible price.

PRINTED IN U.S. A

‘(‘I;IBI.-I usjud'-‘élﬂ'ﬂNnou .|-H5|NG|W





