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THE FLAMES 

ROARED THROUGH 

rHE FARMER'S HOUSE 

"This should help scare the settlers out," Frank 
La Wall chuckled. The job hadn't taken long. They 
soaked a stack of dried hay behind the house with 
kerosene and three matches did the rest. 

Jib Hobson watched the house burst into flames. 
He heard LaWall's chuckle and forced himself to 
laugh with the rest of the gang. But inside him, 
there was only hate. 

A man was in that house-a farmer like Jib 
Hobson himself. Jib had warned the farmers about 
LaWall's plan. But something had gone wrong, 
and now a man was dead. 

And Jib Hobson had one more score to settle. 
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CHAPTER 1 

CoLONEL HENRY S. BRADEN was angry. He sat in his 
swivel-chair, fat forearms resting on his glass-topped desk, 
and pounded. A vein stood out like a rope across his wide 
forehead. Lanky Buck McKee, slouched in a chair, 
looked absently at the enlarged vein and wondered if it 
would not burst some day. His Mexican partner, squat 
Tortilla Joe, bunkered '1tith his ox-like back to the wall, 
chewing on a cold tortilla and scowling. 

"It's got to stop!" Colonel Henry S. Braden pounded 
on the open letter on his desk. "Here I send a con
struction crew into Mad River Basin-after I get the 
government's backing to build that irrigation project-and 
here I am, all crippled up--" He accidentally bumped 
the cast on his right leg against his desk. "Oh, my leg
the pain--" 

Buck McKee rolled a cigarette. He stuck it between 
his thin lips, dug into a vest pocket for a match. He and 
Tortilla Joe had fought under Colonel Henry S. Braden 
in the Spanish-American war, now two years dead. They 
bad seen similar explosive scenes on San Juan Hill, on 
Bataan. Underneath, the Colonel was a good man and 
good soldier, but sometimes bis temper led him astray. 

Tortilla Joe looked at Buck. "The colonel, he quiet 
down soon, Buck," he said. "Purty soon he run outa 
wind, no?" 

Colonel Henry S. Braden stopped short in the middle 
of a curse. His large mouth hung suspended, his walrus 
moustaches bristling. "What was that statement, Tortilla 
Joe?" he demanded. 

Tortilla Joe shrugged bis massive shoulders. "I just say 
to Buck here that the weather, she ees too hot, no?" 
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Buck stretched out his right leg and stroked a match 
to life on his levis. He regarded the colonel over the jagged 
flame. "Let's get down to brass tacks, Colonel," he said. 
"Three days ago me an' Tortilla Joe were over in Dog 
Town, a hundred miles north of here. Somehow, you heard 
we was there-so you wrote for us to come hell-for
the-applecart--We got in town an hour ago. We ate 
and then came out here to your office. This don't set my 
stomach too well 'specially after eatin' that Chink's boiled 
son-of-a-gun-in-a-sack." 

"Si," put in Tortilla Joe. "Your laig-what you do to 
heem, huh? He ees busted plenty, no esberdad?" He looked 
stupidly at the colonel's crutches leaning against his desk. 

Colonel Henry S. Braden swallowed, held his anger 
down. "You know where Mad River is?" he demanded. 

Tortilla shrugged. 
Buck frowned. "Over across the border in Arizona 

territory, I think. I've heard tell of it, but never happened 
to be over in that direction. Somewhere in the Sangre de 
Maria mountains, ain't it?" 

The colonel beamed. "That's the location, Buck; about 
a week or so ride from here, I understand. Well, here's 
the deal. I sent for you boys because I need help-and 
need it bad. Things are going to pot over on Mad River." 

Buck regarded his boots carefully. He did not know 
what was going to pot, but he judged it was evidently a 
construction crew that was, according to the colonel's 
earlier words, building an irrigation project, presumably 
in Mad River basin. 

The colonel's eyes were sharp. "You're my friends, 
aren't you?" 

Tortilla Joe nodded. He said, "Why ask that?" 
Buck spoke. "Let's get to the point, Colonel, and get 

this over with." 
Colonel Henry S. Braden got slowly to one foot, brac

ing himself on his desk while he got his crutches under 
him. Then he hobbled over to the big map on the wall. 
He held a yardstick in one hand. He ran the point of 
it around the map and then settled it on one particular 
spot. 

"This is us-here. Rimrock, New Mexico." The yard
stick travelled west slowly, stopped at another point. 
"Here is the headwaters of Mad River. Up here in the 
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Sangre de Marias. See where the river spreads out here, 
and builds Mad River basin? That valley is twenty miles 
wide. These mountains here and here---" The yard
stic k travelled north and south. "-are pretty high and 
they have a good watershed. No, my men aren't damming 
the Mad River; they're building chec k dams bac k against 
the mountains." 

Buc k nodded. "They run cattle in there? Run them 
down there on the flat land? What kind of land is that 
basin?" 

The colonel lifted a freckled hand. " Not so fast, McKee, 
not so fast. Sure, they run cattle here-the N Bar S, a 
big outfit owned by Fran k La Wall. Of course, Fran k La
Wall doesn't like the idea of the government turning this 
into farming land, because it pushes his cattle out--" 

Buck finished. " And he's figbtin' your men, huh?" 
Colonel Henry S. Braden balanced his crutches, dug 

into �s poc ket and came out with a brilliant red ban
danna. He shoo k this out and mopped his sweat-covered 
forehead. " And he's whipping them, I guess." 

Buc k caught the drift then. The colonel wanted him 
and Tortilla Joe to ride to Mad River, straighten things 
out for the construction crew. And Buc k knew too well 
what that meant. He sighed audibly. 

"That'll mean trouble, Colonel," he murmured. " And 
me, I'm gettin' tired of trouble--I've seen too much of it, 
in the war and out." 

Tortilla Joe considered scowlingly. "But it would mean 
loo king at some new territory, Buc k. Me, I say we have 
been too long in one place-thees last job we have held 
up for almost five months, no?" He counted on his dar k 
fingers. " Almos' seex month," he corrected. 

The colonel was watching them so intently be let one 
crutch slide. He stepped on his bum foot, jer ked his crutch 
bac k and started to curse again. Buc k waited patiently; 
Tortilla Joe searched his poc kets for a cigarette. Buc k 
watched him and then tossed him bis sac k of Durham. 

"Horse fell on me," said the colonel brusquely. " Al
most a wee k ago now, I guess. Bro ke my tibia." 

"Tibia," echoed Tortilla Joe. "What she ees that, 
Colonel? Once I have a girl that name--down in Jalisco." 

"You mean Lydia," corrected Buc k. 
"Oh, yeah ... Lydia." 
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The colonel felt his anger rise again; he was sure Buck 
and Tortilla Joe were just trying to make a fool out of 
him. He wished be were their superior officer in the army 
again-he'd put them to shovelling manure and yard
birding the mules, and when they ran out of that job 
they could start digging latrines. But they were out of the 
army now, and be was on the reserved officer list--

"The tibia," he explained "is the inner bone of the leg, 
running from the knee to my ankle." He winced in pain. 
"If not farther .... " He crutched bis way to bis chair. 
"I trust you boys implicitly. I like you and I call you 
my friends. Not that I mean to impose on our friendship 
-no, not that." 

McKee was wooden-faced as a Cheyenne buck; Tortilla 
Joe scowled and chewed as be looked at bis cigarette. 
Buck and be had made plans before they came to see 
the colonel. They bad agreed to play dumb and inat
tentive to increase the colonel's wrath. Whatever the 
colonel wanted them to do, they would be against it. 

Buck said, "I ain't forgettin' that time you made me 
clean two hundred rifles just because I had a button off 
in inspection." 

"An' me," put in Tortilla; "I have to dress all those 
turkey-gooses we stole-I mean, we get from natives-
Feefty of them, there was, too." 

Colonel Henry S. Braden's jowls fell. "Part of army 
discipline, boys," be soothed. "Part of my duties as your 
commanding officer, your superior officer. Not something 
to take into civilian life, my boys. Needs be, I could 
recite some little incident whereby I saved you some 
trouble, made life lighter for you." 

"You have to theenk hard," said Tortilla Joe. 
The colonel tried a new angle. "There's a good pay in 

this for both of you," he stated. "Of course, if you don't 
want to earn it--" 

Tortilla Joe's dark eyes lighted. "Como mucho? How 
much?" 

"One hundred and fifty per month, apiece." 
Tortilla Joe opened bis mouth. They had been getting 

fifty and beans punching cows. But Buck McKee cut in. 
"Not enough to risk life and limb, Colonel." 

Colonel Henry S. Braden stared at him. Buck could 
see a new storm gathering behind the Colonel's pale eyes. 
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By deliberate effort the colonel shoved the clouds back 
and made his eyes smile. 

"Of course, if you don't want those wages--" 
Buck got to his feet. Tortilla Joe got up lazily and 

stretched. "We go," he said. "We plenty glad to meet you 
again, Colonel." 

"Two hundred," shouted the colonel. 
Buck stopped, hand on doorknob. He looked question

ingly at Tortilla Joe. Tortilla Joe considered, shook his 
heavy head. Buck said, "No," and opened the door. 

"Two twenty-five!" the colonel hollered. "Two fifty!" 
Buck stopped, turned. Tortilla Joe grunted, sat down 

again. Buck leaned against the wall. "You hired two men," 
he said. 

Again the lurid bandanna rose, mopped the sweaty 
forehead. "And I thought you boys were my friends .... 
Two money-mad bloodsuckers who would put friendship 
aside for money." Anger swelled the rope-like vein again. 
"I oughfa throw you out of here, even if I have a bum 
leg." 

Buck winked at Tortilla Joe. "He's mad again," he said. 
"He should go on Mad River. Mad man of Mad River." 

The fat Mexican's big belly shook with chuckles. "But 
we got them wages high, no?" 

The bandanna stopped in mid-stroke. Colonel Henry S. 
Braden suddenly understood they were fooling him. He 
swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing. He sat down 
gingerly. "If you boys were in the army I'd--" 

"But we're not," said Buck. 
"Then you'll go?" 
Buck grinned. "You ol' nanny goat, we'd go to hell 

for you. You did it for us, down there in Cuba. How 
are those old bullet holes in your ribs, anyway? They were 
meant for me, but you shoved me down in that ditch 
and took them yourself." 

"Ache a little sometimes, Buck." Colonel Henry S. 
Braden was smiling widely. "Hell, fellow, I never saved 
your life, you just talk that way." The smile left the army 
man. "Boys, I'm behind the eight-ball, sure enough. You 
see, I got the right from the Interior Department to build 
these dams on Mad River range, and already some settlers 
have proven up on homesteads, or have homestead shacks 
built and line fences staked out. And this cowman, Frank 
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La\Vall, and a foreman of his, Dusty Jacobson-well, they 
got punchers and they haven't any scruples for law and 
order, I guess." 

"Who's boss of your teamsters?" asked Buck. 
Colonel Henry S. Braden looked out the window 

thoughtfully. "A relative of mine, Sin Braden, is boss of 
the outfit." 

"Sin, " echoed Tortilla Joe, giving the e a broad accent. 
"That ees an odd name, Seen." 

"Short for Sinbad," said Buck drily. 
Colonel Henry S. Braden smiled widely. "We'll let it 

ride at that. I suppose you boys will start soon, huh?" 
"In the morning," said Buck. "We'd like to get a good 

night's sleep first; we been hittin' the saddle rather long 
hours of late. Come daylight we'll pull out, Colonel." 

"I'll be over just as soon as I can ride," said Colonel 
Henry S. Braden. "But you boys are welcome to stay 
here, Buck. Got the whole upstairs vacant-the Missus 
is over at Santa Fe, visiting my daughter there. The girl 
just had a new baby." 

Buck smiled. "Thanks, Colonel, but if we stayed here, 
you'd get us drunk." The colonel was an ardent foe of 
alcohol. 

"Humph ... . " 
They went outside. The colonel hollered, "Your 

checks'll be mailed to you each month, or else Sin can 
credit you for two-fifty each thirty days. Pay starts right 
now and--" His voice trailed off as Buck and Tortilla 
swung into leather. 

They rode into town, a quarter-mile or so away. They 
racked their broncs in the town livery and went into the 
Cinch Ring Saloon. Buck ordered whiskey straight and 
Tortilla Joe took tequila. The Mexican held his glass high. 

"To Colonel Braden, Buck." 
They drank. Tortilla Joe wiped his mouth with the 

back of his hand. "I wonder what she ees make the 
colonel such an enemy of wheeskey, huh?" 

"Maybe it makes him sick," said Buck. He motioned 
to the bartender. "Another snort, white-aprons." 

"Feel mine again, too," said Tortilla Joe. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEY CAME out on a plateau and the wild, disordered 
land lay below them, pitching off and falling dO\m with 
the tiny ribbon of Mad River roaring along its bottom, 
some half-a-mile or so distant. 

Buc k's tired bronc stood with one hip lower than the 
other. "Well," drawled Buc k, "I guess this is it, Tortilla 
... Mad River." 

Tortilla Joe's heavy body was deep between horn and 
cantle on his El Paso saddle. "Tough loo kin' land," he 
muttered. "Ees that a town down there, Buc k? See, about 
ten miles away-in the middle of the valley?" 

"Braden was tellin' me about that tO'lvn," said Buck. 
"Said they called it Oxbow, and that it is the central 
trading point for the valley. Yonder is a wagon road; 
see it running along the river? Comes in that brea k in the 
Sangre de Marias and meanders over the ridge to Tuc
son, I reckon. Accordin' to the colonel, a stage comes in 
once a wee k ... ifn it's on time." 

"Those buildin's beyon' the town-next to the heels? 
What are they, Buc k? Aren't they the buildin's of the N 
Bar S, thees cowoutfit that belongs to thees hombre, Frank 
La Wall?" 

Buc k's gaze travelled across more sagebrush. "Yeah, I 
rec kon that's the N Bar S, accordin' to the colonel's de
scription of Mad River basin. Fact is, it's the only sizeable 
group of buildings outside of Oxbow." 

Across the still air they could see tiny puffs of dust 
hanging against the bac kdrop of the hills. Buck studied 
these and scowled. "Them sure loo k like Injun smo ke 
signals," he finally said. "But hell, the Injuns are out of 
here an' them that aren't, they're peaceful. Are they dust 
or are they smo ke-and what are they?" 

Tortilla scowled, and bit his lip. " Me, I dunno, Buck. 
But they loo k li ke dust, I theen k." 

Buc k suddenly understood. "That's dust raised by the 
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fresno's an' teams of the colonel's, a-buildin' them check 
dams. " He counted them carefully. "I see eight of them; 
that means they are workin' on eight dams. "  

Tortilla Joe was thoughtful. "Well," he finally said, 
"we have t9 get down on this Mad Reever basin, huh? 
But how? The cliffs below us-we cannot go down them. 
Our horses slide and beengo--eento the reever they go! " 

Buck studied the precipices that tumbled down and 
levelled out on the floor of the basin. Evidently there was 
a way to get down, but the trail must have been farther 
west. They rode west accordingly, travelling on the edge 
of the rimrock. They rode for a few miles and then they 
came on a well-travelled trail, heading east and leading 
up out of the valley. 

"This is it, Tortilla." 
Their sweat-streaked horses grudgingly took the down

ward trail sliding on the steeper spots. They were sore
footed despite being shod and their shoulders were stiff, 
due to the rough terrain they had covered. Therefore this 
steep downward path made them grunt in protest. 

The trail wound around sandstones' and boulders, twist
ing in and out of the canyon. Once they scared two 
black-tail mule-deer out of the chamiso and cat-claw. 
The deer bounded away on stiff legs, flags up. Farther 
on, they scared four head of cattle-a cow, a calf and 
two steers--out of some rosebushes. They wheeled, snort
ing, their eyes wild. Then they broke through the thick 
buckbrush, running wildly. Buck saw they bore Frank 
La Wall's N Bar S iron. 

"How in hades does he round up them cattle," won
dered the tall rider. "He must get eagles to chase them 
outa the brush. No man on horseback could do that. Or 
else he traps them in corrals. " 

"They are bees cattle, " reminded Tortilla Joe philo
sophically. "Why should we worry about bees stock, 
Buck?" 

Buck smiled. "I'm not worried, compadre." 
They reached the foot of the first grade and came to 

the level plateau. Across this ran the trail for about a 
hundred yards before it took another downward dip. 
Here the cottonwood trees and buckbrush was very high. 

Buck touched spurs to his horse. Taking the lead, he 
loped across the mesa, with Tortilla Joe galloping behind 
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him. When they loped through the clump of young cotton
woods, suddenly Buck's bronc stumbled. Hurriedly, Buck 
pulled up hard, but the horse went down, rolling over. 
Buck slid. from saddle, and the horse went completely 
over, getting up to stand and tremble. 

He figured that the tired horse had fallen over a 
boulder. But Tortilla Joe's bronc was also down, throwing 
the Mexican into the brush. Suddenly Buck saw the rope 
tied across the trail about a foot high. Anchored between 
two sturdy cottonwoods, the hard twist had tripped their 
broncs, throwing them. 

Buck reached for his gun. 
"Don't pull that cutter !" rasped a harsh voice. Two 

men came out of the brush, their .45's level in their fists. 
Buck scowled, drew his hand up, slowly got to his feet. 

The fall had put a lot of aches in him, and his temper 
was not too calm. He glanced at Tortilla Joe. The Mex
ican still sat flatly, his huge face showing surprise. 

Both of the men were big. But the red-haired one-a 
man of about forty-five-was the bigger. He stood wide
legged, his eyes small on either side of his hawkish nose, 
bis lips bearing a twisted smile. 

The other was a dark-haired, thick-lipped man, wear
ing Cheyenne-leg chaps and spurs using Mex pesos for 
rowels. His holster was tied low against his heavy thigh. 
A horse had evidently kicked him in the face at one 
time. His nose was twisted, crooked; the left side of his 
forehead had been smashed in, was now lower than the 
other side. 

The red-head said, "I'm Frank LaWall, owner of the 
N Bar S. This hairpin is my segundo, Dusty Jacobson. 
Now who t'hades are you two hellions-and what's your 
business on Mad River?" 

Buck growled. "Is this the way you greet a man in 
your country? Tie a rope across the trail an' bust him 
an' his bronc? Someday some hand will teach you gents 
a lesson-a gun-lesson--" 

"Won't be you two, " growled Dusty Jacobson. 
Buck glared at the N Bar S foreman. "Now don't be 

too sure of that, Jacobson!" Tortilla Joe knew his partner 
and, knowing Buck, he knew there would be trouble 
ahead. He decided to avert it. He got to his feet, wiping 
the dust from his pants. "We no want troubles, senores. 
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We ees just ride through thees Mad Reever co'ntry, goin' 
to other side an' then out across the mountains." 

"Your handles?" growled Frank LaWall. 
The Latin shrugged, spread his dark bands. "Me, I 

am Tortilla Joe, the Mexican-an' these hombre she ees 
my partner, Buck McKee." He trusted that neither La
Wall nor Jacobson had heard of him and Buck. 

LaWall scowled. "Strangers to me," he admitted. "How 
about you, Jacobson?" 

"Never heard of the sons before," muttered Jacobson. 
Tortilla Joe felt his muscles loosen. "We jus' ride across 

the valley," he repeated. "That okay with you?" 
LaWall bolstered his gun, smiling a little. "Well, now, 

looks like we acted too hasty, men," he said apologetically. 
"But there's been a mite of trouble here on Mad River. 
Fact is, the sodbusters are tryin' to shove me an' my N 
Bar S stock out and run irrigation in to raise crops. So 
me an' Dusty here figured you two was sod.busters, so 
we figured we'd greet you proper--" 

Dusty Jacobson smiled, too. He also holstered his piece. 
"Danged sorry we upset a couple of cowpunchers. Now 
that things are kinda soothed down, how about tyin' 
up with the N Bar S?" 

"Gun-slammer wages," murmured Frank La Wall. "Two 
hundred and found and ten dollars for each gun ruckus, 
fifty if you kill a Braden homesteader or construction 
hand. Cash on the line, no checks." 

Buck spoke slowly. "Well, we didn't intend to--" 
Tortilla Joe cut in. "We think eet over, La Wall." 
"Better make up your minds pronto," snapped Frank 

LaWall. "This outfit calls for action, not for thought. Are 
you or ain't you?" 

Buck balanced himself carefully on the balls of his 
Justins. He had held his anger long enough. He said 
huskily, "We ain't--" and he struck. His fist crashed 
against Frank LaWall's heavy jaw. Startled more than 
stunned, LaWall stepped back, reaching for his gun. Buck 
smashed in a right and left and LaWall sat down, stupidly. 

Buck turned suddenly, gun out. But Dusty Jacobson 
was out of the play; be stood with Tortilla Joe's hogleg 
in his ribs. Buck reached down and snagged LaWall's 
gun from leather. 

"Now get up!" be ordered. 
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To rti lla Joe too k Dust y Jacobson 's gun. " I' ve deesar med 
thees beeg son ," he sa id, grin ning widel y. 

LaWall gathered his legs under him and got up rubbing 
his jaw slowl y. Gradua lly sanit y retu rned to his green 
e yes. "Wha t's the pla y?" he mumbled. 

Buc k spo ke clearl y. " No sc issorbill is goin ' to hoo lyhan 
me an' m y  p artner an' get awa y with it !" He gestured 
with his gun . "You mo ve o ver here , Jacobson." Then , 
o ver h is shou lder to Torti lla Joe , "The y've got their broncs 
cached around here somewhere. Find them , Joe." 

" Si ,  Buc k." 
Tort illa Joe wadd led his obese bul k into the buc kbrush. 

"You' ll pa y to me for this," growled Fr an k  LaWall. " And 
what's more , McKee, you'll pa y through the sch no zzle , 
and pa y p lent y." 

"Ta lk's cheap ," rem inded Buc k. "T akes co ld cash to 
bu y wh is ke y." 

"What do you aim to do?" as ked Dust y Jacobson. 
Buc k gri nned with h is l ips onl y. "You 'l l  fi nd out." He 

ra ised his vo ice. "Tor ti lla you find their cayuses yet?" 
" I  find them now , Buc k ." 

Tortilla came out of the buc kb rush leading a dun and 
a sorrel. Buc k told him to strip the saddles and brid les 
from the broncs and tu rn them loose. Dust y Jacobson 's 
e yes were sharp and Fr ank La Wa ll spat out an oath. 

"You mean to ma ke us wa lk bac k into town ," he 
roared. "Hades , man , that 's all of ten miles !" 

"Wal k o ff  some of that big g ut of yours ," sa id Buc k .  
Torti lla Joe slapped the horses o ver the rumps with a 

brid le. The y loped awa y, ta ils up , tearing through the 
brush. The y could ne ver be caught b y  a man on foot. A 
few minutes later , the y  were out of sight around a bend 
in the trail. 

"Loo k them o ver for hideout gu ns ," s aid Buc k. 
Tortil la Joe cle verl y fris ked the two irate cowmen . 

"The y a in't got no other guns , Buc k." His gr in was wide 
on his th ic k  lips. "B y the time the y tote them sadd les 
eento town , the y weel be tired muchachitos, no?" 

"Yes ," agre ed Buc k. 
"You sta y in Mad R iver va lle y  and one of us w ill k ill 

you !" grow led Fra nk LaWal l. " Ride r ight through and 
sa ve your hides , you tinho rns !" 

"He ees angr y," said Torti lla Joe, sh rug ging. "No w 
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why for what would he be mad about, Buck? Ees eet 
that be leeve too close to Mad Reever, that he ees mad 
too?" 

"He'll be madder yet when he finds out we aim to 
work for Sin Braden," said Buck. 

Frank LaWall held back bis temper. "You mean you 
-two cowpunchers-are goin' work for Sin Braden an' 
the sodbusters?" 

"Sad, but true," said Buck. "Never have beard tell of 
two cowpokes to fall that low, huh?" 

LaWall's green eyes glistened. "That means we get an
other whack at them, Dusty. Maybe this ain't goin' tum 
out so bad, at that. . . .  " 

But Dusty Jacobson was not so optimistic. "It's a long 
way into town," be said, "an' my saddle'll be awful 
heavy . . . .  " 

Buck and Tortilla mounted and loped off. They went 
for about five miles, and then they bit the level ground
here they beard hoofs cutting in from their right. Buck 
pulled in, band on gun, and searched the cbamiso and 
malapai, a frown on bis forehead. 

"You don't suppose them two caught their broncs?" 
Tortilla Joe also had bis band on bis weapon. "That 

would be eempossible, Buck. Look, a monkey comes 
over the heel, an' be rides a horse!" 

"A monkey!" 
Buck stared. The horse was an iron-grey gelding, a 

big horse. And the rider, perched bareback on the beast, 
was a bent-over gnome who, from a distance, looked sure 
enough like a monkey. But when the horse came closer, 
Buck could make out the features of the man-he was 
only about five feet tall, weighing about ninety pounds. 
He wore a breech-cloth and moccasins and he bad a 
rawhide band tied around bis bead to hold back bis 
stringy black hair. 

"No monkey," muttered Tortilla Joe. The Latin crossed 
himself hurriedly. "What ees he, Buck? The devil, no?" 

Buck said, "Looks like an lnjun to me." 
The gnome raised bis right band high, palm out-the 

sign of peace in the sign-language. Buck and bis partner 
raised their bands, too. The gnome guided bis big horse 
by a maguey rope around bis bottom jaw. 

"Me Dondo," he said. 
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Buck spoke. "We ride through. Who is Dondo?" 
A scowl showed on the wrinkled, brown face. Small 

beady eyes were sharp against them. "Dondo chief, llaks. 
Apache tribe." 

Buck had beard of the Ilaks. A branch of the Apache 
tribe, they had centuries before moved back on Mad 
River, settled down and become farmers, not fighters. 
Once the Navahos had swept through this region killing 
most of the Ilaks off. Buck spread his hand wide. That 
meant : How many in your tribe? 

Dando grinned. "Two men, me and Pone. Three women, 
our women, all that is left. Rest-go to hell. Leave basin. " 
His grin was mischievous. "You fellows come-help Sin 
Braden?" 

Buck stared. "How did you know?" 
"Me hide in brush. Hear you say to LaWall, Jacobson. 

Glad to see you hit them. Me, I jus' ready to help, you 
hit. Dando like Sin Braden. He work for Sin. Work like 
sin for Sin." 

"What you do now?" asked Tortilla Joe. 
"Me ride to Sin. Tell about you come. You go to town 

first, huh?" 
"We're hungry, " said Buck. "We'll be out later. Where's 

the main camp?" 
Speaking abruptly, Dondo told them. Then he turned 

his grey, thundered off, perched on the huge beast, hang
ing onto the thick mane. 

Tortilla Joe looked at Buck. "What she ees next, huh?" 
"Search me," said Buck. 

CHAPTER 3 

O:,rnow w AS a town that consisted of three business 
houses : a combined post-office and stage depot, a general 
store with a whiskey bar, and a small shack that bore the 
battered sign: deputy sheriff's office. One thing the town 
did have-and that was some shade, a welcome relief from 
the stern sun. 

17 



Buck and Tortilla Joe pulled up under a cottonwood. 
"Hell of a lookin' town," grunted Buck slowly. "Which 
place do we look over first, compadre?" 

"We can start at one end, take each buildin' as she 
comes to us." Tortilla Joe stepped down and their horses 
nibbled some grass at the base of the big tree. A cur 
bounced stiffly out of the post-office, stopped suddenly, 
decided the sun was too hot, and trotted back inside. 
"That would put us in the shereef's office first." 

Buck smiled. "Might be a good idea to look over the 
law." 

-

The deputy was an old gent of about sixty-five. Bow
legged, stooped, he was homely, with a long grey beard. 
Buck got the impression that he resembled a goat very 
strongly. His whining voice was almost a bleat, too. 

"You gents N Bar S hands?" 
Buck replied. "Wouldn't be caught dead on the N Bar 

S. We came to side Sin Braden, grandpappy ." 
"Nappy's the name, fella. Nappy Hale. Ma named me 

after Napoleon, I reckon. Born about that time." He 
paused, reflected, eyes shiny with thought. "Nope, I come 
after Napoleon's death, I reckon. Died in about 1 820, 
didn't he, Mexican?" 

"Never heard of him, " said Tortilla Joe. "Who was he, 
a cowboy?" 

"Trouble here," said Nappy Hale. 
Buck offered him some smoking. He took the tobacco 

in trembling fingers. "So we understand," said 
Buck. He told the oldster that he and Tortilla Joe had 
been commissioned to aid Sin Braden, on request of 
Henry S. Braden. There was no use in keeping anything 
secret. Sooner or later, the basin would find out why he 
and Tortilla Joe were on Mad River, and it might just 
as well be now as later, he figured. 

"Already we feexed thees LaWall an' his hombre, thees 
Dusty, " grinned Tortilla Joe. He told about the fight out 
there on the rimrock. 

Old Nappy's eyes widened. "Hades, younker, " he 
breathed, "you'll be marked in the book-both of you
in red ink. " 

"You've been forced to make any arrests?" asked Buck. 
Gnarled fingers tremblingly twisted a paper around 

some tobacco. "Me, I don't hol' this office to make any 
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arrests, McKee." Nappy grinned as he saw Buck's eye
brows raise in wonderment. "Come a year or so back, I 
was a pensioner, drawin' my pension from the county. I 
got down at the county seat-that's Wishbone, sixty miles 
south-and my pension was so small I kept hollerin' about 
it. County commissioners finally met-understand they 
couldn't give me a higher pension, see? So they made me 
a deputy, sent me ho.me. Now I get a bigger check an' 
I don't make their live� miserable." 

"Then there's no law on Mad River?" asked Buck. 
"No law, McKee. That is, outside of me . . .  an' I 

don't count. .. . " 
"You sendin' somebody out to meet LaWall and Jacob

son?" 
"Hades, no! Jehosapbat, them two hellions think they're 

so great-Lassrope, they can walk inter town, the ijiouts." 
Buck and Tortilla went outside. Buck was smiling a 

little. "One-third of the town bas been visited," be said 
drily. "Let's go in here." They entered the store. A fat 
Mexican, his mustachios sharp as pitchfork tines, waddled 
forward to meet them, his fat face beaming. 

"I make wait on you, senores," be said. ''What you 
want in the groceries I have, and what I have in liquor 
you have." 

Buck said, "Two boxes of .45 ca'tridges, Pancho." 
"The name, she ees not Pancho," the Mexican cor

rected. "She ees Franco Gomez, senor." He got the car
tridges down from a shelf and blew across the tops of the 
packages but no dust came. "Ob, I forgot, hombres.· 
These boxes they are new-Franco Gomez sells lotsa 
bullets these days." 

Tortilla Joe sniffed. ''What ees that I smells; Buck?" 
Buck tested the air. "Tortillas," he said. 
Franco Gomez smiled widely. "My wife, Peta, she ees 

cook. Back there she ees run lunch counter." He pointed 
to the back door. "You are hongrys, no?" He escorted 
them to the door; he pushed it open. "Peta, customers." 

A short-order counter almost filled the small lean-to. 
The other half was filled by the fat woman and the hot 
stove. Two little girls played with a dirty baby on the 
bare floor. The fat woman looked up, wiped the hair 
from her eyes, then stared at Tortilla Joe. Suddenly she 
was rushing forward. 
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"Tortilla, oh, Tortilla Joe." She flung her arms around 
the stolid Tortilla and planted a huge kiss on his dusty 
cheek. "What you do here, Tortilla?" She buried her head 
on his shoulder and hid her face. Tortilla patted her broad 
back and smiled widely at Buck. 

"My ol' girl-frien'," he said. "Down in Sonora, seex 
years or so ago, I guess. We al.mos' got married, remem
ber. " 

"There's been too many of them, " said Buck. 
Franco Gomez's eyes were smaller and his smile had 

disappeared. "You were in love with Peta, huh? Now she 
ees my wife-madre de mias muchachitos--" His arm 
gestured toward the three little children. "-you cannot 
take her. For you have your arms around her, senor." 

Peta raised her head, laughing. Tears ran down her fat 
cheeks. "Do not be so jealous, Franco mio. Those times 
they are gone, I am just happy. You see, he ees a relative 
of mine, too. What ees eet, Tortilla?" 

Tortilla thought. "She ees cousin of my seester-in-law's 
daughter's youngest seester," he finally said. 

Buck sighed audibly. He had seen too much of Tortilla 
Joe's relatives, shirt-tail or close. 

"We have tortillas," said Peta, eyes twinkling. "And 
with them we have tequila, tambien. What do you theenk 
of my babies, Tortilla? Jes' theenk, they could be yours, 
eef eet were not for your saddleborse. " 

Tortilla frowned. "Why my horse?" 
"He carry you away from me." 
Buck drawled, "Sometimes a horse does come in darned 

handy," and they all laughed. The meal was delicious. 
Tortillas and frijoles and fried cactus. The cactus, Peta 
stressed, grew in the backyard. She bad climbed the ladder 
herself and cut it from the stalk. She had then skinned 
it, taking the barbs off. 

"Good," said Tortilla Joe, his cheeks bulging. 
An hour later, they entered the post-office. The post

master was a wiry, middle-aged man with a spade beard. 
He looked them over with bright eyes and grunted, "Gun
fighters, huh? N Bar S bands . . .. " 

"You got us wrong," said Buck. "We're workin' for Sin 
Braden. Have they come in for mail today for the con
struction camp? Stage came through this mornin', I under
stand." 
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"The y ain't come in yet ,  a nd the y  got lo ts of mai l." 
The man ho bble d to the w in do w  an d loo ke d out, grin ning . 
" The re comes F ran k LaWal l an' that tw o-hit gun -sl ingin' 

fo rema n of his'n , Dus ty  Jaco bson. Wa lkin ' into town from 
the hills. On foot , that 's o dd." 

"Su re is," sa id Buc k. 
He a nd To rt illa Joe went outsi de. LaWall a nd Jaco bso n 

we re stan ding the re, loo k ing at bis ho rse an d To rti lla 
Joe's. Buc k a nd To rt illa ha d the guns of the two men t ie d  
to t he ir sa ddle st rings . The two cowmen saw the .45's t ie d  
the re an d s tar te d  towar d them, dro pping t he ir  sa ddles in 
the sha de of the t rees. 

Buc k sa id, " Leave those g uns a lone , you two !" 
The two cowmen turne d. Buc k wa lke d wo rdle ss ly 

towa rd them. The y  sto ppe d  a nd stoo d the re, watc hi ng 
h im. F ran k LaWal l's ste m face was ma rke d by harsh 
li nes. He pushe d bac k  his Stetson a nd Buc k sa w the rim 
of h is re d ha ir. 

" Mc Kee, I oughta take you a pa rt !" 
Buc k sto ppe d. "W hy don't you ?" 
Na ppy H ale came bowleg ging for wa rd, al most running . 

He shove d his s k in ny ca rcass in front of La Wa ll, h is ol d 
hogleg pushe d into t he co wman's bel ly. " Now none of 
that, F ra nk," be pante d. " No gun- pla y, please." 

Oxbow's c itize nry we re out en masse. Peta a nd F ra nco 
Gomez, su rroun de d  by their unwashe d offs pring, stoo d in 
front of t hei r esta blishment. The Postmaste r, his wife be
si de him, watche d from t hat point. 

To rtil la Joe stoo d with his thumbs hoo ke d  i n  h is gun 
belt. Dus ty Jaco bson s too d to one si de ,  watc hing c losel y 
an d fu ll y awa re that Tor tilla Joe's da rk e yes we re fla tly 
on him. 

" You weel be ca reful, To rt il la ?" sa id Peta. 
To rtilla Joe no dde d  shor tly. 
LaWal l ste ppe d  bac k. Na ppy Hale fo llowe d him. La Wa ll 

sa id, fina ll y, "B y ha des , I gu ess you wou ld use tha t gun, 
hu h?" an d g rinne d. He a dde d : "The re'l l be no trou ble, 
Na ppy, un less that fel la starts it." 

"He won't sta rt an y," promise d Na ppy. " Ain 't that so , 
McKee?" 

Buc k ba d to smi le. " All right, Na ppy." 
Na ppy holste re d  his ancient firea rm. "You just fo rget 

a bout you r  guns until Tort illa Joe an ' McKee get out of 
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town, LaWall. Hustle over to Peta's an' fill your belly 
with hot grub. One of your men will come in sooner or 
later and he can rustle you a coupla horses from the 
ranch. When you get ready to quit town, your guns'll be 
in my office." 

Frank LaWall and Dusty Jacobson crossed the street 
and entered Franco Gomez's store. The entire Gomez 
tribe followed the two inside. Buck just noticed the buck
board that had entered town. 

The driver-a heavy-set, middle-aged woman-had 
pulled the team to a halt in. front of the post-office. Be
side her on the buggy seat was a thin, slender girl of 
about twenty-two--a blonde girl with a full, mature figure. 
The middle-aged woman called, "Hey, Buck! Buck Mc
Kee! Come over here, you an' Tortilla!" 

Buck stared. Who knew him and Tortilla Joe in this 
section? He looked at the Mexican, whose big mouth 
sagged open in surprise. 

"Now who's she?" grunted Buck. "Another squaw you 
almost married?" 

Tortilla Joe squinted. "She ees look like Cattle Annie," 
he said slowly. 

Buck said, "By heaven, it is Cattle Annie! Now what 
do you suppose she is doin' down here in Arizona, 
Tortilla? Saw her less than a year ago in her saloon up in 
Colorado." They went to the buckboard. 

Cattle Annie was as homely as a woman could be. 
Scraggly brown hair fell on buckskin clad shoulders. 
Shrewd brown eyes peered out of a wrinkled face that 
looked like old leather. She wrapped her arms around 
Buck and shook him. She grabbed Tortilla and kissed 
him loudly. 

"Buck! Tortilla! What in the--? What are you doin' 
here, quick!" 

"We came to help Sin Braden," said Buck. "Colonel 
Henry S. Braden sent us." 

"You came to help Sin?" Cattle Annie spoke to the 
girl beside her. "Listen to that, honey! Doesn't that sound 
good, Janice?" She turned her attention back to Buck 
and Tortilla Joe. "So you came to help me, huh?" 

"Huh," said Tortilla Joe. "We come to help Sin Braden, 
not you." 

Cattle Annie laughed. She slapped her immense thigh 
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with an open palm. "Listen to that, Janice," she s�id. 
"They came to help Sin Braden! Hell, they don't know 
that I'm Sin Braden!" 

Buck stared. 
Cattle Annie sobered. "The real name is Cynthia 

Braden," she explained. "Cattle Annie is just a name I 
used up in my saloon. I sold that joint and came here 
to build the irrigation project for the colonel. This is my 
daughter, Janice." 

Janice curtsied. 
Buck spat angrily on the ground. "Now why didn't the 

colonel tell us you were Sin Braden?" he demanded. 
Sin Braden smiled widely. "He just wanted to have 

some fun with you prob'ly. Colonel Henry Braden ain't 
so dumb, boys." 

Tortilla Joe mopped his sweaty forehead. He looked at 
Janice. "He sure knows how to peeck purty relatives," he 
said slmyly. 

CHAPTER 4 

CATTLE ANNIE dragged them into Peta's bar, telling that 
henceforth she would be known as Sin Braden. All of 
the local people, she said, knew her by that name-she 
wanted to leave the Cattle Annie name behind. 

"Fill 'em up, Franco," she told the grinning Mexican. 
She spoke to Janice. "Honey, hadn't you better run along?" 

"I'm over twenty-one," declared J a.nice. "I can drink 
in a bar." 

Buck was slightly taken back by this sudden turn of 
events. The merry-go-round was whirling by and he 
couldn't grab a hand hold. He and Tortilla Joe had known 
Sin Braden for a number of years, stopping off now and 
then at her bar, there at a Colorado outpost. 

According to his memory, the woman had four hus
bands that he knew of. Two of them had died natural 
deaths, one had run off, and one bad been hanged for 
horse-stealing. His eyes, Sin Braden bad said, had been 
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bad. He had no t been a ble to read brands very closely. 
Buc k studied her. "Where's your hus band?" he as ke d. 
The big woman laughed. " Ain't got one , Buc k. Nor I 

won't ha ve one unless Tortilla here marries me !" She 
pounded the Mexican on his broad bac k. 

" I  marr y you," said To rtilla, grinning widely. "Li ke 
hell .... " 

" Did you see Dondo?" as ked Buc k. 
Si n Braden told him that Dondo had ridden into the 

construction camp, told her about hi mself and Tortilla 
Joe, so she and Janice had hoo ked up and dri ven into 
Oxbo w. And Buc k, remembering thei r lathered team, kne w 
that they had rea lly d riven fast. 

Fran k LaWall and Dusty Jaco bson had tossed do wn 
a dr in k, gone into the street again , where they rested on 
their spur sha nks in front of the post-o ffice. Ancient 
Nappy Hale, squatting in front o f  his o ffice, had a ri fle 
across his s kin ny legs, and his sun ken eyes regarded the 
t wo sharply. Buc k remembered that the old star -toter had 
said he wasn't much of a law man. Buc k kne w  that the 
old fe llo w  had just been putting out a spiel to hi m. Nappy 
Hale would fight anything he c ould get at. 

"We sa w Ji b Ho bson cuttin ' across S wamp cric k mead 
o ws when we drove in," said Sin Braden. "He 's an N 
Bar S hand. He 'll rustle some horses for them t wo some
where ; pro b'ly run up some N Bar S horses out of the 
brush belo w to wn." 

" There he comes no w," said Janice. 
Ji b Ho bson was a yo ung fello w, a bout t went y-t wo or 

therea bouts. S lim, good-loo king , he rode a loose saddle. 
Buc k sa w character in the man's face. Ho bson had one 
gun, pu lled lo w. He sa w Ja nice, who had gone to the 
di rty windo w, and he li fted one hand sligh tly. She nodde d 
bac k. 

"One more round," said Sin Braden , "and we head for 
camp , men." 

" I'll go get the mail . . .  i f  there is any," said Janice. 
Buc k and Si n Braden and Tortil la Joe fol lo wed the 

girl outside. Buc k and Tortilla tied their horses beh ind 
the buc k board and c li mbed up on the bac k  seat. Sin 
tu rned the team, then waited for Janice. 

Janice came from the post -o ffice. " Stage isn't in yet," 
she said. " Shall we wait?" 
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Sin looked at Frank LaWall and Dusty Jacobson. She 
glanced at Buck and Tortilla. Down the street, Nappy 
Hale was staring at them, his beard lifting and falling as 
he chewed tobacco. 

"You better get them outa town, Sin, " acknowledged 
Nappy Hale. He fell back to chewing. He reminded Buck 
of a billygoat eating the label from a coffee can. 

"Yeah, get out," said LaWall. 
Sin said, angrily, "You can't drive me out, LaWall!"  

She eyed the cowman pointedly. He settled back again 
against the post-office, grinning. Sin slapped the team 
with the whip and they rolled out of town, with Buck 
and Tortilla's saddle-horses trotting behind. 

Buck saw a rider off to the north a mile or so. That 
was Jib Hobson hazing some N Bar S saddle-horses 
toward Oxbow. There he would corral them and LaWall 
and Jacobson could get mounted again. He smiled and 
mentally reviewed his acquaintanceship with the two cow
men; that meeting had been far from pleasant. 

They came out of the sagebrush and drove through a 
prairie-dog town. The dogs barked at them, tails bobbing 
with their efforts. When they got close the dogs tumbled 
into their holes. Their barkings were shrill on the thin 
air. They left the town behind and came to a lane. Barb
wire stretched on each side. An irrigation ditch, carrying 
muddy water, ran along the fence. 

Beyond the barbwire was a grainfield. Wheat stood 
knee-high, billowing and moving in the evening breeze. 
The sudden movement from a prairie-dog desolation to a 
green patch of farm land rather amazed Buck. Sin Braden, 
glancing back at him read his open surprise. 

"That's our experimental farm, Buck. We got one check 
dam finished early and we caught the spring run-off. 
We're dolin' the water down on this quarter-section. Be
yond this wheat is an oat field. Another part is put in 
barley and another in rye. And with a little water, this 
desert can raise anything, any crop. " 

Buck grunted, "It sure looks that way, Sin." 
Sin Braden looked across the green field. Buck saw a 

softness enter her hard eyes. Before she had always seemed 
hard, calculating. Now, for the first time, he saw her 
inner character, saw that the other had been just a pose. 

25 



She had been unhappy, then ; n ow, with this migh ty tas k 
a head of her, she seemed happy. 

" S ome of the fa rmers have already c ome in," she said 
sl owly. "Of c ourse , the real in .flu x  hasn't sta rted yet, Buc k. 
When it d oes, C ol onel Henry S .  Braden wil l have men 
recr uiting farmers fr om bac k east . We want p oor pe ople 
-pe ople wh o have little h ope in fact ories, wh o have 
farmed in the Old C ount ry -It' ll mean a new lease on 
life f or s ome Hun ky or Dag o or Fr og." 

Buc k studie d the su rrounding mounta ins. " A  man c ould 
run cattle bac k there," he said. "Then he c ould feed his 
st oc k  grain and fatten them up bef ore trai lin' them out 
of the c ount ry .  L ooks t o  me li ke y ou can't m iss. But why 
d oesn 't LaWall get wise ? Why d oesn't he ge t h old of 
s ome of this land?" 

S in n odded . "He has, Buc k. He has had his puncher s 
file on h omesteads. Then when they have pr oved up, 
t hey 'll sel l the ir ri ghts bac k t o  him. But that hasn't w or ked 
s o  well, either." 

"Yeah?" 
" M ost of the punchers, a fter seein' what water did t o  

the ir dese rt cla im s, decided t o  keep t he ir h omes teads. T hey 
gave up the ir saddles and t ook a pl ough-handle i n  their 
hands. They refu sed t o  sell thei r ri ghts t o  LaWall. Of 
c ourse, they are legally right- but y ou kn ow h ow tha t 
w ould s it with La Wa ll ." 

"S it on his nec k-l ike a sharp axe . ... " 
But the arr ogance and p ower of a big c ow -out fit was 

str ong and demand ing. Th ousands of head of cattle, jost
ling and cr owding, rais ing a dust-cl oud that reached the 
s ky, the ir l ow ing heard f or miles . . .  C owpunchers w or k
ing w ith blac ksna ke whips, snapping and crac king : the 
sme ll of the branding fires, the s tink of a h ot i ron sea ring 
a calf's hide . Cattle needed range and barb wire-T he tw o 
were inc ompatible . . .  Buc k knew a ll t his, and read str ife 
int o it. 

T hey were driv ing al ong the ban k of Mad River. When 
Buc k and T ortilla had cr ossed the strea m, miles bac k, the 
water had been rap id but the river had been nar row .  Here, 
wit h the in .flow of a num ber of cree ks, the r iver was wider. 

Buc k saw why they ca lled it Mad River. Because of t he 
rap id fa ll, the r iver ran ve ry s wi ftly, dancing over igne ous 
boulders, sending spray as it hu rried d ownward . In many 
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p laces it became a mad, s wirl ing s tream . A nd over a ll tlns 
e nerg y was the sibila nt hiss o f  the river. 

A t  a number o f  p laces , the r iver sp read ou t s lig htl y, 
a nd at these spots t he wa ter ra n slo wer , a nd was no t as 
deep. He re a m a n a nd a ho rse c ould ford , al tho ug h  the 
horse would probab ly have to s wi m  a litt le .  But i f  the 
curre nt s wu ng a horse and rider arou nd, se ndi ng them i n
to the rapids--

Buc k said, " Treac herous r iver , Si n." 
Si n Brade n was si le nt for te n seco nds. The n her bro wn 

eyes t wink led i n  her leat he ry  face. "More than the river 
is treac herous o n  this ra nge , Buc k." 

T he team tro tted o n, dus t rose . Be hind them, the two 
sadd le -horses were rimmed wi th dus t, too. The dus t risi ng 
from t he whee ls a head o f  them had become smeared wit h  
their s wea t and gave them a tired , woe -bego ne loo k. The y 
were tired ,  too : t he y  had trave lled far a nd had had li tt le 
feed .  

The r oad lifted , le ft the sagebrus h, e ntered scragg ly 
grease wood. The y were mov ing to ward the hil ls to the 
wes t. The y passed a herd o f  work horses gra zing o n  a cou lee 
bottom . The he rd er l ifted hi s hand. Buc k knew these were 
wor khorses used to pu ll fres nos and p loug hs to bui ld t he 
dam. The herder was the nig htha wk. Hi s job ca l led tha t  
he herd t he horses all nig ht a nd b ring t hem in a t  da ylig ht 
for a nother da y o f  work. 

Because o f  the r ise in e levat io n, t he buc kboard team had 
s lo wed to a lo ng wa lk. The y came arou nd the toe o f  a 
roc h.-y hill that was do tted with c ham iso c lumps and yucca 
lilies , a nd the co nst ruc tio n camp was in a wide cou lee . 
Te nts were spilled alo ng the na tural spr ings o f  co ld water . 

There were feed racks for t he teams and a n  oa t s hed. 
Beh ind barb wire was a ha ystac k o f  nat ive b lues tem. Smo ke 
cur led up from the coo k-te nt and the ha nds were eati ng 
outside at the lo ng p lank tab le . Buck sme lled the good 
aroma o f  boi led bee f and spuds and ho t coffee. 

Rac ks had bee n bui lt o f  cotto nwood to ho ld t he har
nesses. Fres nos a nd p loug hs were grouped o n  the base o f  
t he hi ll. A nd be hind all t his was t he ear the n  dam. A t  th is 
stage , i t  was about twe nty fee t hig h, and wou ld go up 
abou t te n more feet. Buck asked i f  there was a ny wa te r 
impou nded beh i nd it. 

" Not muc h," said Sin . "A litt le o f  c ourse. Bu t whe n 
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winter comes, and snow melts back in the mountains
it'll fill up." 

"Probably too fast," grunted Buck. "You're makin' spill
ways with each dam, ain't you? Got to have some way for 
the surplus water to run off, or it'll break your dam an' 
wash it out." 

"We're makin' spillways." Sin pulled the team in and 
handed the reins to a bewhiskered construction man. 
"Welcome to Wildcat crick dam, Buck." 

Buck jabbed his elbow against Tortilla Joe's ribs. "Wake 
up." 

CHAPTER S 

JIB HOBSON found a small band of N Bar S horses down 
along Mad River. Mosquitoes had driven them to the 
brush where they grazed in the lush river grass. He hazed 
them out of the wild rosebushes and turned them toward 
Oxbow. He did not drive them fast. LaWall and Jacobson 
can wait, he thought; the wait will do them good. 

The horses were well-broken saddle-stock that had been 
turned loose when the spring roundup was finished. They 
trotted into Franco Gomez' corral and LaWall shut the 
gate behind them. 

"You took your time, Jib," said the N Bar S owner. 
Hobson regarded him quietly. He was a slow-speaking 

youngster and he had crammed plenty of living into his 
twenty odd years. He was playing a dangerous game and 
death would be his reward if be slipped. "We got a lot of 
time," he commented. 

LaWall walked out with his twine behind him. "Which 
one do you want, Dusty?" 

"That grey, Frank." 
The loop sang out, settled around the grey's neck. Dusty 

Jacobson put his bridle on the beast and took LaWall's 
rope loose. He led the grey out and the cowman roped 
a big dun. Then he hazed the rest of the horses back on 
government range. 
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The three rode away, Frank LaWall and Dusty Jacob
son in the lead, Jib Hobson riding behind them. They loped 
across the sagebrush, swinging away from Mad River. Jib 
Hobson listened to the dying song of the swift waters and 
finally it was submerged into the beat of their hoofs and 
into the distance. 

Off in the distance, LaWall saw a horse and rider, over 
a mile away. He squinted and said, "Another one of those 
damned llaks. Wonder if this is Dondo or Pone?" He 
stopped and reached back for his rifle, then remembered 
he had left it at home. "Wish I had my Winchester." 

Jacobson asked, "Why?" 
"I'd draw a bead," grinned Frank LaWall. His greenish 

eyes showed streaks of grey. "I'd pull down on him and 
knock that damned monkey ofI'n his horse." 

Jacobson drew his forefinger suggestively across his 
throat. "And get your throat slitted some dark night, huh?" 

Jib Hobson grinned faintly. "They can creep through 
the brush and get past a watch-dog," he said. "They'd 
cut your throat and you'd never know about it until you 
were dead. I saw it down over in New Mexico, Frank." 

La Wall said, "All right, forget it." 
They gained the higher ground and below them they 

could see Sin Braden's buckboard, crawling along the base 
of a distant hill. Frank LaWall looked hard across space, 
and Dusty Jacobson stroked his broken, twisted nose. 

"Two hard-cases," murmured the N Bar S segundo. 
"Quick with both fists and guns, and prob'ly here for a 
gun-job." 

LaWall glanced at him. "You sound scared, Dusty," he 
jibed. 

Dusty Jacobson shrugged, was silent. But back of his 
lack-lustre eyes was a vein of anger. Jib Hobson marked 
this and wondered if he could ever use it. He stirred in his 
saddle. 

"What do you say, Frank?" he drawled. 
LaWall pondered, finally spoke. "There'll come a time 

when things will break right. Maybe that time will be 
soon, Jib." 

Jib Hobson said, "I want no part of their guns, Frank. 
I tell you now. I want you to remember it. Unless they 
force me, I'm not pulling a gun against those two." 

"You draw gun-hand wages, Jib." 
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" Don 't care if I do. That' s my stand . Ta ke it or leave it ." 
Fra nk La W all he ld bac k  his temper. He tu rned bis bronc 

"You're an odd fe llow, Ji b. Hard to read. We ll, there are 
other p lace s for you to u se your gun, I rec kon . Let' s 
dri ft ." The y  rode o ff, and fo llowed a wagon tra il that 
ran we st. 

The y di smounted in front of the ba rn and banded the ir 
rein s to the o ld mow. Fr ank LaWa ll said, " Meet me in 
the hou se after chuck." Some body shouted g leefull y and a 
ha lf- bre ed bo y of a bout si x came running from the big 
hou se, h urrying toward Frank LaWal l. The big man 
squat ted a nd caught the bo y, ho lding h im c lo se and then 
lifting him in the air . 

" How are you, War Ch ief ?" 
" I  wait for you, dad." 
LaWa ll went to the hou se, carrying the bo y. Hi s squaw, 

a heavy -set Navaho, bad su pper read y, and she started 
servi ng it, c arrying the hot mea l from the big wood stove. 
LaWall kis sed her and hugged her, putti ng bis son on the 
floor . 

" I  worry a bout you," sa id the squaw. " A ll the time, 
Fran k, I worry. I wi sh you wou ld give in, get r id of your 
cat tle-only keep a few. Then you cou ld fa rm, too . But 
thi s way --" 

He interrupted her good -na tured ly w ith, " Now Feather 
Eagle, stop that. That won 't get you an yth ing but a lot 
more worr y." He had ridden through a Navaho camp 
a lmo st ten year s be fore, a nd he bad seen her in front of 
her sire' s tepee . She had been dre ssing buc k skin, chewing 
the fine leather carefu ll y, and -he had ste pped down . She 
had co st him ten fine ponie s, but she bad been worth it. 
They had been marr ied at the Sa nta Ynez mi ssion, and 
she had left her tr ibe for good. 

"W here were you?" she a sked. 
" Up a long the ea st trai l. We ran i nto a coup le of fe l

low s, and bad a litt le fun." He d id not ment ion that the 
fe llow s he bad met had had the fun, not h imse lf a nd 
Du sty Jaco bson . 

The mea l  wa s good . Corn from the g arden; a lso squa sh 
and cucumber s. He ate, bi s son be side him chatter ing a bout 
h is day on the ranch. How he had ridden the o ld pinto 
down to t he water- ho le ,  and gone swimmi ng. 

After su pper, be wa shed the di she s, and War Chief 
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wi ped them. The boy's real name was Frank, too, but his 
dad cal led h im War C hief as a n ickname . The s quaw was 
heav y with ch ild and s low and LaWa ll had washed the 
d ishes o f  late to save her the troub le .  

The y sat for a w hile on the porch . Fina lly War C hie fs 
head started to nod; he fel l  as lee p i n  h is chair . His fa the r  
carr ied him into his room , undressed him and put h im to 
bed . He g la nced into his wife 's room . She was in bed, 
as lee p. He went to the horse corral a nd s quatted there 
bes ide the cottonwood bars . 

Jib Hobson came u p. He sett led and drew a long fore 
finger through the d irt . He said, "Hans Se xton just rode i n, 
Frank ." 

La Wa ll nodded. 
Dus ty Jacobson came out of the shadows. He put his 

husky shou lder against a corral post . " Se xton is here," he 
sa id .  

" Jib just to ld me," said La Wal l. 
Jaco bson sat dow n. H e  leaned back against the post , 

chewing his tooth pick id ly .  
"Here comes Hans," murmured Jacobson . 
Han s S exton wa s a sma ll ma n. He wore o veral ls and a 

rough flan ne l  s hirt . An A pache war-a xe had once s plit h is 
nose . Now it had grown together with a red scar, and it 
twisted and ran to one s id e. H e  rubbed th e scar c areful ly 
and s quatted . He sa id, "Howdy, men ." 

" Ta lk," sa id La Wall. 
Se xton sh if ted , set tled back . "They came into cam p a n  

hour or so ago . Buck McKee an ' Tor til la Joe .  They --" 
"We know a ll  about them," said La Wal l. 
Jacobson smi led fai nt ly and s pat out his tooth pick. His 

face was dark and without life, a nd Jib Hobson studied 
h im wi th a thick ind ifference . Jib Hobson s quatted there 
and drew his fore finger across the dust . He was thinking 
of Jan ic e  Braden . Her ha ir was soft and he r emembered 
its hea lthy aroma . He glanced at th e unfathomab le night 
and fe lt something cou ld move across his s pine . It set tled 
there and he ld him a nd he wondered what it was . He 
put his attention back to Hans Se xton . 

Se xton rubbed his crooked nose . "They've go t guards 
out around a ll the dams . Of course , a man cou ld go 
t hrough the brush a nd get behind one . . . . But those 
In juns kee p pretty c lose watch . Every time you tu m 
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around, one of those Ilaks are there. But it could be done, 
Frank." 

"Watch out those Injuns don't trail you over here," 
warned LaWall. "Not that it would make much difference 
to me, I could buy off another dirt-mover over in the 
Braden camp. But it would be hard on your throat." 

"My throat," said Hans Sexton. 
Frank LaWall moved, a leg muscle tightening. The pain 

passed and he felt impatience inside again. This was mov
ing too slowly. He decided to speed things up. 

"We got to get these farmers out," be said. "The way 
it looks to me, if one of them got scared good and plenty
the others would hightail out when he went. Hans, you 
know about these farmers-when will one of them be 
away from home some night? We could slip in and bum 
him down to the ground. That would probably scare him 
into pulling stakes an' goin' back east." He looked at 
Dusty Jacobson. 

Jacobson shrugged. "Might work," be said. 
"What do you say, Jib?" 
Jib Hobson said, "You're the boss, Frank. You never 

hired me to think, did you?" 
La Wall's eyes tightened. 
Hans Sexton said, "Dirty Henry Smutton is going to 

town day after tomorrow. He'll prob'ly get a few drinks 
in Franco Gomez' place and bed down under his wagon 
to sleep off his jag." 

Frank La Wall mused. "Smutton, bub. He's the bachelor, 
ain't he? The middle-aged gent on Runnin' Butte, down 
on the crick?" 

"The gent with the dirty clothes," said Hans Sexton. 
"Yeah, he's a bachelor-nobody'd marry him, he's so 
dirty. You get down-wind on him on a hot day an'-He 
tol' me today he was goin' in day after tomorrow." 

"We'll wreck his place," said Frank La Wall. 
Dusty Jacobson grunted. "And what if Dirty Henry 

doesn't go to town . . . and what if he is home when 
we hit the place?" 

"That'll be his tough luck," said LaWall. "What else do 
you know, Sexton?" 

Hans Sexton rubbed his nose again. "That's all of it, 
I guess. I'll be back when, Frank?" 

"Day after tomorrow," said Frank LaWall. "I want to 
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b e  s ure t hat Dirty Henry has gone to town. Keep y our 
eyes peeled and i f  an yt hi ng b rea ks-something we can 
use to o ur a dvantage- let me know, Hans." 

"I'll do t ha t," a greed Hans Sexton. 
" Ride light," murmured F ran k La Wa ll. Se xton got up 

and went awa y, and soon t he y  hea rd his ho rse moving o ut 
the re in the ni ght. The y h un kered and eac h had his 
t hou ghts. Fina lly D usty Jacobson got to his feet . " Ti me 
fo r t he so ugans," he said. "Buenas noches, hombres." He 
went int o th e dar k. Soon the doo r to t he bun khouse 
open ed and ligh t came o ut and was cut off as t he doo r 
closed. A horse snort ed a nd stomped in a corral and a 
cow bawled off acro ss the hi lls. 

La Wa ll said, "Ti me for bed , Jib." 
" A  litt le mor e  o f  the ni ght fo r me," said Jib Hobson. 

" I  li ke t he night, Fran k. It ma kes a man fee l  his ri ght 
siz e." 

LaWa U spoke ca re fully. " Ni ght 's too b ig for a man, 
Jib. A man wants somet hin' his s ize, somet bin' he can see 
and fig ht. A man 's in the dar k a lo ng time after h e  clo ses 
his e yes. Th ere'l l be a day w hen al l o f  u s  get plenty 
of s leep. Wh ile we 're he re ,  pla y  t he ga me ba rd .. .. " 

"Your version," said Jib Hobson ;  "not min e." 
"We disag ree on a l ot of th ings." LaWal l moved to wa rd 

the house and w ent inside. Ji b Hob son sa t there and 
listen ed to the door clo se. He tho ught o f  Han s  Sexton, 
ri din g  back to the dirt camp. 

He sat there for an h our . Then fina lly, with th e chi ll in 
the air , be go t up and went into the dar k b un kho use. M en 
were snor in g  and stirr ing in t heir s leep, an d he got t he 
sme ll o f  warm bodies in a close place. He climb ed in to 
his bun k and opened the windo w a t  his hea d. The air 
was cal m  an d s ha rp and he pul led it int o  him. Fro m here 
he cou ld see t he Mi ll.7 Wa y, a giant belt st ud ded wit h 
distan t diamonds. He we nt to s leep finall y, t hinking o f  
Janice Braden ... . 
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CHAPTER 6 

WHEN SIN BRADEN pulled the team in, Dondo came from 
the brush, a smile on his wrinkled face. He said to Buck 
and Tortilla Joe, "How, " and added : "Dondo glad to see 
you again. " 

Sin Braden slapped Dondo's back. "You little red
skinned rascal, " she said good-naturedly. 

Another Ilak, small as Dondo, came from the brush. 
"This is my brother, Pone," introduced Dondo. "He see 
big mans-LaWall an' Hobson an' Jacobson-ride to N 
Bar S ranch." 

"They all there now, " said Pone. 
"Where's the rest of your tribe?" asked Buck. 
"They leave, like I tell you. " 
Buck smiled. "You misunderstand me. I mean your 

women." 
"They over hill. Camped there. Ogo, Pipo an' Nono. 

Ogo my wife, Pipo an' Nono daughters." 
"Yeah, they're all here, " said Sin Braden. She put her 

arm around Dondo and hugged him. He smiled widely 
and chuckled. 

"She my girl, " he said. 
Tortilla Joe untied their saddle-horses while Buck and 

Dondo and Pone unhooked the team. Dirt men were lying 
on blankets in front of their tents and a few of them were 
shooting craps on the table in the cook tent. A man came 
over to take the team. Sin introduced him to Buck. 

"Hans Sexton, Buck. One of my best dirt men. " 
Sexton shook hands. "You're new here, huh?" 
"Colonel Henry S. Braden sent him an' Tortilla Joe 

to side us, " said Sin Braden. "Them an' the colonel fit 
through the war together. " 

Buck noticed that Sexton glanced at his gun and that 
of Tortilla before the dirt man led the team away. A 
long man, heavy and solid, swaggered up. He looked like 
an ape, Buck decided. He had long arms and his massive 
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face was covered with a black beard. Sin Braden intro
duced him as Jens Jones. 

"Our dirt boss," she finished. "Used to ramrod gangs 
down on the levees in Alabama and Mississippi. Knows 
dirt and knows how to handle it, Buck." 

Buck shook bands. Jones had a grip like a vise. Buck 
had to grit bis teeth. "You do that to everybody?" he 
asked. 

Jones' grip relaxed instantly. "I'm sorry," be said. "I just 
forget sometimes, I guess." White teeth showed behind 
bis beard. 

Buck liked the fellow. He made a mental note then and 
there : if be ever had any trouble with Jens Jones, he 
would be sure to keep the man at a distance. For if a 
man ever got locked in the dirt-boss' arms, he would 
crush him. 

He and Tortilla met the rest of the camp. Some of the 
fresno men were farmers : Ralph Knox, Thad Johnson, Bill 
Dighton and Max Ayers. Dirty Henry Smutton got up 
and shook hands. Buck decided he was the dirtiest man 
he had ever seen. Cockleburrs hung to bis scraggly beard 
and his clothes were held together by wire and staples. 
His band was thick with dirt that looked like it bad been 
there for years. 

"He only uses water to drink," said Sin Braden. "And 
he'd drink little of that, if there was a case of bootcb 
around." 

"I guess I'll take a barrel of whiskey into camp," said 
Dirty Henry Smutton, grinning. 

"And I'll skin you alive," gritted Sin Braden. "No 
whiskey in this camp, Dirty Henry, if you value your life." 

Dondo held his nose. "Him stink." 
Dirty Henry made a grab for the pygmy Ilak. Dondo 

nimbly stepped out of reach. "You couldn't catch dead 
deer in snowbank," said Dondo. "You hate to hear truth, 
huh?" 

"Can that, Dondo!" snapped Sin Braden. 
Janice Braden had gone to her tent. Sin showed Tortilla 

Joe and Buck their tent and they threw their warbags 
inside. The cook hollered, "Come an' get it, you late 
comers!" and then added some cursing. According to 
him, each night saw him cooking later and later, and he'd 
walk off pronto if be had to do the same tomorrow night. 
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"He 's said tha t  al l sum mer," said Sin. 
" A  pot rassler's l oc o," grunted T orti lla Joe. " If he 

wasn' t, he wou ldn't be a pot rassler, huh?" 
The mea l was g ood. B oi led a ntel ope s tea k and s wee t 

potat oes , the la tter raised by a farmer. A lready a chi ll 
was in the eveni ng air. T or tilla Joe warmed u p  a tortilla 

on the big c ooks tove. He si pped his c offee n oisily . 
" I  am ready to bee t the hay," he sa id .  
Buc k s poke to Janice. "T onigh t this ca mp wi ll be cursed 

with s ome ou trage ous sn oring. Any body in hear ing dis 
ta nce of T ort illa's bed can hear him." 

Ja nice said , "Y ou both slee p i n  the same ten t." 
" I  g ot au tomatic ear-drums," stated Buc k. "I can shu t 

off my ears when I wan t  to. Besides tha t, I used to wor k 
in a boi ler fac tory." 

"Hum ph . . .  " sn orted Sin Braden. 
The meal c om ple ted, they wen t  ou tside. Buc k  and T or 

tilla wen t  to their ten t. T ortil la r olled ou t his s ougans , 
pulled off h is boots, hung u p  his ha t and wen t  to bed. 
He lay on his side, a lmos t c om ple tely dr essed , h is head 
on one a rm. Buc k sa w tha t the evening c oncer t was s oon 
to star t. He wa lked ou ts ide and c ircled the cam p. D ond o 
came ou t of the r ose bushes. 

"Y ou wal k  ar ound , huh?" 
Buc k said, " Res tless." 
" Me an ' Pone on guard. S ome of the fa rmers g o  h ome, 

d o  ch ores. S ome have chi ldren, see . Me, Pone guard." 
Buc k and the sma ll A pache sa t a mong the r oc ks. The 

s tars came ou t and the wind died d own. B oth were si len t. 
Buc k was glad tha t  his c om pa nion d id n ot press him in to 
c onversa ti on. He was tired. Even ts and circums tances had 
ha ppened quic kly in the las t fe w h ours. He and T ortilla 
Joe had ridden int o the va lley t o  see Sin Braden, wh o 
turned ou t to be an old friend, Cat tle An nie. 

He l ooked toward the N Bar S .  He c ould see the 
s pread 's ligh ts :  they twinkled in s pa ce. They were in 
n ocen t l ooking, he decided. Bu t in th ose bui ldi ngs, behi nd 
th ose ligh ts, were r ough, tough men. Man was a f ool f or 
fighting, he th ough t. The land would be here when the 
las t man was g one. Then wha t  was the use of fighti ng 
over it? 

Th is was bu t one of his th ough ts .  He had d wel t men tal
ly bef ore on man 's frai lties , sh ort-c om ings and v irtues. 
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These he had discussed around campfires, on the trail. 
He had no love for farmers. They broke up the land that 
cattle and buffalo used to graze on. They were running 
the cowman and the cowpuncher out of existence. But 
the cattle had brought about the virtual extinction of the 
buffalo. And the cattle, and their owners, would have to 
give way to farmers. 

This was one of the rigid rules of life. Either you 
change with the time or you fall back into time and lose 
your contact with reality. The war bad taught him that; 
the lesson had been carefully learned. He closed his eyes 
and leaned back. Lassitude flowed into him and possessed 
him. He awoke when Dondo poked him in the ribs. 

"Rider come, Senor Buck." 
Buck came awake quickly. He had his band on his 

gun, then be drew it back. Pone came out of the brush. 
He came quietly and he settled beside his brother. "Hans 
Sexton, "·be said. "He ride in." 

Sexton rode into camp. "Prob'ly been to his farm," mur
mured Buck. "He has one, hasn't be?" 

Dondo said, "I guess so." 
Sexton unsaddled his horse and tied him to the long 

feed rack. He fed him some bluestem hay and went to 
his tent. Buck got to his feet slowly. "I better get to bed," 
he said. "When do other guards relieve you two?" 

"Never," grunted Pone. 
Buck studied the swarthy pygmy. "Explain yourself." 
Pone looked at Dondo. "You talk better'n me. Tell 

Buck?" 
Dondo asked, "You want to hear, Buck?" 
"If you care to tell me, yes." 
Dondo spoke. "We camp by river. Mad River. You 

bear it, don't you? They call it mad. No, not mad. Good 
river, if you know him. He feed Apache, fish. He furnish 
baskets, willows. You listen, white man?" 

"Yes." 
"Ilak wander tribe. Leave real Apaches. Hit out for 

themselves. We come to Mad River. Like river, settle 
there. Here a year, Me, Pone, family. Other Ilaks, too. 
We good people." 

Pone nodded. Buck listened. 
"LaWall lose cow, so he say. He accuse us. We no 

have. We no kill. He come at night- -" 
37 



"Jacobson, too," said Pone. 
Dando spoke huskily. "They kill. We get away-five 

of us. That was two months ago. What good Jaw? llaks 
wander tribe. Law does not like. Ilaks make own Jaw. 
Not enough to fight La Wall. Go to Sin Braden. Later--" 

Buck nodded, silent. 
Pone sighed heavily. Dondo held his head in his hands. 

His muscular body trembled. Finally he looked up. "Now 
you know, Buck." 

Buck murmured, "Thanks, friend." 
The intensity of the man's tone had shaken him. In 

it he read a pent-up hatred, an undying hatred. 
"Ilak, never sleep," said Pone. 
Buck got to his feet and said, "See you come mornin'." 

He went to his tent. Hans Sexton spoke from the shad
ows. "You're up late, McKee." 

"Couldn't sleep," said Buck. "How come you're awake?" 
"Been to my homestead, just got back. Didn't you see 

me ride in?" 
Buck said, "Was back on the hill, I guess." Tortilla 

Joe was snoring loudly. Buck lighted a match and looked 
at his Mexican partner. Tortilla lay on his back, his 
mouth wide open. His lips fluttered as he inhaled and 
exhaled, his huge chest rising under his blanket. 

The match burned down. Buck lay under his blankets. 
The noise was too loud. That, coupled with his thoughts, 
made no sleep for him. He stood it for an hour, any
way. A number of times he almost went to sleep but, at 
these periods, Tortilla Joe rolled over, snoring right into 
his ear. Finally Buck got up. He lighted another match, 
eyes grave. 

"Damned steam calliope," he mumbled. 
He saw Tortilla Joe's bag of tortillas. Holding the match 

in one hand, he got out a tortilla. He jammed it hard 
into his partner's open mouth, then rolled into his sougans 
hurriedly, the match extinguished. 

Tortilla Joe woke up gasping. He said, "Sangre de Dios, 
que esta?" and in English, "What ees thees theeng?" He 
lighted a match and looked at the tortilla. Buck was watch
ing through lidded eyes, leaving just a crack of space to 
see through. Tortilla Joe glared at him. 

"You do thees to me, Buck?" 
Buck mumbled, feigning sleep. 
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T orti lla J oe shook him. "I say-y ou d o  thees theeng 
to me, verdad?" 

Buc k opened hi s ey es. "Go to sleep, y ou f ool," he 
gr owled . " Wh o  did w ha t  to y ou--" H e  r oll ed over, hi s 
back to hi s par tner .  The tent w ent dark a s  T or ti lla J oe' s 
ma tch w ent ou t. 

H e  heard the M exica n  gru nt, "N ow w ho pu t thees in 
my mou th?" T her e wa s a moment' s si lence. T hen he heard 
hi s part ner star t ea ting the tortilla. T or ti lla J oe smack ed 
hi s li ps noisi ly, suck ed thr oug h his teeth, mumbled a s  
he c hew ed. 

"Tha t Peta Gomez, she ees th e w ond er a t  the tortilla, 
no? Why d eed not I marry her, hu h?" 

Buck did not a nsw er. 
T orti lla J oe f ell si lent, c hewi ng on his tortilla. Aga in 

hi s li ps smac ked : he suck ed a nd c hew ed. Buck w ond er ed 
w hic h  wa s w or se :  hi s snori ng or hi s ea ti ng. Bu t he nev er 
g ot to a c onc lu si on. S leep took hi m too quickly. 

CHAPTER 7 

B UCK AND T ORTILLA w er e  u p  wi th the su n. F or a lr eady 
the ca mp wa s a stir. T he cook wa s si ng ing, hig h  and off 
key. In betw een w ord s of th e song he i nterj ec ted cu ss 
w ord s. Buc k d ecid ed tha t  the ma n sw or e becau se he wa s 
ha ppy. 

Men w er e  grumbli ng and spla shi ng a s  they wa shed in 
the ti n ba si ns. T hey fi led i nto th e tent, took sea ts on the 
long benc hes, a nd a te br eakfas t. T her e  wa s no loa fing 
af ter the mea l. Wi th cigar ettes lig hted, they w ent to the 
c orral , g ot their teams, ha rnessed th e hor ses. 

T her e  w er e  no ski tti sh br onc s, no r eari ng or kicki ng. 
T he hor ses had la bor ed hard on fr esnos a nd scra per s a nd 
di rt-wag ons a nd a ll the orneri ness had lef t  them. Buc k 
helped a la nky k id -hitc h hi s f our hor ses to a fr esno. J ens 
J ones came u p, hi s long arms swi nging. 

" You a n' Tor tilla J oe g oi n' d o  some w ork, Buc k." 
"I'll ta ke a turn a t  a fr esno f or a w hi le," said Buck . 
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"But I don't know about Tortilla Joe. If you get any 
work out of him, you're doin' somethin' that nobody else 
bas been able to do as yet. " 

"Gracias," Tortilla Joe grinned widely. "I drive a dirt
wagon, bub?" 

The kid was glad to be relieved of fresno duty. He 
was assigned to a dirt-wagon. Hans Sexton acted as dump 
boss on the fill. Tugs rattled and wagon wheels creaked. 
The day bad begun. 

"Move that sod, " hollered Jens Jones. "Time to rattle 
your tug chains, you dirt-monkeys ! Put them work-broncs 
against them collars an' keep them there!" 

They were working above the dam. They were digging 
dirt out of the hill there and moving it down into the 
dam's fill. This way, the capacity of the dam would be 
enlarged; the dirt would be dug out in back of it. Al
ready the ploughs were cutting into the gravel and sod 
to loosen it for the fresnos. 

After the sod bad been busted loose, the fresnos came. 
Buck lay down on the handle, holding the blade in the 
ground. A man had to watch what he was doing. For, 
if the blade caught on a rock unexpectedly, the handle 
would fly up. If this occurred, the driver would lose his 
load. 

Behind him were strung out the other fresno men with 
their four horses ahead, making them pull hard as he 
loaded his fresno. With the bucket full, the pulling was 
easier. He started toward the dump. 

The dump, made of heavy logs, was set high enough 
for a team and dirt-wagon to pass under. Drivers stopped 
their wagons under the hole and, when the fresnos passed 
over them, the loads were dumped down the bole into 
the wagons. When a wagon was full, the driver drove out 
on the fill, and, at Jens Jones' order, dumped his load 
by releasing the bottom of his wagon, letting the dirt fall 
down on the dam. 

The work was slow, hard and tedious for the fresno 
operators. They plodded along behind their labouring 
horses. But it was easier for the wagon-men. All they 
did was ride their seats, stop their wagons on the right 
spot under the dump, and then dump them at Jens Jones' 
orders. 

A pall of dust hung over the operations. The early 
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mo rning ch ill depa rted and the beat o f  fo renoon s tarted 
c reep ing in. Sweat fo rmed unde r the collars and b reech ing 
st raps of the ho rses . Methodically they plodded a long. 
The h us ky  cu rses of the d rive rs hu ng on the ho t a tm o
sphe re. 

Janice B raden was patching a hole in a tent . She had 
a bot tle of some glue of some so rt and she was seated 
on a roc k, sewing the patch on afte r she bad s tuc k it on 
the canvas with glue . She l ifted he r band to Buc k. Sin 
B raden was standing by Jen s Jones, wat ch ing the fill grow. 
To rtilla Joe came up with his wagon . Jones showed him 
whe re to d rop his d irt . 

The Me xican k ic ked the re lease leve r and the split 
bottom of his wagon b ro ke open, dep osi ting the g ravel and 
sod on t he dam . Sin B raden loo ked up at him and gr inned . 
"What's. on you r so-called mind , you fat rascal ?" 

To rt illa Joe's b road face was ca ked with d ust and sweat . 
H is b road grin c rac ked th e heavy coat of d ust. "Thees 
job, she ees good fo r a man that bas no job, maybe, an' 
ha s to wo rk, no ? Bu t fo r me-me, I li ke the saddle too 
nu,cho." 

" Bo rn  to t he lea the r," said Sin, "an p rob 'ly bo rn to b e  
h ung. How's Buc k hold in' up ?" 

Tort illa Joe glanced at his partne r. B uc k  was leaning 
on his fresn o-handle, hold ing the blade in the ea rth. "He 
ees a cowboy on foots," said the Me xican. " An' no cow 
boy sho uld b e  on h is boots, no ?" 

"Yes ," cor rected Sin B raden . " Do him go od. He can 
real ize bow lu d.-y he is to b e  a ho rsem an, not a sheep 
he rde r." 

To rtilla Joe snappe d his o ff-horse across the rump. He 
went bac k fo r anothe r load . Hans Se xton was boss on 
the d ump . He rubbed his c roo ked nose and grunted some 
th ing. To rtilla Joe loo ked at h is nose . 

"What happen to you r nose, h uh?" 
" Apache wa r-a xe," sa id Sexton. " I  d uc ked a little too 

slow, I re ckon. Ove r in the bat tle of Ch imney Roc ks, 
ove r twenty yea rs ago . Sp lit my sno zzle wide open and 
we sewed it with saddle-whang. Neve r did app rec iate ou r 
wo rk, 'ca use it g rew on crooked ." 

" An' the Apache ?" 
"He neve r c ut anothe r white man," said Sexton. "O kay, 
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Joe, you r load is full. D rag her ou t an' pu t her on the 
dam, cow hand." 

B uck was get ting tired. A saddl eman, he had wal k ed 
li ttl e; now, s till in hig h- he el boo ts, he was pe te ring ou t. 
No t tha t he would ad mi t  it. Nev er theless, he was glad 
w hen J ens Jones finally holle red, " Noon, boys. Un hook 
and f eed you r ho rs es an' come a- ru nnin' to the slop 
troug h!" 

Bu ck's f ee t  we re so re. H e  had no t s een Dondo o r  Pone 
all mo rning. Af te r  ea ting, he climb ed the hill. Dondo was 
s till s ea ted among the ro cks, rifle b es id e  him. He loo ked 
li k e  he had no t s tir red sin ce Bu ck had s een him the 
nig ht b efo re. He s ettl ed down b es ide the py gmy Apa che. 

"How, Dondo." 
"How, Bu ck." 
"W here 's Pone?" 
Bu ck se ttled ba ck in to the s had e. He sa t down and 

res ted. "You ride fresno," said Dondo sudd enly. " I  s ee 
you. You res t now, need it." 

Bu ck nodded. 
"Ha rd wo rk. You saddle- boy. Saddle- boy no good on 

foo t. You s tay wi th ho rs e. Ne ed man on ho rs e, mayb e. 
I talk wi th Sin. S he say all rig ht to tell you." 

" Tell me w ha t?" 
" A bou t Sexton. H ans S exton. H im spy fo r LaWall. H im 

d raw La Wall money. W e  know. J ib Hobson tell us." 
"W ha t' re you talkin' a bou t? S exton wo rk s fo r S in 

B rad en ;  J ib Hobson wo rks fo r La Wall." 
Dondo's s eam ed fa ce s howed a smile. " Su re, w e  know. 

Bu t J ib jus' wo rk fo r us- him is s py. Ou r Sl\Y·" -
Bu ck unde rs tood then. " Rig ht toug h  job," he mu r

mu red. " Ifn LaWall fin's ou t, he'll cu t young Jib's b risk et 
to small hun ks w ith a dull bu tcher k nife. So Sexton is a 
spy in ou r camp, hu h?" 

" Tha t's w he re he was las t nig ht," sa id Dondo. "H e 
ov er to N Ba r S, talk w ith La Wall. Ogo follow him pa rt 
way. On foo t. S he smar t woman. S in B rad en sma rt wo man, 
too. Me, I lik e S in." He chu ckl ed. " S he my girl, huh?" 

Bu ck s cowled. Sin B rad en ca me up the hill. S he se ttl ed 
down and pull ed a s traw ou t of a clu mp of d ried g rass 
and s ta rted p ick ing he r teeth. " Re ckon thi s savag e has 
to !' you the news, hu h, Bu ck?" 

Bu ck said, "H e su re ha s, S in." 
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Sin sc owled and pic ked harder . "No use bracin' Hans 
Sext on," she finally s aid . "As long as we ha ve J ib H obs on 
in their camp, Sexton can't be ver y  dangerous t o  us. But 
I am s ort of w orried ab out Jib . Y ou see, him an' Ja nic e  
are engaged, and if Jib g ot kil led o ff--" 

"LaWall or Jac obs on find out he's a spy," said Buck, 
"an' they'l l be apt t o  kil l h im. Better n ot let the w ord 

spread ar ound 'cause if Sext on finds out--" He drew 
his f ore finger suggest ively across his throat . 

"Just tel l T ort illa, n ob ody else," sa id Sin . 
Buck g ot t o  his feet. Dirt-men were st irr ing d ow n  be

l ow them, g oing t o  their h orses to h ook them f or the 
sec ond half of t he day . "I'm sti ff," he mu mbled . "These 
ol ' b ones aren 't us ed to such hard lab our ." 

Sin spat out the straw. "No dirt-w ork this afternoon 
for y ou an' T ortilla J oe, Buck. Saddle y our br oncs an' 
me an' y ou an' Ja nice wi ll do s ome l ook-seein' around 
the othe r dams we' ve built . You 'l l  want t o  get the lay 
of the land i n  y our m ind, too ; it might c ome in hand y 
s ome dark night ." 

" Uh-hu h," sa id Bu ck. 
Janice r ode a s orrel geld ing w ith a bucksk in mane and 

tail . She was a pretty girl on a pretty h orse, Buck de 
cided . Outs ide of that, she didn 't a ffect h im much. A 
w oman was a w oman, when he was c once rned . 

He could ta ke t hem or lea ve them . It was di fferent with 
Tor tilla J oe :  he had a sweetheart where ver he st opped 
any length of time .  But Buck was watchful en oug h to 
n otice that his partner always picked a woman wh o could 
c ook g ood tortillas and knew h ow to pr oper ly seas on 
frijoles with chili peppers . The extent and intensit y of 
Tor til la J oe's lo ve wa s determi ned by the lady's c oo k ing 
ability . 

"We ride, n o?" asked T or til la Joe, w ide face beam ing. 
"Thees j ob on h orseback ees bet ter than on a wag on seat, 
Buck. Surely I was ne ver meant t o  be a farmer." 

The mo rning rest, c oupled with plenty of blues tem and 
tw o messes of oa ts, had put life back int o their wir y 
c owp onies. Sin Braden r ode hea vi ly on an ir on- grey, a 
big horse of a bout fifteen hundred. She held the reins in a 
sun-tanned fist, her hea vy face determined . 

"Come on, T ortilla ," s aid Sin Braden huskily. "Rattle 
your r owels, you c owd og. We got ridin' to d o." 
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Pone s quatted in the buck brush at the base of the hil l. 
Sin B raden talked to hi m in si gn language. Pone nodded 
his head. Buck had read her rapid ly -moving hands : We 
ride out, Pone. We come back at dusk. Pone went back 
into the rose bushes. The under brush ripp led, settled. A 
rider could never see the short Apache there w ith bis 
rifle a nd his long knife. 

" Good guards," grunted Sin. 
The afternoon su n was intense ly hot so they did not 

ride fast. They headed for Mad River, ridi ng through 
herds of N Ba r S catt le. Here on the lower lands the 
cattle were not so wi ld; they were ta me co mpared to those 
in the hil ls. Si n showed the m the crossings on Mad River. 
Be low the m the water boiled a nd sa ng, headi ng for the 
Gu lf of Lower Ca lifornia. 

There were a nu mber of fenced la nes in the section of 
the val ley. Cow boys a nd ho mesteaders alike had sett led 
here; the cowpunchers for t heir boss, LaWa ll; the home 
steaders , to bu i ld their ho mes here. Accordin g to law, 
so me i mprove ment had to be done on the la nd other than 
the construction of bui ldings-so me la nd had to be 
p loughed a nd sowed into crop. 

Because i rr igation water had not been avai la ble here, 
the crops bad sprouted and grow n a few inches , then died 
a nd bu rned under the hot sun. But when water ca me, 
this would be a good far ming land. Buck took note of 
this and Torti lla Joe su mmed up the who le situation with 
a few well -chosen words . 

"Weeth p lenty of waters , the crops they wee l grow good 
here, no? Thees weel be a green far m land with p lenty 
of ho mes an' good crops a n' chi ldren ." He li fted his wide 
shoulders a nd let the m fal l. " But for me, I cannot see 
eet, Buck . When that happens , peop le sett le do wn-they 
do not even pa ck the gu ns. Then I wee ! be in Mejico, 
no , be low the border where there ees the desert a nd the 
cat ties." 

" An' me with you," said Buck. 
" Here's Mud Cr ick da m," said Sin Braden . 

The earth-fi lled da m lay in a cou lee be low the m. It 
was co mplete with rock -lined spi llways and with both 
faces o f  the da m li ned with bou lders and grave l. This 
was to keep erosion fro m a ffecting the dirt. A ba rd rain 
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could wash the face of the dam down were it not lined 
with rock. 

Behind it lay a broad, flat-bottomed coulee. Springs 
back against the hills had built a small reservoir behind 
the dam. Buck could see the top of a yucca lily out in 
the water : that meant it was as deep as a man is tall. 
Already quite a bit of water had been stored. 

Buck rode down-slope and looked at the base of the 
dam. He had expected seepage to come through but there 
was none. Sin Braden then explained that this soil had a 
high adobe content and, when water hit, it had a ten
dency to set, much as concrete did. Buck nodded 
slowly ... . 

"That dam'll be there for a long time," he allowed. 
They rode to other dams : they had various names

Barr, Skunk, Wildcat, Johnson, Timber. During the few 
months she had been in the basin, Sin Braden and her 
men ha.d done a lot of work. Each dam had guards 
around it. They were guarded night and day, according to 
Sin, who stressed the fact that, as long as Frank LaWall 
and bis cattle were in the basin, the dams would continue 
to be guarded. 

They were riding down a coulee when a man came out 
of the brush ahead. Buck dropped his hand to his gun 
and the rider held up his right hand, palm spread out. 
He was strongly familiar to him. And Janice's gasped, 
"Why, that's Jib! " brought his hand up empty. 

Jib Hobson said, "Hello, Janice, " and kissed her. Buck 
saw that the girl's eyes were sparkling. Then Jib talked 
in a low, fast tone of voice. He told them that LaWall 
planned to hit Dirty Henry Smutton's farm and bum the 
buildings. 

"When?" asked Buck. 
"Tomorrow night. Sexton knows about it, Buck. He 

was in on the pow-wow. I'll ride with LaWall an' Jacob
son, of course. " 

Janice's pretty face showed concern. "You be careful, 
Jib. There might be some shooting and in the dark--" 

Jib patted her hand. "Now don't you worry, honey. 
One thing is certain-we have to have a spy in the N 
Bar S camp. Otherwise we'll never know what LaWall's 
plottin'. Sure glad you an' Tortilla come to side us, 
Buck. " 
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"You watch your trail, " said Buck grimly. "You're 
ridin' on a crumblin' ledge, young feller, an' it might give 
way any time under your weight. " 

Jib smiled. Buck liked the ways of this brainy, good
looking kid. "I better be scootin' back to the camp, Buck. 
I'm out ridin' bog holes, accordin' to what I tol' the boss. 
You folks ride right down the gully. I'll sneak along an' 
come up the other way an' nobody'll know we met. " 

He rode away. 
Buck and his party rode on. They were for the most 

part silent. A mile from camp, Sin Braden spoke. "What 
plan do you say, Buck?" 

Buck shoved back his Tom Watson Stetson and 
scratched his head slowly. "Only one thing to do, Sin. 
Get a handful of men an' surround Dirty Henry's cabin. 
Then, when they come they'll walk into our trap. We'll 
be on the legal side-they came to rob and burn and 
we'll be fightin' to pertect Dirty Henry's property. " 

"Can the legality of it, " growled Sin. "By the time 
Nappy Hale got on a trail, the trail'll be so ol' the wind'll 
have swept the tracks away. An' if we get in deep, Colonel 
Henry S. Braden'll get us out-he's got plenty of in
fluence at Tucson an' Phoenix." 

"Tomorrow night, huh?" mumbled Tortilla Joe. 

CHAPTER S 

WHEN DUSK finally came, Frank LaWall went to the 
horse corral. The mozo had already saddled three horses 
-black horses, all of them. Night broncs. War Chief 
was in bed and Feather Eagle had been washing the dishes, 
therefore neither knew Frank LaWall bad left the house, 
what with the kitchen on the other side of the big 
structure. 

Jib Hobson and Dusty Jacobson were hunkered beside 
the barn. They got to their feet when LaWall came to 
the corral and went toward him, the big Jacobson slightly 
ahead of the thin young pum:ber. 
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Ja co bson sa id, "There 'll be kero sene out at Di rty 
Hen ry' s, F ra nk. I saw him buy a five -ga llon can the other 
day in town." 

"I got a can ca ched down the trail," growled LaWal l. 
H e  look ed a t  the o ld mozo who stood besid e  th e co rra l 
gat e. "We're riding over on the south prairie, viejo. Some
body over there 's been snippin ' our d rift fen ce some night 
an' we a im to run the fellow down to earth. If any body 
a sk s  for u s, you don't know nothin ', sabe?" 

The old mozo bad seen a lot of life. He nodded and 
said , "I see nothin ', senor." He opened the gate and they 
rode out. Frank LaWal l too k the lead, rid ing deep in 
saddle ; be wa s moro se , and silent. Du sty Ja co bson fel l 
be side bi s bo ss and Ji b Ho bson rode to one side. They 
pa cked saddle -car bine s and ea ch bad a gun ny -sa ck tied 
over bi s saddle -skirt s with a box of ri fle and a box of .45 
ca rtridge s in ea ch sa ck. 

" No _need to hurry," said Du sty Ja co bson slowly. "We 
don't want to get over there unti l it' s dark." 

"Quite a ride," muttered Frank La Wal l. 
Ji b Ho bson wa s silent. He wat ched the night gather : 

they rode in to it, they brok e it a pa rt. He did not l ik e  
the role he wa s play ing-b ecau se of h im men might d ie .  
But he sa tisfied himself by saying bi s role wa s e ssential 
to pea ce on th is val ley. He him self had ta ken up a home 
stead. LaWall figured he bad taken it for him to pur cha se 
later , but LaWa ll wa s mi staken . He would marry Jani ce 
and settle on bi s home stead . He would get addi tional 
land on a gra zing entry and run cattle ba ck in the bill s; 
not many bead , but enou gh to tra il out a few ea ch fall 
and to have a beef or two to bang in the cooler . And 
to do th is, Fran k La Wall would have to be e liminated. 
Th at t hou ght wa s g rim, but it had to be. For if Fr ank 
LaWal l could not read the handwr iting left by progre ss, 
then be would have to be shoved a side to let progre ss 
continue. 

La Wal l had a cted hur rie dly, pla cing pun cher s on home 
stead s; but the Ba sin wa s too huge ; be and bi s men 
could not home stead al l of it. Now , heading for Dir ty 
Henry Smutton 's, he knew he wa s ma king a big move, 
a move that might ba ck fire, or a move that might go 
over-and scare settler s out of Mad R iver valley . 

He had weigh ed the thing in b is mind for some time. 
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This move was drastic and he fully appreciated its danger. 
Had the time been twenty years before, there would have 
been no menace in it. Then, cattlemen were strong-they 
controlled the territorial legislature; they had ridden on 
tall horses. But now, irrigation was creeping into Arizona, 
coming across the mountains, the deserts. And the in
fluence of the cattlemen had deteriorated much in the last 
two decades. 

He drew in. "The kerosene can," he said; "it's in the 
brush." 

Dusty Jacobson stepped down. He found the gallon can 
and shook it. There was no sound of splashing; the can 
was full. "Should be enough, Frank," he murmured. He 
tied the can to the rope-strap on his fork and climbed 
up again and they rode on. Jacobson was scowling in the 
darkness. 

He had come to Mad River some twenty years before, 
a stripling in his twenties. Already a top hand, he had 
signed on as bronc-stomper for the N Bar S, breaking 
saddle-stock to ride for cowpunchers. From there, he had 
gone up to straw-boss, and finally Frank LaWall had made 
him his foreman. He, too, was aware of this growing 
danger, this piled-up menace. 

But his roots were deep into this land. He and Frank 
LaWall bad ridden many trails together, rodded roundup 
wagons, roped as a team during calf roundup. Between 
them was a deep friendship--they were two big men, and 
each appreciated the strength of the other. 

They came to a ridge. Below them lay the valley and 
on it were the lights marking the homes of the settlers. 
Frank LaWall said, "Wait a minute, men, " and sat silent, 
looking at this ]and and wondering if he would Jose it. 
His face graven and inscrutable, wrapped in darkness, 
he sat his leather and looked at the lamplights. His eyes 
ran across the flatness to Dirty Henry Smutton's house on 
the flat above the gorge of Mad River. 

No lights there, he thought. 
The wind was sighing through the pine trees. He shifted 

a little, putting his weight on his other stirrup, and he 
looked to the north. Two lights glowed and he marked 
their location, and he looked at Dusty Jacobson. 

"Bill Dighton isn't home, " said LaWall. "His outfit is 
dark. It's a long ride over to Dirty Henry's cabin .. . .  " 

48 



Jacobson nodded. 
LaWaJI looked at Jib Hobson. "Bill Dighton's a bach

elor, ain't he? He ain't got no kin on his spread, has he?" 
"I don't know . . .  for sure." 
Dusty Jacobson jerked his head around sharply and 

looked at Jib Hobson. "What the hell's wrong with your 
memory, Jib? Of course, Dighton's a bach-he ain't got 
no kin here. I thought you knew that." 

"I don't give a damn about these pun'kin rollers," said 
Jib Hobson. 

LaWall touched his horse. "No use ridin' all the way 
to Dirty Henry's," he said stoutly. "We'll hit Bill Dighton's 
spread. That way, if anything does go haywire, we can 
pull back into the hills, an' nobody could cut us off-like 
they could if we rode clean across the Basin to Dirty 
Henry's." 

Jacobson grunted, swung in behind his boss. Behind 
him came Jib Hobson. They rode down the slope, their 
broncs braced against gravity. Hobson thought; Buck Mc
Kee, Tortilla Joe and their bunch are waiting . . . at 
Dirty Henry's. But we hit Bill Dighton's, instead. He knew 
that Dighton was with the dirt-crew. Perhaps he had 
ridden home to do chores, but he had evidently ridden 
back to the dirt-camp . . .  if he had ever ridden home 
that evening. Hobson tried to remember what he had 
heard about Bill Dighton : Did the man have any chickens, 
cows, or any other farm animals that would require 
attention each morning and evening? Had he come home 
to tend to them and did he sleep now in his cabin? 

Jib Hobson looked at the dark building ahead of them. 
No, Dighton was not home, it was too early to go to 
sleep--the place must be deserted. He hoped so. He knew 
that if Dighton were home, there would be shooting. Not 
that he was afraid to be involved in a gun ruckus. He'd 
be willing to take a chance against a bullet-he bad done 
so many times . . . But be bated to see a man shot down 
in his own house and then devoured by its flames. 

Fate and circumstance bad kicked back against him, 
throwing his plans out of proportion. There was nothing 
be could do now-all he could do was play the hand 
through, and hope the cards fell right. 

They reached the level land, circled the rim of the foot
hills, moving ahead at a running-walk. Twenty minutes 
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later, they sat in the hlgh brush and looked at the dark 
buildings ahead. Dighton had a log two-room house, a 
small barn also built of pine logs, and they could see a 
windlass ahead, for the man was digging a well. Frank 
La Wall smiled. 

"Don't fall down that well, any of you." 
Dusty Jacobson said, "You two stay here, an' I'll scout 

aroun'." The night seemed to reach out and grab him. 
They beard his boots move off and then there was only 
the sound of the wind. 

Jib Hobson listened for the bark of a dog, thinking 
perhaps Bill Dighton bad a cur. But none came and the 
youth settled back. They waited about ten minutes, with 
Frank LaWall hunkered into a big ball, and with Jib 
Hobson resting against a boulder. Their horses stood with 
dragging reins. 

Suddenly Jacobson was back. "Nobody home," he said. 
"No dog, no chickens. Got a cow out in a night-pasture. 
The thing is clear and open, Frank, an' the outfit is as 
good as ashes." 

"That's good, " said Frank LaWall. "Sure didn't want to 
have to kill somebody, Dusty. This should scare some of 
these settlers out of the Basin. If it don't we'll take sterner 
measures. But we better try this an' then make tracks out 
fast and few. You got the kerosene, Hobson?" 

"I got it." 
"Give it to me, " said Jacobson. 
The job didn't take long. A stack of dried bay-mostly 

buckbrusb and wild grass-stood behind the barn. They 
soaked the base of it and the house and the barn and 
three matches did it. Jib Hobson fired the haystack. He 
watched the flame catch, watched it spread; he went to 
his horse. 

He stood there, one band on his saddle, and watched 
the house and the barn come into flame. Dusty Jacobson 
came running, carrying the empty kerosene can. He 
grabbed his reins and went up. He said, "Where the hell 
is Frank?" 

"Here he comes. " 
Frank LaWall gritted, "Get out of here, Hobson," and 

he hit leather. Jib Hobson was up by this time and they 
rode off, galloping north against the night. They would 
circle, cutting around an arc; then they would come in 
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on the N Bar S. That way, if anybody tried to trail 
them, they would lose their tracks on the gravel and the 
rough hills. 

Dusty Jacobson took the lead, braced against his fork. 
Hobson came behind him, thinking of this night and its 
misdeeds, and behind the slim rider came big Frank La, 
Wall, chuckling to himself. They rode this way for about 
two miles, then they reached the higher rim. 

Frank LaWall said, "Wait a minute," and they turned 
their horses. "Rest our broncs a bit." 

"Makes a nice fire," he admitted. 
Jib Hobson grunted, "Could roast a nice piece of ven

ison in that." He said it not because be wanted to, but 
because be thought the words were proper. 

But Frank LaWall was thinking ahead. "They'll see the 
flame an' ride over from the dirt camp. Of course, they'll 
suspect us of settin' it, but they can't prove nothin'. Might 
do some good, though. Let's hope so." 

"If it doesn't?" asked Dusty Jacobson. 
Frank LaWall was silent for ten seconds. Then he said, 

"Let's ride for home," and be turned his horse, the ques
tion unanswered. 

CHAPTER 9 

THAT EVENING, Buck McKee had watched Hans Sexton 
closely, yet the man bad made no move to sneak away. 
Buck bad figured maybe he would go to the N Bar S 
and ride with Frank LaWall and Dusty Jacobson and Jib 
Hobson against Dirty Henry Smutton's property. But Hans 
Sexton went to bed early. Shortly after sundown, he was 
snoring between bis blankets. 

"Ogo watch him," said Dando. 
The wrinkled, ageless squaw had grinned toothlessly at 

Buck. "I cut his throat some day," she said. 
Buck smiled. "Not now, Ogo. Postpone it a while." 
She said, "I watch him close."  
Buck and Tortill a  Joe and Jens had ridden off. Down 
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the trail, they met Sin Braden, sitting her horse beside a 
sandstone. Buck scowled and said, "There might be 
trouble, Sin. You'd better stay home." 

"I can handle it as good as you," declared Sin. "I 
snuck away from Janice; she wanted to come. Well, let's 
ride." 

They were all armed. Each rider carried a saddle-
carbine and had his belt filled with shot-gun cartridges. 
Even Sin packed a rifle-a Winchester .25-35, a deadly 
gun even at a distance. She had strapped a .45 around 
her enormous girth. A sloppy old hat was perched on her 
rolled-up hair, a long hairpin jammed through its crown. 
She wore a checkered flannel shirt and levis that were 
crammed into worn boots. She sat solidly in her saddle. 

Buck saw that she meant business. And when she 
meant business, woe to any man or woman that stood 
in her way. He had seen her bounce drunks in her saloon, 
when she was known as Cattle Annie. Many times she 
bad picked up a small man and bodily thrown him out
side of her establishment. 

Tortilla Joe munched at a tortilla. Jens Jones's big frame 
was jammed between the fork and cantle of his Monkey 
Ward saddle. The dirt-boss was growling under his breath. 
He was tired and sleepy but be bad not wanted to miss 
the fun, as be called it. Buck bad mentally disagreed with 
him on the word fun: there might be some gunplay when 
they surprised the N Bar S hands. 

It was dark when they reached Dirty Henry's cabin. 
The buildings lay along the base of a small hill that was 
spotted with chamiso and yucca and buckbrush. The out
line of the buildings were apparent in the night. 

They left their horses in the brush above Mad River. 
The river boiled and sang, rolling downward over rocks. 
They went toward the cabin, moving through the buck
brush. A wood rat scurried away from them and Sin 
Braden stopped suddenly. "What was that?" 

Tortilla Joe chuckled. "A reever rat, Seen. You are a 
big girl, now, too; a damed beeg girl, huh?" His chuckle 
grew stronger. 

Sin was angry. "You're gettin' kinda big yourself, Joe; 
especially out toward the front, not up. You're gettin' to 
pack aroun' quite an extension there." 

"That ees because of the tortillas." 
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The buckbrush was thick in spots and the night was 
dark; travelling through it was no easy chore. Jens Jones 
walked right into a catclaw that grew along a tree, and 
the sharp throngs hit his face, bringing a little blood. Buck 
heard him curse under his breath. 

Each carried his rifle. Sin Braden used hers as a bar 
to brush the rosebushes aside, carrying it out in front of 
her. They came to the back of Dirty Henry's cabin and 
they stood there and looked at the buildings. Buck had 
already drawn up a plan of procedure but he again issued 
his orders. 

"Tortilla Joe an' Sin, you two take the east side of the 
outfit, over along the base of that hill. Spread out and 
be sure you don't let them get the barn or haystacks on 
fire. Call them to surrender, an' ifn they don't give up 
-then you'll have to persuade them with lead, I reckon." 

Sin Braden patted her rifle barrel. "A good persuader," 
she said drily. 

"Me an' Jens Jones'll take the west side. We'll be there 
on guard. Now mind, if you do shoot, be careful of the 
fellow opposite you, even though he is hid in brush. There 
might be an outside chance of hittin' him. But, if it does 
come to shootin', we'll be shootin' down, so there is less 
danger that way. All right, everything clear?" 

"She ees clear, Senor Buck." Tortilla Joe crossed him
self reverently. "Me, I hope no shootin' she ees to be done 
-I do not like to hear the bullets seeng in the air. Eet 
makes me nervous, no?" 

"No," said Buck. 
Tortilla Joe had taken the crystal off his dollar watch. 

Now his stubby fingers were feeling the dial. Finally he 
said, "I cannot make out what time it is, Buck. What luck 
have you?" He handed Buck his Ingersoll. 

Buck felt of the hands in the dark. Finally he said, 
"Feels like the minute hand is on about two an' the hour 
hand is on nine. Ten after nine, I'd say." 

"They'll hit aroun' midnight, I'd say," put in Jens Jones. 
"We can't take any chances on bein' caught flat-footed." 

Buck's voice was calm. "We better get into positions." 
With Jens Jones following, Buck led the way. He sta

tioned the dirt-boss beside a giant cottonwood and he 
went ahead, squatting beside a dwarf oak. Save for oc
casional nocturnal sounds, the night was still. The air was 
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getting snappy and the thermometer would get lower as 
the night progressed. 

Settled on bis spurs, Buck thought of many things. He 
had, in bis short lifetime, seen quite a bit of bloodshed 
and strife, and he hoped that this affair would not end 
as had some of the others. He debated about the best 
procedure to squelch Frank LaWall and Dusty Jacobson. 
Would it be better to let LaWall do the action, bring 
about the trouble, and then have himself and Tortilla 
Joe settle it? Or would it be better to move out and front 
La Wall, driving him to a showdown? 

Running over the two plans, Buck found little difference 
in them. One phrase stood out prominently in the first 
plan. Perhaps, after bucking them a few times, LaWall 
would get wise, call it quits, and console himself with 
the thought of having farmers on bis range? 

That would mean one thing: LaWall would have to cut 
down on the size of bis N Bar S herd, and Buck bad a 
bunch the cowman would not want to do that. Though, 
from what Buck bad beard, this could be accomplished 
without losing any income from cattle. For, with less 
range to graze on, some cattlemen bad taken to breeding 
better cattle�attle with more beef on them and cattle 
that were easier to handle. 

Buck ran all this through his mind, hoping that La
Wall would take this out, thereby discarding this threatened 
range war. But be knew be would be wrong. LaWall was 
of the old-school cowmen; be bad, by sweat and hard 
work, built up the N Bar S, stocking Mad River Basin 
with bis cattle. Now be would not lose that range, even 
though farmers were settling legally on land he bad run 
cattle over. He bad a strong, strange pride ; Buck thought 
only a bullet could change it. 

He bad seen it before. 
Buck shifted positions, debating about this part of man's 

make-up. Somewhere an owl was booting, back yonder on 
the ridge. A wood rat ran across the trail ahead of him. 
The rodent stopped, and Buck saw his small shiny eyes. 
He stood tense and then be scurried away, moving out of 
sight and bearing. 

Buck moved over to Jens Jones. He said, "I'm going 
across an' see Tortilla, Jens." The big man nodded and 
Buck moved away. When he came to Tortilla, the Mex-
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ica n was s itting a t  th e bas e o f  a tree, his h ead o n  his 
ch es t. B es id e  him was Sin B rad en, hu nker ed wi th h er 
ri fle. 

Buc k sa id qui etly, "Buc k McKee comin' i n." 
"He's as leep." s aid Sin. 

Buc k groan ed, "Wha t a ma n!" and hook ed a b oot 
u nd er Tor ti lla 's cramped legs . 

"Th ey'v e co me an ' go ne," said Buc k. "Th ey 'v e  bu rned 
th e plac e do wn." 

Tor ti lla Jo e was sudd enly wid e  a wa ke. He s tar ed a t  th e 
dar k bui ldin gs. "You ar e a b eeg liar ," h e  s ta ted fir mly. 

Buc k loo ked a t  Sin Brad en a nd s miled . "Wha t time 
i s  i t, Jo e?" Th e Mexican ha nd ed him his wa tch. 

"Th ey ou gh ta b e  co min' , soo n." 
Tor ti lla Jo e jumped exci ted ly to his feet. He jabb ed a 

di rty for efinger a t  a po in t across th e Basin . "Loo k, S enor 
Buc k. Fir e, I theenk, mayb e, no." 

Buck s tar ed .  Far across th e ni gh t and th e dis tanc e, 
flames wer e s prin ging in to w ild li fe, b ea tin g th eir scar let 
fi ngers u pwards throu gh th e darkn ess . Sin Brad en's 
mou th was o pen, h er br eathi ng h ea vy. J ens Jo nes came 
r unnin g throu gh th e brush ho ller ing, "Mc Kee, S in, wh er e 
ar e you?" 

"H er e, J ens," y elled Buck . 
Th e bi g dirt -man came cras hing throu gh th e buck 

brush. " They 'v e  doub le-cross ed us , s �mewh e're ! Th ey hav e 
b urned tha t ou ter fi t-loo ks to me li ke B ill Di gh to n's farm
hous e a n' ou t-bui ldin's ! Tha t is B ill's , ain 't i t, Sin?" 

Sin Brad en was sil ent for a lon g  momen t. "Sur e looks 
lik e Bil l's ou ter fi t  to me, J ens ." Sh e studi ed th e thr ee 
sil en t  men. "No w  wha t  do you su ppos e ha ppened? You 
don' t r ec ko n  Jib Hobson go t mi"l:ed u p--?" 

J ens J ones b egan .  "Mayb e h e's feed in' us--" 
Si n Brad en in terru pted sava gely. "Don' t say that, J ens , 

or I 'll s la p  your u gly mu g! Jib ai ms to marry my dau gh ter 
an' Jib 's s quar e as a wa go nbox! No , th er e's b een some 
mix-u p somewh er e." 

J ens Jo nes mo pped his for eh ead : "Sor ry, S in," h e  mur
mur ed. "Rec ko n I don e s po ke b efor e  I do ne thou gh t. 
No sir ee, Jib ain 't feedi n' us no lies, Sin. He's s quar e 
as ca n b e-Wha t'd you fi gur e  ha ppened?" 

Si n lo oked a t  Buc k. " Wha t  do you say , co wboy?" 
Buck ch ewed tho ugh tfu lly on an un li gh ted ci gar ett e. 
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To rtilla Joe s poke fro m a round a tortilla he was chew ing. 
" F ran k LaWall he bas changed bees mind, bu b, an ' be no 
ride he re -be bu m do wn close r sha ck. Thees Beel Digh ton 
he was a t  the dir t ca mp, no? He deed no t bu m in fire?" 

"He was a t  ca mp," said Jens Jones. " He was hi ttin' 
the sougans when we rode ou t. No, be ain 't in tha t  fire ." 

" An' hi m sendin' eas t fo r his b ride," g rowled Sin 
B raden. " The wo man should be he re in a week o r  two. 
Bill too k  grea t pride in his ho me, I tell you; he fixed 
tha t  u p  da m fine, jus ' fo r the li ttle w ife. An ' now when 
she co mes the re 'll be only ashes--" She cho ke d o ff  
angrily. 

" Good lo ck he wasn 't een the fire," said To rtilla Joe. 
Bu ck was mo ving towa rd thei r b ron cs .  "We be tte r  head 

o ve r  tha t way, peo ple. The re migh t be a chan ce to cu t 
the m  o ff  befo re they ge t ba ck in the h ill s, bu t I doub t 
tha t." 

" An ou tside chan ce only!" cli pped S in B raden. 
They go t thei r ho rses a nd heade d no rth, d rif ting a cross 

the floo r of Mad Ri ve r  Bas in. Wi th S in B raden in the 
lead, they cu t o ff  a t  an angle , ai ming to d rive between the 
N Ba r S and the bu rning bu ildings, ho ping to ca tch the 
ma raude rs on thei r tr ip ho me. Sin B raden knew the way 
and she hi t a ha rd pa ce, he r quirt rising and falling and 
he r cu rses floa ti ng ba ck a t  Bu ck and To rtil la Joe, who 
pounded along a t  he r flank. 

" She ees bad swea re r," holle red Tor tilla Joe. " She 
canno t go to hea ven, huh , Bu ck? She ees swea r too mu ch." 

" Don 't wan t to go the re if you head the re, To rtilla," 
ra pped ou t Sin B raden, grinn ing w idely. " An' bes ides, 
who wan ts to fl.oa t  aroun' in a nigh tgown all the time? 
An' play a har p--me, I can 't pla y  no thin', I te ll you. 

They'd gain no musi c by gettin ' me the re. Re ckon I 'll go 
down below wi th Bu ck , huh, Bu ck?" 

"We 'll s tar t a bee r join t down the re," said Bu ck .  " An' 
wi th ea ch bee r, we 'll give away a f ree tortilla." 

To rtilla Joe looked a t  hi m sha rply. " A  f ree tortilla, 
huh? Eef you do tha t, I go een as pa rtne rs wee th you ....  " 

Pra cti cal Jens Jones g rowled. " Co me ba ck to the ea rth; 
we go t a cho re ahead of us-- " 

They used s pu rs and qui rts l ibe rally, bu t Bu ck knew 
they would ne ve r  in te rce pt th e maraude rs. Fo r one thing, 
they had been too fa r away f ro m  B ill Digh ton 's ou tfit; 
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ano ther, LaW all and Jaco bson we re s mar t-maybe the y  
weren' t he adin g back to the N B ar S r ig ht off. The y 
would le ave no o pen tr ai l. 

H is pre moni tions were corre ct; by the ti me the y  re ached 
the foo thills, the cabin was onl y glo win g e mbers. And 
wi th the d ar kness h an gin g across the B as in, tr ackin g was 
impossi ble. Bu ck dis moun ted and l aid bis e ar to the 
ground. So me w·here horses were mov in g, co rnin g closer. 
T he y  were co min g at a j arrin g gallo p. B uck loo ked u p  at 
Sin Br aden . 

"Horses movin', so me where?" 
To rtill a Joe called , "Here the y co me, Senor Bu ck !" 
Sin Br aden pushed the Mexi can's gun hurr ied ly aside. 

"The m's my dir t-men, you fool ! The y've seen the fire 
an ' co me to inves ti gate." She held u p  her band and cal led, 
"He y, men, this is Sin Br aden talk.in' ! Over th is way, 
ho mbres !"  

The ·d irt- men slid their bron cs to a s to p  and H an s  
Se xton rode close to Bu ck. 

"No w who li t this fire?" he wondered .  
Bu ck s aid , cris pl y, " Don' t kno w, Sexton." He tr ied to 

fit the man in to this. He was a s py, ye t he h ad sle pt that 
n igh t. Why h adn' t he been wi th LaWa ll and Dus ty J aco b
son and Ji b Ho bson ? 

"Ho w co me you're r idi n' ou t at this hour?" quer ied 
Sexton . 

Sin Br aden s po ke .  "The four of us was in Oxbo w, 
H ans. We was he adin ' back to camp when we see 'd th is 
fire a-bl azin ', so we he aded this way." 

"Oh, I see." 
The y rode to the fire. On ly e mbers glo wed where on ce 

h ad s tood a man 's fu ture and a man's wor k. Bu ck and 
Sin Br aden rode beside youn g B il l  D ighton. A bout twen ty
two, be was a d ar k-h aired, slender you th. Fro m the way 
the youn g fe llo w  boun ced on bis wor k -horse, Bu ck s aw 
th at pl ain ly he was an Eas terner who bad co me to M ad 
River to make bis ho me. 

" Fr an k  LaW al l's done this," s aid Bi ll Di ghton an gri ly. 
"He 's bu rned my ou ter fit do wn !  Well, be ain' cbasin' me 
ou ta the coun tr y, I kin te ll you th at! I oug bta ge t a gun 
an' ride over to the N B ar S---" 

" An '  ge t sho t to boles," finished Bu ck. " No pe, Bill 
Di gh ton, j us t  for gi t th at talk. A ccord in' to wh at I've he ard , 
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you got a new young wife back east, a-headin' this way. 
When she gets off the Oxbow stage, I don't want the 
chore of tellin' her that her husban' is dead. " 

Bill Dighton sobered suddenly. "Guess I talked too 
quick, Buck. But I'm goin' rebuild, neighbor. " 

"That's the talk, Bill." 
1l1ey split up, the homesteaders going to the cabins. 

They had decided that hereafter each house would be 
guarded every night. Sin Braden had hired a bunch of 
outsiders to handle fresnos and ploughs and they agreed 
to help the homesteaders guard their property. The job 
would be tedious but essential, they all agreed. 

Dondo and Pone were riding wiry, short-legged cow
ponies. Dondo pulled his tough horse close to Buck as 
they rode back to camp. 

"Dondo, him trail them," he said. 
Pone spoke. "We can trail them in dark even, Buck. " 
Buck stretched and yawned. "Come daylight," he 

promised. After a while, Dondo came to Buck's bed, where 
the cmvpuncher was smoking his last cigarette of the day. 

"Ogo, her watch Hans Sexton. Her think Sexton fall 
asleep by accident. Him wake up, saddle horse-then 
somebody see fire. Sexton no ride to N Bar S then. Him 
ride with dirt-men." 

Buck nodded. 
"Sexton collle back to camp with us. Ogo watch him 

from now on, huh?" 
"Okay." 

CHAPTER 10 

NEXT MORNING, Buck and Tortilla Joe ate breakfast, 
seated cross-legged under a wagon. Tortilla Joe sipped 
noisily of his coffee and smacked his thick lips. 

"We get little sleep on tbeese job, Buck, " he declared. 
"My blankets, they ees theenk I am a stranger to them, 
huh?" 

"You get too much shuteye, " growled Buck. 
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Tortilla Joe shivered. "Down in California Baja, when 
I work do'.'.n there on Margerita's papa's uncle"s ranch, 
I am warm and there is time for the siesta, always. Here 
there ees only time for to eat and that ees bad." 

Buck had to grin. "Gulp your Arbuckle an' put on your 
gun. You an' me are ridin' out to look for tracks amigo." 

"Seen Braden, she weel want to come, too?" 
Buck shook bis head. "Not if I can help it. Me, I've 

spent years dodgin' skirts, an' I don't want her trailin' 
along everywhere we go, jus' boldin' things up." 

"She does not wear skirts." Tortilla Joe got to his feet. 
"She ees wear the pants. I go get my gun." 

Buck cleaned his plate and cup. The camp was be
ginning to stir. Soon the night-hawk would bring in the 
work-horses. Sin Braden was still asleep but, as Buck 
watched, the big woman stirred in her blankets and sat 
up. She was wearing a blue nightgown. She rubbed her 
eyes open. 

"Daylight in the swamps, you sodmovers! Rattle up to 
mess line an' get your dole of chuck! Come on in, you 
night-hawk man! A new day an' a dam to be built!" 

Buck waited no longer. Unnoticed by Sin, he went into 
the brush where he and Tortilla had tied their horses. 
They stepped up and rode down the coulee, heading for 
the broad fiat of the Basin. 

They came to the mouth of the coulee and Pone and 
Dondo, riding their wiry ponies, came out of the buck
brusb, smiling widely. "We ride out with you an' find 
tracks," said Dondo. 

"We kill LaWall an' Jacobson some time, maybe," said 
Pone slowly. "Maybe no; maybe yes." 

"Ogo watch Sexton," said Dondo. 
They did not ride fast. They put their horses at a run

ning-walk, riding toward Bill Dighton's farm. The sun 
was rising slowly and already Buck felt some of the chill 
leave the air. But still, the high Arizona mountains were 
cold. At noon, the heat would be unbearable-Buck 
wished they had some of it now, it was pretty chilly. 

By the time they reached the farm, the sun had more 
warmth. Buck rolled a cigarette and looked down at the 
wreckage. His smoke dra,ving, be stepped down and stirred 
the ashes with one boot, his face solemn. 

They left their horses rein-tied and went into the brush. 
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Tortilla Joe found where the marauders had tied thei r 
horses . He called to Buc k and the A paches, and the y 
stood and stu died the hoof mar ks. The horses, Buc k 
noticed , bad been barefoot -un shod . And an unshod horse 
is bard to trail . Fo r an y wild horse , cro ssing the trail or 
trot ting a long it , might lead a man o ff; the wild horse is 
un shod , too . 

But the sm all A paches had thei r o wn methods. Raised 
in the wilde rness , the y bad inherited the lo gic and lore of 
their ancestors and to thi s the y bad added their o wn per
sonal experien ces. Dondo knelt , put his nose to the ground , 
s niffed of the trac k. He did that to others . 

"These horses , the y kee p them i n  b arn. Hoofs smell 
manure . The y stand in b arn. Range horse have cle an 
hoof." 

Buc k knelt and s niffed . So did Tor tilla. Neither of 
them smelled an yth ing odd. Buc k told Dondo that. The 
squat little Indi an grinned. "You have white man's nose. 
Hi m t oo  long, get hi m in trouble. I n.ju n have sho rt nose . 
Him smell g ood an' don 't put nose in trouble." 

Pone said , "Loo k ,  Dondo ," and pointed at a hoof ma rk. 
Dondo studied the mar k ,  face i mpassive. Buc k stud ied 

it , too , but sa w nothing out of the ordina ry about it . But 
evidenl y Pone and Dondo d id. Dondo got to his feet. 
He brushed the d ried grass from his bon y knees. 

"We ride no w," be said. 
The trail led a wa y  to ward the hills, travelling a wa y  fro m 

the N Bar S. It was e as y  to fo llo w across the Basin floor . 
But when it reached the roc l.-y hills- Buc k kne w then be 
and Tortil la Joe would have to rel y  wholl y on the 
A paches. 

The Mexican rubbed his nose though tfull y. "The y are 
going a wa y  from N Bar S ,  Buc k ," he declared . "The y 
are not goin ' to wa rd the rancho .. . .  " 

Buc k sa id, " Probabl y a tric k ,  Tortilla Joe." 
Later his con jectu re wa s proven co rrect. For in a fe w 

miles the trail turned ,  leadi ng bac k i nto the hills . The 
trac king was eas y for some distance . Then , the y hit a 
lava bed , a flat pla in that ran ahead for about four mi les. 

B uc k  pu lled i n  and loo ked across the lava. "U p to you 
f rom no w on, A paches," be grunted. 

"We find ," grunted Dondo. 
Buc k could see no trac ks; neither could To rt illa Joe. 
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But evidently the Apaches could. They rode slowly, eyes 
glued to the rock. This went on for a few miles, then 
they turned suddenly, heading toward the N Bar S ranch, 
hidden back in the hills. Finally they came to the end 
of the lava. And again the tracks lay before them again 
-plain now on the gravelly soil. 

Tortilla Joe grunted appreciation of the Apaches' trail
ing skill. "Por Dios, they accompleesh heem, Buck. Look, 
the tracks they are headed for the N Bar S. Now we 
have evidence that Frank LaWall an' two others, they 
burn the place down, no?" 

"We know they do it all the time." Pone looked slowly 
across distance. "But just to make sure we follow tracks." 

"Who else would do it?" asked Dando. 
Finally the trail came to the road that ran to the N 

Bar S. They put their broncs along it, riding at a long 
lope. Time and distance passed, and they were within 
sight of the big ranch. Pone and Dondo reined in their 
ponies by the thin rope tied around their broncs' under
jaws. 

"We no ride with you in there," said Dondo. "We stay 
in brush aroun' house. Maybe best we not seen but be 
close." 

Buck agreed with that plan. There would be N Bar 
S riders there, and he and Tortilla Joe would be out
numbered-but, with the two savages in the brush, he 
would have an ace in the hole. 

Dando and Pone rode into the high buckbrush and 
Buck and Tortilla Joe rode up to the ranch-house. Men 
were coming out of the mess-shack after breakfast. Some 
were going to the corral and the barn for their horses. 
Dusty Jacobson and Jib Hobson saw them as they came 
out of the cook-shack. 

Jacobson stopped, said, "That's McKee an' the Mex, 
ain't-it, Jib?" 

"That's them, Dusty." 
"We'd better go to the house." 
Buck McKee and Tortilla Joe drew their horses to a 

halt, there in front of the long porch. Smoke was coming 
upward from the stone chimney, Buck saw. That meant 
somebody was up and cooking breakfast. 

Buck called, "Hello, the house !" and waited. 
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Frank LaWall came out. He squinted at them and Buck 
saw surprise run across his eyes. 

"Kinda early to be in the saddle, ain't it, McKee?" 
Buck spoke slowly. "We're trailin' some firebugs, La

Wall. They darted down last night an' burned up Bill 
Dighton's spread. Burned it to the ground. We struck the 
trail early and it led to the N Bar S." 

LaWall's hawkish face was stone. "You're jumpin' at 
conclusions, McKee," he finally said. "Just because me an' 
my men are crossin' horns with the sodbusters ain't no 
sign I'd bum down one of them. You know, Bill Dighton 
w� a kinda careless kid, I figure. Stopped to talk to 
him one evenin' an' he'd had a fire in his forge. The 
evenin' breeze was stirrin' it an' I could see the hot coals. 
That wind came up stronger in the night an' it would 
have lifted them coals an' blowed them into his barn . . . .  " 

"Hogwash!" snorted Tortilla Joe. 
Dusty Jacobson and Jib Hobson had reached the house. 

Jacobson said, "What do these two fellows want, Frank?" 
and La Wall told him about Buck's accusation. 

"Saw a fire down that way last night," said Jacobson. 
"Got up at midnight to see to that sick boss of mine an' 
there was a fire over thataway, though I never gave it 
much thought." He looked up at Buck. "You got a nerve 
a-ridin' in here, McKee, an' makin' them statements!" His 
voice was low and husky. 

Buck rasped his words angrily. "If we bad enough 
evidence to bold in court, we'd get a warrant from Nappy 
Hale for you two hombres! And if Nappy wouldn't serve 
it, we would! We came into Mad River to stop this 
trouble-and by hades, we'll stop it. Have you got any
thin' to say to that, Jacobson?" 

Jacobson growled, "I sure have," and came forward. 
"Git off'n that bronc, McKee, an' back those words with 
your fists or get to bell ofi'n N Bar S sod! If I bad my 
gun on me I'd--" 

Buck's boot ground Jacobson's words short. The Justin 
slapped against the segundo's chest and drove him back. 
Jacobson caught himself, gasping. Buck said to Tortilla 
Joe, "Get your gun out an' see nobody double-deals me!" 

"My gon, she ees out, Senor Buck." 
Riders were coming on the run. Buck estimated there 

were about ten, twelve riders on the N Bar S. Tortilla Joe 
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had pulled his bro nc to o ne side, his gu n cove ring the 
me n. Do ndo a nd Po ne c a.me out of the brus h sudde nl y, 
rifles u p. B uc k  saw Fra nk LaWa ll gru nt w he n  t he two 
A paches came out. 

" You N Ba r S men," grow led T ort illa Joe. " Re member , 
kee p hands f rom t he go ns, or I s hoot to kee l! T hees ees 
a feest fight, senores, a nd ma y the better hombre wee ns. 
Be good, muchachos, an' you leeve to see t he fig ht." He 
g rinned fiercel y  a nd a ma n bac ked awa y f rom him slig ht ly. 
T he n  t he ma n saw t he rifles of Do ndo a nd Po ne, and he 
stared w it h  bis mout h o pe n. 

"We wo n't sto p t hem," a man growled. " Me, I'd li ke 
to see tha t big-mout hed Jacobso n get de ho me d, an' pronto. 
His mout h is too big for me." 

Jacobso n bala nced himse lf. He had caugh t bis wind 
aga in, a nd rage flooded him. He said, "All right, McKee, 
fight !" and he rus hed in, a nger d rivi ng him. He flu ng a 
rig ht t h�t, if it had conne cted, wou ld have pou nded Buc k's 
head from shoulders. But Buc k sideste pped a nd pla nted 
a toug h u ppercut against Jacobso n's jaw. 

T he blow staggered t he segundo. Buc k fo llowed u p  r e
le ntlessl y. A right fist rip ped Jacobs on arou nd ,  a lmos t 
drop ped him. Buc k missed w ith his lef t and Jacobso n 
kic ked h im in the groin. 

T he pain a lmos t d oubled the tall cow punc her. Face 
tight, Jacobso n came ahead, fists wor king. Buc k rode o ne 
b low, ta king it o n  bis s ho ulder. T he seco nd hit h im a nd 
the t hird dro ve him bac k aga inst the porc h. D i mly he 
heard t he cries of t he N Bar S me n, c hee ri ng t he ir fore 
man to victor y. And d iml y, too, came Tortilla Joe's w arn
ing, "Bac k op , Buc k, qu eek! Bac k op, pronto!" 

His stre ngt h was co ming b ac k; t he pa in was lea ving his 
be lly. A nd in its stead came pou ring a ho t, rele ntless 
anger. He he ld it bac k, because he knew it would not 
hel p him; it would hel p Jacobso n. He came ahead, me t 
Jacobso n, a nd t he y  stood t here fighting, two big me n
the y were two preh istor ic giants, slu gging there in t he d im 
Arizo na da y, the dus t curling a round their boots. 

Buc k's head was u nstead y. He could not s tand this 
d ri ving pace muc h  lo nger. He fel t the stre ngt h lea ve 
Jacobso n's mauli ng fists. The b ig segundo was tiring . 

" Get him, Dus ty!" e ncourage d La Wa ll .  
Now Buc k was d ri ving him bac kwa rds. He summo ned 
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all his str ength . His r ight cli pped Jacob son 's jaw ,  pivot ing 
hi s h ead on his stout n eck. A l eft ca me roar ing in , 
al mo st t earing Jacob son 's h ead fro m hi s should er s. H e  
w ent down in a flow er bed ,  cru shing th e sw eet pea s and 
wild po ppi es. 

Br eath ing h eav ily, Buck wi ped h is hand acro ss hi s 
bloody mouth. H e  ga sped cool air into h is aching lung s. 

"B e good, you son s !" growl ed Tor tilla Jo e. 
Sudd enly, th ey all whirl ed as hoof s pound ed into th e 

sun ba ked yard. Anci ent Na ppy Hal e pull ed hi s big stud 
to a sliding halt , a t en -gaug e dou bl e-barr el shotgun in 
on e hand. Buck saw h e  had cloth ti ed acro ss th e end s of 
th e barr el s. Na ppy Hal e' s  goat ee br istl ed on hi s jutt ing 
jaw. 

" Saw th e fight fro m th e ridg e!" h e  blat ted. "Th ere' s 
been enough troubl e h er e-th ey ain 't goin ' be no mor e! 
Got ol' B et sy load ed with stov e bolt s an' nuts , got both 

da b-na bbed barr els full of h ell an' d estruction ! Fir st man 
that r each es for his cu tt er g et s  a load of th e ol' lady' s 
cook stov e in hi s belly!" 

Th e anci ent d epu ty shook th e gun and Buck h eard th e 
stov e bolt s ratt le in th e barr el s. Th e clot hs ti ed acro ss th e 
end k ept th e d eadly load s in. Old Na ppy look ed mor e 
than ev er lik e a goat -an old billy that had lick ed a la bel 
off a tin can to find h e'd swa llow ed a do se of r ed pepper 
with it . But on e t hing wa s c er tain : that scatt ergun meant 
bu sin ess. 

And th e N Bar S men kn ew ju st that. On e bla st fro m 
th e saw ed -off w ea pon , and stov e bolt s and nut s would 
br eak loo se. Frank LaW all squint ed u p  at th e irat e law
man . "You fir e th em ham mer s, Na ppy, an ' th ey might 
br eak th e barr el off'n that gun an ' scatt er so me h ell bac k  
into you ! "  

Thi s a ssu mption wa s lo gical. Na ppy Hal e  ch ew ed bel
lig er ently. "But it 'd hit you afor e it'd hit me," h e  allow ed 
st eadily. " All righ t, Boys, th e picnic i s  ov er with ! McKee 
an' Jaco bson , cli mb on your bo sses an' h ead for jail!" 

Frank LaWall snort ed. " Ja il ,  had es! What' s wrong 
with you , Na ppy-<:ain 't two ho mbr es en joy a peac eful 
fight without you jug gin '  th em?" 

Na ppy Hal e l ev ell ed hi s scatt ergun on t he big cow man . 
Buck h eard hi m pull back on e ha mmer .  "On e mo re word 
out of you , an' I'll run thi s  junk -yard th rough your bri sk et ! "  
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" Be carefu l," pleaded La Wall. 
Ja cobson spoke heav ily. "You mean to say this ol' goa t 

is goin ' jug me , Frank? Go in' ta ke me to to wn an' th ro w  
me in h is ro tten calaboose?" 

Fra nk LaW all  grinned croo kedly. " He 's got th e s ca tt er
gun , Dus ty, no t me . . . .  " He added, " Go pea ce ful wi th 
him . . .  I'll bail you ou t pronto." 

"Humor the ol' bi lly , huh?" 
One of the N Bar S pun chers came up with two saddled 

horses. Nappy Hale had Torti lla Joe ta ke the guns from 
LaW all and Ja cobson , th ro wing them on the por ch. He 
a lso too k Bu ck's pistol , po k ing i t  in his belt . 

" All r ight, M cKee, climb on your cayuse. Hi t the dus t 
to ward to wn, you an ' Ja cobson ! The res t of you boys 
the ones tha t stay behin'- jus t keep wha t  li ttle b rains 
you have got , an' keep them pistol s of yours in leather. 
Le t's r ide , hombres !" 

The y. headed for Oxbo w. Tor til la Joe reined close to 
Bu ck and said, " I  go get Seen , Bu ck .  Keep the cheen 
up ,no?" 

"Ride," sa id Bu ck .  

CHAPTER 11  

F RANK  L AW ALL rode wi th Ja cobson. Bu ck too k the lead , 
his horse pul ling a t  the bi t. Dondo and Pone beaded ba ck 
to the dir t camp wi th Tor til la Joe. 

A cyni cal smile tugg ed at Bu ck 's ba tte red li ps .  He 
pulled in, le t the t wo N Bar S men pass h im ,  then held 
h is horse a pa ce ahead of Nappy's . "Ho w come you 
blunder in on our figh t, Nappy?" 

Nappy H ale snorted. He tugged h is longho rn mous 
ta ches. " Blundered , hades , Bu ck !  Pe ta Gomez sa w the fire 
of Digh ton 's ou ter fit las t nigh t; she got up wi th one of 
her kids , I re ckon. She done to l' me an' come dayligh t I 
pu lls out , savvy? Trailed you gent s to the N Bar S and 
come just in the r ight time, I'd say.'' 

Bu ck was s ilen t, mo men ta rily . "Hard tellin ' wha t  
65 



would've happened if you hadn't come on the scene. What 
do you aim to do with me an' Dusty Jacobson?" 

"Try you for disturbin' the peace, by gravy! " 
They came into Oxbow when the sun was pretty high. 

They dismounted in front of the deputy-sheriff's office, 
with Nappy Hale holding bis scattergun on them. "March 
inside, you two law-breakers, " he commanded. 

Buck had little fear of the future. Sin Braden would 
bail him out But when be saw the single cell, placed at 
the back of the office, the tall cowpuncher had to smile to 
himself. 

"We both go into that cell, huh?" 
"You're dab-nabbed right, " declared Nappy. 
"That's dangerous," joked Buck. "We might get into a 

fight in there an' wreck your whole jail and office, Nappy." 
Nappy did not answer. They went inside. The interior 

was gloomy but Buck made out two bunks, one on each 
side of the cell. About three feet separated them. Dusty 
Jacobson cm;sed and sat down, glaring at Nappy Hale, 
who swung shut the log door with the small porthole in it. 

"Your bearin' is set for this afternoon." Nappy Hale 
studied bis dollar watch. "Aroun' two, I reckon. I gotta 
eat an' rest up some yet." 

"Don't hurry, " said Buck lazily. 
Nappy stumped outside, slamming the outer door be

hind him. Dusty Jacobson lay down and turned 
bis back to Buck, who sat on his bunk and regarded the 
cowman laconically. An hour passed and Dusty Jacobson 
slept, bis snores echoing through the cell. Buck grimaced 
and lay down and dozed. 

Noon brought two things : A tray of dinner and Tortilla 
Joe. The heavy Mexican grinned widely. "You are in 
good place, Buck, but the company-ah, that ees bad. 
Seen is comin' in pronto; me an' Dondo ride ahead of 
her, to tell you. " 

"Dondo?" 
Dondo's voice came through the hole. "Me too small 

look in, Buck." 
Nappy Hale said, "All right, Tortilla Joe; you an' the 

In jun make tracks now. My prisoners gotta eat their chow. " 
Twenty minutes later, Sin Braden breezed in, ac

companied by Janice. When she saw Buck she laughed 
and slapped her thick thigh. "We'll get you outa here 
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plu mb pronto, Bu ck," she growled. "Co me a s ho rt ti me, 
an ' we 'll have your bearin' . I' ll go g ood any su m the 
judge sets up ." 

"Who's the judge?" 
"Why , Nappy, of cou rse. He 's to wn constable, depu ty 

sheri ff, jus tice of t he pea ce ,  jailer , cou nty tax colle ctor- " 
Bu ck interrupted . "An ' that ol ' bil ly -goat to l' me an ' 

Tort illa Joe be was just a county pens ioner ! An' he sa id 
he didn 't do any law work, he jus t  pa cked the badge 
be cause he got a bigger pension as a deputy !" 

S in s m iled w idely. Jan ice's eyes twinkled. ''He tel ls that 
to all t he boys ," said Janice. "He loo ks har mless . . . but 
he isn't." 

Sin looked a t  Dust y Ja cobson , who sa t on h is cot 
eat ing h is dinner . "You sure busted up t hat ho mel y son 's 
ho mely mug . An ' he didn't miss no hits he sent toward 
you, e ither, it loo ks like." 

"Next ti me ," said Ja cobson , "we 'll set tle t his w ith guns, 
M cKee ." 

Bu ck did not answer. Ja cobson 's low voi ce was laden 
w ith hatred . He was one who co uld not jo ke, would let a 
ha te lie in h im and po iso n h im. Buck ment ally marked him 
as a dangerous man thereafter ; if it ca me to a gun-tussle, 
he wou ld shoot to kil l . . . mu ch as he d is lik ed  tha t 
thoug ht. 

"That 's up to you," sa id Bu ck. 
The sin cerity of Dus ty Ja cobson 's answe r had also d riven 

the s miles fro m S in  and Jani ce . The elderly wo man's fa ce 
dropped into ha rd, thou ght fu l  lines. Jani ce's pret ty young 
lips were pursed in d isdain. 

Fin ally Sin said, "See you at the tria l, Bu ck," and the y 
left. 

Nappy Hale had appo inted Franco Go m ez as bailiff. Th e 
trial was he ld under the big cot tonwood tree a cross the 
street. Old Nappy sat on a h ig h  ben ch, a table in front of 
hi m. He used a gnarled cottonwood bole as a gavel. He 
beat t he table so hard it almos t caps ized . 

"Bring in the pr isoners, Fran co ," he ordered. 
Fran co Go me z s curried toward the jail. Peta Go me z put 

her head on Tort illa Joe's should er and sta rted to weep . 
The fat Mexican s tro ked her greasy hair and caught the 
spi cy odor of garli c and red peppers about her person . 
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He had an idea that Peta liked this. It was anything but 
delightful to Tortilla Joe. 

"Here comes Franco weeth Buck an' Jacobson. Franco, 
he maybe get mad, no, if he sees you have your head there, 
huh?" 

''You would like that, no? Then I go weeth you, huh? 
Me an' my muchachos." 

Tortilla Joe considered that carefully. He would have to 
evade the trap some way. Finally he found his way out. 
"I am seengle mans," he said slowly. "I am goin' stay 
seengle, too. No woman, she ees good enough for Tortilla 
Joe." 

Peta jerked her head up indignantly and he lost the 
scent of peppers and garlic. "Peta ees not good enough for 
you, no?" 

"The preesoners, they are comin'," said the Mexican; 
anxious to change the subject. 

Peta Gomez cursed under her breath at Tortilla Joe and 
all men in general. Tortilla Joe moved completely out of 
the range of the garlic by taking a seat beside Sin Braden, 
who sat with Jens Jones and Janice. He said, as Buck went 
by, "Keep the cheen up, amigo," and he patted his hol
stered .45. 

"No gun-play, Tortilla!" snapped Sin Braden. "That 
would just make it worse an' somebody'd get killed." 

Tortilla Joe crossed his legs, resigning himself to fate. 
"But why did Nappy Hale peench them?" 

"Nappy just wants to show the N Bar S he's still boss 
of Mad River Basin," informed Sin Braden. "He only did 
it to show Frank LaWall his pants fit too tight. Nappy an' 
me got the whole thing cooked up--both Buck an' Dusty 
Jacobson get out under peace bond, an' that's it." 

The scatteration of witnesses and spectators came to at
tention as the gnarled gavel beat the table. "Hear ye, hear 
ye," intoned Nappy Hale. He added something else about 
"the great territory of Arizona, sixteenth judicial district," 
and then he called the prisoners to the bar. 

"How do you plead?" he demanded of Jacobson. 
"You're charged with bustin' the peace up, an' you can 
plead guilty or not guilty. Which be she?" 

"Not guilty." 
Nappy snapped, "You forgot somethin', feller!" 
Jacobson was puzzled. "What'd you mean, Nappy?" 
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Na ppy 's gav el pound ed ang rily. ·Some person in the bac k 
of the assembly said , " He wan ts you to ca ll him 'Hi s 
Honor ,' Dus ty .  Humor the ol ' goa t." 

Na ppy Hale glared a t  the cro wd. "Ifn I fin ' ou t who s aid 
tha t, I'll jail him for con tem pt of cour t. All rig ht, Jacobson , 
ho w do you plead ?" 

" No t  gu il ty . . .  Your Honor ." 
" An' you , McKee?" 
Buc k had to sm ile. " Guilty, Your Honor." 
Old Na ppy Hale 's pig eon -ches t expand ed. " Now tha t's 

the way a mod el pr isoner addresses the cour t,' '  he de clared, 
gla ring a t  Jacobson . "Buc k McKe e, I hereby pu t you under 
a peace bond to the exten t of five hundred dol lars. Should 
you ge t in to co urt again du ring your s tay in Mad River 
Basin, you forf ei t  such bond -tha t is , if somebody pu ts i t  
u p  for you . An' if i t  ain' t pos ted, you go to jug for ten 
days , b eginnin' r igh t pron to." 

" I' ll pos t  his bond ," sa id Sin Braden . 
Na ppy Ha le s po ke to Franco Gome z. "The lady over 

there says s he'l l pos t  the prisoner's bail , b ailiff. Get her 
name and address righ t pron to an ' ge t some s ecuri ty if 'n 
she a in' t go t the cas h on her." 

" I'll pay cas h,'' decl ared Sin Braden . "B ut I want a re 
cei pt for i t." 

" Me ,  I canno t wri te," said Franco Gome z, shrug ging . 
S pec ta tors laug hed. Jud ge Na ppy Hale pounded aga in .  

Ord er was fin ally res tored. " I'll wri te the recei pt." Franco 
Gome z brough t h im the bi lls whic h Na ppy Hale coun ted 

slowly , w et ting his thumb each time . "The sum is correc t, 
madam . The prisoner is in your cus tody ." He s ettled his 
pale eyes on Dusty Jacobson. " So you wan t a ju ry tria l, 
huh? Tha t means you go bac k to ja il until I se t a da te 
for your trial an ' af ter I selec t a jury ." 

" Ho w  long wil l tha t be ?" ask ed J acobson , h is v oice no t 
too s teady. 

" M igh t be tomorrow . . . migh t  b e  ne xt w ee k. Som e
tim es the wheels of jus tice wor k a wfu l s low. Of cours e, I 
could s et bai l an ' you could be f ree until yo ur trial comes 
u p. How wou ld tha t be?" 

" How muc h bail?" as ked Fran k La Wall. 
Na ppy Hale tu rned bis eyes on th e N Bar S own er. "Are 

you th e prisoner's la wy er?" 
" No ." 
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"Th en k eep yo ur m ug clo sed, or rll fin e yo u for c on 
tem pt o f  co ur t. Th e ba il, Jac obson, wou ld be ten tho usand 
dol lar s, cash, pos ted i mm edia tely." 

Fran k LaWa ll could stand i t  no long er. " Na ppy, yo u 
damn ed ol'--" 

"Tw enty dolla rs fin e for LaWal l," cli pped Na ppy .  " Di s
tu rbin' th e cou rt. C oll ec t  i t, Fra nco." Th e old ma n dragged 
bi s sca tterg un o ut from behind hi s chair and B uc k  h ea rd 
th e stov e bolt s  rattl e. Franco Gom ez, hi s fac e pal e, sidl ed 
up to Fran k LaWall, k eeping to on e sid e  so his fa t body 
wo uld no t shi eld th e cowma n. 

"Yo u h ear wha t H izzon er say?" said Franco , bis voic e 
un steady . " Me, I do no t l ike to do thi s, Fran k, but h e  
ma k e  me!" 

" Her e' s yo ur ca sh," growl ed Frank LaWall . " D usty, for 
yo ur sa k e, chang e yo ur pl ea, yo u dam ned cow -push er." 

" I  pl ead guil ty," d eclar ed Jaco bson h ur ri edly. 
Na ppy Hal e' s  l ea th ery fac e bro k e  in to a smil e. " Now, 

tha t' s better, cow boy ." He plac ed th e N Ba r S segundo al so 
und er a fiv e h undr ed dollar peac e bond, which Fra nk La
Wall pa id . Hal e ra pped wi th th e c ottonwood bol e  again. 
" Co ur t  i s  d ismissed until a f ut ur e  da te. Will th e par tici pan ts 
g et to h el l  o ut of tow n  an' stay o ut a s  long a s  po ssi bl e-
or com e i n  on ly wh en th ey n eed som e  groc eri es or fo r 
th eir mail?" 

" Don 't forg et," sa id Franco Gom ez, " th ey ca n com e een 
to buy th e wh eesk ey an ' win e, a t  my plac e--w e agr eed on 
tha t  b efor e th e trial, no?" 

"Y eah, I r em em ber ." 
Fran k La Wa ll cam e by a nd sa id, " Ma k e  dang ed sur e yo u 

send tha t bai l  mon ey in to th e co unty sea t, Na ppy ." 
Na ppy gla red a t  him. 
La Wall and Jaco bson and th ei r punch er s  go t th eir ho rses 

and ro de o ut. 
B uc k  and Sin and Tor tilla Jo e w ent in to Franco Gom ez' 

saloon, whi le Janic e stay ed in th e po st o ffic e. Accord i ng to 
th e po stma ster, th e stag e should hav e been i n  by now, and 
th e mail wa s on i t. So th ey had d ecid ed to stay and g et 

th e m ail .  
"W e hav e g ood trial, no?" a sk ed Franco, w iping off two 

cl ean whi sk ey gla sses. He slid th em acro ss th e co unter 
wi th a bo ttl e of Old Crow. Th en h e  hand ed Tor til la Jo e a 
g la ss and a bo ttl e  of tequila. B uc k  pour ed a jigg er of 
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wh is key but S in Brade n dra nk hers r ight out of the bot tle. 
" Good for wh o?" as ked S in, be lli gere ntly. 
Fra nc o  read the tr ou ble-si gn i n  her eyes a nd re ma ined 

s ile nt. T or til la J oe raised his tequila glass a nd squ inted 
over the r im. "Here she ees c ome the sta ge ,  Buc k." 

" Uh-huh." 
Thr ou gh the greasy, fly -s pecked wind ow they c ou ld see 

the C onc ord c ome i n. The f our s or re l  h orses , st ru ng out 
tw o-a breast, came r olli ng d ow n  the bil l, dust risi ng la zily 
u nde r their h oofs a nd fr om the whee ls. The d rive r bra ked 
them t o  a ha lt in f ront of the p ost office a nd threw d ow n  
the mail sac k t o  the ma n. 

"There 's s ome pac ka ges i n  the back . 
" N o  passe nger, hu b?" gru nted Fra nc o  Gomez. 
Si n Brade n d ow ned another slu g fr om the bottle. "The 

postmaster 's ta ki n' s ome suitcases outa the boot," she 
mumbled. "There must be a passe nger on the re but i f  the re 
is he's su re ta kin' bi s sweet time a bout get tin' out ,  huh ?" 

" Ma ybe s ome body they ees shi ps in thei r suitcases ?" sa id 
T ortil la J oe .  

Buc k  watched w ith a casual i nd iffe re nc e. F ina lly, he saw 
a c rutch pu sh it s way out of the s ta ge ,  saw another c ome 
out. Thei r ow ner, sti ll bidde n, placed them both s olid ly, 
the n swu ng out on the grou nd . Buc k  l owered bis glass a nd 
stared. 

" Are my eyes see in' ri ght ?" he as ked T ortilla J oe .  
The Mexica n squi nted. "I gues s  s o, Senor Buc k. It l ooks 

like him t o  me, t oo, but the deesta nce, she ees l ong .... " 
S in Brade n slammed her bott le s o  hard on the bar that 

she put a de nt i n  the hardw ood. Fra nc o  Gomez hurr iedly 
inspected the dama ge . "Y ou have t o  pay f or that," he said 
ste rnly. "That bar, she ees c ome ar ou n' the H om, a n'--" 

But S in was n't liste ni ng. " Whoope e," she c ried , "look 
what craw led out of that d ogh ouse on whee ls! 01' C ol onel 
He nry S. Brade n, hlsse lf ! Why , the ol' jac kass -- " She 
cu pped her ha nds t o  her big mouth. "Hey, C olone l, this 
way !" 

C olonel He nry S. Brade n stared at the sa loon. "Y ou i n  
there , Si n?" 

"This way , C olone l." 
O bese face beaming, the a rmy ma n c rutched t owa rd the 

s aloon, came th rou gh the sw inging d oor s. A nd th en S in 
Brade n had h im i n  her a rms, c rutches a nd a ll. The th ing 
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was quite a mix-up after that. Colonel Henry S. Braden lost 
one crutch and bumped his bum leg against the floor. He 
hollered and cursed and Tortilla Joe got his crutch under 
him again. The colonel adjusted himself properly and 
looked at Buck and Tortilla Joe. "So you finally got here, 
huh?" 

"Us, een the flesh," said Tortilla Joe. 
Colonel Henry S. Braden glared at the drinks on the bar. 

His long nose wrinkled in apparent disdain. His glacial eyes 
clashed with those of Franco Gomez. Then he broke loose. 

"Get out of this bar, you three! Whiskey and tequila, 
the ruin of man and woman alike ! Get out, I tell you, and 
we'll talk where the air is free from this vile smell, this 
terrible odor!" 

"They owe me some money," cried Franco Gomez. 
The colonel showered the bar with silver. "That should 

reimburse you, pig." He shooed them outside, balancing 
himself precariously on his crutches. But, as they went, un
noticed by the irate army man, Sin Braden managed to 
stuff a whiskey bottle under her shirt. 

"For snake-bite," she told Buck. 
Once outside, the colonel breathed deeply. "Lord, such 

good air, and you leave it by entering such a vile den of 
sin. Now what have you got to say for yourself, Tortilla 
Joe?" 

Tortilla Joe shrugged. "Noddin'," he said. 

CHAPTER 12 

FRANK LA WALL rode out of Oxbow that day with the fine 
white heat of anger inside. One pit of this anger was stoked 
by the thought that he had always underestimated old 
Nappy Hale. Never before had the oldster gone to such 
violent ends to uphold the law. Heretofore he bad always 
regarded Nappy Hale as a somewhat harmless, though bull
headed, old man. 

He looked at Jacobson and said, "I had that ol' billy 
goat pegged wrong." 
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. Jacobson ran a broad hand over his swollen cheek. 
· ''Hard to tell about a man," he said. "Me, I'd much 
Tather have the job of judgin' a horse . . . .  " 

"Now why didn't Sexton ride with us last night?" de
manded Frank LaWall. "You don't figure that son aims 
to rabbit out fast on us, do you, Dusty?" 

"I don't know," said Jacobson. 
Frank La Wall ran this thought across his mind. Mentally 

he rolled it and examined it for flaws and found none. 
Hans Sexton was in too deep; if he told now, the dirt
men would string him up. "Maybe they were thick in 
camp," he said, "an' Sexton was afraid to pull out to come 
to us, figurin' maybe some of them might see him an' 
wonder an' decide to trail him." 

"He's playin' a tough game," said Dusty Jacobson. "If'n 
that dirt-man fin' out about him--" He drew his fore
finger suggestively across his throat. 

Frank La Wall abandoned the thought of Sexton, and 
ran his mind into the work ahead. Coldly he pushed the 
thoughts through him, discarding those he did not like or 
want, holding those he thought appropriate. 

Would Bill Dighton leave the Basin now that his property 
had been destroyed? Would the cold fear of marauding 
night-riders scare other hoemen from Mad River? LaWall 
wondered on this and decided the next few days would 
tell the tale. By that time those farmers who were leaving 
would have packed their belongings into wagons and made 
tracks out of the level land. This was a warm spot in the 
big cowman. 

And if this hegira were too slow, if enough farmers did 
not move, then he would hit at the dams, blowing them up. 
Here would be the tough phase of the struggle. So far no 
blood had been shed on Mad River, save that caused by 
hard knuckles. This had not settled down to gun-play yet. 
But he knew that if he and his riders hit a dam, that dam 
would be guarded-and guns would undoubtedly talk . . .  
and men might die. 

He told his plan to Dusty Jacobson, who said-"Here is 
my lay, Frank. Buck McKee an' me cain't live together 
on this earth . . . they ain't enough space for the two of 
us." The pride of this big man with the broken face was a 
strong, vital force, and Frank LaWall felt the imprint of 
its power. "That's my personal side of it. The other side is 
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one wit h mone y :  You pa y me top wa ges so I ride for you." 
" I  as ked your opinion ," growled Fran k LaWall, "no t 

your li fe hi sto ry  ....  " 
Dust y Ja cobson he ld ba ck his te mper. He was silen t for 

so me ti me. "T he y' ll have guards posted and t here'll be a 
tu ss le. So mebod y's apt to get k il led. But the t hin g levels 
down to this : You want t his ran ge and you're out to ge t 
it and there will have to be bloods hed if you are goin g 
to get it. Personall y, I don't t hin k you'll win, Fran k." 

"You' re blun t," said LaWall grud gin gl y. 
"You can' t hold ba ck the pus h of Ti me. Sooner or 

later this land is goin' to be settled into far ms." 
" An' w hen i t  does, I'l l be ownin' t hose fa rms. I'll raise 

feed down ·t here an' run m y  cattle ba ck on t he ben ch land 
and t he foot hills. Don't get t his wron g, Dust y. Sin Braden 
had so me thin' w hen s he sta rted t his irri ga tion. Wit h her out 
of t he wa y, and wit h t he basin land mine, I 'd sti ll carr y 
on t ha t  water s che me. Wi th the set tlers gone, I could, in a 
matter of ti me, ge t all t he bot to m  land filed on, and ge t 
it in m y  na me. T hat's t he la y fro m here." 

"You mi ght win . . .  wit h tha t idea," ad mitted Ja co b
son. "You can be t I' m wi th you all the wa y, Fran k. Bu ck 
M cKee'll pa y to me sooner or later ." 

" Let's hope it's sooner." 
T he y  slan ted around a bend and then Fran k La Wall wa s 

sudden ly reinin g in, his slidin g bron c ki cki ng up gravel . 
T he N Bar S owner had hi s ri fle out, brin gin g  i t  to his 
s houlder. Far on the hei ghts, a rider was movin g toward 
the ro cks. He was a s mall man, han gin g to his horse's 
mane, and he wa s abou t half a mile awa y. 

"Trailin' us," gro wled LaW all. "One of t hose da mned 
Apa ches. I'l l--" 

Dus ty Ja cobson grabbed his boss ' ri fle and pul led i t  
down. " No, Fran k, no !" he said hu skil y. " Don't ki ll tha t 
Apa che !  Don 't ever lif t a gun a gain st an Apa che, ' cep t 
in self defen se !" 

Fran k La Wall cursed, his e yes on the spo t w here Dondo 
had disap peared in the ro cks. " I'd a -got hi m i fn you hadn' t 
wre cked my aim," he said an gril y. "T he m  dan ge d  red 
s kins been tra ilin' me too mu ch latel y. I've se en 'e m a 
number of ti mes, Dust y. So me one of these da ys-- " 

Ja co bson spo ke slowl y. " 111 tel l  you w hat wou ld hap
pen, Fran k. I 've seen i t  before, a number of ti mes. Yo u'd 
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kill one of those Apaches. Either Dondo or Pone . The 
other would see it, no doubt; they always work in pairs. 
Nobody'd say anythin'. You'd think the matter had blown 
over. Then some mornin' we'd find you stiff in your 
blankets, your throat cut from ear to ear. Cut so fast and 
so expertly you'd never even know how you come to 
die . . . .  " 

Frank LaWall stuck his rifle back into scabbard. "I'd 
have somethin' to say about that," he said strongly. "No 
redskin is gettin' the best of Frank LaWall. I've killed 
them before, an' I'll prob'ly kill more of them." 

"These Apaches," said Dusty Jacobson, "are different 
Indians, Frank." He saw there was no use in taking the 
argument further so he fell back into silence and settled 
deep in his saddle. 

They came to a drift-fence, and LaWall drew them to 
a halt. He gave his orders and his riders turned and rode 
to their jobs. LaWall and Dusty Jacobson rode to the N 
Bar S. When they came in sight of the ranch, a fierce 
pride of ownership gripped Frank LaWall. The moza was 
at the toolshed. 

Dusty Jacobson went to the barn with the old mozo and 
helped him unsaddle the two horses. "Saw one of them 
Injuns today," said the oldster. "Back in the bresh, Dusty. 
One of the women-this Ogo girl, I reckon they call her." 

Jacobson nodded. Out of the open door he could see 
Frank LaWall at the porch. War Chief came running to 
meet his father, who picked him up and put him on his 
shoulder. The child was dressed in the regalia of his 
mother's tribe : he had on buckskin trousers, a buckskin 
jacket and his hair was braided with a bright feather in the 
black coil. 

La Wall carried him into the house and set him down. 
"Me, I chase buffalo," declared War Chief. 
Feather Eagle came from the kitchen. Frank LaWall 

caught the odor of spices and the healthy aroma of some
thing boiling. The squaw had been trained to the white 
man's way of cooking in a Jesuit school when she was a 
child. She had adopted other habits and traits of the white 
man there, too. 

"What happened down in Oxbow?" she asked. 
"They put Dusty an' Buck McKee on peace bond. Five 

hundred dollars. 01' Nappy acted as judge." 
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"You went Dusty's bond?" 
"Sure, who else would?" 
"What if be jumps it-leaves the country?" 
Frank LaWall laughed huskily. "Dusty won't jump it, 

woman. He's in this deep, and he knows his cut if we 
win. And besides, there's McKee . . . .  And what t'hell is 
five hundred bucks when you got a quarter million at 
stake? When you gamble, gamble big or don't splurge." 

She shook her heavy bead and the ornaments in her 
dark hair made a small sound. "God can see, and man 
cannot." She had control of herself now and again he felt 
her shut him from her. "God can see, and we hope He is 
good to us. " She went back to her kitchen. 

War Chief said, "I'm going out to play, daddy. " 
Frank LaWall said. "All right, son, " and the boy went 

out, slamming the door behind him. His father turned and 
went out the back door. He climbed the hill slowly, his 
wife's words in him, and finally he reached the top. There 
he stood in among the huge sandstone rocks and looked 
at Mad River Basin below him. 

The land pitched, rose, fell. Standing there, he could 
see the puff of dust, there where the fresnos and ploughs 
were tearing the sod, miles away. And there was Mad 
River, too; far away and boiling, stirring. The river, he 
thought, was like his memories, his thoughts. 

CHAPTER 13 

DoNDo HAD already left Oxbow, according to Peta Gomez. 
"I see heem ride toward the dirt camp, " said the fat Mex
ican woman. Sin Braden and Buck went to the back of 
the saloon where Franco Gomez had an extra saddle horse 
and saddle. They saddled the beast-an old iron-grey 
gelding-and helped the colonel up. The old horse 
slouched, one hip down, and contemplated the ground. 

Colonel Henry S. Braden swore under his breath. "Come 
into town expecting you to be at work and here I find 
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yo u all in th e sa loon . How do yo u acco unt fo r that , Mc 
Kee? Her c I pa y yo u top wag es, too." 

"So far, w e  ha ve not got no mon ey," said Tort illa Jo e. 
"Th e  end of th e month ain't com e yet," roa red th e 

co lon el. "Her e, tie m y  c rutch es behind m y  sadd le, To rtilla 
Jo e." He sh ift ed in h is sadd le, roc king h is h ea vy bul k  
bac k  and fo rth . " Ad j ust th e stir rup to m y  good l eg -no, 
don't to uch m y  oth er l eg, da mn yo u! Y eah, I cam e h er e  
ag ainst m y  doctor 's ord er !  Dang ed ol' s kat e, m ust be a bo ut 
two hu ndr ed years old . Can 't a man g et a s uita bl e  mo unt 
in th is so-ca ll ed to wn?" 

B uc k  was scowli ng as h e  hit l eath er .  For on e th ing, h e  
d idn't l ik e  Dondo rid ing off alon e-soon er or lat er, h e  
figur ed, th e litt le Apach e wo uld stop a bullet. He had a 
d eep consid eration for th e l ittl e r eds kin and his brav er y. 
And th e s econd it em that both er ed h im was Colon el Henr y 
S. Brad en. 

With th e colon el on th e sc en e, an ything wo uld b e  apt 
to happ en. . . . Th e  fi ery ar m y  man had on ly on e pla n 
in his s yst em, on ly on e app roach to a pro bl em : that was to 
t ie into th e opposi tion and b eat h im down . W ell, that was 
a ll right in th e a rm y, wh er e  th e co lon el had tra in ed fight ers, 
but th e sod bust ers w er e  not fighting m en-th ey w er e  j ust 
poor, ever yd ay p eopl e tr ying to find a plac e wh er e  th ey 
co uld m ake a s uita bl e  li ving for th ems el ves and th eir 
famil ies. 

" Tell m e  a bo ut this trial, Sin ?" d emand ed th e colon el. 
S in Brad en to ld h im th e whol e sto ry, h elp ed now and 

th en by Janic e. And wh en th e stor y had been told, th e 
colon el bl ew up . " I  can sa y this ; w e  rid e o ver to th e N 
Bar S immediat el y  and call that rascal 's hand-- " 

B uc k  had stood eno ugh. Soon er or lat er, th er e  wo uld 
ha ve to be a showdown w ith th e arm y o fficer-a nd it 
m ight j ust as w ell be now, h e  figur ed. " Clos e your big 
mo uth, Colon el. Yo u hir ed m e  an ' Tortilla Jo e to run this 
o ut erfit. W e  eith er run it, or els e w e  g et off th e jo b." 

"Si," said To rt illa Jo e. "Ees that cl ear, Colon el?" 
Colon el Henry S. Brad en st ar ed with bul ging eyes . 

"This," h e  said w ea kl y, "is m ut in y!" 
"W e ar e not een th e arm y now," corr ect ed Tort illa J oe. 

"So th ees ca nnot be th e m ut in y, no? B ut B uc k, what h e  
sa y go for m e, too." 

Th e colon el consid er ed that . B uc k  saw h is t emp er di e 
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down. " I'm a si ck man," he said . " I  need your help, boy s. 
Bu t if thi s  wa s the army--" H is lower lip sti ffened . "If 
thi s wa s the army, I'd have you hor sewhipped and--" 

" But thi s ain 't the army," put in Bu ck McKee . " Thi s i s  
our show, Colonel. If we rode over to the N Bar S an' 
for ced La Wall an' Ja cob son we'd be wor kin' ri gh t  into their 
hand s-when the smo ke cleared away, we migh t have won 
the gun fight but the N Bar S would have the law on 
their side, an ' I doub t i f  we cou ld hold what we won." 

" Bu ck h it the nai l," said Sin Braden. 
"We ough ta get some cavalry in here," mu mbled 

Co lonel Henr y S. Braden . "Wi th them , we could wipe 
ou t the se rebel s, the se ou tcasts--" 

Bu ck sigh ed and w in ked a t  Sin, who clo sed one eye in 
return. 

The colonel wa s silent the re st of the trip, nur sing hi s 
temper and hi s bum leg. He jogged a long on the old hor se. 
The other s had to hold in their mount s to keep from out 
di stan cing him. F ina lly they got to the dam . . .  the after 
noon wa s far gone. They sa t their hor se s  and loo ked at 
the teams and men toiling below. 

" A  great wor k," sa id the colonel. " Th is va lley need s 
farmer s and wi ll bloom l i ke the pro verb ial ro se, on ce water 
care sse s  i ts sandy surfa ce." 

Bu ck and Jen s Jone s wa lked out on the fil l. The dam 
wa s g oing up nicely ; Jone s said th is wa s the bigge st one 
they had con stru cted to that date and perhap s would be 
the bigge st on Mad River r ange. Han s Sexton wa s bo ssing 
the dump wagon s, te ll ing them where to drop their load s. 
He grinned croo ked ly a t  Bu ck and rubbed hi s spli t no se, 
the scar show ing clear ly. 

" Far as we know, young B ill Dighton mu st've pu lled 
out, McKee. He left camp a t  noon, an' we ain' t  seen him 
sin ce ." 

Bu ck stud fod h im .  " What do you me an? He lef t hi s 
team an' wagon behin' him ; I saw them i n  camp ." 

Sexton shrugged. "He a in't aroun'." He de clared . "He 
saddled hi s hor se an ' rode away. That fire hit h im hard, 

fel low . Me, I figure he flew the coop before thi s  trouble 
got seriou s, an' bulle ts sta rted to fly . Two other men le ft, 
too ; boo ked up to their wagon s and wen t home to lo ad up 
an' get ou t of Mad River. When Digbton' s  hou se caugh t 
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a fire, or wha tever happened to it -why, they got co l' feet, 
the softie s, an' de cided to d rift." 

"Who left?" a sked Je ns Jone s. 
"Tim Pinkey wa s one , Nye Thorp the other." The man 

pointed a cro ss the va lley. "See their wagon s way o ff  
yonder ly?" 

Bu ck cou ld bare ly make out the two wagon s be cau se o f  
the di stan ce and the de scending du sk. He and Jen s Jone s 
moved out of hearing range of Han s Se xton. They squatted 
and Bu ck drew hi s finger through the da mp earth. 

"That'll help F ra nk La Wa ll at lot ," he said slowly. "He 'll 
bu m ano ther pla ce, like ly . A coup le get scared an ' move 
out, he figure s, wi ll show that this bu min ' Dighton down 
did some good, an' he 'l l  be more liable to try more fire." 

"We'l l trap him," de clared Jone s. 
Bu ck scowled deep ly. "Dang it, we sure had tough 

lu ck -mi ssin' h im the la st time." He doubled up hi s hand 
into a ha rd fist. "But Bi ll Di ghton ain 't left , Jone s. You 
can bet on that . I'm afraid for that yo ung fe llow. He 
might've too k it into h is head to go over to the N Bar 
S an ' bra ce La W a ll o r  Du sty Ja cob son ." 

"He' s got a te mper, Bu ck." 
They went down to the dir t-camp. The team ster s were 

coming in now. Hor se s  were sp la shing in the water -ho le ,  
burying their mu zzle s in the water. 

Bu ck spo ke to Sin Braden. "B ill Di ghton 's left , S in." 
"Where do you suppo se he went?" 
"I don't know ." 
Bu ck went do wn the cou lee on fo ot. He sa id, "Ogo," 

and the squaw ca me from the wild ro sebu she s, carrying a 
rifle a s  long a s  she was ta ll. "You stay he re on guard, huh ?" 

She nodded. 
"You see Bi ll D ighton, h uh ?" 
"Hi m  go toward N Bar S. Pone see. Pone fol low h im." 

She loo ked at the sky and pointed. "Sun , him there, 
Bu ck." 

Bu ck thought, He left about three, I guess. He thanke d 
the squaw, who mo ved ba ck into the bru sh. So Pone wa s 
fo llowing Dighton. Pone, he figured, wo uld see that the 
young ster kept shy of trouble. 

Bu ck went to hi s hor se, sadd led the tired bea st. Co lone l 
He nry S. Braden ca me up. He clea red h is throat twi ce. 

"Ahe m, M cKee, a word , p lea se .  Perhap s, th is a fternoon , 
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my blessed tongue and my cursed temper joined forces too 
rapidly, causing a slight misunderstanding between us. If 
such were the case, you have my apologies, sir." 

Buck smiled thinly. "You tryin' to tell me you talked too 
fast an' you said too much-is that it, Colonel?" 

"Well, if you put it that way, yes." 
Buck stepped into saddle. "We'll get along all right, if 

you stay out of my way," he said. He wasn't going to give 
the high-handed old robber an inch. 

"Where you going?" 
"Out to look for some sheep," said Buck. 
He left the colonel standing there. The army man was 

frowning; there were no sheep on this range and his limited 
sense of humor did not catch the drift of Buck's witticism. 
Buck smiled and touched his horse with bis spurs. 

He rode toward the N Bar S. He rode the ridges, study
ing the terrain below him; no horse or rider moved on it. 
When he came to Piney Ridge, Jib Hobson sat his bronc 
in the brush, bidden until he called to Buck, who rode 
up to him. 

"What's on your mind, Jib?" 
"Pone's over yonder, Buck; acrost the hill. He's got 

young Bill Dighton. Bill was headin' for the N Bar S, an' 
I spotted him. Me, I got up on the sandstones, an' Bill 
comes ridin' along under me-I beefed him with my short
gun. Didn't figure you wanted him to get into· any trouble, 
McKee." 

"An' then what?" 
"Pone was a-trailin' Bill, so he come up. I pulled outa 

the picture 'cause Bill don't know I'm workin' for Janice 
an' her mamma. Reckon I'd bit back for camp an' then 
I saw you a-headin' this way." 

Buck clipped his words. "You're ridin' a wild horse, Jib, 
. an' it's a long ways to the ground. Right now some N Bar 
S hand might be on some ridge watcbin' us through field 
glasses! An' you know what would happen to you if'n that 
happened don't you?" 

"I'm no danged fool," growled Jib. He swivelled in his 
saddle and looked along the darkening skyline. "But it's 
for Janice's sake, McKee. Sooner this gets over, the sooner 
we can marry up an' live respectable lives. I got a gun 
an' I know how to use it." 
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" Me an ' Tor til la Joe'll be aroun' close when you ho ller ," 
pro mised Buc k. 

Jib Hobson grin ned croo kedly. " I  might need you, 
Buc k. Well , I understan' we ho l' anot her pow-wow to 
morrow night , an ' Hans Sexton is su ppose to be there. I 'll 
meet you in a few days-day a fter to mor row in the a fter 
noon -down by that Jone pine on S kun k Cric k." 

"How co me they hit Bill Dighton's house instead o f  
Dir ty Henry ?" as ked Buc k. 

Jib Robson 's eyes were steady. " I 'm plu mb sorry about 
givin ' you that bad horn , Buc k. But sure enough, they 
intended to hit Dir ty Henry , then , on the last minute , 
Fran k LaWall changes his mind. I'd ho ped to get free of 
the m an ' r ide to wa rn you , but I never had a chance . 
You g otta believe me, Buc k." 

"Your word's good ," mur mured Buc k .  
Hobson rode bac k into the br ush. Ten minutes la ter , 

Buc k s aw hi m on a high ridge , heading for the N Bar S. 
He was s k ylined for a minute and then the r idge hid hi m. 
Buc k rod e to where Pone was co ming out o f  a gulley wi th 
Bill Dighton slu mped in his sadd le. He lifted his hand and 
said, " Buc k McKee, co min ' in, Pone." 

Eviden tly Pone had not been sure of h is identity be 
cause o f  the encroaching dar kness. For when Buc k rode 
u p  the s mal l A pach e was retu rning h is big gun to the 
holster that hung against his hip. 

"Hi, Buc k ." 
Buc k said, "Hi , In jun ," and looked at Bill Digh ton. 

" Now w hat t'hades ha pp ened to you, Bi ll ?" 
Bil l Dighton's young face bro ke into a pained s mile. 

" Me ,  I got the bit in my teeth an ' I decided to hightai l 
it over to the N Bar S an' cal l LaWa ll. Well, I wa s ridin ' 
through the sandstones, and my light went out --Ne xt 
t hing I knew , Pone here was pourin ' water outa his canteen 
o ver me." He li fted a hand and gingerly exp lored his 
swol len head. " Pone clai ms a roc k fe ll on me . Loosened 
fro m  the sandstones an' hit me plu mb center." 

Pone gr inned. " Ro ck fal l. Roc k s mac k h im. Hi m go 
di zzy, go sleep." 

Buc k n odded. " Could ha ppen, I rec kon." 
" See ms funny to me," declared Bi ll Dighton. " Danged 

funny , McKee." 
Buc k made h is voice serious. " Next ti me ,  Bil l, you co me 
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to eithe r me o r  To rtil la, do n't bat o ff  a lo ne, savv y? You 
migh ta go t k illed . The n  what would that l i ttle gir l do wi th
ou t you?" 

"It made me mad, Buc k." 
" That a in't go nna win fo r us, B il l. What 'll win fo r u s  

i s  that we all unite, we stic k  toge the r. That 's the o nly way 
we ca n win. No w Tim Pin key a n' Nye Tho rp have pac ke d 
u p  a nd lef t. You kno w what that mean s, don't you?" 

"Well, I got idea s." 
"I mean s that when F ran k LaWall bu rned you r plac e 

do wn, be d rove out two settle rs. He got re su lt s, he did. 
But if they bad stayed, an' nobody'd le ft -we ll, then La 
w all wou ld ha ve seen the fire d idn 't do any good, an ' be 
migh t've quit tha t  scheme. Bu t, wi th them leavin ', you can 
expect anothe r fire 'mo st any n igh t no w." 

Dighto n wa s ser iou sly quiet. "That 's my thou ght s, too, 
Buc k ." He stuc k out h i s  hand a nd Buc k too k it. " All 
r ight, pa rt ne r, I won't go o ff  o n  any mad-hat scheme alone . 
You go t my word , Buc k ." 

"You r wo rd 's good, Bill." 
Bill Dighton lo ped ahead to wa rd cam p. Pone gu ided 

h is wi ry po ny clo se to Buc k. "You see Jib, bu b?" 
Buc k nodded. 
Po ne sm iled . "J ib slug h im. Sto p h im." 
"Be st th ing be coul d do . Only thing he c ou ld do, I 

rec kon ." 
The wiry l i ttle Indian ga llo ping be side h im, the ta ll c ow

boy gave himsel f ove r to his thought s. 
Jan ice had smiled la zily, slee pi ly, and he bad thou ght 

o f  Jib Hob so n, the re in the N Bar S cam p. He r smi le wa s 
for Jib, a nd fo r thei r fu tu re. She wa s waiti ng, and Jib wa s 
waiti ng, a nd Time held the st rings. Time wou ld pu ll the 
net i n  a nd b ring th is all toge the r and settle i t. And the n 
the whole th ing would unfold, wou ld di si nteg ra te, and the 
Ba si n  would be free. 

He too k hi s thought s from thi s. He said, " A n' whe re is 
Do ndo , Pone?" 

"Him ride h igh. H im on ridge. Him see you come. Him 
watch at N Ba r S .  Someday him kil l Fra nk La Wall." 

"La Wall might have someth in ' to say about that." 
"Dondo ki ll him." Pone shoo k h is head po siti vely . 
A rider came ou t o f  the night a nd said ,  " Thee s she ee s 

To rtilla Joe, hombres. Leather the gon s an ' I c ome to you." 
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"Come on," growled Buck. "Nobody'll shoot you, you 
fool ! "  

Frank LaWall rode the range that morning, and Jib 
Hobson and Dusty Jacobson rode with him. The big man 
was in a tight, secretive mood. But things, he reasoned, had 
brightened a little-some of the farmers had found it best 
to move out, and more might follow . . . with a little 
urging. 

"What about this ol' gent---ol' Colonel Braden?" asked 
Dusty Jacobson slowly. 

LaWall put his weight against the back of his saddle. 
He said, "That damned ol' nanny goat! Him an' that bum 
leg get in my way an' I'm breakin' his neck. I spent a 
stretch in the army years back, the cavalry. I got my guts 
full of their brass. 01' Stiff Buttons rub my fur an' I'll de
horn him with the flat side of my six-shooter." 

"He's got lots of influence, though," said Dusty Jacob
son. "He might call in the cavalry if things break too 
tight." 

LaWall scowled. "Nearest post is Fort James, an' that's 
almost two hundred miles away." He rubbed his be
whiskered jaw thoughtfully. "Hardly think that will hap
pen. Of course, a man never knows." 

Jacobson grunted, "One of them danged Ilaks up yonder 
on the ridge . Jus' caught sight of him as he ducked into the 
brush. Looked like the one they call Pone. Me, I don't 
like to see them heathens aroun', much less know that one 
is trailin' me all the time." 

Frank LaWall was studying the pine trees on the ridge 
behind them, his eyes small behind his lids. "Me, I don't 
cotton to no redskin on my trail, either. There'll be a 
time when I sight one of them two off in some lone 
country, an' by hell I'll send a bullet through him an' bury 
him there. That-a-way ol' Nappy Hale'll never find his 
carcass, an' there'll be no more said." 

"You forgot one thing," said Jib Hobson. 
"Yeah? An' that?" 
"You might notch off one of them, yes. . . . You bury 

him. Sure, Nappy Hale or no white man'll find the grave, 
but the other Ilaks will. An' when they do, they'll read 
your sign and some night you'll wake up with a slit throat." 

La Wall grinned crookedly. "I'll chance that, Jib." 
They were running N Bar S cattle out of the low 
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country, turning them toward the higher ridges at the base 
of the mountains. There were still some grassy mesas and 
natural pastures that the cattle had not found. Graze was 
growing poor on the Basin land; when the settlers had 
strung fences, cattle had been forced to forage on poorer 
pasture-the farmers fenced up the best grass. 

Up yonder, the snow had melted later because of the 
high altitude; therefore there was still grass. But cattle, as 
a rule, do not care for brush and high plains-they want 
level land or land that is rolling, not sharp and drawn into 
ravines. The work was slow and tedious. The afternoon 
came and started to slip away into history. 

Jib Hobson rode with the wild abandon of a born cow
man. He was part of his horse, running through the high 
brush; when his pony pivoted to bead off a wild cow, 
Jib sat a tight saddle. But be never allowed any of the 
N Bar S men to get above him. From up there a man 
could shoot another down easily. 

He saw Pone once. The pygmy Apache had recognized 
him despite the distance; be had lifted a bronzed arm in 
greeting. He had been on a ridge far back in the mountains. 
Jib knew that nobody was getting higher than the redskin. 
Pone would see to that. 

Frank LaWall bad pulled to a halt. He waved Jib in and 
the youth rode down-slope. Dusty Jacobson came from a 
gulley. The N Bar S segundo sat and looked upward at 
some cattle . 

"Got a few up high," he murmured. 
Frank LaWall said, "Yeah, a few .... " and was silent. 

He was looking at the Basin, sleeping there below, and 
his thoughts were many. He swept his gaze to the south 
and saw the puff of dust left by the fresnos and ploughs 
and be held his eyes on that for a long moment. Then 
he looked at them and something was in his eyes, mirroring 
his thoughts. "Follow me." 

But he did not lead them toward the N Bar S. 
Dusty Jacobson called, "Where to, Frank? " 
"A visit," said LaWall. 
"Visit who?" asked Jacobson. 
"Max Ayers," said La Wall. 
Jacobson said, "Oh, I see. " 
Jib Hobson thought, So that's the destination. Max Ayers 

had settled at the base of Slope Hill where he had built 
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out of pine-pole logs. He had Mrs. Ayers, a dark-haired 
Hungarian, and they had come from Toledo, Ohio. They 
had three children, too; young Max, about nineteen, and 
Margaret and Jennie, the youngest, about ten. And, at the 
present time, the father was at the dirt camp. He stayed 
there nights, too, because the ride back and forth to his 
farm was too Jong. 

"We pick on the women an' kids when the ol' man is 
gone," said Jib Hobson. 

Frank La Wall looked at him. 
Twenty minutes later they rode into the yard of the 

Ayers farm. Margaret was milking the cow at the corral and 
she hollered, "Hey, Ma, get the shotgun!" Jennie, who was 
feeding the chickens, stared at them, then dropped her 
wheat-pail and spilled the feed, the chickens falling to 
with great clucking and ado. 

"Ma," she hollered. 
"They don't trust us." Jib Hobson smiled. 
"Whe{e's the boy?" asked Dusty Jacobson. "Where's 

young Max?" 
Frank La Wall said, "He's aroun', somewhere;" 
"Yeah," said Jacobson. "He might be in the barn, 

aim.in' a rifle at us--or a scattergun, maybe." 
"You sound afraid," said Jib Hobson. 
"He's on the porch," informed Frank LaWall. "Him an' 

his mother are both there." 
They rode up to the porch. ''What are you doin' on our 

land?" demanded the boy. He was a busl--y lad; big for 
his age. 

Frank LaWall studied him and his mother with a lazy 
indifference. Dusty Jacobson sat in his saddle and looked 
at Margaret and Jennie, who had hurried from their chores. 
Margaret bad a milkpail, about one-half full, and Jennie 
had some eggs cradled in her apron. 

Neither Mrs. Ayers or young Max bad any weapons. 
"Dang, we're sorry, ma'am," said Frank LaWall, taking 

off his hat. "But we figured sure this place was empty. 
We done heard you folks had drifted the country the last 
day or so, figurin' this was no place for homesteaders to 
settle. We rode up here expectin' this house to be vacant." 

"Oh, you did, did you?" stated Margaret. 
"Margaret, be quiet." Mrs. Ayers spoke to Frank La

Wall. "And what makes you think we would leave?" 
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"Yeah, " declared young Max. "What makes you think 
that, Big Mouth?" 

LaWall glared at the youth. "You've got a sort of big 
mouth yourself, son, " he said. He looked at the housewife. 
"Well, since Bill Dighton's place burned down, a number 
of homesteaders left, tbinkin' maybe fire was like a fever 
-their shacks might catch it next." 

Mrs. Ayers' voice was glacial. "I can assure you, Frank 
LaWall, that none of the Ayers will leave, if that is what 
you are hinting at! " 

"Fires spread, " said La Wall. 
Young Max spoke. "You can't threaten us, mister cow

man! We don't scare, savvy! My mother wouldn't let me 
take my rifle out of the house with me. But if I bad it, 
I'd--" 

Frank LaWall's .45 rose. The barrel crashed down on 
young Max's head. His knees buckled and he fell down the 
steps, his inert body stopping on the last step. Margaret 
screamed and Jennie's small face twisted with tears. Only 
Mrs. Ayers remained calm. 

"Will you leave, please?" 
"I could have killed him, " growled La Wall. 
"Maybe-he's dead! " cried Jennie. 
Margaret sat down and held her brother's bead on her 

thigh. The boy's thick hair was matting with blood. She 
put her hand inside his shirt and said, "His heart is beat
ing, Jennie; he's only unconscious. Run to the well and 
pump some cold water, quick! " 

Jennie grabbed a bucket and ran to the well. She pumped 
hurriedly, the squeaky cylinder sliding up and down in 
the rusty pipe. Margaret lowered her head and sobbed 
over her brother. Mrs. Ayers' dark eyes were bright with 
anger. 

Jib Hobson said, "I'm sorry, ma'am." 
She looked at him. "You're a killer, sir, or else you 

wouldn't ride with these gunmen." 
Frank La Wall said, "Dusty, go back on the ridge. Watch 

the place with your rifle an' protect us as we ride out. " 
Jacobson turned his horse and rode up the slope where 

be went into the pines. Young Max stirred and Margaret 
helped him up. Half-carrying her brother, she got him in
side; Jennie came with the bucket, the bottom covered 
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w ith cold water. She st uck her tongue o ut at Frank La 
Wal l. 

" Let's go," said La Wa ll. 
The cowman and Jib Hobson reined a round and rode 

o ff. When the ridge hid the m, D usty Jacobson rode down, 
a nd joined them. Jacobson tho ught, Well, what the hell 
. . . might just as well play the horse till his knees cave 
in . . . .  He looked at Frank LaWal l and said, " Ma x  
Ayers might come a -h untin' yo u with a ri fle or si xer when 
he hears abo ut this , Frank." 

" Let 'im come," g runted LaWall. He h imse lf had not 
liked the idea of beating down the yo uth-he had tho ught 
of War Ch ief when he had str uck. But it might b ring 
about its resu lts : it might be instr umental in d riving the 
Ayers family o ut of Mad River, and that was what he 
wanted. 

Jib Hobson was silent, and he d id not like h is thoug hts. 
He remembered Mrs. Ayers, stan ding back there on the 
po rch ---:she had been frightened and sick inside, yet her 
dark eyes had hidden this. She had looked at him, and 
that look and its mean ing had h urt hi m mo re than he 
had liked . .. or cared to ad m it. 

He ll of a role, he tho ught. 

CHAPTER 14 

B ucK M cKEE wa s s qua tted in the brush, ta lking w ith 
Ogo. The o ld s quaw shaded her eyes w ith her seamed 
hand and her small eyes pu lled even smaller in her 
w rink led head . " Rider come to camp, Mc Ke e." 

B uck nodded. 
Five min utes later, when the ride r wa s clo se enough for 

ident ification, Buck saw it was a gir l, who rode a stout 
black workhorse. She cl ung to the sadd le-ho rn and bo unc ed 
wi th each j ump of her hea vy mount . 

"Who is she , Ogo?" 
Ogo shielded her eyes aga in. "Hi m Jenn ie Ayers ," she 

said. "Him da ughter Ayers. Papa work on dam." 
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Buck stepped out. He grabbed the big horse by the 
bridle and stopped him. The black was lathered with sweat. 
Jennie rode an old army saddle and she had a shotgun 
across the front of it. 

"I'm Buck McKee. I guess you're Jennie Ayers." 
"Daddy tol' me about you," said Jennie. "They-they 

hit my brother. They knocked him down an' his head 
bled." 

"Who hit him?" 
"Frank La Wall." 
Buck finally got the story out of the little girl. Ogo 

came out of the brush, grinning toothlessly. "So LaWall 
hit kid, huh?" 

Buck was silent. Jennie was weeping a little. Ogo said, 
"Don't cry, Jennie. Brother well soon. LaWall pay for 
that, too." 

"I can't help cryin', Ogo." 
Buck finally spoke. "You go back to the farm, Jennie. 

I'll tell your daddy. Did your mother send you here?" 
"No, I sneaked out. I had to let daddy know. Mother 

is afraid that if dad found out-he might get a gun. But 
I wanted him to know, sir. If they come again--" 

Buck glanced inquiringly at the squaw. 
"You ride back home, honey," said the squaw. "McKee, 

him tell your dad. That best. You-your nerves worry. 
Bad." 

Buck knew what Ogo meant. When Max Ayers beard of 
his son's beefing, the farmer would be mad, but if Buck 
told him he could sort of bold him down; on the other 
band, with the story direct from his younger daughter's lips 
the effect on Ayers would be more bombastic. 

"Do as Ogo says, Jennie." 
"All right." The girl turned the big black. She rode off 

across the Basin floor. Buck scowled and thought. "This 
Ayers a hot-tempered gent, Ogo?" 

"Him be mad." 
Buck said, "You keep guard, woman." He got his horse 

from the high buckbrush and rode back to the dam on 
Wildcat Creek. 

The walls on Sin Braden's tent were rolled up and Buck 
could see the woman's legs. He rode up close and dis
mounted. Sin was <lobbing cold cream on her face. 
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"Good l ord ," gr oan ed Buck , "d on't try t he imposs ibl e, 
woma n!" 

Sin tu rned , hand pois ed. S he sm il ed. "N ot t o  tr y t o  
mak e an ol ' hen purt y, Buck ; just t o  k eep t his wind an ' 
dust from cu ttin' my s kin t oo muc h. Sa y, d idn 't I s ee a 
b lac k hors e d own yond er on the Bas in ?" 

Buck t old her. 
Hurri ed ly S in Brad en rubb ed in t he r ema ind er of t he 

cold cr ea m. "W e'l l hav e  t o  ta lk t o  Ma x," s he d eclar ed . 
"B ot h  of us b ett er d o  it , Buck." 

" Aft er c huck." 
Max A yers ca me u p  t o  Buck. H e  was a wiry man. Back 

east , whil e in t he st eel mills , he had c ontract ed a t ouc h of 
tub ercul os is , acc ordin g to t he d oct ors , but his four mont hs 
in Ariz ona had ev id en tly arr est ed t he dr ead ed d is eas e. 

" Didn't J enn ie rid e int o  ca mp, McKee?" 
Buck sa id ,  " Come ov er int o Sin's t ent ," and Ma x A yers 

foll owed hi m. 
"Y ou givin' me my t ime?" T hat was t he standard jok e  

in the ca mp. N ob od y  had ev er b een d isc har ged ; S in Brad en 
was t hat hard u p  for hel p. Not that t her e wa s ev er r eas on 
t o  d isc har ge a work er. 

S in was at t he m ess t ent . S he sa w them and ca me ov er . 
A yers wor e a per pl exed look. Buck t old him ab out the 
girl's messa ge. T he t hin man star ted fr om his st ool in 
an ger. 

"Sit d own ,  pl eas e, Ma x," sa id S in Brad en. 
Buck was r estl ess. H e  got t o  his feet. "Max, d on't do 

an yt hin ' l ik e  t hat; we kn ow what you 'r e think.in'. LaWa ll 
wou ld l ik e  t o  ki ll you ; if he d idn't , Dus ty Ja cobs on wou ld. 
Y our b oy is a ll r ight ;  he was only stunn ed. Just s it back , 
hold ont o  your impa tienc e. W ork wit h us , n ot a ga inst us ." 

"Y ou'v e got a fin e wife," put in S in Brad en ,  "an' a fin e 
fa mil y. LaWal l was tr yin '  t o  d o  tw o thin gs : d riv e you 
fr om t he Bas in or mak e you fight. D o  n eit her ,  an' when 
t he ti me c omes r ipe, we'll eit her j ail him or kil l him." 

"But if he c omes back --" 
"H e won't c ome back. V./e'r e sur e of t hat. H e's got a 

b ig plan in t he w ind , and he won't b other you a ga in. 
And i f  he d oes ,  the b oy wil l b e  ar med n ext t ime." 

A yers d ebat ed t hat , sc holar ly fac e  s er ious. " Al l  r ight ," 
he final ly sa id ,  " I'l l b e  wit h  you al l t he wa y, McKee. An ' 
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you, too, Sin. But I better go home an' see the boy, and 
spend the night with the missus and the children." 

"That's a good plan, " said Buck. 
Ayers left to eat. Sin said, "His wife will talk him out 

of it completely, Buck. She's a level-headed, wonderful 
woman." 

Buck went to the mess table where he sat next to 
Tortilla Joe. While the fat Mexican shovelled down beans 
and spuds, washing them on their way with bot coffee, 
Buck ate slowly, his mind running ahead. This was the 
night that Hans Sexton was to ride to the N Bar S. 

"Thees work, she ees make me bongry mucho," said 
Tortilla Joe, biting into a huge tortilla, one of the last of 
the sackful given him by Peta Gomez. "When I run out of 
tortillas, I go ees an' veeseet weeth Peta." 

"Franco'll stick you with his banana knife," said Buck. 
"Putt, that beeg steef! He ees full of the hot air, no?" 

But still, Tortilla Joe was scowling, dark forehead. pulled 
down in thought. 

Ayers rode out of camp. He lifted a hand to Buck and 
smiled. Buck and Tortilla Joe settled beside a rock up on 
the slope. There was some thick buckbrush behind them 
and Dondo's voice came from it. 

"Tonight, Sexton go, huh?" 
"Tonight's the night," affirmed Buck. 
"I follow." 
They heard the savage move back into the brush. Buck 

chewed on his toothpick and scowled. Tortilla Joe sucked 
on a cold horn-husk cigarette and regarded his thick 
knuckles as he thought. 

"Later on," said Tortilla Joe, "we lower the single-tree 
on Hans Sexton, huh? We get heem with the goods, no?" 

Buck drew bis finger through the dust. "Good as any 
time," he agreed, "an' the proper time, I reckon, Sin an' 
me talked it over an' decided that tonight was the night. 
He's been spyin' in this camp long enough. Sin's jerked 
in all the workmen from the other dams an' bas them 
here workin'. Remember when we rode into Mad River, 
when LaWall an' Jacobson hooly-hanned our broncs? Re
member them dust spots we saw, one over each dam?" 

"Yeah, I remember good." 
"Sin tells me she had a few men at each dam, puttin' 

the finishin' touches on them. You know, a dam settles 
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some, 'specially when made out of this 'dobe dirt. So these 
men-about two at a dam-have been puttin' a little 
extra dirt on each after the main crew bad left." 

"Where does that leave us, bub?" 
"Well, as I said, Sin pulled these bands in. I got her 

to do it, Tortilla. For, with them in this camp, there are 
only guards on the dams-an' that is usually only one man, 
who stays there nights." 

Tortilla Joe saw the light at last. "So you build thees 
trap, huh, an' you hope Frank LaWall, be beet at one cf 
the dams, no? Hans Sexton, be breeng LaWall news, tell 
him no mens at dam. Then Jib Hobson, when be meet us 
at the beeg pine on the Skunk Creek, be tell us an' then 
we set trap, bub?" 

"That's the way we see it, Tortilla." 
They rolled cigarettes and smoked them. Gradually the 

dusk fell back and the night shadows reached slowly across 
the Arizona high country. Buck sat there and dwelt on 
the mysteries of night. He watched the shadows come in: 
there was a play of light against darkness, and the struggle 
was won by darkness. 

He shifted position, ran over their position in his mind. 
He and Sin Braden bad agreed on one thing: they would 
let Frank LaWall make the break, then they would step 
into the breach. This way, they would have the law on 
their side-not that Nappy Hale counted much, but the 
legality of the thing was what counted. And, secretly, 
Buck hoped La Wall would make that point soon. 

He knew that the cowman would drive to a quick finish. 
For, with each passing day, the settlers, the farmers, were 
becoming more securely rooted into the Mad River soil. 
True, two farmers bad left, driven out by fear of the N 
Bar S. But others would soon take their places:  in fact, 
six families were to come in the next week. LaWall might 
win-but to do so he could not afford to dally. 

Tortilla Joe looked up. He said, "There goes Hans 
Sexton, Buck." He cursed the dirt-man under his breath 
in rapid Spanish. 

Sexton rode a dark brown horse. Buck noticed that the 
horse did not have white-stockings or a bald face. A horse 
marked by white legs and a white blaze in his forehead 
can easily attract attention in the dark when a black or 
sorrel could pass unseen. The farmer pointed the bronc 
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t oward his far m, hidden by the night d own t here on the 
sage br ush flats of Mad Ri ver. 

" Actin' li ke he's headin' f or h ome," said B uc k. "Then, 
when he gets d own bel ow, an ' when he gets outa sight, 
he'll s wing ar oun ' an' head n orth, push in '  t oward the N 
Bar S ." He was hea vy wit h an unseen weig ht. 

"What we d o  with hee m?" 
" D o  with hi m, T ortilla J oe? Well, here's the lay . Day 

after t omorr ow, we pull out fr om this Wildcat Cric k da m, 
pulling our h orses an' outer fit further s outh . We set tle on 
Will ow Cric k next, I thin k, acc ordin' t o  Sin Braden." 

"Thees da m, she weel be feeneeshe d by then?" 
B uck n odded . "All exce pt the facin ' with st one an ' the 

final work on the s pi llway . Rec k on it must be all of ten 
miles fr om here t o  the site of the _ next da m. Of c ourse, 
we lea ve g uards here, th ough ." 

" Me ,  I d o  n ot f oll ow y ou, senor." 
B uc k  shr ugged. " May be it won 't w ork ; ma ybe it will .  

Any way, we ai m t o  gi ve it a whirl . Hans Sext on will 
tell Fran k LaWall an ' Jib H obs on will tell us ." He fell t o  
br ooding again and then added, " I  s ure h ope Jib d on't 
mis -ste p, T ortilla J oe. Did you see Ja nice 's eyes when she 
l ooked at hi m? T hey were li ke--" B uck w ondered what 
words would fit . 

" Peta's eyes, they light up t oo--like two c oal -oil la mps .'' 
T ortilla J oe's ch oice of si mi les was se verely li mited. " B ut 
they are n ot f or me ; t hey ha ve bad wicks- the light ees 
dee m. T oo much garlic ." 

Buck bad t o  smile . He l ooked ar ound, his hand on h is 
g un, as D ond o ca me fr om the brush with, " Me, B uck." 
T he half -naked little A pache sq uatted and said, " Sext on, 
hi m bei n' fol lowed . Pone ." 

B uck said, " Pone will watch hi m, h uh ?" 
"Pone watch cl ose ." 
"We'l l get hi m," said B uck, "when he c omes back, 

D ond o." 
D ond o n odded . " Pone c ome in ahead of h im. Hi m tell 

us." 
They heard b oots on the r oc ks bel ow, then a hea vy 

puffing as the t hick fig ure of Sin Braden cli mbed int o vie w. 
The h us ky w oman, still puffing, sat d own on a r ock, and 
h ugg ed D ond o, wh o giggled li ke a sch ool -girl . 
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"That damned Sexton rode out, men. We'll get him 
when he comes back. Pone followin' him, Dondo?" 

"Pone along, Sin." 
Sin Braden tickled him. "You danged little heathen, 

why don't you put on some clothes, you red rascal. And 
what would Ogo say if she saw me with my arm aroun' 
you like this. She'd run me down with a butcher knife." 

"I wouldn't let her." 
Buck McKee smiled and relieved his inner tension. 

CHAPTER 15 

HANS SEXTON had no reason to believe that he was known 
at the dirt-camp, but caution rode always on the man's 
thick shoulders. He had done time at the state penitentiary 
in Indiana; had been pardoned two years before. His 
pardon read that, if be ran afoul of the law again, be 
would be returned to Indiana to complete the last ten 
years of a thirty year sentence for bank robbery. Only 
Hans Sexton, here in Arizona, knew about his pardon . . .  
and the twenty years he had served behind bars. 

He had beaded West, intending to hide his identity in 
the raw frontier. He had changed his name. The scar 
on his nose-the one he had received from a knife in a 
fellow criminal's grip-he said he bad obtained in the 
Indian Wars. The only thing of shady character he had 
carried out since his pardon was his spying for Frank 
La Wall in the dirt-camp. 

He rode east toward his farm. He had joined with La
Wall because of the high wages : be was no farmer-when 
this was over, he would drift out. 'Frisco was still a wide
open town, although it was growing; Los Angeles was 
booming along. Yes, and there was Las Vegas, where 
gambling was legal; and Reno, where a man could pick 
a good living, they told him, by bucking the tiger in the 
gambling dens. 

Before he got to the farm, though, be turned north. 
The night was dark and they could not see him from the 
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Wildcat Creek dam. He gave brief thought to Dondo and 
Pone and Ogo, and he felt a touch of uncertainty. Those 
Apaches could trail a man come high-water and mud. 

Now he pushed bis horse hard, a man who rode at a 
long lope, braced with bis hands flat on bis saddle-fork. 
This would be the last time : tomorrow he would be gone. 
He would get bis wages tonight and drift, and he'd tell 
Frank LaWall that. 

Pone did not follow him directly. The little Apache 
clung to the rim of the bills, bis ear tuned to the night 
and its sounds. 

Finally he was on the pine-studded hogback behind the 
N Bar S. He thonged a buckskin cord around bis horse's 
jaws to stifle any desire to neigh. Then he lay on the 
ground, feeling vibrations in the earth that no white man 
could detect. Once he laid bis head down, ear against the 
sod; he stayed that way some time, and then he smiled 
quickly. Hans Sexton had passed below him and was 
riding into the N Bar S. 

He heard the guard say, "Who goes there?" The man's 
voice was sharp and that was why it penetrated the dis
tance. He could not hear Sexton's reply. He saw the door 
to a cabin open and he saw Sexton against the lamplight 
before the door closed. 

Frank LaWall was sitting on a rawhide-bottomed chair, 
sitting backwards with bis legs around the uprights. He 
was scowling, bis darkly handsome face showing dis
pleasure. Jib Hobson lay on a bunk, bis gun pulled up 
so he would not rest on it. That way, the .45 lay close 
to bis hand. Dusty Jacobson squatted on the floor, bis 
Colt moved ahead for comfort, and the dark man rubbed 
bis sunken, broken face slowly with long fingers. Hans 
Sexton closed the door and said, "Well, I got here." 

"Where t'hell were you the other night?" asked Frank 
LaWall shortly. 

Hans Sexton sat on a chair. He leaned it back against 
the wall, resting the uprights solidly against the logs. He 
got bis balance carefully. "Went to bed, " he said. "Wanted 
things to look natural. Figured I'd sneak out later on an' 
ride over here but damn it, I was tired-and I went to 
sleep . " 

"What'd you figure I pay you wages for?" 
"You didn't need me." Sexton spoke sharply. "And 
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by the way, when you mention wages-that reminds me, 
you owe me some dough, huh. Way I figure, about five 
hundred; ain't that right?" 

"We'll get to that later." 
Hans Sexton said, dangerously, "Not later-now, 

Frank." 
Dusty Jacobson moved his heavy bulk. "The man 

wants his money, Frank," he said quietly. "Give it to him 
so we can get on with this talk. We ain't got all night. 
I've missed too much beauty sleep already." He yawned 
into his cupped band. 

"Settle up an' get on," growled Jib };Jobson. 
Frank LaWall said, "I can run this without your loop 

in it, Jib," and took out bis wallet. The leather pouch was 
thick and Hans Sexton studied it with a covetous air. La
Wall counted out five one-hundred dollar bills and tossed 
them to Sexton. Although the farmer had seen LaWall 
count them, be wet his dirty thumb and ran through the 
bills, counting aloud. 

"He can add," said Dusty Jacobson, "an' be can count 
an' he takes no man's word. When you get a man like 
that, Jib, you got a fellow that can crawl purty low." 

"Why tell me?" said Jib Hobson. 
Dusty Jacobson held the youth's eyes squarely. "You're 

a young man, Jib, an' you'll find out you'll learn a lot by 
watchin' the other fellow. That way, if you watch enough, 
you can see into his character, his make-up. Men are like 
bosses after you've been aroun' them some time---only 
nice thing about a boss, be can't talk." He yawned again. 

"You lookin' for hell?" demanded Hans Sexton. 
"Oh, no," said Jacobson, mockingly. 
Hans Sexton thought about telling LaWall he was pull

ing out, then decided against it. He'd tell nobody-he'd 
just drift. And by the time the N Bar S boss .found out 
be was gone, he'd be a thousand miles away. Sexton liked 
that thought : he was tired of Mad River Basin. 

"Well, what's new?" 
LaWall asked, "How did Max Ayers take the hom

trimmin' I handed his kid, Hans?" 
Sexton hid bis surprise. "Never knew you bulldozed 

the kid, Frank. Not that be · didn't need it, either. That 
reminds me, Max did leave camp tonight; early too. May
be he went home, bub?" 
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"Never heard no talk about it in camp, huh?" 
"Nary a thing. Though Jennie Ayers did come into 

camp, I reckon. Saw Max talkin' with Sin Braden an' 
McKee, then after chuck he got a boss an' rid home. Me, 
I don't figure he'll make any fuss. Frank. You're too 
dangerous-an' you got two dangerous guns here." He 
glanced at Jib Hobson and Dusty Jacobson. 

LaWall was silent for some time. "What's new at the 
dirt camp?" 

Sexton bit off a chew of Star. He rolled the thick 
tobacco into his cheek, punched it three times rapidly with 
his teeth, then settled down to a slow, methodical chewing. 
He told them as to how the dam would be finished by 
tomorrow morning and that the dirt camp was moving 
south to work on Willow Creek. That would leave only 
old Smokey Platt at the Wildcat Creek dam as a guard. 
Later, of course, the finishers would come back, after the 
dam had settled, and face and surface the earth-fill block
ade. But that would be a month away, anyway. 

Frank LaWall's eyes were musing. He rubbed his hand 
through his red hair. "And what about the other dams, 
Hans?" 

Sexton chewed diligently. "From what I make out, 
there's only goin' be a guard at each dam, accordin' to 
Sin Braden, 'cause she needs plenty of help buildin' this 
Willow Creek dam, seein' it won't be long until col' 
weather sets in, making the day short an' then there'll be 
some snow this winter, of course." 

"That all you know, Sexton?" 
Sexton grinned crookedly. "Ain't that enough, Frank?" 

He mentally reviewed the past events in the dirt camp 
and skimmed the cream off them and put them into words. 
"Of course, you know Tim Pinkey an' Nye Thorp got 
ascared, after you burned down Bill Dighton's, an' they 
pulled stakes. Oh, yes, Sin Braden said there was a bunch 
of new settlers comin' in, prob'ly next week. Accordin' 
to her, she had one of her surveyors lay out their home
steads down on the Basin an' they've already filed first 
papers in Wishbone at the court-house." 

Dusty Jacobson smiled crookedly. "Day by day, they 
get a stronger and stronger hold, an' their roots get deeper 
an' deeper . . . .  " 

"They'll meet destruction when they get here," vowed 
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Frank LaWall. He got to his feet and put his hands be
hind his back. "They'll see a lot of burned homestead 
shacks, an' if that doesn't tum them back, we'll turn them 
back. 'Cause by next week this whole thing will be over. 
Either we'll win ... or lose." 

"Yeah?" Jib Hobson spoke. 
"We hit Wildcat dam tomorrow night," said Frank La

Wall. He drove one fist into the palm of his hand. "We 
hit it an' blow it skyhigh with powder an' if they come, 
it means a battle." He halted suddenly and looked at the 
door. Somebody was knocking lightly against it." 

"Daddy, let me in." 
The harshness left the big cowman's face. He opened 

the door. War Chief came in, dressed in a flannel night
gown. He wore moccasins. "I was going to bed, daddy, 
an' I had to say good night to you first." 

Frank LaWall kissed him. He patted him on the back. 
"Now yo_u run into bed, you little Indian." 

War Chief said, "Good night, Dusty. Good night, Jib." 
He looked inquiringly at Hans Sexton. "What's your 
name?" 

"Hans." 
"I've never seen you before," said War Chief. "Good 

night, Hans." 
When the boy was gone, Hans Sexton said, "Your boy, 

huh, Frank?" 
Frank LaWall was himself again. "He called me dad, 

didn't he?" he snapped .... "Where were we--oh, yeah, 
I remember. We knock ol' Smokey Platt over an' plant 
dynamite an' lift that dirt to the clouds." 

"It might be guarded," said Hans Sexton. "Of course, 
I understand not now, but McKee an' Sin Braden might 
change their minds. That old colonel-he's a-settin' over 
there givin' orders, his dead laig pushed out ahead of 
him- -If he bit hisself he'd die of poison, sure as hell." 

"No danger there?" asked La Wall. 
"Nothin' besides his big mouth. He might talk a man 

to death, at that. Maybe he is dangerous if you're close 
enough." Hans Sexton allowed himself to smile. "I'll tell 
you what, Frank. We say they leave the dam heavily 
guarded. Then I meet you men in the pines back of the 
dam, up where Wildcat Crick enters the rocks. You know, 
about five miles above the dam." 
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"All right. An' if you're not there, we'll know the whole 
thing is okay. And remember I'm countin' on help from 
inside from you. You can unload shells an' jim up guns, 
an' things like that." 

"I'll do that," promised Hans Sexton. 
Jib Hobson bad watched the scene tb::-ough thoughtful 

eyes. He bad the impression of something moving in this 
room, something nobody could see or feel or taste, and 
be knew it was bis nerves. And with this be felt a sense 
of shame, for be was not proud of bis role in this game 
of war; yet, be realized, be bad played a needed part, 
for without him Sin Braden and Buck McKee and bis 
fellow farmers would have had no inkling of the plans 
that were brewing on this dark night. 

Frank LaWall looked at him. "What do you say, Jib?" 
Hobson was silent, evidently thinking. "Sounds okay 

to me, Frank. Fact is, I don't see how it can miss . . .  if 
that's what you want. . . .  " 

LaWall looked at Jacobson. The big man rubbed bis 
broken, sunken cheek slowly . . . .  "The iron fits good 
with my plan, Frank." 

"That's it, then," declared La Wall. 
Hans Sexton got to bis feet. He ran bis finger around 

bis mouth, snagged bis chewed tobacco, and flung it into 
the brass spittoon. He wiped bis finger carefully on bis 
dirty trousers. "I'll see you then, tomorrow." 

Dusty Jacobson blew out the lamp. They went outside. 
Sexton mounted and turned bis horse and rode out fast. 
Jacobson said, "Me for my bunk," and moved off into 
the darkness. Jib Hobson started off, too, and Frank La
Wall said, "Jib, just a minute?" and bis voice was low. 

Jib Hobson stopped, heart beating heavily. Was the 
man suspicious? He stood there, looking at the red-headed 
man, and LaWall did not look at him; he stood looking 
at the mountain. 

"What'd you want?" 
Frank LaWall said, "There was a moon last night, 

wasn't there? I woke up once, and it was bright across 
my room. I wonder what time that was?" 

"I couldn't sleep well," said Jib Hobson. "It came up 
about eleven." The tension had left him. 

"Good night," said La Wall. 
Jib Hobson murmured, "Good night," and went to the 
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bunkhouse. He could hear the hoofbeats of Hans Sexton's 
horse. Sexton rode fast, for he was in a hurry-he had a 
stout horse, a grain-fed bronc. Come daylight, he would 
have sixty miles between him and this range, and he 
would be across the Sangre de Marias, skirting the edges 
of the desert, riding through ocotillo and barrel cacti. 
He would hole up in Manzanita at noon, spend the hot 
part of the day there in siesta, and dusk would find him 
across the desert, with Nevada ahead and California to 
the south. 

He followed a mountain trail, pounding along the dim 
path. His horse was sure-footed, a mountain horse. Pone 
followed him, moving on the ridges. Hans Sexton was 
heading for Wildcat Creek, but Pone did not know until 
later that Sexton would not ride into the camp. Eight 
miles above the camp, the man swung on the north fork, 
heading into the mountains. 

Pone listened, marked his position. There was some
thing wrong here. He fingered the long knife in his belt, 
then thought better of it. He would get to Buck McKee 
and tell him. 

He rode fast, bronc running through the night. He 
perched on the broad back, clinging to the horse's mane, 
and he beat him with· the free end of the rope that he 
used for a bridle. 

CHAPTER 16 

BucK AND DoNDo squatted in the brush. A shambling 
form came closer, crashing through the rosebushes, and 
Buck thought first it was a bear, until he saw that a bear 
was not that tall. 

"She ees me, Tortilla Joe." 
Buck smiled. "This way, Tortilla." 
Tortilla Joe turned and came and squatted beside them, 

puffing from his exertions. "You hombres find swell hidin' 
places. You are hard to fin' in the dark, no?" He looked 
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at Buck, then at the silent Apache. "What you wait for, 
hub?" 

"Pone," grunted Dondo. 
"Oh, si, heem follow Sexton, huh?" 
Dondo brought his head up. "Rider is come, Buck." 
At first, Buck could hear nothing more than the chirp 

of a cricket and Tortilla Joe's snores. He jabbed his el
bow into the Mexican's ribs. "Shut up an' listen." With 
that noise gone, he heard a horse in the distance, running 
toward them with the sound of his hoofs beating stronger. 

"Pone," said Dondo. 
Buck frowned. "Wonder where Sexton is?" 
"Maybe he ride aroun', maybe Pone take short cut." 
Fifty feet away, the Apache left his horse, and ran 

toward them. He said, "Dondo, Buck; donde estas? Where 
you at?" Buck called to him and the Apache found them. 
He spoke in rapid monosyllables. 

"Sexton, him go N Bar S. Him talk, LaWall. Sexton, 
him leave. Him ride this way; him swing north. Him go 
over mountains, free." 

Buck growled, "Pullin' out on us, hub?" 
"We fix him," said Dondo. 
Tortilla Joe shrugged. "Why not let heem go, Buck? 

What he knows, we can hear from Jib Hobson." 
Buck said, "The dirty traitor! Stay in our camp, learn 

our plans-then pull out when the goin' got tough, figurin' 
we didn't know about his dirty tricks. No siree, we'll run 
him out-he can't get out without payin' !" 

"Me say same," declared Dondo. 
Buck and Dondo had their horses tied in the rocks. 

They ran to them, hit their saddles. Dondo rode an old 
army saddle, no bigger than a postage stamp-or any 
more comfortable. Tortilla Joe had his horse at the camp. 
He ran through the night, ambling heavily along. Colonel 
Henry S. Braden came out of the mess tent after a mid
night snack. Tortilla Joe ran into him, knocking him one 
way and his crutches the other. The colonel hollered and 
sat down. 

"Oh, my broken leg-Tortilla, you clumsy ox, I'll bust 
-Hey, cook, help me up, this Me:tjcan--" 

"You go to hell," said Tortilla Joe. He was slinging his 
kak on his bronc. He reached under, grabbed the cinch, 
pulled it around and threaded his latigo strap through the 
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ring. He pulled it tight, tied the knot. "You can help 
heem, cook." 

"Don't know whether he's worth it," said the cook. He 
stood, arms akimbo, looking down at the fuming colonel. 
Tortilla Joe found his stirrup and went up, loping away 
and leaving them standing like that. 

Pone had a fresh horse. Tortilla Joe met the three 
riders in the creek bottom; they headed north fast. Pone, 
perched on his fresh mount, rode with his rope flailing 
his bronc. 

Dondo and Pone were keeping up an excited jabber, the 
most Buck had ever heard them talk. And, because he 
knew a little Apache, he could tell that Pone was telling 
his brother the approximate location of Hans Sexton. They 
came to a grassy mesa and here Dondo took the lead. 

Pone looked back. "We get there, soon, Buck." 
Buck grunted, "Danged near time, Pone." Catclaw had 

stung him across the right cheek, drawing a little blood. 
Besides, his face didn't feel any too well; the blows of 
Dusty Jacobson had not lost their sting, yet. 

"My horse, she ees winded," grunted Tortilla Joe. 
"Two miles," declared Pone. 
They followed the mesa trail, swinging around sand

stone rocks, and then suddenly, without warning, they 
were on the edge of a wide mountain road, hacked 
through pine and spruce. The wind was cold here, whip
ping down from the snow, and Buck wished he had another 
coat, despite the heat that excitement was sending through 
his veins. 

"Road-go to Manzanita," explained Dondo. "Years 
ago, men build. No use now." He left his horse and ran 
to the trail and knelt beside Pone, who was on his knees. 
Buck let his reins fall and he stepped down. Tortilla Joe 
followed him and they looked at the trail, studying the 
tracks there. Pone mumbled, "Bear track, elk track. Him 
track deer. Horse there." 

"No Sexton horse," said Dondo. "Sexton horse no come 
yet. No other way, Pone?" 

Pone's beady eyes were bright marbles as he considered 
this alternative. "He come this way, Dondo. Him in hurry. 
This shortest way. Him come." 

Dondo straightened. "We wait, men." 
They hid their horses in the brush. Then they squatted 
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there, all hidden; they watched the moonlit trail. 
Twenty minutes later Dondo said, "Rider come, horse 
trot. " 

Pone listened. "That him, Buck. " 
Buck drew his plan up hurriedly. The two Apaches and 

Tortilla Joe were to squat in the brush, rifles ready. He 
would go into the trail and stop Hans Sexton. But, if the 
man was riding too fast, and Buck could ·not grasp his 
bridle reins and stop his horse, they were to shoot the 
bronc out from under the traitor. 

Dondo cocked his head. "Horse come at trot only." 
Buck crossed the strip and leaned against the opposite 

bank. When Hans Sexton came around the curve he would 
not see the tall cowboy until he was right on him. True 
to Dondo's prediction, Sexton's horse came at a trot. The 
long, hard ride, coupled with the steepness of the mountain 
pass, had slowed the animal to a long trot. Now Sexton 
rode around the bend and now Buck stepped out, grab
bing the horse by the bridle reins, and jerking the beast to 
a sliding halt. 

The unexpected appearance of Buck McKee brought a 
gasp to the traitor's lips. "McKee--?" He couldn't be
lieve his eyes. McKee was supposed to be in camp, some 
fifteen miles to the south, and here-Sexton reached for 
his gun, got his hand on the holstered weapon, then 
halted as Tortilla Joe, accompanied by Dondo and Pone, 
came out of the brush, rifle raised. 

"Your gon-you forget him, no?" commanded the 
Mexican. 

Sexton took his hand back. Buck got the man's gun. 
He said, "Get off that horse, you damned traitor ! We 
knew all about you when you were in camp! We just let 
you go on double-crossin' us because we figured it wouldn't 
hurt us, seein' we know all that happens on the N Bar 
S! Get off that bronc, I tell you! " 

Sexton's eyes showed fear. He made no move toward 
dismounting. Buck planted his feet wide, dug in his boot
heels, grabbed Sexton by the right arm, and dragged him 
from leather. 

Sexton landed hard on the rocky soil. 
Buck stepped back. He handed his gun and belt to 

Tortilla Joe. "Neither of us has a gun, Sexton," he said 
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stoutly. "Step up on your feet, an' get the worst whuppin' 
a man ever got!" 

But when Sexton got up, be had his jack-knife in his 
hand. The spring blade shot open, he lunged. The blade 
reflected moonlight. Buck saw the reflection and jumped 
to one side. He twisted, the knife came down; the cow
puncher kicked Sexton in the belly, doubling him. He got 
the man's wrist in both hands and bent the arm back, the 
knife pointing harmlessly upward. 

Buck's blood was cold. He had seen, and used, cold 
steel during the war, and the thought of it sent ice-water 
in his veins. Dazed, breathing heav'Jy, Sexton fought to 
hang onto the knife. But Buck's strength was too much; 
the knife fell to the ground. Dondo darted in and picked 
it up. 

"I keep heem, Buck." 
Dondo got hurriedly out of the way. Angered, his 

breath back now, Hans Sexton rushed, arms working hard. 
Buck side-stepped, hit him twice, straightened him. They 
were bard blows, and Sexton felt their power. A mauling 
fist crashed against the side of Buck's bead. Buck went 
forward, fists working savagely, and Sexton gave ground. 
Buck found his opening and knocked the man down. 

"You talkin'?" he gritted. 
Sexton sat there, spitting blood. He mumbled, "To hell 

with you, McKee. If you want to find out anythin', you're 
workin' over the wrong man!" 

Buck read stubbornness in the stolid man's voice. He 
wiped the blood from bis mouth. Sexton was blubbering, 
his face beaten and cut. One eye was swelling shut; the 
other was cut. His fight was gone, yet he was stubborn. 
Buck moved forward, intending to pull the man up, and 
beat him down again. But Dondo stepped in, pushed him 
back. 

"Pone an' me, we make him talk." 
Buck said, "All right, Dondo." 
Naked fear was quick in Hans Sexton's eyes. ''Don't 

tum me over to these savages, McKee!" 
"What did you cook up at La Wall's tonight?" 
Sexton eyed him. "Why not ask your spy, Dusty Jacob

son? He is Dusty Jacobson, ain't he?" 
Buck nodded. "We'll see him, later." Sexton might just 
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as well think Jacobson was the spy, not Jib Hobson. "But 
we want your story, now." 

Still Sexton was stubborn. Not that he wanted to shield 
Frank LaWall; he was done with him. But some inner 
stubbornness, some obstinate trait in his surly nature, made 
him rebel against releasing any information. "You go to 
hell an' stay there, McKee." 

Buck stepped back. "Go to work, Apaches, " he said. 
Terrified, Hans Sexton tried to get up. But Dondo's 

long knife, pressed against his throat handle-first, forced 
him back in a lying position. Suddenly Dondo reversed 
the knife, pointing the sharp point against the man's throat. 

"I cut him, " he grunted. 
Sexton screamed. Buck grinned, knowing the savage was 

just scaring the man. Pone came close, knife sharp. The 
blade descended, slitting Sexton's sleeve like it were paper. 

"Open up vein, " grunted Pone. 
He turned his knife, putting the edge against the man's 

hairy forearm. The skin broke open a little under the 
razor edge. Sexton screamed, "I'll talk, McKee. Get these 
damned Injuns off me, pronto!" 

Buck said, "Step back, boys, " and the two Apaches 
moved off, grinning. Sexton stared at the drops of blood 
along his arm. "They aim to hit Wildcat Dam tomorrow 
night-after you people pull out your rigs an' outfits. 
With only the ol' guard there, they aim to blow the whole 
dam skyhigh. That's the whole story, Buck. " 

Buck was silent for a long moment. Then he said, "All 
right, Sexton, get on your horse an' get over the mountains. 
An' never come back to Mad River again, sabe?" 

"I'm not plumb loco, " growled Sexton. 
Tortilla had unloaded the man's Colt. Now the Mexi

can tossed him the pistol. Sexton caught it, holstered it, 
climbed on his horse. He wrapped his quirt around the 
bronc's barrel and left in a scatteration of gravel and dust 
that hung on the moonlight. They listened to his hoofs 
run out into the distance. 

"He don't like us, " said Buck, grinning. 
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CHAPTER 17 

THEY SQUATTED the re, da rk u nde r  t he britt le moo nli ght , 
a nd built pla ns fo r t he fu tu re. Ja nice B ra de n  was i n  
Buc k's t hou ghts a nd t he visio n o f  he r was brou ght by t he 
memo ry o f  Ji b Ho bso n. Ho bso n was i n  t he N Ba r S camp , 
and he occupie d t he same posi tio n t hat Ha ns Se xto n ha d 
hel d  i n  the di rt camp-if Ho bso n  we re cau ght, LaWall 

a nd Dus ty Jaco bso n woul d kill him. 
"We go wa rn Ho bso n, t hen ?" as ke d  To rti lla Joe. 
Do ndo a nd Po ne we re quiet, t he ir da rk eyes s ha rp. 

Buc k spo ke s lowly. " The way I loo k  at it, me n, t he re 's 
no use o f  Ji b ri di n' to t he lo ne pi ne o n  S ku nk C ric k. We 
a lrea dy know w hat F ra nk LaWal l i nte nds to do. And if 
Ji b stays i n  camp , LaWa ll wi ll have less c hance of findi n' 
out Ji b is spyi n' fo r us. The re fo re, his nec k  is muc h 
safe r." 

Do ndo sai d, "But Ji b ca n't go, Buc k. He do t hat, La
Wa ll c ha nge p la ns." 

Buc k po ke d  a roc k  wit h his finge rs, movi ng it t hrou gh 
t he loose ea rt h. " That 's ri ght, Do ndo. If Ji b le ft t he N 
Ba r S, the n  La Wal l woul d be suspicious- he mi ght c ha nge 
his p la ns, figu rin' Ji b ha d ta lke d  to us. And be p ro b' ly 

woul dn't hit t he dam. We wa nt him to do t hat, 'cau se 
we 'l l  stop him t he n  a nd t he re . . . a n' t his wa r' ll be a 
th ing o f  t he past." 

To rtilla Joe ru bbe d his jaw t hou ghtfu lly. " The n, the 
ways I see eet, ees t hees ways, Buc k. We get wo rd to 
Jee b; he not meet you o n  Sku nk C ree k, no? He stay i n  
camp, ri de w it h  LaWa ll tomo rrow ni ght. The n, ri ght be
fo re fi ght, he s nea k off- he come to us, a n' t he n  we go 
to trou bles, no?" 

Buc k no dde d. "That's it, Tortil la." 
Po ne spo ke su dde nly. " I  go to N Ba r S. I know how 

to reach Ji b. I tell him. Te ll him we know." 
"I go wit h him," sai d Do ndo. 

Buc k s aid, "Now wait a minute, fe llows, t his is ou r 
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job, too. You two boys aren't carryin' this fight alone, be
lieve you me. Me an' Tortilla Joe got our fangs into this, 
an' we aim to fight it through." 

Pone smiled slowly. The wrinkles broke across his 
leathery face. "White man, him loud. Him make much 
loud. Red man, him quiet. Me, Dondo, get work. We 
work pairs. One behin' other, coverin' other's trail." 

"You go camp," declared Dondo. "Get camp ready to 
move. Make everythin' look right. Get men ready. Me, 
Pone tell Jib, no?" 

Buck considered that. He did not want to make it look 
like the two pygmy Apaches were doing more than their 
share, nor did he like to have them ride on such a dan
gerous mission. 

"All right, hombres." 
They rode ten miles together until they came to the 

fork. Here one canyon went east, the other south. Buck 
and Tortilla Joe took the south turn, for it went to the 
Wildcat Dam. They had ridden the ten miles slow, letting 
their broncs gather some spent strength, for the ride out 
had drawn the edges from their mounts. And Dondo and 
Pone, if they ran into any trouble, would need fast, tough 
horses. 

Once Buck and Tortilla Joe saw the two Apaches again. 
They were a mile or so north-east, moving across a rocky 
ridge. Pone and Dondo had ridden many times on dan
gerous missions. Therefore, they worked it easily, one 
hanging to a higher vantage than the other. This way, 
the upper Apache covered the lower one's advance, seeing 
any movement that escaped the other. 

Their horses, wiry Indian ponies, were sure-footed 
and knew the brush. And when it was dangerous to stay 
· on horseback, the Apaches would take to the dirt, moving 
ahead on foot. 

The night was far spent when Pone reached the pines 
on the slope above the N Bar S ranch. Below him, sleep
ing on the moon-lit plateau, were the scattered buildings 
of the cow-outfit. He stood for a moment at the head of 
his sweaty pony, looking upward at the higher ridges. 
Somewhere Dondo ranged those higher points. Pone did 
not know that Frank LaWall was up there, too, hidden 
in the boulders. 

For on this night, the big red-beaded cowman had not 
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b een ab le to sl eep. To mo rrow ni ght wo uld eith er see hi m 
bo ss o f  Mad Riv er ran ge o r  see hi m b ro k en. 

H e  had d ressed and gon e  into Wa r Chi ef' s  roo m. H e  
had stood by h i s  son 's b ed, loo k in g  down at h im. War 
Ch ief slept th e d eep unt ro ubl ed sl eep o f  ch ildh ood. H e  
sl ept on hi s sid e, on e a rm und er hi m and hi s ri ght hand 
clo se to th e bi g t eddy-b ea r  that b e  alway s too k to b ed 
w it h  him. 

His squaw said, " I s  that yo u, F rank ?" 
H e  w ent to h er roo m  and loo k ed in . " Yes. And how 

a re you?" 
Sh e wa s sil ent for fiv e second s. Th en sh e said, " I'd 

b ett er go to th e mi ssion soon, F ran k .  I don't thin k it will 
b e  lon g now, and I want Fath er O' Flanni gan to h el p  me 
with my ch ildbi rth." 

H e  sa id , "Day aft er to mo rrow, w e'll ta k e  yo u in . I 
cou ldn 't sl eep. I gu ess I 'll go fo r a wal k." 

Sh e lqlew hi m w ell . "Why can't yo u sl eep? What 's 
both erin ' yo u?" 

" No th in'." 
H e  w ent out into th e cri sp ni ght air. Th e ran ch lay in 

sil ent splendo r. On e o f  hi s do gs start ed ba rkin g and h e  
si len ced hi m an grily . Th e do g cea sed . H e  had fo ur o f  th e 

b rut es; bi g ho und s that mad e  sava ge wat chdo gs. Th ey 
w ere b ett er than hu man guard s ;  th ey n ev er sl ept at ni ght. 

H e  wa lk ed up th e mo unta in , th e tan g o f  pin e and spruce 
in hi s no stri ls, and h e  found th e old flat spot a mon g th e 
ro ck s. H e  squatt ed h ere w ith h i s  ba ck to a sand ston e and 
loo k ed a cro ss th e moon-wa sh ed rid ges o f  Mad Riv er Ba sin . 
H e  did not see Pon e  mov e  in, fo r Pon e mov ed too q ui ckly 
and too cl ev erly ; h e  d id not see Dondo , fo r Dondo wa s 
ba ck o f  h im-and th e ro ck s b eh ind h im hid him fro m 
Dondo , hun kered on th e hi gh hill. 

Had F ran k LaWa ll mov ed, Dondo wo uld hav e seen 
hi m-b ut th e N Ba r S own er sat sil ent , fa cin g h i s  thou ght s 
and b usy w ith th em. Pon e went th rou gh th e bu ckbru sh. 
H e  saw on e o f  th e do gs, cu rl ed b esid e  th e bun khou se. 
Hi s kni fe o ut, h e  w ent a round th e co mer . S udd en ly th e 
cur sni ffed h im. H e  ro se slowly, ha ckl es ri sin g. Pon e' s 
kni fe ro se and fell and wh en it ca me ba ck up, th e she en 
o f  th e moon li ght on it d id not show . Th e do g lay w ith 
h i s  th roat cut. 

Pon e w ent alon g th e b un kho use wall . H e  ca me to th e 
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window by Jib Hobson's bunk. Hobson lay on his back, 
snoring softly. Pone put his band over the man's mouth 
and put his head close to Hobson's ear. He whispered, 
"Pone, Jib, Pone, " and he held Hobson's mouth until 
sleep had left the man and sanity had him. "You bear 
me, Hobson?" 

Hobson nodded. 
Pone took his hand back. Squatted there, talking in 

short, terse sentences, be told about Hans Sexton, how 
he bad come to tell him that Buck McKee and the dirt
men would be ready when the N Bar S bit at Wildcat 
Dam. 

"No meet Buck on Skunk Crick. " 
Hobson nodded. "I'll ride with LaWall, " he said quietly, 

whispering. "Then, right out of the coulee aways, I'll duck 
back into the brush. I'll be on your side then when the 
fightin' really starts. " 

Pone nodded. "I tell you, Jib." He was gliding away 
then, stepping over the dead bound. He baited at the edge 
of the building, small in the shadows, and then darted 
across the clearing. Frank LaWall, watching idly from the 
hilltop, saw him then. 

He thought, at first, that the little Apache was a dog, 
the distance was so far and the moonlight so deceptive. 
Then bis eyes told him it was either Pone or Dondo. His 
first thought was that the Apache had come to set fire to 
the N Bar S. 

Then, when he saw no smoke, he gave that idea up. 
He silently cursed his dogs. The Apache, he figured, bad 
just sneaked into camp to look around-he beard they 
did that some times. He silently jacked a cartridge into 
the barrel of his .25-35 Winchester rifle and waited. 

Pone reached the edge of the brush, moved into that. 
Still Frank LaWall waited, for he knew the Apache would 
pass under him there in that treeless park. And when Pone 
did, he was on horse. Slowly the N Bar S boss raised his 
rifle and found the sight as best he could in the moon
light. 

He followed Pone's progress across the strip. Once rose
bushes shielded the Apache; LaWall moved his gun ahead, 
picked the little man up again. And when Pone was about 
five feet from the brush, Frank LaWall led him a little, 
squeezed his trigger, and shot twice. 
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The first bullet hit Pone in the chest. Had LaWall been 
shoo ting a soft-nosed shell, he'd have torn the Apache 
in two -but be shot a steel -jac ket ed bullet. As it was, the 
bullet al most knoc ked Pone fro m his horse. The second 
missed. It hit a roc k and sang o ff  across Mad River Basin. 

Pone's terri fied horse ju mped into the high brush, the 
Apache han ging to h is mane. The roar of the ri fle beat 
across the st illness. LaWa ll never got to shoot ag ain-the 
brush hid the wounded Indian . LaWall lowered his ri fle, 
curs ing a little. He wondered i f  he had h it the Apache. 
He bad not b een able to tell in the distance and the 
deceptive ligh t 

Terr ified, Dondo had heard the ri fle reports, saw Pone 
flinch on his horse. But, because of the ro cks, he had not 
been able to see Fran k LaWal l. Two des ires tore at his 
w iry  bod y :  be wanted to get at LaWall and be wanted to 
get to Pone. The latter, he decided, would be the most 
i mportan t Perhaps even now his brother was d ying. Never
theless the p yg my Apache sent fo ur ri fle b ullets beating 
on the roc ks that sheltered the gun man, for he had no wa y 
o f  know ing th at Fran k LaWa ll had been do ing the shoot 
ing. 

The bullets ricocheted from the roc ks and sped o ff  in
to dist ance to die. For the first time, Fran k LaWall knew 
that a ri fle man was above h im, and he pulled bac k under 
the overth rust and la y do wn in the dar k. 

But in h is baste to get to Pone, Dondo did not have 
ti me to fire again at Fran k LaWall. So mewhere over hi m, 
the cow man heard a horse crash throu gh the brush, but 
he could not see the rider. And, what was more, he 
wasn't going out loo k ing for hi m. One of the Apaches 
could co me silentl y behind hi m and cut his throat with a 
knife. His onl y chance was to keep h is bac k to the roc k 
and watch the clearing in front of hi m. 

Dondo caught Pone a mile awa y. He grabbed h im and 
said , "Yo n shot, brother?" He stopped Pone 's horse. 

"No ge t o ff  horse," said Pone slowl y. " Never got bac k 
on. Loo k at wound, now? Bullet hit me in chest." 

"Who shoot you?" 
" Fran k LaWall. I tell b y  his ri fle so und. I know that 

ri fle too well. I bleed, Dondo." 
Dondo got so me grass, matted it, and wiped the blood 

fro m Pone's chest. The bullet hole w as high on h is right 
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side. He glanced at it and plugged it with grass and 
stopped the bleeding somewhat there. The bullet had 
passed right through, breaking the collar-bone as it came 
out, for Pone's shoulder sagged. Dondo cleaned this too, 
using another mop of grass ; he plugged this, too. 

"You make it to camp, Pone?" 
"I go." 
Dondo's voice held concern. "I leave you here. You 

keep rifle. La Wall no come. I get Ogo. Her fix you." 
"I ride camp." 
Dondo turned his horse loose. He got on Pone's bronc, 

sitting behind his brother. He got both arms around the 
sagging little man and held him. He put the horse ahead, 
letting him head toward the Wildcat Dam, and his own 
horse followed them-the single bridle-rein wrapped 
around his scrawny neck. 

They had to move slowly. For, if the horse trotted or 
loped, the wound would start bleeding again. Dondo knew 
that Pone would live if he could conserve his blood, keep 
his blood in his body. Blood, to the Apaches, was the 
source, the center of life, and Dondo knew that Pone's 
strength lay in the dark fluid. 

A terrible hate lay like a coiled snake in Dondo's breast. 
He blamed himself for the accident : he had not ridden 
close enough guard for his brother. This hate coiled and 
uncoiled in him. His bronze face was graven and seemingly 
without thoughts. 

He said, "You feel fine, Pone?" 
"I sick, Dando." 
Dando rode for five miles or so in silence. He held 

his brother with one arm, with the other he guided the 
pony. Blood was oozing out of the wounds and he held 
the rough blockade in the front wound with his free hand. 
He could feel the sticky blood on his fingers. He pushed 
his chest against the matted grass on Pone's back. He 
could feel blood there, too. 

Minutes stretched out, became hours. They moved 
slowly, winding along the base of mountains, seeking the 
level trails. Many times Dondo put the pony around longer 
paths, seeking to save his brother from bumping caused 
by the shorter, rockier trail. An icy chill came down from 
the snow. The night was running out of time. 

Dondo said, "Ogo fix you, brother. Ogo fix you. " That 
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was the one thought : Ogo, with her primitive skills, her 
calmness. He put the other into words. "The next time I 
met Frank La Wall, I kill him for this. " 

Pone smiled. "You no kill him, I will. " 

CHAPTER 18 

WHEN BucK McKEE and Tortilla Joe came into the Wild
cat Dam camp, Sin Braden was on guard with Ogo, and 
she came out of the brush carrying her Winchester. Buck 
pulled in his sweaty horse and looked at the squat, un
gainly woman dressed in levis and a flannel shirt, her 
battered hat held to her rolled-up hair by a l9ng hatpin. 

"You're up late, Sin," he said, jokingly. 
"When you buck a man like Frank LaWall, you have 

to stay awake late. Now what're you two hellions battin' 
aroun' the country for at this hour of the mornin'? " 

Buck told her about Hans Sexton. 
Sin Braden's seamed eyes grew reflective. "So Dondo 

an' Pone rode over to tell Jib, huh? Well, you better get 
some shut-eye, you two; mornin's right aroun' the bend, 
an' we start moving pronto at daybreak." 

Tortilla Joe went right to sleep. Buck lay there between 
his sougans and dozed. Finally he too went to sleep. He 
was awakened by somebody shaking him vigorously. He 
looked sleepily into Sin Braden's wrinkled face. 

"Dondo an' Pone, Buck-they haven't come back to 
camp yet, an' they should be here by now. " 

"What time is it? " 
"Almost four. " 
Buck pulled on his boots, his spurs, and donned his 

Stetson and he was dressed. Tortilla Joe had come awake. 
He had Iain there and listened to Sin's words. His brown 
eyes showed his alarm. 

"We go look for them, Seen. " 
They got fresh horses and they headed out. _Ogo stood 

and watched them go, her small face torn by conflicting 
emotions, chief of these being fear for the safety of her 
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husband and brother-in-law. Her two daughters, Pipo and 
Nono, were settled across the brush, also keeping watch. 
Buck felt a pull of thankfulness. They were lucky to 
have such good guards as the Ilaks. 

But mingled with this was a fear-a fear for Pone and 
Dondo. Had something gone wrong at the N Bar S? Surely 
something must have gone amiss; otherwise the Ilaks would 
be back into camp by now. They headed at a long trot 
for the cow-ranch. 

The Mexican stifled a yawn behind a dirty palm. "All 
the time, there ees thees night riding, Buck, an' me for 
two are gettin' tired of eet. Now, when we get down in ol' 
Mejico, ees Santa Margarita--" 

"We siesta about a week, maybe not that long. Then, 
you'll want to go some place else, and we'll be on our 
way." 

Tortilla Joe grinned. "But eet weel be a rest, no?" Sud
deniy he pulled in his horse. "Holla, what ees that, huh? 
She ees Pone an' Dondo, no?" 

The two Apaches were riding around a bend ahead. 
And Buck McKee, spurring his horse forward to meet 
them, took in their situation at a glance. He pulled in and 
Dondo raised his tired head. 

"Pone, he ees shot. " He spilled his story in rough 
English, rougher Spanish, and liquid Apache. Although 
Buck did not catch all of it, he understood enough. And 
his gaunt face was graven with his thoughts. Tortilla Joe 
crossed himself and said a little prayer under his breath. 
This done, he gave his thoughts and his deeds to the living 
and the wounded. 

"We five, six miles from camp," he said. "We got to 
take Pone there, or Ogo here. Which do you say ees the 
best plan', Buck?" 

"Go get Ogo. " 
Tortilla Joe turned his bronc, rearing the animal and 

lifting him around on the mountain trail. Then he was off, 
rocks lifting behind him; he went around the bend, and 
then Buck and Dondo beard oniy the dying sounds of 
bis hoofbeats. 

Buck dismounted and held Pone while Dando got to 
the ground. Pone was smiling, a little too tightly, Buck 
figured. The game little Indian was holding his pain 
stoically. With Dondo's help, Buck got Pone from the 
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tired horse, and he carried him to a grassy-spot under 
an overthrust of igneous boulder. There be Jay him down 
and knelt beside him. 

"You stopped most of the bleedin', Dondo. Now, if we 
can keep him comfortable until Ogo comes. You want 
some water, Pone?" 

"Me take, water." 
Buck untied bis canvas water-bag from his saddle and 

put it to Pone's dry lips; the man drank eagerly. His 
thirst quenched, Pone lay back on the rock that Dondo 
had placed for a pillow and closed his eyes. His chest rose 
and fell to his measured breathing. 

"You sure Frank La Wall did it?" asked Buck. 
Dondo said, "I sure, Buck." 
Buck mused. "Odd that he'd be up that time of the 

night." 
"Sometimes him can't sleep. See him before at night. 

This time him hide too well. Dondo shot, could not hit." 
The Indian put his back against a rock and closed his 

eyes. By now, all the sleep had left Buck. And inwardly 
he wrestled with his new angle to this predicament. He 
blamed himself for placing Pone in a position where Frank 
La Wall could shoot at him. He told Dondo this. 

"Not your fault, Buck. You our friend. Pone do any
thin' for you. Dondo do like, too. Just what you call 
it--?" He waved his hands rapidly. Buck understood 
that he mearit : Fate did it, that's all. 

"He'll come through," said Huck. 
"Ogo make him live. Her fingers have magic." His 

voice, Buck noticed, held faith in it-faith for his squaw's 
logic of herbs and medicinal roots. 

They hunkered there . . . and Buck thought of the 
night ahead. And he hoped that Frank La Wall would 
storm the dam. That meant, of course, that shooting would 
occur; this could be accomparned by bloodshed and blood
shed's accomplice, death. But it was better to get it over 
with and be done with it. The big cowpuncher had little 
fear. He bad lost all his fear, it seemed, at San Juan and 
in the Philippines. 

"They come," said Dondo. 
Buck heard nothing. But he listened and then, in a 

few minutes, he heard approaching hoofs . Ogo rode a 
blue-roan mare; a thin beast but a tough arnmal. She 
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carried a sack with her, holding it as she rode bareback. 
Buck took the sack as she dismounted. He handed it 

to her then and she went to Pone, who opened his eyes 
and smiled at her. Then, suddenly, the small Indian twisted 
with pain, rolled half-way over, then fell back limp. Tor
tilla Joe took off his high-crowned hat and held it respect
fully against his chest. 

"You dang fool," ground out Buck; "he ain't dead
his chest is still risin' ." 

Tortilla Joe replaced his limp hat. 
Carefully Ogo studied Pone's wound. Finally, her in

spection done, she got to her feet, talking in Ilak Apache 
to Dondo, who nodded silently. Buck could not under
stand what she said because she talked too fast. 

"She take Pone back to mountains," explained Dondo. 
"Herb there she need. I help her take him. She stay with 
him until well. You move camp today, huh?" 

Buck said, "Yes." 
"I come back aroun' time when sun stay there." He 

pointed straight up. Buck spoke to Pone. "You get well, 
fellow." 

"I get well. Ogo make me well." 
-Buck had the impression that they wanted him and 

Tortilla Joe to leave. 
They would take the wounded man back to the secret 

rendezvous deep in the Sangre de Marias. He and Tortilla 
mounted and rode to camp. They got there just as the 
cook was beating his triangle. 

Pipo and Sin Braden met them as they rode in. Pipo 
was about seventeen, a thin, shy Apache. Sin asked hoarse
ly how Pone was getting along and Buck told her that 
Ogo was taking him back into the mountains. 

"I was with Ogo when Joe came for her," said Sin 
huskily. "Well, them heathens'll fix him up. I've already 
told the men-most of them are mad enough to ride over 
to the N Bar S an' tackle it. That is, I only to!' them 
about Pone bein' shot, not about tonight." 

Buck nodded. "That was all right, Sin. I'll tell them 
about LaWall's plan-tell them at chuck this morn.in'." 

Dirt men were filing into the mess tent. Tin plates and 
spoons were clattering. Buck and Tortilla Joe took a bench 
at the far end. Buck waited until some of the men had 
finished and were starting to leave the tent. He got to 
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his feet and beat on the bottom of a tin plate with his 
fork. "Sit down, men, I've got somethin' to say." 

Talking firmly, Buck told them what had happened : 
how Hans Sexton had been a traitor in the camp, how 
he and Tortilla Joe had cornered Sexton and made him 
talk, thereby revealing Frank La Wall's plan to blow up the 
Wildcat dam that night. He did not mention Jib Hobson's 
part as a spy in the N Bar S camp. He and Sin and 
Tortilla Joe and Janice and the Apaches bad agreed to 
keep that secret. 

"What do we do, Buck?" demanded Bill Dighton. "We 
goin' sit an' knit us some winter underwear while our 
dam goes sky-high?" 

The dirt men and farmers talked this over angrily, 
and Buck let the rumble grow. Then he held up bis band 
and beat on the plate again until the men were silent. 

"No, we won't be knittin' underwear, men." He out
lined the. plan to them. They would move, of course. 
Frank LaWall would have spies watching them, no doubt. 
But they could have guards stationed, too. The best thing 
was to let the spies alone, make everything look natural, 
and let the spies bring this information back to Frank La
Wall. 

"We'll move to our new site," said Buck. "Then, 
when dark comes, we sneak back here, under cover of 
night. We station out our men an' set a trap for the N 
Bar S. When they come in, we finish this trouble." 

There was a short silence. Men peered into the future 
and tried to determine what was in store for them. Per
haps some of them would die this night. Finally Dirty 
Henry Smutton spoke. 

"But what if they don't bit at the dam, Buck? What if 
they do like they did the time they were goin' burn down 
my house, an' they burned down Bill Dighton's?" 

"That's a chance we'll have to take," said Buck. "The 
N Bar S, as close as Dondo can estimate, has about twelve 
riders, not countin' LaWall an' Jacobson. We've got to 
pull in some of our guards to equal that number of men." 

":rake the guards off the dams we've built?" 
"No, pull guards away from your homes." 
They considered that. Max Ayres got to bis feet. "We 

think that would be right, Buck--our women an' kids can 
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guard our homes. But what if LaWall hits another dam, 
not Wildcat?" 

Buck pondered over that. "Another chance we'll have to 
take, Max. But we got two guards on each dam. If some
thin' does happen, at least one of them should get to us, 
tell us. Then, if the N Bar S does hit another dam beside 
Wildcat, we run them down an' fight it out, either in the 
mountains or the N Bar S home-camp. " 

"That's the talk," growled Len Carter. 
Sin Braden took the floor. Cursing now and then, she 

reiterated what Buck had said. They'd come in at dark, 
take their positions in the brush, then wait for the N 
Bar S skunks, as she labeled them. Colonel Henry S. 
Braden beamed his satisfaction. He got to his feet and 
held his cup of coffee high. 

"A toast, men, to the fight tonight." 
"With you sittin' a mile behin' the dam out of gun

range," growled a bearded dirt-man. "No, siree, colonel, 
I don't drink. This is too serious." 

"Me, neither," snapped another. 
"Sit down, you ol' billy goat! " 
The colonel blustered, the rope-like vein swelling on 

his forehead. He slammed his coffee cup down and spilled 
the .liquid all over the front of his shirt and pants. 
"Mutiny," he stormed. 

"Take eet easy," advised Tortilla Joe. 
Buck spoke again. "If there are any of you who don't 

want to fight, you can stay in camp tonight. As I tol' 
you, Hans Sexton worked for Frank LaWall-we don't 
think there is another spy in this group. But we're goin' 
make sure that nobody rides out an' warns LaWall. There 
will be guards out all day and any man makin' a move 
to ride toward the N Bar S gets dragged into camp an' 
tried by a jury for treason. " 

"And hanged by his neck," added the colonel savagely. 
"Shut up, " growled Tortilla Joe, "or we'll hang you." 
Buck asked, "Are there any questions?" 
Evidently there were none. The men filed out. "We're 

on the right track now," growled one. 
"We'll settle this for once an' for always. " 
Tents were coming down, being folded and put into 

wagons. Horses and mules were hitched to rigs instead of 
to fresnos and ploughs. 
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B y  mid -fo renoon th ey had th e wa go ns rol lin g towa rd 
th e south and th e s it e  o f  th e n ext dam. 

Th e wa gons w ere st run g out in a Jon g l in e, dust ris in g 
l azily from th ei r  wh eels. Buc k rod e bac k and ch ec k ed th e 
Wildcat s it e. He sat h is b ronc and s low ly ran his gaze 
ac ross th e dam and its su rroundin g. H e  bu ilt a mental 
p ictu re o f  it fo r us e that ni ght . H e  kn ew th e exact loca 
tion o f  each clump o f  b rush and each s iz eabl e bould er. 
To rt illa Jo e c ame rid ing out o f  th e h ills .  

" M e, I ees ta lk w ith P eepo, B uc k. Sh e ees sa y that al 
ready th ere a re La Wa ll sp ies, bac k een th e h eels." 

Buc k nodd ed .  " Just l eav e th em b e," h e  said. 
H e  and his M exican pa rtn er rod e to wh ere th e wa gon s 

to iled ac ro ss th e pla in. S in B rad en rod e bac k. "Some o f  
th e wa gons a re a lread y unload in', Buc k. You should s ee 
th e colon el ! H e's ov er th ere giv in' o rd ers, but Jens Jon es 
is u nloa din' wh ere h e  wan ts- dis rega rdin ' th e colon el en
tirel y. H pw lon g hav e you known th e ol' goat?" 

'Too Jon g," grunt ed Buc k .  
To rtilla Jo e nodd ed. "And, n ev er, een that time, has h e  

run out o f  w ind, S een. Ah, eef w e  cou ld o nly hoo k h eem 
up to a wi ndmill ,  no?" 

Th e Lat in s igh ed. 
W ith Ogo l ead in g  th e pony b earin g  th e wound ed Pon e, 

th e th ree Apach es w ent d eep into th e Sangra de Maria 
mounta ins, '-1th Dondo fo llow in g  b eh ind. Pon e w as sil ent 
as h e  rod e, and his eyes w ere b ead y with il ln ess. Ho urs 
lat er, wh en th e sun wa s a lmost noon-hi gh, th ey came to 
th e canyon that Ogo want ed to reach . 

"Th is is th e spot, Dondo." 
Th ey had b een si lent fo r th e most pa rt on th e inwa rd 

t rek. Now, wo rkin g to geth er, they loos en ed th eir ton gues, 
cast in g  o ff  th e s il enc e t hey inev itably wo re wh en a rou nd 
wh it e  men. H ere ta ll pa lms a lmost filled a wi ld basi n that 
had pools of wat er s urround ed b y  ta ll green grass and 
rush es. H ere a man could stand on th e roc ks and loo k 
ac ross th e limitl ess d es ert to th e w est. 

Ogo w ent to th e wat er a nd du g in th e mud. Sh e came 
bac k w ith a da rk yellow clay. " This is th e plac e, Dondo." 

"You hav e enou gh to eat?" as k ed Dondo. 
Th e s quaw lau gh ed. " M e, sta rve in this region !" sh e 

said in Apach e. Sh e point ed to th e dat es that hun g in 
· clust ers from th e ta ll pal ms. Sh e po int ed at th e wat er-
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rushes along the edge of the pools. "We li ve li ke kings. 
When Pone well, we co me bac k. Now what do you do , 
my man?" 

Dondo spo ke ca relessly. " I  go bac k to ca mp and help 
Buc k McKee. I co me bac k in th ree , fou r da ys." 

"Let McKee and white man fight F ran k La Wall , Dondo. 
The job is too big fo r one Ila k." 

Dondo nodded se riously. " I  do that, wo man." He 
mounted Pone 's ho rse and rode up the di m t rail that led 
out of the poc ket. But when he got out of sight, he did 
not ride towa rd the new di rt -ca mp-he swung to the east, 
going towa rd the N Ba r S and F ra nk La Wall. 

His eyes we re sh iny w ith hate. He rode fast then, p ress
ing the jaded pon y;  the ho rse was ti red , but ga me. The 
sun was lowe ring when he reached the ri mroc k east of 
the N Ba r S ranch -house. He left his ho rse in so me 
chamiso and went ahead on foot, ca rrying his ri fle. 

L ying on his bel ly, he watched the ranch below. Men 
we re mo vi ng on the lowe r st rata, going be tween buildings . 
He saw F ra nk LaWal l t hree ti mes, but the distance had 
been too fa r for ri fle-wo rk. Once he had raised h is rifle 
and ta ken his sights, then he had lowe red the piece un
fi red. With t he grea t  distance and the pitch and rise of 
the land he had l ittle chance of sending a bullet th rough 
the red -headed man 's huge bod y. 

Da rkness ca me, slowl y. 
Disg runtled, tired, he la y the re, wa it ing fo r the N Ba r 

S men to mo ve out, to get on ho rses and head fo r Wi ld 
cat Da m. He had a touch of despa ir h it hi m. Pone lay 
bac k in the mountains, shot th rou gh the body-below h im 
wal ked the man who had shot hi m. He saw F ran k La 
Wall and Dus ty Jacobson lea ve the bu nk -house and go to 
the co rral, whe re the y stood on the fa r s ide, sh ielded f ro m  
hi m b y  distance and the ho rses between the m and the Ila k 
Apache , who la y the re on the ridge with hat re d  in his 
hea rt. 

Dondo ga ve his sit ua tion steady thought. With da rkness 
he re, he could not hope to shoot LaWall f ro m  a d istance . .  
The re might be a chance to hide in the b rush and d rop 
the ranche r a s  he rode past with h is gunmen. But that 
would be plain suicide. The gun men would run h im down 
and mu rde r  hi m. 

The two men- Jacobson and LaWall --could ha rdly be 
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seen now t he n ig ht was gat he ring. W hile Dondo went for 
his ho rse, t hey stood t he re and tal ked. La Wall was in a 
bitte r, sarc ast ic mood, and Jaco bson d id not li ke h is 
tongue. 

"Whe re in t he hell is Jack Silsott , Dust y?" 
"He 's in the bun k-house. He'll be out, soon. He's o ilin ' 

his rifle." 
La Wa ll . stud ied t he en croac hing dar kness . "We hit 

a bout m idn ig ht," he s aid. " S hould be moon light t hen. T he 
powder is in a sac k in t he ba rn, tied to my saddle. Min k  
Blac k will fuse it w hen we get it set. He cl aims we just 
have to lay it on t he u ppe r part o f  t he d am an' let it go." 

"Min k s hou ld know. He was powder -mon key for t he 
Sout he rn  Pac i.fie w hen it built t hrough the W asatch 
mount ain s." 

"He knows," sa id Fran k La Wa ll. 
The big red- beaded ma n went to t he bun k -house. R ide rs 

we re do png ,  old news pa per s o ver t he ir eyes to s hut out 
the light from t he kerosene lam ps. T hey we re ready for 
t he trail. Jib Ho bson lay on h is side in his bun k, read ing 
an o ld mag azine. He loo ke d  u p  and Fran k La Wall s quatted 
beside h im. 

" A ll ready in here, J ib?" 
J ib n odded. 
La Wa ll got to his fe et, running his g lance a round his 

men, menta lly mea su ring the m. T hen he went to t he house , 
thinking o f  the A pac he he had s hot the night before . 
Come mo rning, the A pac he s  wo uld a ll be dead, he told 
himself . W ar  Ch ie f  ca lled from his bedroom as h is father 
entered. 

" Come on in , dad , and te ll me a story." 
"Not ton ig ht, son ." 
" Why not ?" 
Fr an k  La Wall loo ked in on t he boy w ho lay under 

t he hand -woven blan ket , his blac k hair brushed ba ck from 
his co ppery ha lf-breed face . "You be a good fel low, now , 
an' tomo rrow nig ht I'll tel l you a long story." 

Wa r C hie f  cons idered that. " All right, I' ll let you go 
at that , dad. Kiss me good night, hu h?" 

Fran k LaW all kisse d t he boy and turned out the lamp. 
He stood there in the dar k; his son sle pt. Feat her Eagle 
was in her room, sh uffling a round , big and missha pen with 
her un bo rn  ch ild . 
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"Tomorrow I go to the mission, Frank." 
"Tomorrow," he promised. 
Now the moon was high enough. He heard the floor

clock inside strike ten. He went toward the bunk-house. 
Out of the shadows came Dusty Jacobson, spur rowels 
clattering. 

"That time, boss?" asked Jacobson. 
Frank LaWall said, "The hour is here, Dusty. You 

sound anxious." 
Jacobson lit his cigarette. The flame of his stick showed 

his grooved, old-young face in relief. His eyes were al
most closed against the brightness. He ran his thumb 
across the match and killed it; he broke it and tossed it 
aside. "Tomorrow, maybe, I won't see the moon, Frank." 

"Hell, that dam will be unguarded." 
Dusty Jacobson was silent. The night before, gunfire on 

the mountain had awakened him, pulled him out of his 
bunk. He had crouched, hidden, by the toolshed when 
Frank LaWall had ridden in. When Frank LaWall had 
been unsaddling, Dusty Jacobson had got to his feet and 
walked forward, spurs talking in the night. LaWall had 
turned, his gun out. 

"Dusty comin', Frank." 
"You're up late," growled La Wall. 
"Shootin' on the mountain." 
Frank LaWall had glared up at the peak. '"Was up 

there in the rocks on guard. I shot an Apache. He was 
down here aroun' the buildings. One shot at me. I got the 
one I shot at." 

"Kill 'em?" 
"Wounded him. Think it was Pone. Dondo shot at me, 

I figure. I'll kill them two little hellions yet, Dusty. I got 
my horse an' rode back but I couldn't see nothin'." 

"They left," said Dusty. "You're a damned fool, Frank. 
Ridin' back there! They could have holed up and knocked 
you from leather, you fool." 

Dusty Jacobson took his thoughts from this. He went to 
the bunk-house and called in, "Rattle your hooks, cow
dogs. Tonight you earn your fightin' pay. Get your broncs 
and weapons an' we ride." 

Jib Hobson grinned. "Plumb to hell, Dusty?" 
"If the trail runs that way," murmured Dusty Jacobson. 
Ten minutes later, mounted and armed, they left the 
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B asin, a string of hor semen rid ing into the foothi ll s. Guard s 
were ou t on either side. Dondo saw the se ta ke their po si 
tion s, and he knew he co uld not kill Fran k LaW al l  here . 
For if he d id, bis life wo uld be worthle ss-the y o ut
n um bered h im too greatl y. 

The A pa che rode toward Wild cat Dam. 
Now Wild ca t  Gulch la y below him . Moonl ight shim 

mered and dan ced a cro ss the bla ck, low wilde rne ss. He 
settled down, patientl y, and wat ched-he co uld not see 
the guard s. He heard a man moving below him and he 
de scended witho ut so und , moving like a mon ke y down 
ward, dro pping from ro ck to ro ck. 

He bid, looking at the man . Then said, "B uck," and 
wen t forward. B uck M cKee had tu rned, hand on hi s 
ho lstered .45. He re co gnized the gnome and said, "Dondo, 
wha t i s  i t?" 

"LaW all, him come. Where guard s? N Bar S g uard s?" 
"We go t them. One heard us and shot. We had to kil l 

h im. We moved in before the moon came up---went into 
po sition in the dark. I wa s up here sco uti n' aro un' ; tho ugh t  
ma ybe there m ight be ano ther gu ard o ut, one we m issed ." 

"There none." The leather y lit tle fa ce pin ched in 
tho ught. "B ut wha t if no guard r ide ba ck -wha t if no 
guard mee t Frank LaW all ?  Him suspi cio us then, huh?" 

B uck con sidered that problem ag ain. "Well, the g uard s 
were down low," he fina ll y  said. "He 'd have r idden into 
o ur tra p  an ywa y, even if we hadn 't go t the guard s- that 
i s, if thing s had been normal, the guard s had been sta 
tioned so clo se to the d am that LaWall wo uld have r idden 
into o ur tra p if he had got to where the y  were." 

Dondo nodded, "I go ba ck an ' wa tch La Wal l." 
B uck loo ked over the moon-dren ched pine s  and b uck 

bru sh .  On the ridge s and slo pe s  were h idden bi s men w ith 
rifle s. "I 'll b e  down below b y  that big pine, there be side 
the ro ck s," he said. 

"Me mee t yo u there." 
The little A pa che wa s gone then, mo ving in to the bru sh. 

Ten min ute s later, high in the ro ck s, he wa tched LaWall 
and hi s N Bar S r ider s. S udden ly LaWall pulled in , hi s 
rider s halting their mo unt s and rin ging him in. 

Dondo co uld hear wha t the big red -head said. 
"Yonder, below us, i s  M ud Cri ck Dam. I t  ain 't a s  big 

a s  Wild ca t  Dam, b ut we co uld blow i t  up, too . Or el se, 
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we could hit it alone, an' leave Wildcat for a later date, 
if needs be." 

Dondo waited, heart pounding. 
"We could do that," said Dusty Jacobson. "Save us 

some ridin', boss. Me, I don't cotton to this night work." 
Jib Hobson spoke. "Dusty's lazy," be said. "Hell, that's 

only a pimple, compared with Wildcat. We got the cake 
in our hands an' we look at the bread." 

"Jib's right," said La Wall. 
And with Dondo drifting silently and unseen ahead of 

them, the N Bar S men rode toward Wildcat Dam. 

CHAPTER 19 

BUCK McKEE did not look forward eagerly to the bitter 
task ahead. Nor, for that matter, did Tortilla Joe. After 
leaving Dondo, the tall cowpuncher went to the big pine 
tree, there to squat beside Tortilla Joe who sat stolidly on 
the ground, his back to the tree. The Latin's sloppy hat 
was low and he looked to be asleep. 

"Wake up, damn you," growled Buck. 
Tortilla Joe stirred. "Such language, Buck, to use to 

an ol' amigo, no? Me, I was not asleep-I was just storin' 
up my energies for the job ahead. How I wish I was 
ridin' across Mad Reever, beadin' for ol' Mejico an' Santa 
Margarita by the desert." 

"Humph . . . .  " 
Buck squatted and chewed on a straw. He ran his eyes 

over the scene again, mentally marking the spots where 
his men were stationed. Janice had stayed in camp but Sin 
Braden was about fifty feet away, stationed with Colonel 
Henry S. Braden, who had promised to keep his mouth 
closed. The rest of the crew was placed in strategic posi
tions behind rocks and chamiso. 

"They ees come soon, Buck?" 
Buck told him about meeting Dondo. Tortilla Joe dug 

into his pocket, came out with a tortilla wrapped in an 
old newspaper, peeled the paper back and bit into it. He, . 
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ground the crust and beans between his molars. "Thees 
young fellow-thees Jeeb Hobson-I am afraid for beem." 

Buck was serious. "Hope he gets out okay." He held his 
rifle on the small man who came through the brush, fol
lowed by a taller man. Then be lowered it when he rec
ognized Dondo and Jib Hobson. 

"They leave horses-they come on foot, " said Dondo. 
"Me, I bring Jib. " 

Jib Robson's face was pale under the bright moonlight. 
"I can't fire against them, Buck. They're dirty an' all that, 
but I rode with them-I can't lift a rifle against them." 

"Go back to the new campin' grounds an' be with 
Janice," said Buck. 

Jib Hobson turned and left. Dondo squatted and drew 
his knife. He whetted the long blade on his moccasin's 
sole. He ran his thumb along the edge gingerly. Then be 
took a straw, held it in one hand, hacked at it with the 
knife. Tp.e straw was cut instantly. He put the knife back 
in scabbard. 

"Him sharp enough." 
"Noise up yonder," murmured Tortilla Joe. Buck looked 

up against the far mountain. A man was moving down. 
Buck heard him call, "Carl, oh, Carl." 

"Carl, him was guard, " said Dondo. 
Buck cupped his lips. "Here, you fool! Keep your 

mouth shut! " 
"Everythin' clear?" 
"All clear ; keep quiet!" 
They waited. Buck was tight inside. Tortilla Joe shifted, 

Dondo was silent. Now men were moving across the face 
of the dam. Buck said, "This is it, " and got to his feet, 
walking toward the men who were on the earthen blockade. 
According to his orders, there was to be no shooting 
until he had called to the trapped N Bar S men, de
manding they surrender. 

But suddenly gunfire lashed out of the brush. A man 
screamed, went back, fell on the dam. Instantly all was 
commotion. Down there, N Bar S men were scattering, 
running, hollering. Buck cursed under his breath. The 
bullet had come from the place where Colonel Henry S. 
Braden had been stationed. He heard Sin Braden holler. 
"This damned ol' fool, Buck, he shot--" 
, Buck hollered, "Surrender, you men! " 
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H is answe r was a se ries of rifle bulle ts pl ough ing th roug h 
the b rush a t  him. He fell to a s toop, running ahead . Gu ns 
we re ta lking agains t the moun ta ins and the N Ba r S men 
we re re treat ing, firin g  as the y ran for thei r horses .  Cu rsin g, 
the tall c owpunc he r  ran, headin g the m off . 

The figh t  was s hort. Savage and ru thless, b y  its ve ry 
na tu re it had dee med itself sh ort-lived .  Buc k saw F rank 
LaWall runn ing, trigge red a s hot, and missed . Then La 
Wa ll had run in to the thic k  b rush . Buck hea rd his b oots 
p ound up trail .  Suddenly, a man c rashed th roug h the b rush 
ab ove hi m. He turned, bis rifle up . Bu t the man was 
Tortilla J oe .  

" Tha t l oc o  c ol onel , he e es sp oil all, n o? B ut n ow e et 
ees too la te-- I see Dusty Jac obs on, hee m run al ong 
d own the re !" 

" Ge t  to the ir h orses," orde red Buck . "Keep the m from 
ge ttin' to saddles !" 

Lu mb erin g, the Mexican b roke the b rush, beading for 
the highe r  roc ks. Rifles and sh ort-guns we re sp otting the 
n ig ht wit h sca rle t flowe rs of fla me. Buc k hu rried a head, 
ca rryin g h is rifle. He w onde red w he re D ond o was . H is 
an ge r  a ga ins t the c ol onel bad d ied . 

Sudden ly, he saw Dus ty Jac obs on. The man had just 
s tepped in to the tra il, the re ab ou t  thirty fee t  away. He 
saw Buc k and h is C ol t  ran b righ t. Buc k s lid to a hal t, 
mindful of Jac obs on's bul le t  ove rhead, and he sh ot from 
tha t  p os ition, b raced on one knee. His ri fle bulle ts tu rned 
Jac obs on's a im, kn oc king the man's bul le ts w ide . Jac ob 
s on wen t to h is knees, d ropped his .45, and b ra ced himself 
w ith his hands, s tand ing on all fou r. 

" D on' t sh oot, McKee," be sa id sha kil y. 
Buc k wen t to hi m. He kic ked the man's .45 to one s ide . 

Jac obs on fell d own, and Buc k knel t bes ide hi m. H is bulle ts 
had hit the man h ig h  on the ri ght ribs, and his s houlde r 
sa gged. 

"Help me, McKee." 
Buc k knew he sh ould have run a head, g oing to the N 

Ba r S saddle- horses . B ut he w ould be too la te ;  a lread y 
s ome of the N Ba r S men we re pulling ou t on h orsebac k, 
wh ipp in g  th rough the b rush. He g ot bis a rm unde r Jac ob 
s on and moved him to a tree, pu tting bis bac k a gains t 
the rough ba rk. 

Jac obs on mu rmu red, "Gracias , McKee," and bis bead l 
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fell d own on hi s che st. Buc k g ot t o  hi s feet . He heard a 
man moving bel ow him and he c overed the bru sh with 
hi s ri fle. T wenty feet a way, Dond o ca me out int o a clearing. 
The Apache knelt be side the gra ss and wiped h is knife 
clean on i ts greenne ss, then he went on t oward the d am. 

The fight was over . Dim in the di stance Buc k c ould 
hear the bea ting h oofs of N Bar S men, re treating wildly. 
Dirt men and farmers were calling t o  each other and over 
it all wa s Col onel Henry S. Braden' s be ll ow. Buc k detected 
an edge of pain in the ar my officer' s h olle r  but di sre 
garded it as he went d own the sl ope . 

There, in the bru sh, he f ound Fran k La Wa ll. 
La Wall lay on hi s bac k .  Behind hi s left ear wa s a sharp, 

deep h ole. Buc k knelt be side him and sa w that he wa s 
dead. The big red -head' s grooved face had l ost its hard 
line s, the si mplicity of dea th had era sed the mar k s  of 
li fe. Buc k had a feeling of l one line ss, of deep reverence . 
He g ot t o  hi s feet and went t o  where Dond o had cleaned 
hi s knife. 

Bl ood wa s on the gra ss. 
T or tilla J oe came up and said, pant ing , "Buc k ,  I the enk 

Fran k La Wall g ot a way! I theen k-- " 
Buc k jer ked a th umb bac k at La Wall' s -b ody. T or til la 

J oe went t o  the man and l ooked d own. He cr ossed h im
self and when he came bac k, his v oice was hu sky. " A  
knife, she keel heem, n o?" 

" Dond o." 
T ortilla J oe spo ke sl owly. " Dea th, she ee s bad, Buc k .  

But some mens you cann ot d o  anyth in' weeth , you has 
t o  keel them t o  make peace on the ba sin." 

They went d own t o  the dam. T wo dirt-men came d own, 
ca rrying Du sty Jac ob son ,  wh o grinned wea kly de spite hi s 
pain. An other t wo came out of the b rush t ot ing Colonel 
Henry S. Braden, wh o g rimaced terr ibly. Sin Braden wa s 
with them. 

" What 's wr ong with that ol ' f ossil?" a sked Buc k. 
" Sh ot in the leg ." 
T ortilla J oe asked, "Hi s g ood leg or bad one?" 
"Hi s g ood one." 
"Hate t o  be his nur se," said Buc k. " Quite a ch ore, 

listen in' t o  that big mouth of hi s a ll  the time." 
A fe w of the dir t-men had been wounded, but n one 

-.c ,f them were killed. T wo N Bar S men had been sh ot 
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from leather, one killed. Buck stood on a high boulder. 
Below him, sleeping in pastorial simplicity, was Mad River 
Basin. And back at the N Bar S little War Chief lay in 
sleep, unmindful of the man who lay there on the mountain 
trail, his harsh face calm now in death. 

The Mad River war was over. 
The night-hawk rode ahead, getting Nappy Hale and 

the doctor, who met the cavalcade a few miles west of 
Oxbow. Old Nappy Hale issued orders, angry as a billy
goat stung by a hornet. He glared at Buck McKee. 

"You in on this, McKee? Remember, you're on peace 
bond, fella!" 

Buck smiled. "Me in on this ruckus! Nappy, how could 
you imagine such a thing! Ask Sin, she'll tell you!" 

Sin smiled. "He was in bed, asleep, Nappy." 
"Damned liars," growled the oldster. "Well, Sin, reckon 

you get your money back, then. Well, here we are at my 
office. Here comes Peta Gomez." 

Peta did not see Tortilla Joe, who stood behind his 
horse. "My Tortilla," she said. "He ees not hurt, no?" 

Tortilla nudged Buck. "Let's get out of here," he said. 
They led their horses into the alley. There Sin Braden 
followed them. Now that it was all settled, Buck said, 
they'd ride on. 

Two months later, while drinking in a Santa Margarita 
cantina, a drifting cowpuncher told them about the final 
outcome of the Mad River war. Outside the warm Mex
ican sun washed over the sandy streets and caressed the 
rough 'dobe buildings. 

"Nappy Hale bad court the next day, I understand. 
He sentenced the N Bar S men to Yuma pen-that is, 
all they could find to capture." 

"Some got away," murmured Buck. 
"Yeah, an' if they got any sense, they'll never come 

back to Mad River, either. Them farmers are loaded for 
bear, Buck." 

According to the puncher, Feather Eagle had taken the 
body of Frank LaWall over the Sangre de Marias, burying 
her white husband in the land of her people. She went 
back to the Indians, pushing aside her white conventions. 
War Chief, she said, would be an Indian. 

Feather Eagle left the N Bar S with Nappy Hale for 
sale, and Nappy sold it to the farmers. They were cutting 
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the range up. They were ge tti ng rid of the w ild l ongh orn 
cattle and w ould raise white-faced Heref ords on the g raze. 
The las t of the da ms had been buil t and water n ow flowed 
in irriga ti on di tches. 

" And P one and D ond o?" asked Buck. 
" S ome claim tha t D ond o killed Frank LaWall , bu t n o

b ody c ould pr ove i t. Him an ' P one -be g ot wel l, y ou 
kn ow-settled -in their old villa ge ,  there on the ridge over 
Mad Ri ver." 

" An' Seen Braden?" asked T orti lla J oe. 
, Sin was b oss of the Mad Ri ver irrigati on pr ojec t, with 
offices in Oxb ow. C ol onel Henry S. Braden was als o in 
Oxb ow. Loud as e ver, he walked wit h a decided l imp, a 
grim memen to of h is w ound in the sh or t  and hec tic Wild 
ca t ba ttle. 

" Janice an' Jib Hobs on g ot married. Ri ght n ow, they're 
m ovin ' in to their new h ome a big l og h ouse bui lt on the 
high ba �k of Mad Ri ver. Dusty Jac obs on wen t t o  the pen 
a t  Yuma. We ll ,  reck on I g otta drift , Buck. Sin said that 
if'n I seen y ou b oys, to tell y ou he ll o  f or her . Tha t Pe ta 
w oman , s he bawled when she f ound ou t T ort illa here had 
lef t." The c owpuncher gri nned. 

" Le t  her howl," grunted T ortil la J oe .  
The puncher lef t. 
T ort il la J oe wa s st udi ous ly th ough tfu l. Fina lly be said 

quietly , "We dree nk to wild Mad Ree ver, Buck?" 
There was a catch in Buck McKee's throa t when he 

raised his whiskey glass. He was thinking of Mad Ri ver 
- of the sur ging, foam- tossed ri ver tha t  bea t and f ought 
agains t the r ocks. He th ough t of the dead-and he th ough t 
of th ose wh o n ow li ved in peace beside i ts r oaring wa ters . 

"T o Mad Ri ver , amigo mio." 
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ARIZONA WAS 816 
BUT NOT 816 ENOUGH 
FOR FRANK LaWAU 

LaWa l l  owned  t he  b i ggest s p read  i n  the  

terr i tory, ' b u t  he  wa nte d m o re .  When the  

fa rm ers i n  the va l l ey wo u l d n 't se l l ,  LaWa l l  

knew h ow to force t h e m  -with  d ynam ite 

a n d  h_o'i: l e ad .  
� 

Then  o n e  n este r d e c i d e d  to f ight .  A n d  

every t i m e  L a  Wa l l ' s  g a ng  str u c k , J i b  H o b

s on 's smok i ng  g u n s  stru ck  back .  
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