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INn THE DANK, odorous fo'csle a big man with wide
shoulders sat at a scarred mess table, his feet spread
to brace himself against the roll of the ship. A brass
hurricane lantern, its light turned low, swung from a
beam overhead, and in the vague light the big man
studied a worn and sweat-stained chart.

There was no sound in the fo'csle but the distant
rustle of the bow wash about the hull, the lazy creak
of the square rigger’s timbers, a few snores from sleep-
ing men, and the hoarse, rasping breath of a man who
was dying in the lower bunk.

The big man who bent over the chart wore a slip-
over jersey with alternate red and white stripes, a broad
leather belt with a brass buckle, and coarse jeans. On
his feet were woven leather sandals of soft, much-oiled
leather. His hair was shaggy and uncut, but he was
cleanshaven except for a mustache and burnsides.

The chart he studied showed the coast of northern
California. He marked a point on it with the tip of his
knife, then checked the time with a heavy gold watch.
After a swift calculation, be folded the chart and re-
placed it in an oilskin packet with other papers and
tucked the packet under his jersey, above his belt.

Rising, he stood for an instant, canting to the roll of
the ship, staring down at the white-haired man in the
lower bunk. There was something about the big man
that would make him stand out in any crowd. He was
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CROSSFIRE TRAIL

a man born to command, not only because of his splen-
did physique and the strength of his character, but be-
cause of his personality.

He knelt beside the bunk and touched the dying
man’s wrist. The pulse was feeble, Rafe Caradec
crouched there, waiting, watching, thinking.

In a few hours at most, possibly even in a few min-
utes, this man would die. In the long year at sea his
health had broken down under forced labor and con-
stant beatings, and this last one had broken him up
internally. When Charles Rodney was dead he, Rafe
Caradec, would do what he must.

The ship rolled slightly, and the older man sighed
and his lids opened suddenly. For a moment he stared
upward into the ill-smelling darkness, then his head
turned. He saw the big man crouched beside him and
he smiled. His hand fumbled for Rafe’s.

“You—you've got the papers? You wont forgetr”

“I won't forget.”

“You must be careful.”

“I know.” :
“See my wife, Carol. Explain to her that I didn’t run
away, that I wasn’t afraid. Tell her I had the money,
and was comin’ back. I'm worried about the mortgage

I paid. I don’t trust Barkow.”

The man lay silent, breathing deeply, hoarsely. For
the first time in three days he was conscious and
aware.

“Take care of ’em, Rafe,” he said. “I've got to trust
you! Youre the only chance I havel Dyin’ ain’t bad
except for them. And to think—a whole year has gone
by. Anything may have happened!”

“You'd better rest,” Rafe said gently.

“It’s late, for that. He’s done me in this time. Why
did this happen to me, Rafe? To us?”

Caradec shrugged his powerful shoulders. “I don’t
know. No reason, I guess. We were just there at the
wrong time. We took a drink we shouldn’t have taken.”
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CROSSFIRE TRAIL
" The old man’s voice lowered. “You're goin’ to try—
tonight?”

Rafe smiled then. “Try? Tonight were goin’ ashore,
Rodney. This is our only chance. 'm goin’ to see the
captain first.”

- Rodney smiled and lay back, his face a shade whiter,
‘his breathmg more gentle.
- A year they had heen together, a brutal, ugly, awful
‘year ef laber blood, and bitterness. It had begun, that
_year, one night in San Francisco in Hon gkong Bohls
place on the Barbary Coast. Rafe Caradec was just
_back from Central America with a pocket full of money,
his latest revolution cleaned up, ﬂ:lﬂ proceeds in his
‘pocket, and some of it in the bank.
The months just past had been jungle months, drip-
ping jungle, fever-ridden and stifling with heat and
%{fmldlty It had been a period of re:lds and battles, but
~ finally it was over, and Rafe had taken his payment in
cash and moved on. He had been on the town, making
up for lost time—Rafe Caradec, gambler, soldier of for-
_ tune, wanderer of the far plsees
- Somewhere along the route that night he had met
Charles Rodney, a sun-browned esttlemsn who had
- come to Frisco to raise money for his ranch in Wyoming,
They had had a couple of drinks and dropped in at
- Hongkong Bohl's dive. They'd had a drink there too,
- and when they awakened it hed been to the slow, Ieng
~roll of the sea, and the brutal voice of Bully Berger
- skipper of the Mary S.
- Rafe had eursed himself for a tenderfoot and a fool.
1Tﬂ have been shanghaied like any drunken farmer! He
‘had shrugged it efE knowing the uselessness of resist-
';\anee After all, it was not his first trip to sea.
 Rodney had been wild. He had rushed to the cap-
~ tain and demanded to be put ashore, and Bully Borger
had knocked him down and booted him senseless while
the mate stood by with a pistol. That had happened
*twice more until Rodney returned to work almost a

i-l'
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CROSSFIRE TRAIL

cripple, and frantic with worry over his wife and daugh:
ter.

As always, the crew had split into cliques. One o
these ccmsmted of Rafe, Rudney, Roy Penn “Rock’
Mullaney and “Tex” Brisco. Penn had bean a law stu
dent and occasional prospector. Mullaney was an able-
bodied seaman, hardrock miner and mwha.ud. They
had been shanghaied in Frisco in the same lot with
Rafe and Rodney. Tex Brisco was a Texas cowhand
who had been shangha1ed from a waterfront dive in
Galveston where he had gone to look at the sea.

Finding a friend in Rafe, Rodney had told him the
whole story of his coming to Wyoming with his wife
and daughter. Of what drought and Indians had done
to his herd and how ﬁﬂall he had mortgaged his
ranch to a man named Barknw

Rustlers had invaded the country and he had lost
cattle. Finally reaching the end of his rope, he had
gone to San Francisco. Surprisingly, he had met Barkow
and some others and paid off the mnrtgage A few hours
later, wandering into Hnngkung Bohl’s place which hac
been recommended to him by Barknws friends, he had
been doped, robbed, and shanghaied.

When the ship returned to Frisco after a year
Rodney had demanded to be put ashore, and Borges
had laughed at him. Then Charles Rodney had tackled
the big man again, ‘and that time the beatmg had beer
final, With Rodney dying, the Mary S had finished her
loading and shpped out of port so he could be con:
veniently “lost at sea.”

The cattleman’s breathing had grown gentler, anc
Rafe leaned his head on the edge of the bunk, dozing

Rodney had given him a deed to the ranch, a deed
that gave him a half share, the other half belonging to
Rodney’s wife and daughter Caradec had promised tc
save the ranch if he possibly could. Rﬂdne}' had alsc
given him Barkow’s signed receipt for the money.

Rafe’s head came up with a ]erk How long he had
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CROSSFIRE TRAIL
|ﬂ t he did not know, yet—he stiffened as he glanced
at Charles Rodney. Thﬂ hoarse, rasping breath was
ne, the even, gentle breath was no more. Rodney
dead.
Fﬂl‘ an instant, Rafe held the old man’s wrist, then
ﬂreW the blanket over Rodney’s face. Abruptly then,
'he got up. A quick glance at his watch told th they
‘had only a few minutes until they would sight Cape
‘Mendocino. Grabbing a small ba of things off the
i bunk, he turned quickly to the companionway.
B Twn big fe&t and two hairy ankles were visible on
ﬁw top They moved, and step by step a man
came dnwn the ladder. He was a big man, bigger than
hafe and his small, cruel eyes stared at him, then at
| B.udney’ s bunk.
~ “Dead?”
i “Yes.”
I The big man rubbed a fist along his unshaven jowl.
. He ned at Rafe,
|

"I heard him speak aboot the ranch. It could be a
" mice t]:nng, that. I heerd aboot them ranches. Money

in ‘em.” His eyes brightened with cupidity and cun-
_nizl “We share an’ share alike, eh?”

“Nﬂ Caradec’s voice was flat. “The deed is made

“out to his daughter and me. His wife is to share, also.
I aim to keep nuthm for myself.”

"~ The big man chuckled hc}arsely “I can see that!” he

lﬂld “Josh Briggs is no fool, Caradec! You're intendin’
iﬂ get it all for yourself. I want mine!” He leaned on
uﬂw hand rail of the ladder. “We can have a nice thing,
“Caradec They said there was trouble over there? Huhl
I guess we can handle any trouble, an” make some our-
{»selves
e “The Rodneys get it all” Rafe said. “Stand aside. I'm
&ﬁ! a hurry.”
. Briggs’ face was ugly. “Don’t get high an’ mighty
- with mel” he said roughly. “Unless you- split even with

11
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me, you don’t get away. I know aboot the boat you've
got ready. I can stop you there, or here.”

Rafe Caradec knew the futility of words. There are
some natures to whom only violence is an argument.
His left hand shot up suddenly, his stiffened fingers
and thumb making a V that caught Briggs where his
jawbone joined his throat.

- The blow was short, vicious, unexpected. Briggs" head
jerked back and Rafe hooked short and hard with his

right, then followed through with a smashing elbow that

flattened Briges’ nose and showered him with blood.

Rafe dropped his bag, then struck left and right to
the body, then left and right to the chin. The last two
blows cracked like pistol shots. Josh Briggs hit the foot
of the ladder in a heap, rolled over and lay still, his
head partly under the table. Rafe picked up his bag
and went up the ladder without so much as a back-
ward glance.

On the dark deck Rafe Caradec moved aft along the
starbrd side. A shadow moved out from the mainm’st.

“You ready?”

“Ready, Rock.”

Two more men got up from the darkness near the
foot of the mast and all fﬂl]l‘ hauled the boat frﬂm its
place and got it to the side.

“This the right place?” Penn asked.

“Almost.” Caradec straightened. “Get her ready. I'm
going to call on the Old Man.”

In the darkness he could feel their eyes on him. “You
think that’s wise?”

“No, but he killed Rodney. I've got to see him.”

“You goin’ to kill Borger?”

It was like them that they did not doubt he could if
he wished. Somehow -he had always impressed men
so, that what he wanted to accomplish, he would ac-
complish. |

12
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“No, just a good beatin. He’s had it comin’ for a

long time.”

Mullaney spat. He was a stocky, muscular man. “You

- cussed right he has! I'd lik= to help.”

“No, there’ll be no help for either of us. Stand by

- and watch for the mate.”

Penn chuckled. “He’s tied up aft, by the wheel.”
Rafe Caradec turmned and walked forward. His soft

. leather sandals made no noise on the hardwood deck,
" nor on the companionway as he descended. He moved
" like a shadow along the bulkhead, and saw the door of
. the captain’s cabin standing open. He was inside and
- had taken two steps before the captain looked up.

Bully Borger was big, almost a giant. He had a red
beard around his jaw bonc under his chin. He squinted

. from cold, gray eyes at Rafe.

“What's wrong?” he demanded. “Trouble on deck?”
“No, Captain,” Rafe said shortly, “there’s trouble

here. I've come to beat you within an inch of your life,
Captain. Charles Rodney is dead. You ruined his life,

-~ Captain, and then you killed him.”

- Borger was on his feet, catlike. Somehow he had al-

- ways known this moment would come. A dozen times

- he had told himself he should kill Caradec, but the

- man was a seaman, a first class, able-bodied seaman,

and in the lot of shanghaied crews there were few. So

- he had delayed.

He lunged at the drawer for his brass knuckles.
Rafe had been waiting for that, poised on the balls

. of his feet. His left hand dropped to the captain’s wrist
- and his right hand sank to the wrist in the captain’s
- middle. It stopped Borger, that punch did. Stopped him
. flatfooted for only an instant, but that instant was
. enough. Rafe’s head darted forward, butting the bigger

. man in the face, and Rafe felt the bones crunch under
~ his hard skull.

Yet the agony gave Borger a burst of strength, and he
tore the hand with the knucks loose and got his fingers
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through their holes. He lunged, swinging a roundhouse
blow that would have dropped a bull elephant. Rafe
went under the swing, his movements timed perfectly,
his actions almost negligent. He smashed left and right
to the middle, and the punches drove wind from
Borger’s stomach and he doubled up, gasping.

Rafe dropped a palm to the back of the man’s head
and shoved down, hard. At the same instant, his knee
came up, smashing Borger’s face into a gory pulp.

Bully Borger, the dirtiest fighter on many a water-
front, staggered back, moaning with pain. His face ex-
pressionless, Rafe Caradec stepped in and threw punch-
es with both hands, driving, wicked punches that had
the power of those broad shoulders behind them, and
timed with the rolling of the ship. Left, right, left, right,
blows that cut and chopped like meat cleavers. Borger
tottered and fell back across the settee.

Rafe wheeled to see Penn’s blond head in the door-
way. Roy Penn stared at the bloody hulk, then at Rafe.
5 “Better come on. The Cape’s showing off the starb’rd

ow.

When they had the boat in the water they slid down
the rope one after the other, then Rafe slashed it with
his belt knife, and the boat dropped back. The black
bulk of the ship swept by them. Her stern lifted, then
sank and Rafe, at the tiller, turned the bow of the boat
toward the monstrous blackness of the Cape.

Mullaney and Penn got the sail up when the mast
was stepped, then Penn looked around at Rafe.

“That was mutiny, you know.”

“It was,” Rafe said calmly. “I didn’t ask to go aboard,
and knockout drops in a Barbary Coast dive ain’t my
way of askin’ for a year’s job!”

“A year?” Penn swore. “Two years and more, for me.
For Tex, too.” .

“You know this coast?” Mullaney asked. :

Rafe nodded. “Not well, but there’s a place just north
of the Cape where we can run in. To the south the
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sunken ledges and rocks might tear our bottom out,

" but I think we can make this other place.”

.~ The mountainous headland 100med black against the

. gray-turning sky of the hours before daybreak. The
- seaward face of the Cape was rocky and waterworn
along the shoreline. Rafe, studying the currents and the
mcks brought the boat neatly in among them and
headed for a boulder-strewn oray beach where water
curled and left a white ruffle of surf.

. They scrambled out of the boat and threw their gear
on the narrow beach.

. “How about the boat?” Texas demanded “Do we
- leave it?”

- “Shove her off, cut a hole in the bottom, and let her
- sink,” Rafe said.

When the hole had been cut, they let the sea take
. the boat offshore a little, watching it fill and sink. Then
- they picked up their gear and Rafe Caradec led them
inland, working along the shoulder of the mountain.
- The northern slope was covered with brush and trees,
“and afforded some concealment. Fog was rolling in from
- the sea, and soon the gray cottony shroud of it settled
over the countryside.

- When they had several miles behind them, Rafe drew
_to a halt. Penn opened the sack he was carrying and got
- out some bread, figs, coffee and a pot.

- “Stole ’em out of the captain’s stores,” he said. “Fig-
- ured we might as well eat.”
- “Cot anything to drink?” Mullaney rubbed the dark
- stubble of his wide jaws.

“Uh-huh Two butﬂes of rum. Good stuff from Ja-
.f ﬂi&lt’:ﬂ
= “You'll do to ride the river with,” Tex said, squatting
. on his heels. He glanced up at Rafe. “What comes now?”
~  “Wyomin’ for me.” Rafe broke some sticks and put
~them into the fire Rock was kmdlmg “I made my
' promise to H{}dnev, and I'll keep it.”
. "He trusted you.”

15
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“Yes. I'm not goin’ to let him down. Anyway.” he
added, “Wyomin’s a long way from here, and we should
be as far away as we can get. They may try to find
us. Mutiny’s a hangin” offense.”

“Ever run any cattle?” Tex wanted to know.

“Not since I as a kid. I was born in New Orleans,
grew up near San Antone. Rodney tried to tell me all
he could.”

“I been over the trail to Dodge twice,” Tex said, “and
to Wyomin® once. I'll be needin’ a job.”

“You're hired,” Rafe said, “if I ever get the money to
pay you.”

“Tll chance it,” Tex Brisco agreed. “I like the way
you do things.”

“Me for the gold fields in Nevady,” Rock said.

“That’s good . for me,” Penn said, “if me and Rock
don’t strike it rich we may come huntin’ a feed.”

16



| ThERE WaS no trail through the tall grass but the one
the mind could make, or the instinct of the cattle mov-
ing toward water, yet as the long-legged zebra dun

- moved along the flank of the little herd, Rafe Caradec
thought he was coming home.

This was a land for a man to love, a long, beautiful
land of rolling grass and trees, of towering mountains,
pushing their dark peaks against the sky, and the

" straight, slim beauty of lodgepole pines.
- He sat easy in the saddle, more at home than in many
months, for almost half his life had been lived astride
‘a horse, and he liked the dun, which had an easy, space-
eating stride. He had won the horse in a poker game
~in Ogden, and won the saddle and bridle in the same
game. The new 1873 Winchester, newest and finest gun
~ on the market, he had bought in San Francisco.
. A breeze whispered in the grass, turning it to green
~and shifting sﬂva-r as the wind stirred along the bot-
tomland. Rafe heard the gallop of a horse behind him
- and reined in, turning. Tex Brisco rode up alongside.
| “We should be about there, Rafe,” he said, digging
in his poclcet for the malongs “Tell- me about that
H1311511:1355 again, will you?”
. 4 - Rafe nodded. Rudne s brand was one he bought

i

-1-;;- an hombre named Shafter Mason. It was the Bar

M. He had two thousand acres in Long Valley that he
ught from Red Cloud, paid him good for it_., and he

17
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was runnin’ cattle on that, and some four thousand acres
outside the valley. His cebin was built in the entrance
to Crazy Woman Canyon.

“He borrowed money, and mortgaged the land, to
a man named Bruce Barkow. Barkow’s a big cattleman
down here, tied in with three or four others. He has
several gunmen workin’ for him; and Rodney never
trusted him, but he was the only man around who could
loan him the money he needed.”

“What’s your plan?” Brisco asked, his eyes following
the cattle.

“Tex, I haven’t got one. I couldnt plan until I saw
the lay of the land. The first thing will be to find Mrs.
Rﬂdne and her daughter, and from them, learn what
the 51tuah{m is. Then we can go to work. In the mean-
time, I aim to sell these cattle and hunt up Red Cloud.”

“That’ll be tough,” Tex suggested. “There’s been some
Injun trouble, and he’s a Sioux. Mostly, they’'re on the
prod right now.”

“I can’t help it, Tex,” Rafe said. “T've got to see him,
tell him I have the deed, and explain so’s he’ll under-
stand. He might turn out to be a guud friend, and he
would certainly make a bad enemy.”

“There may be some question about these cattle,”
Tex suggested dryly.

“What of it?” Rafe shrugged. “They are all strays, and
we culled them out of canyons where no white man
has been in years, and slapped our own brand on ’em.
We've driven them two hundred miles, so nobody here
has any claim on them. Whoever started cattle where
we found these left the country a long time ago. You
remember what that old trapper told us?”

“Yeah,” Tex agreed, “our claim’s good enough.” HE
ghnr::ed again at the brand, then looked curiously
Rafe. “Man, why didnt you tell me your old man
owned the C Bar? When you said to put the C Bar on
these cattle you could have knocked me down with an
ax! Uncle Joe used to tell me all about the C Bar out-
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fit! The old man had a son who was a ringtailed terror
as a kid. Slick with a gun . . . Sayl” Tex Brisco stared
at Rafe. “You wouldn’t be the same one, would your”

“I'm afraid I am.” Rafe said. “For a kid I was too
slick with a gun. Had a run-in with some old enemies
of Dad’s, and when it was over, I hightailed for Mexico.”

“Heard about it.”

Tex turned his sorrel out in a tight circle to cut a
steer back into the herd, and they moved on.

Rafe Caradec rode warily, with an eye on the coun-
try. This was all Indian country and the Sioux and
Cheyennes had been hunting trouble ever since Custer
had ridden into the Black Hills, which was the heart
of the Indian country, and almost sacred to the Plains
tribes. This was the near end of Long Valley where
Rodney’s range had begun, and it could be no more
than a few miles to Crazy Woman Canyon and his
cabin. . |

Rafe touched a spur to the dun and cantered toward
the head of the drive. There were three hundred head
of cattle in this bunch, and when the old trapper had
told him about them, curiosity had impelled him to have
a look. In the green bottom of several adjoining can-
yons these cattle, remnants of a herd brought into the
country several years before, had looked fat and fine.

It had been brutal, bitter work, but he and Tex had
rounded up and branded the cattle, then hired two
drifting cowhands to help them with the drive.

He passed the man riding point and headed for the
strip of trees where Crazy Woman Creek curved out of
the canyon and turned :n a long sweeping semicircle
out to the middle of the valley, then down its center,
irrigating some of the finest grass land he had ever
seen. Much of it, he noted, was subirrigated from the
- mountains that lifted on both sides of the valley.

The air was fresh and cool after the long, hot drive
over the mountains and desert. The heavy fragrance of

the pines and the smell of the long grass shimmering
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with dew lifted to his nostrils. He moved the dun down
to the stream and sat in his saddle while the horse
dipped its muzzle into the clear, cold water of the
Crazy Woman.

When the gelding lifted his head, Rafe waded him
across the stream and climbed the opposite bank, then
turned upstream toward the canyon.

The bench beside the stream, backed by its stand of
lodgepole pines looked just as Rodney had desecribed
it, Yet as the cabin came into sight, Rafe’s lips tightened
with apprehension, for there was no sign of life. The
dun, feeling his anxiety, broke into a canter.

One glance sufficed. The cabin was empty, and evi-
dently had been so for a long time.

Rafe was standing in the door when Tex rode up

Brisco glanced around, then at Rafe.
“Well,” he said, “looks like we've had a long ride for

nothin’,”

The other two hands rode up—Johnny Gill and “Bo”
Marsh, both Texans. With restless saddles, they had fin-
ished a drive in the Wyoming country, then headed
west and had ridden clear to Salt Lake. On their return
they had run into Rafe and Tex, and hired on to work
the herd east to Long Valley.

Gill, a short, leather-faced man of thirty, stared
around.

“I know this place,” he said. “Used to be the Rodney
ranch. Feller name of Dan Shute took over. Rancher.”

“Shute, eh?” Tex glanced at Caradec. “Not Barkow?”

Gill shook his head. “Barkow made out to be helpin’
Rodney’s womenfolks, but he didnt do much good.
Personally, I never figgered he cut no great swath a
tryin’. Anyway, this here Dan Shute is a bad hombre.”

“Well,” Rafe said casually, “mebbe we'll ind out how
bad. I aim to settle right here.”

Gill Jooked at him thoughtfully. “You're buyin’ your-
self a piece of trouble, mister,” he said. “But I never
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cottoned to Dan Shute, myself. You got any rightful
claim to this range? This is where you was headed,
ain’t it?”

“That’s right,” Rafe said, “and I have a claim.”

“Well, Bo,” Gill said, hooking a leg over the saddle-
horn, “want to drift on, or do we stay and see how
this gent stacks up with Dan Shute?”

Marsh grinned. He had a reckless, infectious grin.
“Shore, Johnny,” he said. “I'm for stayin’ on. Shute’s
got a big red-headed hand ridin” for him that I never
liked, no ways.”

“Thanks, boys,” Rafe said. “Looks like I've got an out-
fitt Keep the cattle in pretty close the next few days.
I'm ridin’ in to Painted Rock.”

“That town belongs to Barkow,” Gill advised. “Might
pay you to kind of check up on Barkow and Shute.
Some of the boys talkin® around the chuckwagon sort of
ficgered there was more to that than met the eye. That
Bruce Barkow is a right important gent around here,
but when you read his sign, it don’t always add up.”

“Mebbe,” Rafe suggested, “you’d better come along.
Let Tex and Marsh worry with the cattle.”

Rafe Caradec turned the dun toward Painted Rock.
His liking for the little cattleman Rodney had been very
real, and he had come to know and respect the man
while aboard the Mary S. In the weeks that had fol-
lowed the flight from the ship, he had been considering
the problem of Rodney’s ranch so much that it had be-
come much his own problem.

Now, Rodney’s worst fears seemed to have been real-
ized. The family had evidently been run off their

~ ranch, and Dan Shute had taken possession. Whether
. there was any connection between Shute and Barkow

remained to be seen, but Caradec knew that chuck-
wagon gossip can often come close to the truth, and
that cowhands often see men more clearly than people

who see them only on their good behavior or when in

- town.
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As he rode through the country toward Painted Rock,
he studied it curiously, and listened to Johnny Gill’s
comments. The little Texan had punched cattle in here
two seasons, and knew the area better than most.

Painted Rock was the usual cowtown. A double row
of weather-beaten, false-fronted buildings, most of which
had never been painted, and a few scattered dwellings,
some of logs, most of stone. There was a two-story
hotel, and a stone building, squat and solid, whose sign
identified it as the Painted Rock Bank.

Two buckboards and a spring wagon stood on the
street, and a dozen saddle horses stood three-footed at
hitching rails. A sign ahead of them and cater-cornered
across from the stage station told them that here was the
National Saloon. |

Gill swung his horse in toward the hitching rail and
dropped to the ground. He glanced across his saddle
' at Caradec.

“The big hombre lookin® us over is the redhead Bo
didn’t like.” he said in a low voice.

Rafe did not look around until he had tied his own
horse with a slipknot. Then he hitched his guns into
place on his hips. He was wearing two walnut-stocked
pistols, purchased in Frisco. He wore jeans, star boots,
and a buckskin jacket.

Stepping up on the boardwalk, Rafe glanced at the
frank curiosity.

“Howdy, Gill?” he said. “Long time no see.”

“Is that bad?” Gill said, and shoved through the
doors into the dim, cool interior of the National,

At the bar, Rafe glanced around. Two men stood
nearby drinking. Several others were scattered around
at tables. |

“Red-eye,” Gill said, then in a lower tone, “Bruce
Barkow is the big man with the black mustache, wearin’
black and playin’ poker. The Mexican-lookin® hombre
across from him is Dan Shute’s gun-slingin’ segundo,
Gee Bonaro.”
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Rafe nodded, and lifted his glass. Suddenly, he
grinned.

“To Charles Rodney!” he said clearly.

Barkow jerked sharply and looked up, his face a
shade paler. Bonaro turned his head slowly, like a liz-

- ard watching a fly. Gill and Rafe both tossed off their

drinks, and ignored the stares.

“Man,” Gill said, his eyes dancing, “You dont waste
no time, do you?”

Rafe Caradec turned. “By the way, Barkow,” he said,
“where can I find Mrs. Rodney and her daughter?”

Bruce Barkow put down his cards. “If you've got any
business,” he said smoothly, “I'll handle it for ’eml!”

“Thanks,” Rafe said. “My business is personal, and
with them.”

“Then,” Barkow said, his eyes hardening, “you’ll have
trouble! Mrs. Rodney is dead. Died three months ago.”
- Rafe’s lips tightened. “And her daughter?”

“Ann Rodney,” Barkow said carefully, “is here in
town. She is to be my wife soon. If you've got any
business . . .”

“T'll transact it with her!” Rafe said sharply.

Turning abruptly, he walked out the door, Gill fol-
lowing. The little cowhand grinned, his leathery face
folding into wrinkles that belied his thirty-odd years.

“Like I say, Boss,” he chuckled, “you shore throw
the hooks into ’em!” He nodded toward a building across
the street. “Let’s try the Emporium. Rodney used to
ﬁfalies there, and Gene Baker who runs it was a friend
ﬂ . .H‘

The Emporium smelled of leather, dry goods, and all
the varied and exciting smells of the general store. Rafe
rounded a bale of jeans and walked back to the long
counter backed by shelves holding everything from
pepper to rifle shells.

“Where can I find Ann Rodney?” he asked.

The white-haired proprietor gave him a quick glance,

- then nodded to his right. Rafe turned and found him-
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self looking into the large, soft dark eyes of a slender,
yet beautifully shaped girl in a print dress. Her lips
were delicately lovely, her dark hair was gathered in a
loose knot at the nape of her neck. She was so lovely
that it left him a little breathless.

She smiled and her eyes were questioning. “I'm Ann
Rodney,” she said. “What is it you want?”

“My name is Rafe Caradec,” he said gently, “Your
father sent me.”

Her face went white to the lips and she stepped back
suddenly, dropping one hand to the counter as though
for support.

“You come—from my father? Why,1...”

Bruce Barkow, who had apparently followed them
from the saloon, stepped in front of Rafe, his face
flushed with anger.

“You've scared her to death!” he snapped. “What do
you mean, comin’ in here with such a story? Charles
Rodney has been dead for almost a year!”

Rafe’s eyes measured Barkow, his thoughts racing.
“He has? How did he die?”

“He was killed,” Barkow said, “for the money he

LI

was carryin’, it looked like.” Barkow’s eyes turned. “Did
you kill him?” '

Rafe was suddenly aware that Johnny Gill was star-
ing at him, his brows drawn together, puzzled and
wondering. Gill, he realized, knew him but slightly,
and might easily become suspicious of his motives.

Gene Baker also was studying him coldly, his eyes
alive with suspicion. Ann Rodney stared at him, as if
stunned by what he had said, and somehow uncertain.

“No,” Rafe said coolly. “I didnt kill him, but I'd be
plumb interested to know what made yuh believe he
was dead.” |

“Believe he was dead?” Barkow laughed harshly. “I
was with him when he died! We found him beside the
trail, shot through the body by bandits. I brought back
- his belongings to Miss Rodney.”
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“Miss Endney, Rafe began, “if I could talk to you a
few minutes .

“No!” she whzs red. “I don’t want to talk to youl
‘What can you be t]nmkmg of? Coming to me with such
a story? What is it you want from me?”

“Somehow,” Rafe said quietly, “you’ve got hold of
some false information, Your father has been dead for
‘no more than two months.”

"Get out of herel” Barkow ordered, his hands on his

“Get out, I say! I don’t know what scheme you've
cooked up but it won’t work! If you know what’s good
for you, }fnu’]l leave this town while the goin’ is good!”

Ann Rodney turned sharply around and ran from the
store, heading for the storekeeper’s living quarters.

“You'd better get out, mister,” Gene Baker said harshly.
“We know how Rodney died. You can’t work no under-
handed schemes on that young lady. Her pa died, and
he talked before he died. Three men heard him.”

Rafe Caradec turned and walked outside, standing
on the boardwalk, frowning at the skyline. He was
aware that Gill had moved up beside him.

“Boss,” Gill said, “I aint no lily, but neither am I
takin’ part in no deal to skin a young lady out of what
is hers by rights. You'd better throw a leg over your
saddle and get!”

“Don’t jump to conclusions, Gill,” Rafe advised, “and
hefacre you make any change in your plans, suppﬂse

u ta]k to Tex about this? He was with me, an” he

ows all about Rodney’s death as well as I do. If they
hraug]lt any belongings off his back here, there’s some-
ﬂ'lm more to this than we believed.”

Gill kicked his boot-toe against a loose board. “Tex
Wﬂs with you? Durn it, man! What of that yarm of

P It don’t make sensel”

"That’ s right” Caradec replied, “and before it will
we've got to do some diggin’. Johnny,” he added, “sup-
Ppose I told you that Barkow back there held a mﬂrt—
gage on the Budney ranch, and Rodney went to Frisco,
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got the money, and paid it in Frisco—then never got
home?”

Gill stared at Rafe, his mouth tightening, “Then no-
body here would know he ,ever paid that mortgage
but Barkow? The man he paid it to?”

“That's right.”

“Then I'd say this Barkow was a sneakin’ polecatl™
Gill said harshly. “Let’s brace him!”

“Not yet, Johnny. Not yet!”

He had anticipated no such trouble, yet if he ex-

plained the circumstances of Rodney’s death, and was
mmpe]led to prove them, he wnuld be arrested for
mutiny on the high seas—a hanging offensel

Not only his own life depended on silence, but the
lives of Brisco, Penn, and Mullaney,

Yet there must be a way out. There had to be.
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As Rare Carapec stood there in the bright sunlight he

began to understand a let of things, and wonder abnut
them If some of the possessions of Charles Rodney had
been returned to Painted Rock, it implied that those
who returned them knew something nf the shanghai-
ing of Rodney. How else could they have come by his

- belongings?

Bully Borger had shanghaied his own crew with the

. connivance of Hongkong Bohl. Had the man been

marked for him? Certainly, it would not be the first

- time somebody had got rid of a man in such a manner.
It that was the true story, it would account for some of

. Borger's animosity when he had beaten Rodney.

No doubt they had all been part of a plan to make

-sure that Charles Rodney never returned to San Fran-

cisco alive, nor to Painted Rock. Yet believing such a

.~ thing and proving it were two vastly different things.

Also, it presented a problem of motive. Land was not

. scarce in the West, and much of it could be had for
‘the taking. Why then, people would ask, would Barkow

- go to such efforts to get one piece of land?

Rafe had Barkow's signature on the receipt, but that
could be claimed to be a forgery. First, a motive be-
ynnd the mere value of two thousand acres of land and
. the money paid on the debt must be established. That
mig.’ﬂt be a]], and certainly men had been killed for
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less, but Bruce Barkow was no fool, nor was he a man
who played for small stakes.

Rafe Caradec lighted a cigarette and stared dowm
the street. He must face another fact. Barkow was
warned. Whatever he was gambling for, including the
girl, was in danger now, and would remain in peril as
long as Rafe Caradec remained alive or in the country.
That fact stood out cold and clear. Barkow knew by
now that he must kill Rafe Caradec.

Rafe understood the situation perfectly. His life had
been lived among men who played ruthlessly for the
highest stakes. It was no shock to him that men would
stoop to killing, or a dozen killings, if they could gain
a desired end. From now on he must ride, always
aware, and always ready.

Sending Gill to find and buy two pack-horses, Rafe
turned on his heel and went into the store. Barkow was
gone, and Ann Bodney was still out of sight.

Baker looked up and his eyes held no welcome.

“If you've got any business here,” he said, “state it
and get out. Charles Rodney was a friend of mine.”

“He needed some smarter friends,” Rafe replied
shortly. “I came here to buy supplies, but if you want to,
start askin’ yourself some questions. Who profits by Rod-
ney’s death? What evidence have you got besides a few
of his belongin’s that might have been stolen, that he was
killed a year ago? How reliable were the three men who
were with him? If he went to San Francisco for the
II]DI;;“}?, what were Barkow and the others doin’ on the
trail?”

“That’s neither here nor there,” Baker said roughly.
“What do you want? I'll refuse no man food.”

Coolly, Caradec ordered what he wanted, aware that
Baker was studying him. The man seemed puzzled.

“Where you livin’®” Baker asked suddenly. Some of
the animosity seemed to have gone from his voice.

“At the Rodney cabin on the Crazy Woman,” Caradec
said. “I'm stayin’, too, till I get the straight of this. If
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Ann Rodney is wise she won’t get married or get rid
of any rights to her property till this is cleared up.”

“Shute won’t let you stay there.”

“I'll stay.” Rafe gathered up the box of shells and
stowed them in his pocket. “T'll be right there. While
youre askin’ yourself questions, ask Barkow who holds
a mortgage that he claims is unpaid on the Rodney
place, lets Dan Shute take over?”

“He didn’t want trouble because of Ann,” Baker said
defensively. “He was right nice about it. He wouldn't
toreclose. Givin' her a chance to pay up.”

“As long as he’s goin’ to marry her, why should he
foreclose?” Rafe turned away from the counter. “If Ann
Rodney wants to see me, I'll tell her all about it, any
time. I promised her father I'd take care of her, and I
will, whether she likes it or not! Also,” he added, “any
;115.?1” who says he talked to Rodney as he was dyin),
ies

The door closed at the front of the store, and Rafe
Caradec turned to see the dark, Mexican-looking gun-
man Gill had indicated in the National Saloon. The
‘man known as Gee Bonaro.

Bonaro came toward him, smiling and showing even
white teeth under a thread of mustache.

“Would you repeat that to me, senor?” he asked pleas-
antly, a thumb hooked in his belt.

“Why not? Rafe said sharply. He let his eyes, their
contempt unveiled, go over the man slowly from head
to foot, then back. “If you was one of ’em that said
'thatl, youre a liarl And if you touch that gun I'll kill
youl”

Cee Bonaro’s fingers hovered over the gun butt, and
he stood flatfooted, an uncomfortable realization break-
ing over him. This big stranger was not frightened. In
- the green eyes was a coldness that turned Bonaro a
little sick inside. He was uncomfortably aware that he

stood, perilously, on the brink of death.
~ “Were you one of ’em?” Rafe demanded.
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“Si, senor,” Bonaro’s tongue touched his lips.

“Where was this supposed to ber”

“Where he died, near Pilot Peak, on the trail.”

“Youre a white-livered liar, Bonaro. Rodney mnever
got back to Pilot Peak. You're bein’ trapped for some-
body else’s gain, and if I were you I'd back up and
look the trail over again.” Rafe’s eyes held the man.
“You say you saw him. How was he dressed?r”

“Dressed?” Bonaro was confused. Nobody had asked
such a thing. He had no idea what to say. Suppose the
same question was answered in a different way by one
of the others? He wavered and was lost. “I-1 don't
know.I...”

He looked from Baker to Caradec and took a step
back, his tongue at his lips, his eyes like those of a
trapped animal. The big man facing him somehow
robbed him of his sureness, his poise. And he had come
here to kill him.

“Rodney talked to me only a few weeks ago, Bonaro,”
Rafe said coolly. “How many others did he talk to?
You're bein’ mixed up in a cold-blooded killin’, Bonarol
Now turn around and get out! And get out fastl”

Bonaro backed up, and Rafe took a forward step.
Wheeling, the man scrambled for the door.

Rafe turned and glanced at Baker. “Think that over,”
he said coolly. “You'll take the word of a coyote like
that about an honest man! Somebody’s tryin’ to rob Miss
Rodney, and because you're believin’ that cock and bull
story you're helpin’ it along.” |

Gene Baker stood stock-still, his hands still flat on the
counter. What he had seen, he would not have be-
lieved. Gee Bonaro had slain two men since coming to
Painted Rock, and here a stranger had backed him
down without lifting a hand or moving toward a gun.
Baker rubbed his ear thoughtfully. -'

Johnny Gill met Rafe in front of the store with two
packhorses. A glance told Caradec that the little cow-
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hand had bought well. Gill glanced questioningly at
Rafe.

“Did I miss somethin’® I seen that gunhand segundo
of Shute’s come out of that store like he was chased by
the devil. You and him have a run-in?™

“I called him and he backed down,” Rafe told Gill
“He said he was one of the three who heard Rodney’s
last words. I told him he was a liar.”

Johnny drew the rope tighter. He glanced out of the
corner of his eye at Rafe. This man had come into
town and put himself on record for what he was and
what he planned faster than anybody he had ever
seen.

“Shucks,” Johnny said, grinning at the horse, “why
go back to TexasP There’ll be ruckus enough here, ridin’
for that hombrel”

The town of Painted Rock numbered exactly eighty-
nine inhabitants, and by sundown the arrival of Rafe
Caradec and his challenge to Gee Bonaro was the talk
of all of them. It was a behind-the-hand talking, but
the story was going the rounds. Also, that Charles Rod-
ney was alive—or had been alive until recently.

By nightfall Dan Shute heard that Caradec had moved
into the Rodney house on Crazy Woman, and an hour
later he had stormed furiously into his bunkhouse and
given Bonaro a tongue-lashing that turned the gun-
man livid with anger.

Bruce Barkow was worried, and he made no pre-
tense in his conference with Shute. The only hopeful

- note was that Caradec had said that Rodney was dead.

Cene Baker, sitting in his easy chair in his living
arters behind the store, was uneasy. He was aware

that his silence was worrying his wife. He was also
- aware that Ann was silent herself, an unusual thing, for

~ the girl was usually gay and full of fun and laughter.

The idea that there could have been anything wrong

2 about the story told by Barkow, Weber and Bonaro had
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never entered the storekeeper’s head. He had accepted
the story as others had, for many men had been killed
along the trails, or had died in fights with Indians. It
was another tragedy of the westward march, and he
had done what he could—he and his wife had taken
Ann Rodney into their home and loved her as their
own child.

Now this stranger had come with his questions. De-
spite Baker’s irritation that the matter had come up at
all, and despite his outward denials of truth in what
Caradec had said, he was aware of an inner doubt that
gnawed at the walls of his confidence in Bruce Barkow.

Whatever else he might be, Gene Baker was a
fair man. He was forced to admit that Bonaro was not
a man in whom reliance could be placed. He was a
known gunman, and a suspected outlaw. That Shute
hired him was bad enough in itself, yet when he thought
of Shute, Baker was again uneasy. The twin ranches
of Barkow and Shute surrounded the town on three
sides. Their purchases represented no less than
per cent of the storekeeper’s business, and that did not
include what the hands bought on their own.

The drinking of the hands from the ranches sup-
ported the Natmnal Saloon, too. Gene Baker, who, for
all his willingness to live and let live, was a good citi-
zen, or believed he was, found himself examining a
situation he did not like. It was not a new situation in
Painted Rock, and he had been unconsciously aware
of it for some time, yet while aware of it he had tacitly
accepted it. Now there seemed to be a larger African

in the woodpile, or severa! of them. ,
As Baker smoked his pipe, he found himself realiz-
ing with some discomfort and growing doubt that
Painted Rock was completely subservient to Barkow
and Shute. “Pod” Gomer, who was town marshal, had
been nominated for the job by Barkow at the council
meeting. Joe Benson of the National had seconded the
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motion, and Dan Shute had calmly suggested that the

nomination be closed and Gomer was voted in.

Cene Baker had never liked Gomer but the man was
a good gunhand and certainly unafraid. Baker had
voted with the others, as had Pat Higley, another re-
sponsible citizen of the town.

In the same manner, Benson had been elected mayor
of the town, and Roy Gargan had been made judge.

Remembering that the town was actually in the hands
of Barkow and Shute, Baker also recalled that at first
the tactics of the two big ranchers had caused grum-
bling among the smaller holders of land. Nothing had
ever been done, largely because one of them, Stu Mar-
tin, who talked the loudest, had been killed in a fall
from a cliff. A few weeks later another small rancher,
Al Chase, had mistakenly tried to draw against Bonaro,

* and had died.

Looked at in that light, the situation made Baker un-
easy. Little things began to occur to him that had re-
mained unconsidered, and he began to wonder just
what could be done about it even if he knew for sure
that Rodney had been killed. Not only was he de-
pendent on Shute and Barkow for business, but Benson,

- their partner and friend, owned the freight line that
brought in his supplies.

Law was still largely a local matter. The Army main-
tained a fort not too far away, but the soldiers were
busy keeping an eye on the Sioux and their allies who
were becoming increasingly restive, what with the boom-
ing gold camps at Bannack and Alder Gulch, Custer’s
invasion of the Black Hills, and the steady roll of wagon
frains over the Bozeman and Laramie trails.

If there was trouble here, Baker realized with a sud-
den sickening fear, it would be settled locally. And that
. meant it would be settled by Dan Shute and Bruce
. Barkow.

- Yet even as he thought of that, Baker recalled the tall
- man in the black, flat-crowned hat and buckskin jacket.

e
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There was something about Rafe Caradec that was con-
vincing, something that made a man doubt he would
be controlled by anybody or anything, at any time, any-
where.
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IV

RAFE RODE SmLENTLY alongside Johnny Gill when they
moved out of Painted Rock, trailing the two pack-
horses. The trail turned west by south and crossed the
north fork of Clear Creek. They turned then along a
parrow path that skirted the huge boulders fringing the
mountains.

Gill turned his head slightly, “Might not be a bad
idea to take to the hills, Boss,” he said carelegsly. “There’s
- a trail up thataway—ain’t much used, either.”

Caradec glanced quickly at the little puncher, then
nodded. “All right,” he said, “lead off, If you want.”

Johnny was riding with his rifle across his saddle, and
‘his eyes were alert. That, Rafe decided, was not a bad
idea. He jerked his head back toward Painted Rock.

“What do you think Barkow will do?”

Gill shrugged. “No tellin’, but Dan Shute will know
what to do. He'll be gunnin’ for you if you've sure
enough got the straight of this. What you figger hap-

pened?”

- Rafe hesitated, then he said carefully, “What hap-
pened to Charles Rodney wasnt any accident. It was
planned and carried out mighty smooth.” He waited
- while the horse took a half dozen steps, then looked up
- suddenly. “Gill, you size up like a man to ride the river
~ with. Heres the story, and if you ever tell it you'll hang
four good men.”
Bneﬂy and concisely, he outlined the shanghaiing of

35




CROSSFIRE TRAIL

Rodney and himself, the events aboard ship, the escape.

“See?” he added. “It must have looked fool-proof to
them. Rodney goes away to sea and never comes back.
Nobody but Barkow knows that mortgage was paid,
and what did happen was somethin’ they couldnt plan
for, and probably didn’t even think about.”

Gill nodded. “Rodney must have been toughern’ any-
body figgered,” he said admiringly. “He never quit tryin,
you sayr

“Right. He had only one idea, it looked like, and that
was to live to get home to his wife and daughter. If,”
Rafe added, “the wife was anything like the daughter,
I don’t blame him!”

The cowhand chuckled. “Yeah, I know what you
mean. She’s purty as a papoose in a red hat.”

“You know, Gill,” Rafe said speculatively, “there’s one
thing that bothers me. Why do they want that ranch
SO bad?”

“That’s got me wonderin’, too,” Gill agreed. “Its a
good ranch, mostly, except for that land at the mouth
of the valley. Rises there to a sort of a dome, and the
Crazy Woman smngs around it. Nothin® much grows
there. The rest of it’s a good ranch.”

“Say anything about Tex or BoP” Caradec asked.

"Nu,” Gill said. “It figgers like war, now. No use
lettin’ the enemy know what you’re holdin’,”

The trail they followed left the grass lands of the
creek bottom and turned back up into the hills to a
long plateau. They rode on among the tall pines, secat-
tered here and there with birch or aspen along the slopes.

A cool breeze stirred among the pines, and the
horses walked slowly, taking their time, their hoof beats
soundless on the cushion uf pine needles. Once the
trail wound down the steep side of a shadowy canyon,
weaving back and forth, ﬁna]l to reach bottom in a
brawling, swift-running stream Willows skirted the
banks, and while the horses were drinking, Rafe saw
a trout leap in a pool above the rapids, A brown
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thrasher swept a darting red brown arrow past his head
and he could hear yellow warblers gossiping among the
willows.

.~ He himself was drinking when he saw the sand crum-
ble from a spot on the bank and fall with a tiny splash
into the creek.

Carefully, he got to his feet. His rifle was in his sad-
dle boot, but his pistols were good enough for anything
he could see in this narrow place. He glanced casually
at Gill, and the cowhand was tightening his cinch, all
unaware.

Caradec drew a long breath and hitched up his
trousers, then hooked his thumbs in his belt near the
gun butts. He had no idea who was there, but that sand
did not fall without a reason. In his own mind he was
sure that someone was standing in the willow thicket
across and downstream, above where the sand had
fallen.

Someone was watching them.

“Ready?” Johnny suggested, looking at him curiously.

“Almost,” Rafe drawled casually. “Sort of like this
little place. It's cool and pleasant. Sort of place a man
might like to rest a while, and where a body could watch
his back trail, too.” He was talking at random, hoping
Gill would catch on. The puncher was looking at him
intently, now. “At least,” Rafe added, “it would be nice
here if a man was alone. He could think better.”

- It was then his eye caught the color in the willows.
It was a tiny comner of red, a bright, flaming crimson,
and it lay where no such color should be.
- That was not likely to be a cowhand, unless he was
a Mexican or a dude, and they were scarce in this
country. It could be an Indian.
 If whoever it was had planned to fire, a good chance
had been missed while he and Gill drank. Two well-
gi&md shots would have done for them both. There-
ore, it was logical to discount the person in the willows
as an enemy. Or if so, a patient enemy,
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To all appearances whoever lay in the willows pre-
ferred to remain unseen. It had all the earmarks of be-
ing someone or something trying to avoid trouble.

Gill was quiet and puzzled. Catlike, he watched Rafe
for some sign to indicate what the trouble was. A quick
scanning of the brush had revealed nothing, but Cara-
dec was not the man to be spooked by a shadow.

“You speak Sioux?” Rafe asked casually.

Gill’s mouth tightened. “A mite. Not so good, mebbe.”

“Speak loud and say we are friends.”

Johnny Gill’s eyes were wary as he spoke. There was
no sound, no reply. |

“Try it again,” Rafe suggested. “Tell him we want to
talk. Tell him we want to talk to Red Cloud, the great
chief.”

Gill complied, and there was still no sound. Rafe
looked up at him.

“I'm goin’ to go over into those willows,” he said
softly. “Something’s wrong.”

“You watch yourselfl” Gill warned. “The Sioux are
plenty smart.”

Moving slowly, so as to excite no hostility, Rafe Cara-
dec walked his horse across the stream, then swung
down. There was neither sound nor movement from
the willows. He walked back among the slender trees,
glancing around, yet even then, close as he was, he
might not have seen her had it not been for the red
stripes. Her clothing blended perfectly with the willows
and flowers along the stream bank.

She was a young squaw, slender and dark, with large
intelligent eyes. One look told Rafe that she was fright-
ened speechless, and knowing what had happened to
squaws found by some of the white men, he could un-
derstand.

Her legs were outstretched, and from the marks on
the grass and the bank of the stream, he could see she
had been dragging herself. The reason was plain to see.
One leg was broken just below the knee. |
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“Tohnny,” he said, not too loud, “here’s a young
squaw. She’s got a busted leg.”

. “Better get away quick!” Gill advised. “The Sioux

‘are plenty mean where squaws are concerned.”

“Not till I see that leg,” Rafe said.

“Boss.” Gill advised worriedly, “don’t do it. She’s liable
to yell like blazes if you lay a hand on her. Our lives
won't be worth a nickel. We've got troubles enough
without askin’ for more.”

- Rafe walked a step nearer, and smiled at the girl.
“I want to fix your leg,” he said gently, motioning to it.
“Don’t be afraid.”

She said nothing, staring at him, yet he walked up
and knelt down. She drew back from his touch and he
saw then she had a knife. He smiled and touched the
break with gentle fingers.

“Better cut some splints, Gill,” he said. “She’s got a
bad break. Just a little jolt and it might pop right
through the skin.”

Working carefully, he set the leg. There was no sound
from the girl, no sign of pain.

“Nervy, ain’t sher” Rafe suggested.

Taking the splints Gill had cut, he bound them on
her leg.

“Better take the pack off that paint and split it be-
tween the two of us and the other hoss,” he said. “We'll
put her up on the horse.”

When they had her on the paint’s back, Gill asked
her, in Sioux:

. “How far to Indian camp?” '

She looked at him, then at Rafe. Then she spoke
gmekl to him.

Gill grinned. “She says she talks to the chief. That
means you. Her camp is about an hour south and west,
‘iltﬁle hills.”

~ “Tell her we'll take her most of the way

- Rafe swung into saddle, and they turned their horses
hck into the trail. Rafe rode ahead the squaw and
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the pack-horse following, and Johnny Gill, rifle still
across the saddle bows, bringing up the rear.

They had gone no more than a mile when they heard
voices, then three riders swung around a bend in the
trail, reining in sharply. Tough-looking, bearded men,
they stared from Rafe to the Indian girl. She gasped
suddenly, and Rafe’s eyes narrowed a little.

“See you got our pigeon!” A red-bearded man rode
toward them, grinning, “We been chasin’ her for a
couple of hours. Purty thing, ain’t sher”

“Yeah.” A slim, wiry man with a hatchet face and a
cigarette dangling from his lips was speaking. “Glad you
found her. We'll take her off your hands now.”

“That’s all right,” Rafe said quietly. “Were taking
her back to her village. She’s got a broken leg.”

“Takin’ her back to the village?” “Red” exclaimed.
“Why we cut that squaw out for ourselves and were
slappin’ our own brand on her. You get your owm
squaws.” He nodded toward the hatchet faced man.
“Get that lead rope, Boyne.” .

“Keep your hands off that rope!l” Rafe’s voice was
cold. “You blasted fools will get us all killed] This girl’s
tribe would be down on your ears before night!”

“Welll take care of that!” Red persisted. “Get her,
Boynel”

Rafe smiled suddenly. “If you boys are lookin’ for

trouble, I reckon you've found it. I don’t know how many
of you want to die for this squaw, but any time you

figger to take her away from us, some of you'd better

start sizin’ up grave space.”

Boyne's eyes narrowed wickedly. “Why, he’s askin’

for a ruckus, Red! Which eye shall I shoot him through?”

Rafe Caradec sat his horse calmly, smiling a little,

“I reckon,” he said, “you boys ain’t any too battle wise.

YouTre bunched too much. Now, from where I sit, all /

three of you are dead in range and grouped nice for
even one gun shootin’, an’ I'm figurin’ to use two.” He

spoke to Gill. “Johnny,” he said quietly, “suppose these
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hombres start smokin’ it, you take that fat one. Leave
the redhead and this Boyne for me.”

The fat cowhand shifted in his saddle uncomfortably.
He was unpleasantly aware that he had turned his
horse so he was sideward to Gill, and while presenting
a fair target himself, would have to turn half around
in the saddle to fire.

Boyne's eyes were hard and reckless. Rafe knew he
was the one to watch. He wore his gun slung low, and
that he fancied himself as a gunhand was obvious. Sud-
denly Rafe knew the man was going to draw.

“Hold it]” A voice cut sharply across the air like the
crack of a whip. “Boyne, keep your hand shoulder high!
You, too, Red! Now turn your horses and start down
the trail. If one of you éven looks like you wanted to
use a gun, I'll open up with this Henry and cut you
into little pieces.”

Boyne cursed wickedly. “You're gettin® out of it easy
this timel” he said viciously. “T'll see you again!”

Rafe smiled. “Why, sure, Boynel Only next time
you'd better take the rawhide lashin’ off the butt of your
Colt. Mighty handy when ridin’ over rough country,
but mighty unhandy when you need your gun in a

hurry!”

With a startled gasp, Boyne glanced down. The raw-
hide thong was tied over his gun to hold it in place.
His face two shades whiter than a snake’s belly, he
tummed his horse with his knee and started the trek
down the trail.

Bo Marsh stepped out of the brush with his rifle in
his hand. He was grinning.

- “Hey, Boss! If I'd known that six-gun was tied down,

I'd a let you mow him down! That skunk needs it

That’s Les Boyne. He's a gunslinger for Dan Shute.”

- Gill laughed. “Man! Will our ears burn tonight!

Rafe’s run two of Shute’s boys into the ground today!”
Marsh grinned. “Figgered youd be headed home
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soon, and I was out after deer.” He glanced at the
squaw with the broken leg. “Got more trouble?”

“No,” Rafe said. “Those hombres had been runnin’
this girl down. She busted her leg gettin' away so we
fixed it up. Let’s ride.” |

The trail was smoother now, and drifted casually from
one canyon to another. Obviously it had been a game
trail which had been found and used by Indians, trap-
pers, and wandering buffalo hunters before the coming
of the cowhands and trail drivers.

When they were still scveral miles from the eabin on

the Crazy Woman, the squaw spoke suddenly. Gill |

looked over at Rafe.
“Her camp’s just over that rise in a draw,” he said.

Caradec nodded. Then he turned to the girl. She

was looking at him, expecting him to speak.

“Tell her,” he said, “that we share the land Rodney

bought from Red Cloud. That we share it with the '

daughter of Rodney. Get her to tell Red Cloud we will

live on the Crazy Woman, and we are a friend to the
Sioux, that their women are safe with us, their horses
will not be stolen, that we are a friend to the warriors
of Red Cloud and the great chiefs of the Sioux people.”

Gill spoke slowly, emphatically, and the girl nodded.

Then she turned her horse and rode up through the

trees,

“"Boss,” Johnny said, “she’s got our best horse. That’s

the one I gave the most money for!”

Rafe grinned. “Forget it. The girl was scared silly
but wouldn’t show it for anything. It’s a cheap price to
pay to get her home safe. Like I said, the Sioux make
better friends than enemies.”

When the three men rode up, Tex Brisco was carry-

ing two buckets of water to the house. He grinned at

them.

“That grub looks good!” he told them. “T've eaten
so much antelope meat the next thing you know Il
be boundin’ along over the prairie myself!” -
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While Marsh got busy with the grub, Johnny told
Tex about the events of the trip.

“Nobody been around here,” Brisco said. “Yesterday
I seen three Injuns, but they was off a couple of miles
and didnt come this way. Today there hasnt been no-
body around.”

During the three days that followed the trip to
Painted Rock, Rafe Caradec scouted the range. There
were a lot of Bar M eattle around, and most of them
were in fairly good shape. His own cattle were mingling
freely with them. The range would support many more
head than it carried, however, and toward the upper
end of Long Valley it was almost untouched. There
was much good grass in the mountain meadows, and
in several canyons south of the Crazy Woman.

Johnny Gill and Bo Marsh explained the lay of the
land as they knew it.

“North of here,” Gill said, “back of Painted Rock, and
mostly west of there, the mountains rise up nigh onto
nine thousand feet. Good huntin’ country, some of the
best I ever seen. South, toward the end of the valley,
the mountains thin out. There’s a pass through to the
head of Otter Creck and that country west of the moun-
tains is good grazin’ land, and nobody much in there
yet. Injuns got a big powwow grounds over there.

“Still further south, there’s a long red wall, runnin’
purty much north and south. Only one entrance in thirty-
five miles. Regular hole in the wall. A few men could
get into that hole and stand off an army, and if they
wanted to hightail it, th&y could lose themselves in back
country.”

- Rafe scouted the crossing toward the head of Otter
Creek and rode down the creek to the grass lands be-

Jow. This would be good grazing land, and mentally
‘he made a note to make some plans for it.

He rode back to the ranch that night and when he

‘Was sitting on the stoop after the sun was down, he
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looked around at Tex Brisco. “You been over the trail
from Texas?” he asked.

“Uh-huh.”

“Once aboard ship you was tellin’ me about a stam-
pede you had. Only got back about sixteen hundred
head of a two-thousand-head herd. That sort of thing
happen often?”

Tex laughed. “Shucks, yes! Stampedes are regular
things along the trail. You lose some cattle, you mebbe
get more back, but there’s plenty of maverick stock
runnin’ on the plains south of the Platte—all the way
to the Canadian, as far as that goes.”

“Reckon a few men could slip over there and round
up some of that stock?” '

Brisco sat up and glanced at Rafe. “Shore could. Wild
stuff, though, and it would be a man-sized job.”

“Mebbe,” Caradec suggested, “we’ll try and do it
It would be one way of gettin’ a herd pretty fast, or
turnin’ some quick money.”



 Taere were days of hard, driving labor. Always, one

man stayed at the cabin keeping a sharp lookout for
any of the Shute or Barkow riders. Caradec knew they
would come, and when they did come they would be
riding with only one idea in mind—to get rid of him.

In that visit to Painted Rock he had laid his cards on
the table, and they had no idea how much he knew,
or what his story of Charles Rodney could be. Rafe
Caradec knew Barkow was worried, and that pleased
him. Yet while the delayed attack was a worry, it was
also a help.

There was some grumbling from the hands, but he
kept them busy cutting hay in the meadows, and stack-
ing it. Winter in this country was going to be bad—he
needed no weather prophet to tell him that—and he
had no intention of losing a lot of stock.

In a canyon that branched off from the head of Crazy
Woman, he had found a warm spring. There was small
chance of it freezing, yet the water was not too hot
to drink. In severe cold it would freeze, but otherwise
it would offer an excellent watering place for his stock.
They made no effort to bring hay back to the ranch,
b‘l‘.tt stacked it in huge stacks bar::k in the canyons and
meadows.

There had been no sign of Indians. It seemed as if
'ﬁmy had moved out and le:ft the country.

‘Then one night he heard a noise at the corral, and
'ﬁﬂ snorting of a horse. Instantly he was out of bed and
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had his boots on when he heard Brisco swearing in the
next room. They got outside in a hurry, fearing some-
one was rustling their stock. In the corral they could
see the horses, and there was no one nearby.

Bo Marsh had walked over to the corral, and sud-
denly he called out.

“Boss!| Lookit here!l™

They all trooped over, then stopped. Instead of five
horses in the corral there were tenl

One of them was the paint they had loaned the young
squaw, but the others were strange horses, and every
one a picked animal.

“Well, I'll be durned!” Gill exploded. “Brung back
our own horse and an extry one for each of us. Reckon
that big black is for you, Boss.”

By daylight when they could examine the horses,
Tex Brisco walked around them admiringly,

“Man,” he said, “that was the best horse trade I ever
heard of! There’s four of the purtiest horses I ever laid
an eye on! I always did say the Sioux knowed horse
flesh, and this proves it.”

Rafe studied the valley thoughtfully. They would have
another month of good haying weather if there was no
rain. Four men could not work much harder than they
were, but the beaver were building their houses bigger
and in deeper water, and from that and all other indi-
cations the winter was going to be hard.

He made his decision suddenly. “I'm ridin’ to Painted
Rock. Want to come along, Tex?”

“Yeah.” The Texan looked at him calculatingly. “Yeah,
I'd like that.”

“How about meP” Bo asked, grinning. “Johnny went
last time. I could shore use a belt of that red-eye the
National peddles, and mebbe a look around town.”

“Take him along, Boss,” Johnny said. “I can hold this
end. If he stays hell be ridin’ me all the time, anyway.”

“All right. Saddle up first thing in the mornin’.”

“Boss—" Johnny threw one leg over the other and
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lighted his smoke. “One thing I better tell you. I hadn't
said a word before but two, three days ago when I was
down to the bend of the Crazy Woman I run into a
couple of fellers. One of ’em was Red Blazer, that big
galoot who was with Boyne. Remember?”

Rafe turned around and looked down at the little
leather-faced cowhand.

“Well,” he said, “what about him?”

Gill took a long drag on his cigarette. “He told me
he was carryin’ a message from Trigger Boyne, and

 that Trigger was goin’ to shoot on sight, next time you
showed up in Painted Rock.”

Rafe reached over on the table and picked up a piece

~ of cold cornbread.

“Then I reckon that’s what he’ll do,” he said. “If he
gets into action fast enough.”

“Boss,” Marsh pleaded, “if that red-headed Tom Blazer,
brother to the one you had the run in with—if he’s
there, I want him.”

“That the one we saw on the National stoop?” Rafe
asked Gill.

“Uh-huh. There’s five of them brothers. All gun-toters.”

Gill got up and stretched. “Well, Tl ]:tave it purty
lazy Whﬂﬂr you hombres are down there dustin’ lead”
He added, It would be a good idea to sort of keep an
E}redgm. Gee Bonaro’s still in town and feelin’ mighty
ma

Rafe walked outside, strolling toward the corral. Be-

- hind him, Marsh turned to Gill.

“Reckon he can s]mg a gun?”

Tex chuckled. “Mister, that hombre killed one of the
fastest, slickest gun throwers that ever came out of

- Texas, and done it when he was no more’n sixteen,
down on the C Bar. And also, while I've never seen
" him shoot, if he can shoot like he can fist-fight, Mr.
Tnggar Boyne had better grab hisself an armful of
“ hossflesh and start makin’ tracks for the blackest part
ﬂf the Black Hills—fast!”
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Nothing about the town of Painted Rock suggested
drama or excitement. It lay sprawled comfortably in
the morning sunlight in an elbow of Rock Creek. A
normally roaring and plunging stream, the creek had
decided here to loiter a while, enjoying the warm sun
and the graceful willows that lined the banks.

Behind and among the willows the white slender
trunks of the birch trees marched in neat ranks, each
tree so like its neighbor that it was almost impossible
to distinguish between them. Clumps of mountain alder,
yellow rose, puffed clematis and antelope bush were
scattered along the far bank of the stream, and ad-
vanced up the hill beyond in skirmishing formation.

In a few weeks now the aspen leaves would be
changing, and Painted Rock would take on a back-
ground of flaming color—a bank of trees, rising toward
the darker growth of spruce and fir along the higher
mountainside,

Painted Rock’s one street was the only thing about
the town that was ordered. It lay between two neat
rows of buildings which stared at each other dowm
across a long lane of dust and during the rainy periods,
of mud. |

At any time of day or night a dozen saddle horses
would be standing three-legged at the hitching rails,
usually in front of Joe Benson’s National Saloon. A buck-
board or a spring wagon would also be present, usually
driven by some small rancher in for his supplies. The
twc; big outfits sent two wagons together, drawn by
mules.

Bruce Barkow sat in front of the sheriff's office this
morning, deep in conversation with Pod Gomer. It was a
conversation that had begun over an hour before.

Gomer was a short, thick-set man, almost as deep
from chest to spine as from shoulder to shoulder. He
was not fat, and was considered a tough man to tangle
with. He was also a man who liked to play on the win-
ning side, and long ago he had decided there was only
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one side to consider in this fight—the side of Dan Shute

and Bruce Barkow.

Yet he was a man who was sensitive to the way the

. wind blew, and he frequently found himself puzzled

when he considered his two bosses. There was no good
feeling between them. They met on business or pleas-
ure, saw things through much the same eyes, but each
wanted to be king pin. Sooner or later, Gomer knew,
he must make a choice between them.

Barkow was shrewd, cunning. He was a planner and
a conniver. He was a man who would use any method
to win, but in most cases he kept himself in the back-
ground of anything smacking of crime or wrongdoing.
Otherwise, he was much in the foreground.

Dan Shute was another type of man. He was tall
and broad of shoulder. Normally he was sullen, hard-
eyed, and surly. He had little to say to anyone, and
was more inclined to settle matters with a blow or a
gun than with words. He was utterly cold-blooded, felt
slichtly about anything, and would kill a man as
quicllﬁly and with as little excitement as he would brand
a calf.

Barkow might carve a notch on his gun butt. Shute

~ wouldn’t even understand such a thing.

Shute was a man who seemed to be without vamty,
and such men are dangerous, For the vanity is there,
only submerged, and the slow-buming, deep fire of
hatred for the vain smolder within them until suddenly

- they burst into flame and end in sudden, dramatic and
ugly climax and violence.

Pod Gomer understood little of Dan Shute. He un-

- derstood the man’s complete character just enough to
- know that he was dangerous, that as long as Shute rode
| .almlg, Barkow would be top dog, but that if ever

~ Barkow incurred Shute’s resentment, the deep-seated

| fury of the gunman would brush his partner aside as he

would swat a fly. In a sense, both men were using each
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other, but of the two, Dan Shute was the man to be
reckoned with.

Yet Gomer had seen Barkow at work. He had seen
how deviously the big rancher planned, how carefully
he made friends. At the Fort, they knew and liked him,
and what little law there was outside the town of
Painted Rock was in the hands of the commanding
officer at the fort. Knowing this, Bruce Barkow had
made it a point to know the personnel there, and to

plan accordingly.

The big black which Rafe was riding was a powerful
horse, and he let the animal have its head. Behind him
in single file, trailed Tex Brisco and Bo Marsh.

Rafe Caradec was thinking as he rode. He had seen
too much of violence and struggle to fail to understand
men who lived life along the frontier. He had correctly
gauged the kind of courage Gee Bonaro possessed,
yet he knew the man was dangerous, and if the op-
portunity offered would shoot and shoot instantly.

“Trigger” Boyne was another proposition. Boyne was
reckless, wickedly fast with a gun, and the type of man
who would fight at the drop of a hat, and had his own
ready to drop on the slightest pretext. Boyne liked the
name of being a gunman, and he liked being top dog.
If Boyne had sent a warning to Caradec it would be
only because he intended to back up that warning,

Rafe took the black along the mountain trail, riding
swittly, The big horse was the finest he had ever had
between his knees. When a Sioux gave gifts, he appar-
ently went all the way. A gift had been sent to each of
the men on the Crazy Woman, which was evidence that
the Sioux had looked them over at home. 3

The black had a long, space-eating stride that seemed
to put no strain on his endurance. The horses given to
the others were almost as good. There were not four
men in the mountains mounted as well, Rafe knew.

He rounded the big horse into the dusty street of
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~ Painted Rock and rode down toward the hitching rail

at a spanking trot. He pulled up and swung down, and

_ the other men swung down alongside him.

“Just keep your eyes open,” Rafe said guardedly. "1
dont want trouble. But if Boyne starts anything, he’s
my meat.”

Marsh nodded and walked up on the boardwalk along-
side of Brisco, who was sweeping the street with quick,
observant eyes.

“Have a drink?” Rafe suggested, and led the way in-
side the National.

Joe Benson was behind the bar. He looked up warily
as the three men entered. He spoke to Bo; then glanced
at Tex Brisco. He placed Tex as a stranger, and his
mind leaped ahead. It took no long study to see that
Tex was a hard character, and a fighting man.

Joe was cautious and shrewd. Unless he was mistaken,
Barkow and Shute had their work cut out for them. These
men didn’t look like the sort to back water for any-
thing or anyone, The town’s saloonkeeper-mayor had an

 uncomfortable feeling that a change was in the offing,

yet he pushed the feeling aside with irritation.

That must not happen. His own future and his own
interests were too closely allied to those of Barkow
and Shute.

Of course, when Barkow married the Rodney girl
that would give them complete title to the ranch. That

- would leave them in the clear and these men, if alive,
- could be run off the ranch with every claim to legal

~ process.

1

;';.
E

Caradec tossed off his whisky and looked up sharply.
His glance pinned Joe Benson to the spot.
“Trigger Boyne sent word he was looking for me,”

b be said abruptly. “Tell him I'm in town—ready!”

“How should I know Trigger bettern any other man

~ who comes into this bar?” Benson demanded.

“You know him. Tell him.”
Rafe hitched his guns into a comfortable position and
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strode through the swinging doors. There were a dozen
men in sight but none of them resembled Boyne or
either of the Blazers he had seen.

He started for the Emporium. Behind him Tex
stopped by one of the posts that supported the wooden
awning over the walk, and leaned a negligent shoulder
against it, a cigarette drooping from the corner of his
mouth.

Bo Marsh sat back in a chair against the wall, his
interested eyes sweeping the street. Several men, who
passed spoke to him and glanced at Tex Brisco’s tall,
lean figure.

Rafe opened the door of the Emporium and strode
inside. Gene Baker looked up, frowning when he saw
him. He was not glad to see Rafe, for the man’s words
on his previous visit had been responsible for some
doubts and speculations.

“Is Ann Rodney in?”

Baker hesitated. “Yes,” he said finally. “She’s back
there.”

Rafe went around the counter toward the door, hat
in his left hand.

“I don’t think she wants to see you,” Baker advised.

“All right,” Rafe said, “we’ll see.”

He pushed past the screen and stepped into the liv-
ing room beyond.

Ann Rodney was sewing, and when the quick step
sounded, she glanced up. Her eyes changed. Something
inside her seemed to turn over slowly. This big man
who had brought such disturbing news affected her as
no man ever had. Considering her engagement to Bruce
Barkow, she didn’t like to feel that way about any
man. Since he had last been here she had worried a
good deal about what he had said and her reaction to
it. Why would he come with such a tale? Shouldn’t she
have heard him out?

Bruce said that the man was an impostor and some-
one who hoped to get money from her. Yet she knew
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_ﬁgﬂlethmg of Johnny Gill and she had danced with Bo
Marsh, and knew that these men were honest. They
had been liked and reﬂpected in Painted Rock.

" “Oh,” she said, rising. “It’s you?”

" Rafe stopped in the center of the room, a tall pic-
turesque figure in his buckskin coat and with his waving
black hair., He was, she thought, a handsome man. He
wore his guns low and tied down, and she knew what
that meant.

“I was goin’ to wait,” he said abruptly, “and let you
come to me and ask qusstions, if you ever did, but
when I thought it over, rememberin” what I'd promised
your father, I decided I must come back now, lay all
my cards on the table, and tell you what happened.”
~ She started to speak, and he lifted his hand. “Wait.
I'm goin’ to talk quick, because in a few minutes I have

an appointment outside that I must keep. Your father
did not die on the trail back from California. He was
shanghaied in San Francisco, taken aboard a ship while
unconscious and forced to work as a seaman. I was
_ﬁha‘nghaied at the same time and place. Your father
and I in the months that followed were together a lot.
':H'E asked me to come here, to take care of you and his

ife, and to protect you. He died of beatin’s he got
abaard ship, just before the rest of us got away from
the ship. T was with him when he died, settin’ beside
his bed. Almost his last words were about }r:::-u.”

Ann Hudnﬂ}’ stood very still, staring at him. There
‘was a ring of truth in the rapldl}r Sp{}kEH words, yet
ghaw could she believe this? Three men had told her
ey saw her father die, and one of them was the man
‘she was to marry, the man who had befriended her,
~‘.{' vho had refused to foreclose on the mortgage he held
and . &fake from her the last thing she possessed in the

......

“lee?” Bafﬂs brow furrowed. Hnw can anybody
‘weigh what any man is like. I'd say he was about five
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feet eight or nine. When he died his hair was almost
white, but when I first saw him he had only a few
gray hairs. His face was a heap like yours. So were his
eyes, except they weren’t so large nor so beautiful. He
was a kind man who wasnt used to violence and he
didn’t like it. He planned well, and thought well, but
the West was not the country for him, yet. Ten years
from now when it has settled more, he’d have been a
leadin’ citizen. He was a good man, and a sincere man.”

“It sounds like him,” Ann said hesitantly, “but there
is nothing you could not have learned here, or from
someone who knew him.”

“No,” he said frankly. “That’s so. But there’s some-
thin" else you should know. The mortgage your father
had against his place was paid.”

“What?” Ann stiffened. “Paid? How can you say that?”

“He borrowed the money in Frisco and paid Barkow
with it. He got a receipt for it.” |

“Oh, I can’t believe that! Why, Bruce would have . . .”

“Would he?” Rafe asked gently. “You sure?”

She looked at him. “What was the other thingP”

“I have a deed,” he said, “to the ranch, made out to
you and to me.” |

Her eyes widened, then hardened with suspicion.
“SoP Now things become clearer. A deed to my father’s
ranch made out to you and to me! In other words, you
are laying claim to half of my ranch?”

“Please . . .” Rafe said. “I...”

She smiled. “You needn’t say anything more, Mr.
Caradec. I admit I was almost coming to believe there
was something in your story. At least, I was wondering
about it, for I couldn’t understand how you hoped to
profit from any such tale. Now it becomes clear. You
are trying to get half my ranch. You have even moved
into my house without asking permission.”

She stepped to one side of the door.

“T'm sorry, but I must ask you to leavel I must also
ask you to vacate the house on Crazy Woman at once!
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I must ask you to refrain from calling on me again, or
from approaching me.”

| “Youre jumping to conclusions. I never aimed to
claim any part of the ranch! I came here only because
your father asked me to.”

. “Good day, Mr. Caradec!” Ann still held the curtain.

He looked at her, and for an instant their eyes held.
She was first to look away. He turned abruptly and
stepped through the curtain, and as he did the door
opened and he saw Bo Marsh.

Marsh’s eyes were excited and anxious. “Rafe,” he
said, “that Boyne hombre’s in front of the National. He
wants youl!”

“Why shore,” Rafe said quietly. “I'm ready.”

He walked to the front door, hitching his guns into
place. Behind him, he heard Ann Rodney asking Baker:
'h”‘W'hﬂt- did he mean? That Boyne was waiting for

im?r”

Baker’s reply came to Rafe as he stepped out into
‘the morning light.

“Trigger Boyne’s goin” to kill him, Ann. You'd better
go back inside!”

Rafe smiled slightly. Kill him? Would that be it? No
man knew better than he the tricks that Destiny plays
on a man, or how often the right man dies at the wrong
time and place. A man never wore a gun without in-
viting trouble, he never stepped into a street and began
the gunman’s walk without the full knowledge that he
‘might be a shade too slow, that some small thing might
‘disturb him just long enoughl!
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VI

MornING sUN was bright and the street lay empty of
horses or vehicles. A few idlers loafed in front of the =
stage station, but all of them were on their feet. _'

Rafe Caradec saw his black horse switch his tail at
a fly, and he stepped down in the street. Trigger Boyne
stepped off the boardwalk to face him, some distance
off. Rafe did not walk slowly, he made no measured,
quiet approach. He started to walk toward Boyne, go-
ing tast.

Trigger stepped down into the street easily, casually.
He was smiling. Inside, his heart was throbbing and
there was a wild reckless eagerness within him. This
one he would finish off fast. This would be simple, easy.

He squared in the street, and suddenly the smile
was wiped from his face. Caradec was coming toward
him, shortening the distance at a fast walk. That rapid
approach did something to the calm on Boyne’s face
and in his mind. It was wrong. Caradec shuuld have
come slowly, he should have come poised and ready
to draw.

Knowing his own deadly marksmanship, Boyne felt
sure he could kill this man at any distance. But as soon
as he saw that walk, he knew that Caradec was going
to be so close in a few more steps that he himself wnuld

be killed.
It is one thing to know you are to kill another man,
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quite a different thing to know you are to die yourself.
If Caradec walked that way he would be so close he
couldn’t miss!

Boyne’s legs spread and the wolf sprang into his eyes,
but there was panic there, too. He had to stop his man,
get him now. His hand swept down for his gun.

Yet something was wrong. For all his speed he seemed
incredibly slow, because that other man, that tall, mov-
ing ficure in the buckskin coat and black hat, was al-
ready shooting.
~ Trigger’s own hand moved first, his own hand gripped
the gun butt first, and then he was staring into a smash-
ing, blossoming rose of flame that seemed to bloom

“beyond the muzzle of that big black gun in the hands
of Rafe Caradec. Something stabbed at his stomach,
and he went numb to his toes.

Stupidly he swung his gun up, staring over it. The
gun seemed awfully heavy. He must get a smaller one.
That gun opposite him blossomed with rose again and
something struck him again in the stomach. He started
to speak, half turning toward the men in front of the
stage station, his mouth opening and closing.

Something was wrong with him, he tried to say.

- Why, everyone knew he was the fastest man in Wyo-
ming, unless it was Shutel Everyone knew thatl The
heavy gun in his hand bucked and he saw the flame
stab at the ground. He dropped the gun, swayed, then
fell flat on his face.

He would have to get up. He was going to kill that
stranger, that Rafe Caradec. He would have to get up.

The numbness from his stomach climbed higher and
he suddenly felt himself in the saddle of a bucking

“horse, a monstrous and awful horse that leaped and
plunged and it was going up! Up! Up!

Then it came down hard, and he felt himself leave
the saddle, all sprawled out. The horse had thrown
him. Bucked off into the dust. He closed his hands
-spasmodically.

f
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Rafe Caradec stood tall in the middle of the gunman’s

walk, the black, walnut-stocked pistol in his right hand.
He glanced once at the still figure sprawled in the

street, then his eyes lifted, sweeping the walks in =
swift, accurate appraisal. Only then, some instinct °

prodded his subconscoius and warned him. The merest
flicker of a curtain, and in the space between the curtain
and the edge of the window, the black muzzle of a riflel

His .44 lifted and the heavy gun bucked in his hand
just as flame leaped from the rifle barrel and he felt

quick urgent fingers pluck at his sleeve. The .44 jolted

again, and a rifle rattled on the shingled porch roof.

The curtain made a tearing sound, and the head and

shoulders of a man fell through, toppling over the sill.
Overbalanced, the heels came up and the man’s body
rolled aver slowly, seemed to hesitate, then rolled over
again, poised an instant on the edge of the roof and
dropped soddenly into the dust.

Dust lifted from around the body, settled back. Gee
Bonaro thrust hard with one leg, and his face twisted a
little.

_In the quiet street there was no sound, no movement.

For the space of a full half-minute, the watchers held
themselves, shocked by the sudden climax, stunned with
unbelief. Gee Bonaro had made his try, and died.

Rafe Caradec turned slowly and walked back to his
horse. Without a word he swung into saddle. He turned
the horse and, sitting tall in the saddle, swept the street
with a cold, hard eye that seemed to stare at each man
there. Then, as if by his own wish, the black horse
turned. Walking slowly, his head held proudly, he car-
ried his rider down the street and out of town.

Behind him, coolly and without smiles, Bo Marsh and
Tex Brisco followed. Like him, they rode slowly, like
him they rode proudly. Something in their bearing
seemed to say, “We were challenged, we came. You
see the result.”

In the window of the National, Joe Benson chewed
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~ his mustache. He stared at the figure of Trigger Boyne
' with vague disquiet, then irritation.
“Damn it!” he muttered under his breath. “You was

. supposed to be a gunman? What in thunder was wrong
with you?”

A bullet from Boyne’s gun, or from Bonaro’s for that
matter, could have ended it all. A bullet now could
. settle the whole thing, quiet the gossip, remove the
doubts, and leave Barkow free to marry Ann, and the
whole business could go forward. Instead, they had

| failed.

It would be a long time now, Benson knew, before
. it was all over. A long time. Barkow was slipping. The
man had better think fast and get something done
Rafe Caradec must die.

The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 had forbidden white
- men to enter the Powder River country, yet gold dis-
coveries brought prospectors north in increasing num-
bers. Small villages and mining camps had come into
existence. Following them, cattlemen discovered the rich
- grasses of northern Wyoming and a few herds came over
- what later was to be known as the Texas Trail.
| Indian attacks and general hostility caused many nf
these pioneers to retreat to more stable localities, but a

~ few of the more courageous had stayed on. Prospectors
had entered the Black Hills following the Custer expe-

dition in 1874, and the Sioux always resentful of any
incursion upon their hunting grounds or any flaunting
of their rights, were preparing to do something more
than talk,

The names of such chiefs as Red Cloud, Dull Knife,
- Crazy Horse and the medicine man, Sitting Bull, came
- more and more into frontier gossip. A steamboat was
- reported to be en route up the turbulent Yellowstone
- and river fraffic on the upper Missouri was an accepted
J fact. There were increasing reports of gatherings of In-
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dians in the hills, and white men rode warily, never
without arms.

Cut off from contact with the few. scattered ranchers,
Rafe Caradec and his riders heard little of the gossip
except what they gleaned from an occasional prospector
or wandering hunter. Yet no gossip was needed to tell
them how the land lay.

Twice they heard sounds of rifle fire, and once the
Sioux ran off a nmumber of cattle from Shute’s ranch,
taking them from a herd kept not far from Long Val-
ley. Two of Shute’s riders were killed. None of Caradec’s
cattle were molested. He was left strictly alone. Indi-
ans avoided his place, no matter what their mission.

Twice, riders from the ranch went to Painted Rock.
Each time they returned they brought stories of an
impending Indian outbreak. A few of the less courageous
ranchers sold out and left the country. In all this time,
Rafe Caradec lived in the saddle, riding often from
dawn until dusk, avoiding the tangled brakes, but study-
ing the lay of the land with care.

There was, he knew, some particular reason for Bruce
Barkow’s interest in the ranch that belonged to Ann
Rodney. What the reason was, he must know. Without
it, he knew he could offer no real reason why Barkow
would go to the lengths he had gone to get a ranch that
was, on the face of things, of no more value than any
piece of land in the country, most of which could be
had for the taking. ...

Ann spent much of her time alone. Business at the
store was thriving and Gene Baker and his wife, and
often Ann as well, were busy. In her spare time the

thought kept returning to her that Rafe Caradec might
be henest.

Yet she dismissed the thought as unworthy. If she
admitted even for an instant that he was honest, she
must also admit that Bruce Barkow was dishonest. A
thief, and possibly a killer. Yet somehow the picture of
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her father kept returning to her mind. Tt was present
there on one of the occasions when Bruce Barkow came
- to call.

A handsome man, Barkow understood how to appeal
to a woman. He carried himself well, and his clothes
were always the best in Painted Rock. He called this
evening looking even better than he had on the last
occasion, his black suit neatly pressed, his mustache
carefully trimmed.

They had been talking for some time when Ann men-

' Hioned Rafe Caradec.

“His story sounded so sincerel” she said, after a min-
ute. “He said he had been shanghaied in San Fran-
cisco with Father, and that they had become acquainted
on the ship.”

“He’s a careful man,” Barkow commented, “and a
dangerous one. He showed that when he killed Trigger
Boyne and Bonaro. He met Boyne out on the range, and
they had some trouble over an Indian girl.”

“An Indian girl?” Ann looked at him questioningly.

“Yes,” Barkow frowned as if the subject was distaste-
ful to him. “You know how some of the cowhands are—
always running after some squaw. They have stolen
squaws, kept them for a while, then turned them loose
or killed them. Caradec had a young squaw and Boyne
tried to argue with him to let her go. They had words,
and there'd have been a shooting then if one of Cara-
dec’s other men hadn’t come up with a rifle, and
Shute’s boys went away.”

Ann was shocked. She had heard of such things hap-
pening, and was well aware of how much trouble they
caused. That Rafe Caradec would be a man like that
was hard to believe. Yet, what did she know of the man?

He disturbed her more than she allowed herself to

believe. Despite the fact that he seemed to be trying
to work some scheme to get all or part of her ranch,
and despite all she had heard of him at one time or
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another from Bruce, she couldnt make herself believe
that all she heard was true. |

That he appealed to her, she refused to admit. Yet
when with him, she felt drawn to him. She liked his
rugged masculinity, his looks, his voice, and was im-
pressed with his sincerity. Yet the killing of Boyne and |
Bonaro was the talk of the town. |

The Bonaro phase of the incident she could under-
stand from the previous episode in the store. But no one
had any idea of why Boyne should be looking for
Caradec. The solution now offered by Barkow was the
only one. A fight over a squaw! Without understand-
ing why, Ann felt vaguely resentful,

For days a dozen of Shute’s riders hung around town.
There was talk of lynching Caradec, but nothing came
of it. Ann heard the talk, and asked Baker about it

The old storekeeper looked up, nodding.

“There’s talk, but it'll come to nothin’. None of these
boys aim to ride out there to Crazy Woman and tackle
that crowd. You know what Gill and Marsh are like.
They'll fight, and they can. Well, Caradec showed what
he could do with a gun when he killed those two in the
street. I don’t know whether you saw that other feller
with Caradec or not. The one from Texas. Well, if he
ain’t tougher than either Marsh or Gill, T'll pay offl No-
tice how he wore his guns? Nope, nobody’ll go looking
for them. If they got their hands on Caradec that would
be somethin’ else.”

Baker rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “Unless they are
powerful lucky, they won’t last long, anyway. That’s
Injun country, and Red Cloud or Man Afraid of His
Hoss won't take kindly to white men livin’ there. They
liked your pa, and he was friendly to em.” |
~ As a result of bis conversations with Barkow, Sheriff
Pod Gomer had sent messages south by stage to Chey-
enne and the telegraph. Rafe Caradec had come from
San Francisco, and Bruce Barkow wanted to know who
and what he was. More than that, he wanted to find out
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how he had been allowed to escape the Mary S. With

~ that in mind he wrote to Bully Borger.

Borger had agreed to take Charles Rodney to sea
and Iet him die there, silencing the truth forever. Al-
lowing Rafe Caradec to come ashore with his story was -
not keeping the terms of- his bargain. If Caradec had
actuall}r been aboard the ship, amil left it, there might
be something in that to make him liable to the law.

Barkow intended to leave no stone unturned. And in

~ the meantime, he spread his stories around about Cara-
" dec’s reason for killing Boyne.

R Nl R Sy~ s e W~ SSRGS S ST TR T e

Caradec went on with his haying. The" nights were
already growing more chill. At odd times when not hay-
ing or handling cattle, he and the boys built another
room to the cabin, and banked the house against the
wind. Fortunately, its position was sheltered. Wind
would not bother them greatly where they were, but

' there would be snow and lots of it.

Rafe rode out each day, and several times brought
back deer or elk. The meat was jerked and stored
away. Gill got the old wagon Rodney had brought from
Missouri and made some repairs. It would be the easiest
way to get supplies out from Painted Rock. He worked
over it, and soon had it in excellent shape.

On the last morning of the month, Rafe walked out to

~ where Gill was hitching a team to the wagon.

“Looks good,” he agreed. “You've done a job on it
Johnny.”

Gill looked pleased. He nodded at the hubs of the
wheels. "Nntme ‘’emP No squeak!”

“Well, T'll be hanged!” Rafe looked at the grease on
the hubs. “Where’d you get the grease‘r"

“Sort of a spring back over in the hills. I brung back
a bﬁl&et of it” \

Caradec looked up sharply. “Johnny, where’

yuh find that spring?”

“Why”—Gill lnuked puzzled—"it's just a sort of hole
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like, back over next to that mound. You know, in that
bad range. Ain’t much account down there, but I was
down there once and found this here spring. This stuff
works as well as the grease you buy.”

“It should,” Rafe said dryly. “It’s the same stuffl”

He caught up the black and threw a saddle on it
Within an hour he was riding down toward the barren
knoll Gill had mentioned. What he found was not a
spring, but a hole among some sparse rushes, dead
and sick-looking. It was an oil seepage.

Oill

This then, could be the reason why Barkew and
Shute were so anxious to acquire title to this piece of
land, so anxious that they would have a man shanghaied
and killed. Caradec recalled that Bonneville had re-
ported oil seepage on his trip through the state some
forty years or so before, and there had been a well
drilled in the previous decade.

One of the largest markets for oil was the patent
medicine business, for it was the main ingredient in
so-called “British Qil”

The hole in which the oil was seeping in a thick
stream might be shallow, but sounding with a six-foot
stick found no bottom. Rafe doubted if it was much
deeper. Still, there would be several barrels here, and
he seemed to recall some talk of selling oil for twenty
dollars the barrel.

Swinging into the saddle, he turned the big black
down the draw and rode rapidly toward the hills.
This could be the reason, for certainly it was reason
enough. The medicine business was only one possible
market, for machinery of all kinds needed lubricants.
There was every chance that the oil industry might
really mean something in time.

It the hole was emptied, how fast would it refill? And
how constant was the supply? On one point he could
soon find out. |

He swung the horse up out of the draw, forded the.l
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Crazy Woman, and cantered up the hill to the cabin.
As he reined in and swung down at the door he noticed
two strange horses.

Tex Brisco stepped to the door, his face hard.

“Watch it, Boss!” he said sharply.

Pod Gomer’s thick-set body thrust into the doorway.

“Caradec,” he said calmly, “you’re under arrest.”

Rafe swung down, facing him. Two horses. Who had
ridden the other one? |

“For what?” he demanded.

His mind was racing. The mutiny? Had they found
out about that?

“For killin". Shootin’ Bonaro.”

“Bonaro?” Rafe laughed. “You mean for defendin’
myself? Bonaro had a rifle in that window. He was all
set to shoot me!”

Gomer nodded coolly. “That was most folks’ opinion,
but it seems nobody saw him aim any gun at you. We've
only got your say-so. When we got to askin’ around,
it begun to look sort of funny like. It appears to a lot
of folks that you just took that chance to shoot him and
getlaway with it. Anyway, you'd be better off to stand
trial.”

“Don't go, Boss,” Brisco said. “They dont ever aim
to have a trial”

“You'd better not resist,” Gomer replied calmly. “T've
got twenty Shute riders down the valley. T made ’em
stay back. The minute any shootin’ starts, they’ll come
a runnin’, and you all know what that would mean.”

Rafe knew. It would mean the death of all four of
them and the end to any opposition to Barkow’s plans.
Probably that was what the rancher hoped would hap-
pen. |

“Why, sure, Gomer,” Caradec said calmly. “I'll go.”

.~ Tex started to protest, and Rafe saw Gill hurl his hat
- into the dust.
",E}ive me your guns then,” Gomer said, “and mount

up.
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“No.” Rafe’s voice was flat. “I keep my guns #ill I
get to town. If that bunch of Shute’s starts anything,
the first one I'll kill will be you, Gomer!”

Pod Gomer’s face turned sullen. “You ain’t goin’ to
be bothered. I'm the law here. Let’s go!”

“Gomer,” Tex Brisco said viciously, “if anything hap-
pens to him, I'll kill you and Barkow both!™

“That goes for me, too!” Gill said harshly.

“And me!” Marsh put in. “Tll get you if I have to
drygulch you, Gomer.” |

“Well, all right!” Gomer said angrily. “It’s just a trial.
I told ’em I didn’t think much of it, but the judge
issued the warrant.”

He was scowling blackly. It was all right for them to
issue warrants, but if they thought he was going to get
killed for them, they were bloody well wrong!

Pod Gomer jammed his hat down on his head. This
was a far cry from the coal mines of Lancashire, but
sometimes he wished he was back in England. There
was a look in Brisco’s eyes he didn't like.

“No.,” he told himself, “he’ll be turned loose before 1
take a chance. Let Barkow kill his own pigeons. I don't
want these Bar M hands gunnin’ for mel” ¥

The man who had ridden the other horse stepped
out of the cabin, followed closely by Bo Marsh. There
was no smile on the young cowhand’s face. The man
was Bruce Barkow.

For an instant, his eyes met Caradec’s. “This is just
a formality,” Barkow said smoothly. “There’s been some
talk around Painted Rock and a trial will clear the air
a lot, and of course if you're innocent, Caradec, you'll
be freed.”

“You sure of that?” Rafe’s eyes smiled cynically. “Bar-
kow, you hate me and you know it. If I ever leave
that jail alive, it won’t be your fault.”

Barkow shrugged. “Think what you want” he said
indifferently. “I believe in law and order. We've got a
nice little community at Painted Rock and we want to
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keep it that way. Boyne had challenged you, and that
was different. Bonaro had no part in the fight.”

“No use arguin’ that here,” Gomer protested. “Court’s
the place for that. Let’s go.”

Tex Brisco lounged down the steps, his thumbs
hooked in his belt. He stared at Gomer.

“I don’t like vou,” he said coolly. “I dont like you a
bit. I think you're yellow as a coyote. I think you bob
ever time this here Barkow says bob.”

Gomer’s face whitened, and his eyes shifted.

“You've got no call to start trouble!” he said. “T'm
doin’ my duty.”

“Let it ride,” Caradec told Tex. “There’s plenty of
time.”

“Yeah,” Tex drawled, his hard eyes on Gomer, “but
just for luck I'm goin’ to mount and trail you into town,
keepin’ to the hills. If that bunch of Shute riders gets
fancy, I'm goin’ to get myself a sheriff, and”—his eyes
shifted—"mebbe ancther hombre.”

“Is that a threat?” Barkow said contemptuously. “Talk
is cheap.”

“Want to see how cheap?” Tex prodded. His eyes
were ugly and he was itching for a fight. It showed in
every line of him. “Want me to make it expensiver”

Bruce Barkow was no fool. He had not seen Tex
Brisco in action, yet there was something chill and
deadly about the tall Texan. Barkow shrugged.

“We came here to enforce the law. Is this resistance,
Caradec?”

“No,” Rafe said. “Let’s go.”

The three men turned their horses and walked them
down the trail toward Long Valley. Tex Brisco threw
a saddle on his horse; and mounted. Glancing back,
Pod Gomer saw the Texan turn his horse up a trail into
the trees. He swore viciously.

Caradec sat his horse easily. The trouble would not

come now. He was quite sure the plan had been to get
him away, then claim the Shute riders had taken him
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from the law. Yet he was as sure it would not come to
that now. Pod Gomer would know that Brisco’s Win-
chester was within range. Also, Rafe was still wearing
his guns.

Rafe rode warily, lagging a trifle behind the sheriff.
He glanced at Barkow, but the rancher’s face was ex-
pressionless. Ahead of them, in a tight bunch, waited
the Shute riders.

The first he recognized were the Blazers. There was
another man, known as Joe Gorman, whom he also

recognized. Red Blazer started forward abruptly.
“He come, did he?” he shouted. “Now we’ll show him!™

“Get back!” Gomer ordered sharply.

“Huh?” Red glared at Gomer. “Who says I'll get backl
I'm stringin’ this hombre to the first tree we get tol”

“You stay back!” Gomer ordered. “Were takin’ this
man in for triall”

Red Blazer laughed. “Come on, boys!” he yelled.
“Let’s hang the skunk!”

“I wouldn’, Red,” Rafe Caradec said calmly. “You've
overlooked somethin’. I'm wearin' my guns. Are you
faster than Trigger Boyne?”

Blazer jerked his horse’s head around, his face pale
but furious.

“Hey!” he yelled. “What the devil is this? I thought—"

“That you'd have an easy time of it?” Rafe shoved
the black horse between Gomer and Barkow, pushing
ahead of them. He rode right up to Blazer and let the
big black shove into the other horse. “Well, get this
Blazer! Any time you kill me, you'll do it with a gun
in your hand, savvy? You're nothin” but a lot of lynch-
crazy coyotes! Try it, damn it! Try it now, and I'll
blow you out of that saddle so full of lead youll sink
a foot into the ground!” |

Rafe’s eyes swept the crowd.

“Think this is a joke? That goes for any of you! And
as for Gomer, he knows, that if you hombres want any
trouble he gets it too! There’s a man up in the hills
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with a Winchester, and if you don’t think he can empty
saddles, start somethin’. That Winchester carries sixteen
shots and I've seen him empty it and get that many
rabbits! I'm packing two guns. I'm askin’ you now so
if you want any of what I've got, start the ball rollin’.
Mebbe you'd get me but I'm tellin’ you there’ll be more
dead men around there than you can shake a stick at!”
Joe Gorman spoke quickly. “Watch it, boys! There is
a hombre up on the mountain with a rifle! I seen him!”
“What the blue blazes is this?” Red Blazer repeated.
“The fun’s over,” Rafe replied shortly. “You might as
well head for home and tell Dan Shute to kill his own
wolves. I'm wearin” my guns and I'm goin’ to keep ’em.
I'll stand trial, but you know and I know that Bonaro
got what he was askin’ for.” Caradec turned his eyes
on Blazer. “As for you, stay out of my sight! You're
too blasted willin’ to throw your hemp over a man you
think is helpless! I don’t like skunks and never didl”
“You can’t call me a skunk!” Blazer bellowed.
Rafe stared at him. “I just did,” he said calmly.
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For A full minute their eves held. Rafe’s hand was on
his thigh within inches of his gun. If it came to gun
play now, he would be killed, but Blazer and Barkow
would go down, too, and there would be others. He
had not exaggerated when he spoke of Tex Brisco’s rifle
shooting. The man was a wizard with the gun.

Red Blazer was trapped. White to the lips, he stared
at Rafe, and could see cold, certain death looking back
at him. He could stand it no longer.

“Why don’t some of you do somethin’?” he bellowed.

Joe Gorman spat. “You done the talkin’, Red.”

“The hell with it!”

Blazer swung his horse around, touched spurs to the
animal, and raced off at top speed.

Bruce Barkow’s hand hovered close to his gun. A
quick draw, a shot, and the man would be dead. Just
like that. His lips tightened, and his elbow crooked.
Gomer grabbed his wrist.

“Dont Brucel Don’tl That hombre up there . . &
Look!”

Barkow’s head swung. Brisco was in plain sight, his
rifle resting over the limb of a tree. At that distance, he
could not miss. Yet he was beyond pistol range, and
while some of the riders had rifles, they were out in
the open without a bit of cover.

Barkow jerked his arm away and turned his horse to-
ward town. Rafe turned the black and rode beside him.
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He said nothing, but Barkow was seething at the big
man’s obvious contempt.

Rafe Caradec had outfaced the lot of them. He had
made them look fools. Yet Barkow remembered as well
as each of the riders remembered, that Rafe had fired
but three shots in the street battle, that all the shots
had scored, and two men had died.

When the cavalcade reached the National, Rafe
turned to Pod Gomer.

“Cet your court goin’,” he said calmly. “Well have
this trial now.”

“Listen here!” Gomer burst out, infuriated. “You can
do things like that too often! We'll have court when
we get blamed good and ready!”

“No,” Rafe said, “you’ll hold court this afternoon—
now. You haven't got any calendar to interfere. I have
business to attend to that can’t wait, and I won’t. You'll
have your trial today, or I'll leave and you can come
and get me.”

“Who are you tellin’ what to do?” Gomer said angrily.
“T'll have you know . ..”

“Then you tell him, Barkow. Or does he take his
orders from Shute? Call that judge of yours and let’s
get this over.”

Bruce Barkow’s lips tightened. He could see that Gene
Baker and Ann Rodney were standing in the doorway
of the store, listening.

‘ “All right,” Barkow said savagely. “Call him down
ere.”

Not much later Judge Roy Gargan walked into the
stage station and looked around. He was a tall, slightly
stooped man with a lean, hangdog face and round eyes.
He walked up to the table and sat down in the chair
behind it. Bruce Barkow took a chair to one side where
he could see the judge.

Noting the move. Rafe Caradec sat down where both
men were visible. Barkow, nettled, shifted his chair ir-
ritably. He glanced up and saw Ann Rodney come in,
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accompanied by Baker and Pat Higley. He scowled
again. Why couldn’t they stay out of this?

Slowly, the hangers-on around town filed in. Joe Ben-
son came in and sat down close to Barkow. They ex-
changed looks. Benson’s questioning glance made Bar-
kow furious. If they wanted so much done, why didn’t
someone do something beside him?

“T'll watch from here,” drawled a voice.

Barkow’s head came up. Standing in the window
behind and to the right of the judge was Tex Brisco.
At the same instant Barkow noted him, the Texan lifted
a hand.

“Hi, Johnny! Glad to see youl”

Bruce Barkow’s face went hard. Johnny Gill, and be-
side him, Bo Marsh. If anything rusty was pulled in
this courtroom the place would be a shambles. Maybe
Dan Shute was right after all. If they were going to be
crooked, why not dry-gulch the fellow and get it over?
All Barkow’s carefully worked out plans to get Caradec
had failed.

There had been three good chances. Resistance, that
would warrant killing in attempting an arrest. Attempted
escape, if he so much as made a wrong move. Or lynch-
ing by the Shute riders. At every point they had been
outguessed.

Judge Gargan slammed a six-shooter on the table.

“Order!” he proclaimed. “Court’s in session! Reckon
I'll appoint a jury. Six men will do. I'll have Joe Ben-
son, Tom Blazer, Sam Mawson, Doc Otto and—"

“Joe Benson’s not eligible,” Caradec interrupted.

Gargan frowned. “Who’s runnin’ this court?”

“Supposedly,” Rafe said quietly, “the law. Supposedly,
the interests of justice. Joe Benson was a witness to the
shootin’, so he'll be called on to give testimony.”

“Who you tellin® how to run this court?” Gargan de-
manded belligerently.

“Doesn’t the defendant even have a chance to de-
fend himself?” Caradec asked gently. He glanced around
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at the crowd. “I think you'll all agree that a man on
trial for his life should have a chance to defend himself.
That he should be allowed to call and question wit-
nesses, and that he should have an attorney. But since
the Court hasn’t provided an attorney, and because I
want to, I'll act fﬂl‘ myself. Now”—he looked around-—
“the ]udge picked three members of the jury. I'd like
to pick out three more. I'd like Pat ngley, Geue Baker
and Ann Rodney as members of the jury.’

“What?” Gargan roared. “T'll have no woman settin’
on no jury in my court! Why, of all the ...”

Rafe said smoothly, “It kind of looks like Your Honor
doesn’t know the law in Wyoming. By an act approved
in December 1869, the first territorial legislature granted
equal rigfrnts to women. Women served on juries in
Laramie in 1870 and one was servin as justice of the
peace that year.”

Gargan swallnwed and looked uncomfortable. Barkow
sat up, started to say something, but before he could
open his mouth, Caradec was speaking again.

“As I understand, the attorney for the state and the
defense attorney ‘I]SHE[]I}’ select a jury. As the Court has
taken it upon himself to appoint a jury, I was just sug-
gestin’ the names of threc reputable citizens I respect.

I'm sure none of these three can be considered friends
of mine, sorry as I am to say it.

“Of course,” he added, “if the Court objects to these
three people—if there’s somethin’ about their characters
I don’t know, or if they are not good citizens, then I
take back my suggestion.” He turned to look at Bruce
Barkow. “Or mebbe Mr. Barkow objects to Ann Rod-
ney servin’ on the jury?”

-~ Barkow sat up, flushing. Suddenly, he was burning
with rage. This whole thing had got out of hand. What
had happened to bring this about? He was acutely con-
| scious that Ann was staring at him, her eyes wide,
- a flush mounting in her cheeks at his hesitation.

A
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“No!” he said violently. “No, of course not. Let her
sit, but let’s get this business started.”

Pod Gomer was slumped in his chair, watching cyn-
ically. His eyes shifted to Barkow with a faintly curious
expression. The planner and schemer had missed out on
this trial. Tt had been his idea to condemn the man
in publie, then see to it that he was hanged.

“You're actin® as prosecutin’ attt}rney? Gargan asked
Barkow.

The rancher got to his feet, cursing the thought that
had given rise to this situation. That Hafe Caradec had
won the first round he was unpleasantly aware. Some-
how they had never contemplated any trouble on the
score of the jury. In the few trials held thus far the
judge had appointed the jury and there had been no
complaint. All the cases had gone off as planned.

“Your Honor,” he began, “and Gentlemen of the Jury.
You all know none of us here are lawyers. This court is
bein’ held only so’s we can keep law and order in this
community, and that’s the way it will be till the country
is organized. This prisoner was in a gunfight with Lem-
uel Boyne, known as Trigger. Boyne challenged him—
some of you know the reason for that—and Caradec
accepted. In the fight out in the street, Caradec shot
Boyne and killed him.,

“In almost the same instant, he lifted his gun and
shot Gee Bonaro, who was innocently watchin® the bat-

tle from his window. If a thing like this isn’t punished,
any gunfighter is apt to shoot anybody he don't like at
any time, and nothin’ done about it. We've all heard that
Caradec claims Bonaro had a rifle and was about to
shoot at him, which was a plumb good excuse, but a
right weak one. We know this Caradec had words with

Bonaro at the Emporium, and almost got into a fight
then and there. I say Caradec is guﬂty of murder in

the first degree, and should be hung.”
Barkow turned his head and motioned to Red Blazer.
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“Red, you get up there and tell the jury what you
know.”

Red strode up to the chair that was doing duty for
a witness stand and slouched down in the seat. He was
unshaven, and his hair was uncombed. He sprawled
his legs out and stuck his thumbs in his belt. He rolled
his quid in his jaws, and spat.

“I seen this here Caradec shoot Boyne,” he said, “then
he ups with his pistol and cut down on Bonaro, who
was a standin’ in the window, just a-lookin’.”

“Did Bonaro make any threatening moves toward
Caradec?”

“HimP” Red’s eyes opened wide. “Shucks, no. Gee
was just a standin’ there. Caradec was afeerd of him,
an’ seen a chance to kill him and get plumb away.”

Rafe looked thoughtfully at Barkow. “Is the fact that
the witness was not sworn in the regular way in this
court? Or is his conscience delicate on the subject of
perjury?” ,

“Huh?” Blazer sat up. “What'd he say?”
¢ Barkow flushed. “It hasnt usually been the way here,
ut—"

“Swear him in,” Caradec said calmly, “and have him
say under oath what he just said.”

He waited until this was done, and then as Red
started to get up Rafe motioned him back.

“T've got a few questions,” he said.

“Huh?” Red demanded belligerently. “I don’t have to
answer no more questmns

“Yes, you do.” Rafe’s voice was qmet “Get back on
that witness stand!”

“Do I have to?” Blazer demanded of Barkow, who

" nodded.

If there had been any easy way out, he would have
taken it, but there was none. He was beginning to look

at Rafe Caradec with new eyes.

Rafe got up and walked over to the jury

- “Gentlemen,” he said, “none of you know me well.
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None of us, as Barkow said, know much about how court
business should be handled. All we want to do is get
at the truth. I know that all of you here are busy men.
You're willin’ and anxious to help along justice and the
beginnin’s of law hereabouts, and all of you are honest
men. You want to do the right thing. Red Blazer has
just testiied that I shot a man who was makin’ no
threatenin’ moves, that Bonaro was standing in a win-
dow, just watching.”

Caradec turned around and looked at Blazer thought-
fully. He walked over to him, squatted on his haunches
and peered into his eyes, shifting first to one side, then
the other. Red Blazer’s face flamed.

“What's the matter?” he blared. “You gone crazy?

“No,” Caradec said. “Just lookin’ at your eyes. I was
just curious to see what kind of eyes a man had who
could see through a shingle roof and a ceilin’,”

“Huh?” Blazer glared.

The jury sat up, and Barkow’s eyes narrowed. The
courtroom crowd leaned forward.

“Why, Red, you must have forgot,” Rafe said. “You
were in the National when I killed Boyne. You were
standin’ behind Joe Benson. You were the first person I
saw when I looked around. You could see me, and vou
could see Boyne—but you couldnt see the second-story
window across the street!”

Somebody whooped. ana Pat Higley grinned.

“I reckon he’s right,” Pat said coolly. “I was standin’
right alongside of Red.”

“That’s right!” somebody from back in the courtroom
shouted. “Blazer tried to duck out without payin’ for
his drink and Joe Benson stopped him!”

Everybody laughed, an1 Blazer turned fiery red, glar-
ing back into the room to see who the speaker was, and
not finding him.

Rafe turned to Barkow and smiled.

“Have you got another witness?”
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Despite herself, Ann Rodney found herself admiring

 Rafe Caradecs composure, his easy manner. Her curi-

osity was stirred. What manner of man was he? Where
was he from? What background had he? Was he only a
wanderer, or was he something ‘more, something dﬁ
ferent? His language, aside from his characteristic Texas
drawl, his manner, spoke of refinement, yet she knew

. of his gun skill as e::-:hlhlted in the Boyne ﬁ ht.

"Tum Blazer’s my next witness,” Barkuw said. “Swear

him in.”

Tom Blazer, a hulking redhead even bigger than

Red, took the stand. Animosity glared from his eyes.

“Did you see the shootin’®” Barkow asked.

“Youre darned right I did!” Tom declared, staring at
Rafe. “I seen it, and I wasn’t inside no saloon! I was
right out in the street!”

“Was Bonaro where you could see him?”

“He sure was!”

“Did he make any threatening moves?”

“Not any!”

“Did he lift a gun?”

“He sure didn’t!”
“Did he make any move that would give an idea he
was goin’ to shoot?”

“Nope. Not any.” As Tom Blazer answered each
question he glared triumphantly at Caradec.

Barkow turmed to the jury. “Well, there you are. I

~ think that's enough evidence. I think . . .”

“Let’s hear Caradec ask his questinus," Pat Higley
said. “I want both sides of this yarn.”

Rafe got up and walked over to Tom Blazer, then
looked at the judge. “Your Honor, I'd like permission
to ask one question of a man in th& audience. He can

‘be sworn in or not, just as you say.”

Gargan hesitated uncertainly. Always before, things

. had gone smoothly. Trials had been raﬂmaded thmugh

objections swept amde and the wordless little ranch-

_ers or other objectors to the rule of Barkow and Shute
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had been helpless. This time preparations should have
been more cumplete He didn’t know what to do.

“All right,” he said, his misgivings showing in his ex-

pression and tone. _
Caradec turned and looked at a short, stocky man with

a brown mustache streaked with gray. “Grant,” he
said, “what kind of a curtain have you got over that
window above your harness and saddle shop?”

Grant looked up. “Why, it ain’t rightly no curtain,” he

said frankly. “It’s a b]'mke
“You keep it down all the time? The window cov-

ered?”
“Uh-huhb. Sure do. Sun gets in there otherwise, and

makes the floor hot and she heats up the store thataway.
Keepin’ that window covered keeps her cooler.”
“It was mvered the day of the shootin™®”

“Shore was.”

“Where did you find the blanket after the shootin’®”
“Well, she ]Eild over the sill, partly inside, partly out-

side.”

Rafe turned to the jury. “Miss Rodney and gentlemen,
I believe the evidence is clear. The window was cov-
ered by a blanket. When Bonaro fell after T shot him,
he tumbled across the sill, tearin’ down the blanket.

Do you agree?”

“Shore!l” Gene Baker found his voice. The whole case
was only too obviously a frameup to get Caradec. It
was like Bonaro to try to sneak killing, anyway. “If that
blanket hadn’t been over the window, then he couldn’t
have fallen against it and carried part out with him!”

“That’s right” Rafe turned on Tom Blazer. “Your
eyes seem to be as amazin’ as your brother’s. You can
see through a wool blanket!”

Blazer sat up with a jerk, his face dark with sullen
rage. “Listen!” he said, “T'll tell you—"

“Wait a minute!” Rafe whirled on him, and thmst

finger in his face. “You're not only a perjurer but a
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thiefl What did you do with that Winchester Bonaro
dropped out of l*he window?”

“Tt wasn’t no Winchester!” Blazer blared furiously, “It
was a Henry!”

Then, seeing the expression on Barkow’s face, and
hearing the low murmur that swept the court, he real-
ized W'lﬂt he had said. He started to get up, then sank
back, angry and confused.

Rafe Caradec turned toward the jury.

“The witness swore that Bonaro had no gun, yet he
just testified that the rifle Bonaro dropped was a Henry.
Gentlemen and Miss Rodney, I'm goin’ to ask that you
recommend the case be dismissed, and also that Red
and Tom Blazer be held in jail to answer charges of
perjury!”

“What?” Tom Blazer came out of the witness chair
with a lunge. “Jail? Me? Why, you—"

He leaped, hurling a huge red-haired fist in a round-
house swing. Rafe Caradec stepped in with a left that
smashed Blazer’s lips, then a solid right that sent him
crashing to the floor.

Rafe glanced at the judge. “Anc that, I think,” he said
quietly, “is contempt of court!”

Pat Higley got up abruptly. “Gargan, I reckon you
better dismiss this case. You havent got any evidence
or anything that sounds like evidence, and I guess ev-
er}rbod}'r here heard about Caradec facin’ Bonaro down
in the store. If he Wanted to shoot him, there was his
chance.”

Garg_an swallowed. “Case dismissed,” he said.

He looked up at Bruce Barkow, but the rancher was
walking toward Ann Rodney. She glanced at him, then
her eyes lifted and beyond him she saw Rafe Caradec.
How fine his face was! It was a rugged strong face.
There was character in it, and sincerity. .

She came down with a start. Bruce was speaking to
h&r. “Comer told me he had a case or I'd never have
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been a party to this. He’s guilty as he can be, but he’s
smooth.” :

Ann looked down at Bruce Barkow, and suddenly
his eyes looked different to her than ever belore. “He
may be guilty of a lot of things,” she said tartly, “but if
ever there was a cooked-up, dishonest case, it was this
one. And everyone in town knew it! If I were you,
Bruce Barkow, I'd be ashamed of myselt!l”

Abruptly she turned her back on him and started
for the door, yet as she went she glanced up. For a
brief instant her eyes met those of Rafe Caradec and
something within her leaped. Her throat seemed to
catch. Head high, she hurried past him into the street.
The store seemed a long distance away.
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VIII

WaEn Bruce Barkow walked into Pod Gomer's office,
the sheriff was sitting in his swivel chair. In the big
leather armchair across the room Dan Shute was wait-
ing,

He was a big man, with massive shoulders, power-
fully muscled arms, and great hands. A shock of dusky
blond hair covered the top of his head, and his eye-
brows were the color of corn silk. He looked up as Bar-
kow came in, and when he spoke his voice was rough.
“You shore played hob!”

“The man’s smart, that’s alll” Barkow said. “"Next
time we'll have a better case.”

“Next time?” Dan Shute lounged back in the big
chair, the contempt in his eyes unconcealed. “There
aint goin’ to be a next time. You're through, Barkow.
From now on this is my show, and we run it my way.
Caradﬁc needs killin’, and we'll kill him. Also, yuu’re
* goin’ to foreclose that mortgage on the Rodney place.”

“Nn “—he held up a hand as Barkow started tn speak

y'ou wait. You was all for pullin® this slick stuft. Wu‘l—
nin" the girl, gettin’ your property the easy way, the
legal way. To blazes with that! This Caradec is makin’
a monkey of you! You're not slick! You're just a country

oy playin’ Wlﬂl a real smooth lad!
T'o blazes with that smooth stuffl You foreclose on
that mortgage and do it plumb quickl I'll take care of
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Mr. Rafe Caradec! With my own hands or guns if
necessary. We'll clean that country down there so slick
of his hands and cattle they won't know what hap-
pened!”

“That won’t get it,” Barkow protested. “You let me
handle this. I'll take care of things!”

Dan Shute looked up at Barkow, his eyes sardonic.
“T'll run this show. Youre takin’ the back seat, Bar-
kow, from now on, All you've -done is make us out
fumblin’ fools! Also,” he added calmly, “I'm takin’ over
that girl” _

“What?” Barkow whirled, his face livid. In his wildest
doubts of Shute, and he had had many of them, this
was one thing that had never entered his mind.

“You heard me,” Shute replied. “She’s a neat little
lady, and I can make a lace for her out to my ranch.
You messed up all arnund so I'm takin® over.”

Barkow Iaughed but his laugh was hollow, with some-
thing of fear in it. Always before Dan Shute had been
big, silent and surly, saying little, but letting Barkow
plan and plot and take the lead. Bruce Barkow had
always thought of the man as a sort of strong-arm squad
to use in a pinch. Suddenly he was shockingly aware
that this big man was completely sure of himself, that
he held him, Barkow, in contempt. He would ride
roughshod over everything.

“Dan,” Barkow protested, trying to keep his thoughts
ordered, “you can’t play with a girl's affections. She’s
in love with me! You can’t do anything about that!
You think she’d fall out of love with one man, and—"

Dan Shute grinned. “Who said anything about love?
You talk about that all you want. Talk to yourself. I
want the girl, and I'm goin’ to have her. It doesnt
make any difference who says no, and that goes for
Gene Baker, her, or you.”"

Bruce Barkow stood flat-footed and pale. Suddenly

he felt sick and empty. Here it was then. He was
through. Dan Shute had told him off, in front of Pod
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Gomer. Out of the tail of his eye he could see the calm,
yet cynical expression on Gomer’s face.

He looked up and felt small under the flat, ironic
gaze of Shute’s eyes. “All right, Dan, if that's the way
you feel. I expect we'd better part company.”

Shute chuckled. His voice was rough when he spoke.

“No,” he said, “we don’t part company. You sit tight.
Youre holdin’ that mortgage, and I want that land.
You had a good idea there, Barkow, but you're too weak-
kneed to swing it. I'll swing it. Mebbe it youre quiet
and obey orders, I'll see you get some of it.”

Bruce Barkow glared at Shute. For the first time he
knew what hatred was. Here, in a few minutes, he
had been destroyed. This story would go the rounds.
Before nightfall everyone in town would know it.

Crushed, Barkow stared at Shute with hatred livid
in his eyes. “You'll go too far!” he said viciously.

Shute shrugged. “You can live, an’ come out of this
with a few dollars,” he said calmly, “or you can die.
I'd just as soon kill you, Barkow.” He picked up his hat.
“We had a nice thing. That shanghaiin’ idea was yours.
Why you didn’t shoot him, I'll never know. If you had,
this Caradec would never have run into him at all, and
would never have come in here, stirrin’ things up. You
could have foreclosed that mortgage, and we could be
makin’ a deal on that oil now.”

“Caradec dont know anything about that,” Barkow
protested.

“Like sin he dont]” Dan Shute sneered. “Caradec’s
been watched by my men for days. He's been wise there
was somethin’ in the wind and he’s scouted all over that
place. Well, he was down to the knob the other day,
and he took a long look at that oil seepage. He’s no fool,

Barkow.”

- Bruce Barkow looked up. “No,” he replied suddenly,
“he’s not, and he’s a hand with a gun, too. Danl
He's a band with a gun! He took Boynel”

- Shute shrugged. “Boyne was nothin’]l I could have

{
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spanked him with his own gun. T'll kill Caradec some
day, but first I want to beat him. To beat him with my
own hands!”

He heaved himself out of the chair and stalked out-
side. For an instant, Barkow stared after him, then his
gaze shifted to Pod Gomer.

The sheriff was absently whittling a small stick. “Well,”
he said, “he told youw.”

Hard and grim, Barkow’s mouth tightened. So Gomer
was in it, too. He started to speak, then hesitated. Like
Caradec, Gomer was no fool, and he, too, was a good
hand with a gun. Barkow shrugged. “Dan sees things
wrong,” he said. “I've still got an ace in the hole.” He
looked at Gomer. “I'd like it better it you were on my
side.”

Pod Gomer shrugged. “I'm with the winner, My health
is good. All I need is more money.”

“You think Shute’s the winner?”

“Don’t you?” Gomer asked. “He told you plenty,
and you took it.”

“Yes, I did, because I know I'm no match for him
with a gun. Nor for you.” He studied the sheriff thought-
fully. “This is goin’ to be a nice thing, Pod. It would
split well, two ways.” |

Gomer got up and snapped his knife shut. “You show
me the color of some money,” he said, “and Dan Shute
out, and we might talk. Also,” he added, “if you men-
tion this to Dan, I'll call you a liar in the street or in
the National. I'll make you use that gun.

“I won't talk,” Barkow said. “Only, I've been learnin’
a few things. When we get answers to some of the
messages you sent, and some I sent, we should know
more. Borger wouldn’t let Caradec off that ship willin’ly
after he knew Rodney. I think he deserted. I think we
can get something on him for mutiny, and that means
hangin’l”
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“Mebbe you can,” Gomer agreed. “You show me you're
holdin® good cards, and I'll back you to the limit.”

Bruce Barkow walked out on the street and watched
Pod Gomer’s retreating back. Gomer, at least, he under-
stood. He knew the man had no use for him, but if he
could show evidence that he was to win, then Gomer
would be a powerful ally. Judge Gargan would go as
Gomer went, and would always adopt the less violent
means.

The cards were on thz table now. Dan Shute was
running things. What he would do, Barkow was not
sure. He realized suddenly, with no little trepidation,
that after all his association with Shute he knew little of
what went on behind the hard brutality of the ranch-
ers face. Yet he was not a man to lag or linger. What
he did would be sudden, brutal, and thorough, but it
would make a perfect shield under which he, Barkow,
could operate and carry to fulfillment his own plans.

Dan Shute’s abrupt statement of his purpose in re-
gard to Ann Rodney had jolted Barkow. Somehow, he
bhad taken Ann for granted. He had always planned a
marriage. That he wanted her land was true. Perhaps
better than Shute he knew what oil might mean in the
future, for Barkow was a farsighted man. But Ann Rod-
ney was lovely and interesting. She would be a good
wife for him. There was one way he could defeat Dan
Shute on that score. To marry Ann at once.

True, it might precipitate a killing, but already Bruce
Barkow was getting ideas on that score. He was sud-
denly less disturbed about Rafe Caradec than Dan
Shute. The rancher loomed large and formidable in his
mind. He knew the brutality of the man, had seen him
kill, and knew with what coldness he regarded people
or animals.

Bruce Barkow made up his mind. Come what may,
he was going to marry Ann Rodney,
~ He could, he realized, marry her and get her clear
away from here. His mind leaped ahead. Flight to the
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northwest to the gold camps would be foolhardy. To
the Utah country would be as bad. In either case, Shute
might and probably would overtake him. There re-
mained another way out, and one that Shute probably
would never suspect—he could strike for Fort Phil
Kearney not far distant. Then, with or without a scout-
ing party for escort, they could head across country and
reach the Yellowstone. Or he might even try the nearer

Powder River.
A steamer had ascended the Yellowstone earlier that

year, and there was every chance that another would
come. If not, with a canoe or barge they could head
downstream until they encountered such a boat and
buy passage to St. Louis.

Ann and full title to the land would be in his hands
then. He could negotiate a sale or the leasing of the
land from a safe distance. The more he thought of this,
the more he was positive it remained the only solution
for him. |

Let Gomer think what he would. Let Dan Shute be-
lieve him content with a minor role. He would go ahead
with his plans, then strike suddenly and swiftly and
be well on his way before Shute realized what had
happened. Once he made the Fort, he would be in the
clear. Knowing the officers as well as he did, he was
sure he could get an escort to the river, |

He had never seen the Yellowstone, nor did he know
very much about either that river or Powder River. But
they had been used by many men as a high road to
the West. He would use a river as an escape to the East.

Carefully he considered the plan. There were prepara-
tions to be made. Every angle must be considered. At
his ranch were enough horses. He would borrow Bak-
er's buckboard to take Ann for a ride, then at his ranch,
they would mount and be off. With luck they would be
well on their way before anyone so much as guessed
what had happened. |

Stopping by the store, he bought ammunition from
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Baker. He glanced up to find the storekeeper’s eyes
studying him, and he didn’t like the expression.

“Is Ann in?” he asked.

Baker nodded, and jerked a thumb toward the cur-
tain. Turning, Baker walked behind the curtain and
looked at Ann, who arose as he entered. Quickly he
sensed a coolness that had not been there before. This
was no time to talk of marriage. First things first.

He shrugged shamefacedly “I suppose }rﬂu’re thinkin’

retty bad of me,” he suggested ruefully. “I know now
I shouldn’t have listened to Dan Shute or to Gomer. Pod
swore he had a case, and Shute claims Caradec is a
crook and a rustler. If I had known I wouldnt have
had any hand in it.”

“It was pretty bad,” Ann agreed as she sat down and
bﬂgan knitting. “What will happen now?”

“I don’t knuw he admitted, “but I wish I could
spare you all this. Before it’'s over I'm afraid there’ll be
more killin’s and trouble. Dan Shute is plenty roused
up. He'll kill Caradec.”

She looked at him. “You think that will be easy?”

Surprised, he nodded. “Yes. Dan’s a dangerous man,
cruel and brutal. He’s fast with a gun, too.”

“I thought you were a friend of Dan Shute?” she
asked, looking at him hard. “What's changed you,
Bruce?”

He shrugged. “Oh, little things. He showed himself
up today. He's brutal, unfeelin’. He'll stop at nothin’ to
gain his ends.”

“I think he will,” Ann said r:umposed]y “I think he’ll

stop at Rafe Caradec.”

- Barkow stared at her. “Caradec seems to have im-
pressed you. What makes you think that?”

- I never really saw him until today, Bruce,” she ad-
~ mitted. “Whatever his motives, he is shrewd and ca-
pable. T think he is much more dangerous than Dan
Shute, There’s something behind him, too. He has back-
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ground. I could see it in his manner more than his
words. I wish I knew more about him.”

Nettled at her defense of the man, and her apparent
respect for him, Bruce shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t
forget, he probably killed your father.”

She looked up. “Did he, Bruce?r”

Her question struck fear from him. Veiling his eyes,
he shrugged again. “You never know.” He got up. “I'm
worried about you, Ann. This country is going to be
flamin’ within a little while. If it ain’t the fight here,
itll be the Indians. I wish I could get you out of it.”

“But this is my home!” Ann protested. “It is all I
havel” '

“Not quite all.” Her eyes fell before his gaze. “Ann,
how would you like to go to St. Louis?™

She looked up, startled. “To St. Louis? But how—"

“Not so loud!” He glanced apprehensively at the
door. There was no telling who might be listening. “I
don’t want anybody to know about it unless you decide
and until were gone. But, Ann, we could go. I've
always wanted to marry you. There’s no time better
than now.”

She got up and walked to the window. St. Louis. It
was another world. She hadn’t seen a city in six years.
After all, they had “been engaged for several months
now.

“How would we get there?” she asked, turning to
face him.

“That’s a secret!]” He laughed. “Don’t tell anybody
about it, but I've got a wonderful trip planned for you.
I always wanted to do things for you, Ann. We could
go away and be married within a few hours.” |

“Where?”

“By the chaplain at the Fort. One of the officers would
stand up with me. There are a couple of officers’ wives
there, too.”

“I don’t know, Bruce,” she said hesitantly. “I'll have
to think about it.”
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He smiled and kissed her lightly. “Then think fast,
honey. I want to get you away from all this trouble—
and quick.”

When he got outside in the street, he paused, smiling
with satisfaction. “Tll show that Dan Shute a thing or
two!” he told himself grimly. Abruptly, he turned to-
ward the cabin where he lived.

Dan Shute, who had been leaning against the door
of the building next door, straightened thoughtfully and
snapped his cigarette into the dust. He had seen the
satisfied smile on Barkow’s face and knew he had been
inside for some time, Shute stood on the boardwalk,
staring into the dust. Big hands on his hips above the
beavy guns, his gray hat pulled low, a stubble of com-
white beard along his hard jaws. “I think,” he said to
himself, looking up, “that I'll kill Bruce Barkow!” He
added, “And I'm goin’ to like the doin’ of it!”
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GeneE Baxrr was sweeping his store and the stoop in
front of it when he saw a tight little cavalcade of horse-
men trot around the corner into the street. It was the
morning after the fiasco of the trial. He had been wor-
ried and irritated while wondering what the reaction
would be from Barkow and Shute. Then word had
come to him of the break between the two at Gomer’s
office.

Dan Shute, riding a powerful gray, was in the van of
the bunch of horsemen. He rode up to the stoop of
Baker’s store and reined in. Behind him were Red and
Tom Blazer, Joe Gorman, Fritz Handl, “Fats” McCabe
and others of the hard bunch that trailed with Shute.

“Gene,” Shute said abruptly, resting his big hands on
the pommel of the saddle, “dont sell any meore sup-
plies to Caradec or any of his crowd.” He added harshly,
“I'm not askin’ you. I'm tellin’ you. If you do, I'll put
you out of business and run you out of the country.
You know I don’t make threats. The chances are Cara-
dec wont be alive by daybreak anyway—but just in
case, you've been told!”

Without giving Baker a chance to reply, Dan Shute
touched spurs to his horse and led off down the south
trail toward the Crazy Woman.

The door slammed behind Baker. “Where are they
gnlé]rig?” Ann wanted to know. “What are they going to
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Cene stared after them bleakly. This was the end of
sumething. “They are goin® after Caradec and his crowd,
Ann.”

“What will they do to him?”

Something inside her went sick and frightened. She
had always been afraid of Dan Shute. The way he
looked at her made her shrink. He was the only human
being of whom she had ever been afraid. He seemed
without feeling, without decency, without regard for
anything but his own immediate desires.

“Kill him,” Baker said “They’ll kill him. Shutes a
hard man, and that's a mighty wicked gang.”

“But can’t someone warn him?” Ann protested.

Baker glanced at her. “So far as we know, Caradec
is a crook and mebbe a killer, Ann. You ain’t gettin® soft
on him, are your”

“No!” she exclaimed, startled. “Of course not! What
an ideal Why, I've scarcely talked to him!” Yet there
was a heavy, sinking feeling in her heart as she watched
the riders disappear in the dust along the southward
trail. If there was only something she could do! If she
could warn them!

Suddenly she remembered the bay horse her father

“had given her Because of the Ii’ld.lEll]S she had not
beei:l ndmg in a long time, but if she took the mountain
trai

Hurrymg through the door she swiftly saddled the
bay. There was no thought in her mind. She was acting

strictly on impulse, prompted by some memory of the
way the hair swept back from Rafe’s brow, and the look
‘in his eyes when he met her gaze. She told herself she
“wanted to see no man killed, that Bo Marsh and Johnny
" Gill were her friends. Yet even in her heart she knew
" the excuse would not do. She was thinking of Rafe, and
v ﬂﬂl}? of Rafe.

The bay was in fine shape and impatient after his

| ]ml restraint in the corral. He started for the trail,

#ﬂagaﬂ}r, and his ears pricked up at every sound. The

.#1-
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leaves had turmed to red and gold now and the air held
a hint of frost. Winter was coming. Soon the country
would be blanketed, inches deep, under a thick cover-
ing of snow.

Hastily Ann’s mind leaped ahead. The prairie trail,
which the Shute riders had taken, swept wide into the
valley, then crossed the Crazy Woman and turned to
follow the stream up the canyon. By cutting across
over the mountain trail there was every chance she
could beat them to the ranch. In any case, her lead
would be slight due to the start the bunch had.

The trail crossed the mountainside through a long
grove of quaking aspens, their leaves shimmering in the
cool wind, dark green above, gray below. Now, with
oncoming autumn most of the leaves had turned to
bright yellow intermixed with crimson. Here and there
among the forest of mounting color were the darker
arrowheads of spruce and lodgepole pine.

Once, coming out in a small clearing, she got a view
of the valley below. She had gained a little, but only
a little. Frightened, she touched spurs to the bay and
the little horse leaped ahead and swept down through
the woods at a rapid gallop. QL

Ahead, there was a ledge. It was a good six miles
off yet, but from there she could see the canyon of the
Crazy Woman and the upper canyon. A rider had
told her that Caradec had been putting up hay in the
wind-sheltered upper canyon and was obviously plan-
ning on feeding his stock there by the warm spring.

She recalled it because she remembered it was some-
thing her father had spoken of doing. There was room
in the upper valley for many cattle. If there was hay
enough for them, the warm water would be a help, and
with only a little such the cattle could survive even the
coldest winter. _ |

Fording the stream where Caradec had encountered
the young squaw, she rode higher on the mountain,
angling across_the slope under a magnificent stand of
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lodgepole pine. It was a splendid avenue of trees, all
seemingly of the same size and shape, as though cast
from a mold.

Once she glimpsed a deer, and another time in the
distance in a small, branching valley she saw a small
bunch of elk. This was her country. No wonder her
father had loved it, wanted it, worked to get and to
keep it.

Had he paid the mortgage? But why wouldnt Bruce
have told her if he had? She could not believe him dis-
honest and deceitful. Certainly he had made no effort
to foreclose, but had been most patient and thoughtful
with her.

What would he think of this ride to warn a man he
regarded as an enemy? She could not sit idly by and
know men were about to be killed. She would never
forgive herself if she had made no effort to avert it.

Too often she had listened to her father discourse on
the necessity for peace and consideration of others.
She believed in that policy wholeheartedly. The fact
that occasionally violence was necessary did not alter
her convictions one whit. No system of philosophy or
ethics, no growth of government, no improvement in
living came without trial and struggle. Struggle, she had
often heard her father say, was the law of growth.

Without giving too much thought to it, she under-
stood that such men as Rafe Caradec, Trigger Boyne,

Tex Brisco and others of their ilk were needed. For all
their violence, their occasional heedlessness and their
desire to go their own way, they were men building a
new world in a rough and violent land where every-
thing tended to extremes. Mountains were high, the
‘prairies wide, the streams roaring, the buffalo by the
thousand and tens of thousand. It was a land where
‘nothing was small, nothing was simple. Everything, the
lives of men and the stories they told, ran to extremes.

- The bay pony trotted down the trail, then around a

e
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stand of lodgepole. Ann brought him up sharply on the
lip of the ledge that had been her first goal.

Below her, a vast and magnificent panorama, lay the
ranch her father had pioneered. The silver curve of the
Crazy Woman lay below and east of her, and opposite
her ledge was the mighty wall of the canyon. From
below, a faint thread of smoke among the trees marked
the cabin. '

Turning her head she looked west and south into the
upper canyon. Far away, she seemed to see a horse-
man moving and the black dot of a herd. Turning the
bay she started west, riding fast. If they were working
the upper canyon she still had a chance,

An hour later, the little bay showing signs of his rough
traveling, she came down to the floor of the canyon,
Not far away, she could see Rafe Caradec moving a
bunch of cattle into the trees.

He looked around at her approach, and the black,
flat-crowned hat came off his head. His dark wavy
hair was plastered to his brow with sweat, and his eyes
were gray and curious. ; |

“Good mornin’l” he said. “This is a surprisel”

“Pleasel” she burst out. “This isn’t a social calll Dan
Shute’s riding this way with twenty men or more. He's
going to wipe you out!” 4

Rafe’s eyes sharpened. “You sureP” She could see the
quick wonder in his eyes at her warning, then he

wheeled his horse and yelled, “Johnny! Jobhnny Gilll
Come a-runnin’l” 5
Jerking his rifle from his boot, he looked at her again.
He put his hand over hers suddenly, and she started
at his touch. .;

“Thanks, Ann,” he said simply. “You’re regular!” ;
Then he was gone, and Johnny Gill was streaking
after him. As Gill swept by, he lifted a hand and waved. :
There they went. Below were twenty men, all armed. |

Would they come through aliveP? She turned the bay |
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and, letting the pony take his own time, started him
back over the mountain trail.

Rafe Caradec gave no thought to Ann’s reason for
wamning him. There was no time for that. Tex Brisco
and Bo Marsh were at the cabin. They were probably
working outside, and their rifles would probably be in
the cabin and beyond them. If they were cut off from
their guns, the Shute riders would mow them down
and kill them one by one at long range with rifle fire.

Rafe heard Gill coming up, and slacked off a little to
let the little cowhand draw alongside. “Shute!” he said.
“And about twenty men. I guess this is the payoft!”

“Yeah!” Gill yelled.

Rifle fire came to them suddenly. A burst of shots,
then a shot that might have been from a pistol. Their
horses rounded the entrance and raced down the main
canyon toward the cabin on the Crazy Woman, running
neck and neck. A column of smoke greeted them, and
they could see riders circling and firing.

“The trees on the slopel” Rafe yelled and raced for
them.

He reached the trees with the black at a dead run
and hit the ground before the animal had ceased to
move. He raced to the rocks at the edge of the trees.
Eﬁs I].ﬂﬂ lifted, settled, his breath steadied, and the

€ Spo

A man shnuted and waved an arm, and at the same
moment, Gill fired. A horse went down. Two men, or
possibly three, lay sprawled in the clearing before the
cabin. |

Were Tex and Bo already down? Rafe steadied him-
self and squeezed off another shot. A saddle emptied.

- He saw the fallen man lunge to his feet, then spill
over on his face. Coolly then, taking their time, he and

l
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Gill began to fire. Another man went down, and rifles
began tn smoke in their direction. A bullet ﬂhpped the
leaves overhead but too high.

Rafe knocked the hat fn}m a man’s head. As the fel-
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low sprinted for shelter, he dropped him. Suddenly
the attack broke. He saw the horses sweeping away
from them in a ragged line. Mounting, Rafe and Gill
rode cautiously toward the cabin.

There was no cabin. There was only a roaring inferno
of flames. There were five sprawled bodies, and Rafe
ran toward them. A Shute rider—another. Then he saw
Bo.

The boy was lying on his face with a dark, spreading
stain on the back of his shirt. There was no sign of Tex.

Rafe dropped to his knees and put a hand over the
young cowhand’s heart. It was still beatm l

Gently, with Johnny lending a hand, hE turned the
boy over. Then, working with the crude but efficient
skill picked up in war and struggle in a half-dozen
countries, he examined the wounds.

“Four times!” he said grimly. Suddenly, he felt some-
thing mount and swell within him, a tide of fierce, un-
controllable anger!

Around one bullet hole in the stomach the cloth of
the cowhand’s shirt was smoldering!

“I seen that!” It was Tex Brisco, his face haggard
and smoke grimed. “I seen itl I ]qmw who done it!
He walked up while the kid was layin’ there and stuck

a gun against his stomach and Shﬂﬂ He didn’t want the
kid to go quick; he wanted him to die slow and hard!”

“Who done it?” Gill demanded fiercely. “T'll git him
now! Right now!” |

Briscos eyes were red and inflamed. Nﬂbody gets
him but me. This kid was your pard, but I seen itl”
He turned abruptly on Rafe. “Boss, let me go to town.
I want to kill me a man!” -'

“It won't do, Tex,” Caradec said qmetl}f “I know
how you feel, but the town will be full of ’em. They’ll.
be celebratin’. They burned our cabin, ran off sumﬂq
cattle, and they got Bo. It wouldn’t do!”

“Yeah,” Tex spat. “I know. But they won’t be ex-

o
ok
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pectin® any trouble now. If you dont let me go, I'll
uitl”

: Rafe looked up from the wounded man. “All right,

Tex, 1 told you I*lmuw how you feel. But if somethin’

should happe n—whu did it?”

“Tom Blazerl That big redhead. He always hated

the kid. Shute shot the kid down and left him lay. I
was out back in the woods lookin’ for a pole to cut.
They rode up so fast the kid never had a chance. He
was hit twice before he knew what was goin’ on. Hit
again when he started toward the house. After the
" house was afire, Tom Blazer walked up, and the kid
was conscious. Tom said somethin’ to Bo, shoved the
gun against him, and pulled the trigger.”
- He stared miserably at Bo. "I was out of pistol range.
Took me a few minutes to get closer, then I got me
two men before you rode up.” Wheeling, he headed
toward the corral.

Rafe had stopped the flow of blood, and Johnny had
returned with a blanket from a line back of the house.
“Reckon we better get him over in the trees, Boss,”
Gill said.

Easing the cowboy to the blanket with care, Rafe
and Johnny carried Bo into the shade in a quiet place
under the pines. Caradec glanced up as they put him
down. Tex aneu was riding out of the canyon. Johnny
Gill watched him go.

“Boss,” Gill sald “I wanted like blazes to go, but I
ain’t the man Brisco is. Rightly, 'm a quiet man, but
‘that Texan is a wolf on the prowl. I'm some glad I'm

' not Tom Blazer right now!”

. He looked down at Bo Marsh. The young cowhand’s
face was flushed, his breathing hoarse.

 “Will he live, Rafe?” Johnny asked softly.

. Caradec shrugged “I donit know,” he said honestly.
'“He needs better care than I can give him.” He studied
ﬂlﬂ situation thoughtfully. “Johnny,” he said, “you stay
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with him. Better take time to build a lean-to over his
in case of rain or snow. Get some fuel, too.”

“What about you?” Johnny asked. “Where you goin'i

“To the Fort. There’s an Army doctor there. I'll g
get him.”

“Reckon he’ll come this far?” Johnny asked doub
ingly.

“He’ll comel”

Rafe Caradec mounted the black and rode slowl
away into the dusk. It was a long ride to the For
Even if he got the doctor it might be too late. Th:
was a chance he would have to take. There was sma
danger of an attack now.

Yet it was not a return of Dan Shute’s riders th:
disturbed him, but a subtle coolness in the air, a chi
that was of more than autumn. Winters in this countx
could be bitterly cold. All the signs gave evidence thi
one would be the worst in years, and now they wer
without a cabin. He rode on toward the Fort, with
thought that Tex Brisco now must be nearing town.

98 X




It was growing late. Painted Rock lay swathed in vel-
vety darkness when Tex Brisco walked his horse down
to the edge of town. He stopped across the bend of the
stream from town and left his horse among the trees
there. He would have a better chance to escape from
across the stream than from the street. By leaving town
on foot, he could create some doubt as to his where-
abouts.

He was under no misapprehension as to the problem
he faced. Painted Rock would be filled to overflowing
with Shute and Barkow riders, many of whom knew him
by sight. Yet though he could vision their certainty of
victory, their numbers, and was well aware of the
reckless task he had Ch{}SEIl he knew they would not
be expecting him or any riders from Crazy Woman.

He tied his horse loosely to a bush among the trees
and crossed the stream on a log. Once across, he thought
of his spurs. Kneeling down, he unfastened them from
his bom:s and hung them over a root near the end of
the log. He wanted no jingling spurs to give his pres-
ence away at an inopportune moment.

Carefully avoiding any lighted dwellings, he made his
way through the scattered houses to the back of the
ToWw of bu]ldm s along the street. He was wearing the

he usually wore. For luck he had taken another one

his saddleba s and thrust it into his waist band.
. Tex Brisco was a man of the frontier. From riding

&
i
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the range in south and west Texas, he had drifted nortt
with traﬂ herds. He had seen some of the wild day*
of Dodge and Ellsworth, some hard fighting down ir
the Naﬁuns, and with rustlers along the Border.

He was an honest man, a sincere man. He had :

quality to be found in many men of his kind and period
—a sense of deep-seated loyalty that was his uutsta.ud
ing trait. .

Hard and reckless in demeanor, he rode with dask
and acted with a flair. He had at times been called a
hardcase. Yet no man lived long in a dangerous coun-
try if he were reckless. There was a place always for
courage, but intelligent courage, not the heedlessness
of a harebrained youngster.

Tex Brisco was twenty-five years old, but he had
been doing a man’s work since he was eleven. He
had walked with men, ridden with men, fought with
men as one of them. He had asked no favors and been
granted none. Now, at twenty-five, he was a seasoned
veteran. He was a man who knew the plains and the
mountains, knew cattle, horses, and guns.

Shanghaied, he had quickly seen that the sea was not
his element. He had concealed his resentment and gone
to work, realizing that safety lay along that route. He
had known his time would come. It had come when
Rate Caradec came aboard, and all his need for friend-
ship, for loyalty and for a cause had been tied to the
big, soft-spoken stranger.

- Now Painted Rock was vibrant with danger. The men
who did not hate him in Painted Rock were men who
would neither speak for him nor act for him. It was
_like Tex Brisco that he did not think in terms of help.

He had his job, he knew his problem, and he knew h&
was the man to do it.

The National Saloon was booming with sound. Tha
tinny jangle of an out-of-tune piano mingled with hoarse
laughter, shouts, and the rattle of glasses The hltchmg
rail was lined with horses.
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Tex walked between the buildings to the edge of the
dark and empty street. Then he walked up to the horses
and, speaking softly, made his way along the hitching
rail, turning every slipknot into a hard knot.

The Emporium was dark except for a light in Bak-
er’s living quarters where he sat with his wife and Ann
Rodney.

The stage station was ligchted by the feeble glow of
a light over a desk as the station agent worked late
over his books.

It was a moonless night and the stars were bright.
Tex lit a cigarette, loosened his guns in his holsters, and
studied the situation. The National was full. To step
into that saloon would be suicide. Tex had no such
idea in mind. It was early; he would have to wait. Yet
might it not be the best way, if he stepped in? There
would be a moment of confusion. In that instant he
could act.

Working his way back to a window, he studied the
interior. It took him several minutes to locate Tom

. Blazer. The big man was standing by the bar with Fats

McCabe. Shppmg to the other end of the window, Tex
gﬂuld see that no one was between them and the rear

001

He stepped back into the darkest shadows. Leaning
against the building, he £nished his cigarette. When it
was down to a stub, he threw it on the ground and
carefully rubbed it out with the toe of his boot. Then
he uﬂed his hat lnw and walked around to the rear

of the saloon.

There was some scrap lumber there. He skirted the

rough pile, avoiding some bottles. It was cool out here.

He rubbed his fingers, working his hands to keep the
- circulation going. Then he stepped up to the door and

~ tumed the knob. It opened under his hand. If it made

- a sound, it went unheard.

Steppmg inside, he closed the door after him, pleased

- that it upened outward.

101

el



CROSSFIRE TRAIL

In the hurly-burly of the interior one more cowhand
went unseen. Nobody even glanced his way. He sidled
up the bar, then reached over under Tom Blazer's nose,
drew the whlsky bottle toward him, and poured a
drink into a glass just rinsed by the bartender.

Tom Blazer scarcely glanced at the bottle for other
bottles were being passed back and forth. Fats Me-
Cabe stood beside Tnm, and without noticing Tex, went
on talking,

“That blasted Marsh!” Tom said thickly. “I got himl
I been wantin’ him a long time! You should ‘have seen
the look in his eyes when I shoved that pistol against
him and pulled the trigger!”

Tex’s lips tightened, and he poured his glass full
once more. He left it sitting on the bar in front of him.

His eyes swept the room. Dan Shute was not here f
and that worried him. He would have felt better to |
have had the rancher under his eyes. Bruce Barkow
was here, though, and Pod Gomer. Tex moved over a
little closer to McCabe. {1

“Thatll finish ’em offl” McCabe was saying. “When |
Shute took over I knew they wouldnt last longl Ifi
they get out of the country, they Il be lucky. They' ve 1
no supplies left. It W‘lH be snowin’ within a few da}fs ;|
The winter will get ‘em if we don’t, or the Injuns.” "

Tex Brisco smiled grimly. Not befr:;re get youl ha 7
thought. That comes first.

The piano was banging away with Oh, Susannal and ' "*'
a bunch of cowhands were trying to sing. Joe Bensnn?-ﬂ
leaned on his bar talking to Pod Gomer. Barkow sat a.{':”*"%J
a table in the corner, star:.ug morosely into a glass. Joe
Gorman and Fritz Handl were watching a poker game. %

Tex glanced again at the back door. No one stood |
between the door and himself. Well, why wait? 1'

Just then, Tom Blazer reached for the bottle in front

of Tex, and Tex puﬂed it away from his hand. '}11|
Tom stared. “Hey, what you tryin’ to do?” he de-
manded belligerently. f
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“I've come for you, Blazer,” Tex said. “T've come to
kill a skunk that shoots a helpless man when he’s on his
back. How zre you against standin’ men, Blazer?”

“Huh?” Tom Blazer said stupidly.

Then he realized what had been said, and thrust his

big face forward for a closér look. The gray eyes he
saw were icy, the lantern-jawed Texan’s face was chill
as death, and Tom Blazer jerked back. Slowly, his face

o white, Fats McCabe drew aside.

To neither man came the realization that Tex Brisco
was alone. All they felt was the shock of his sudden

. appearance, here, among them.

Brisco turned, stepping one step away from the bar.
“Well, Tom,” he said quietly, his wvoice just loud
‘enough to carry over the sound of the music, “I've come

. for you.”

r'

)

Riveted to the spot, Tom Blazer felt an instant of
panic. Brisco’s presence here had the air of magic. Tom
was half frightened by the sheer unexpectedness of it.

Sounds in the saloon seemed to die out, although they
still went full blast. Tom stared across that short space

\like 2 man in a trance, trapped and faced with a fight

to the death. There would be no escaping this issue,
hie knew. He might win and he might lose, but it was
here, now, and he had to face it. He realized suddenly
that it was a choice he had no desire to make.

‘Wouldn't anyone notice? Why didn’t Fats say some-
thing? Tex Brisco stood there, staring at him.

“You've had your chance,” Tex said gently. “Now
I'm goin’ to kill you!” -

The shock of the word kill snapped Tom Blazer out
of it. He dropped into a half creuch, and his lips curled

in a snarl of mingled rage and fear. His clawed hand

swept back for his gun.
- In the throbbing rattle of the room the guns boomed
like a crash of thunder. Heads whirled. Liquor-befud-

iﬂle‘l brains tried to focus eyes. All they saw was Tom
‘Blazer sagging back against the bar, his shirt darken-
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ing with blood. The strained, foolish expression on his
face was like that of a man who had been shocked be-
yond reason.

Facing the room was a lean, broad-shouldered man
with two guns. As they looked, he swung-a gun at Fats
McCabe.

Instinctively, at the boom of guns, McCabe’s brain
reacted, but a shade too slow. His hand started for his
gun. It was an involuntary movement that had he had
but a moment’s thought would never have been made.
He had no intention of drawing. All he wanted was
out, but the movement of his hand was enough. It was
too much.

Tex Brisco’s gun boomed again, and Fats toppled
over on his face. Then Tex opened up. Three shots,
blasting into the brightly lighted room, brought it to
cnmplete darkness. Brisco faded into that darkness,
swung the door open, and vanished as a shot clipped
the air over his head.

He ran hard for fifty feet, then ducked into thﬁ
shadow of a barn, threw himself over a low corral fence
and ran across the corral in a low crouch. Shouts antﬁ
orders, then a crash of glass came from the saloon.

The door burst open again, and he could have got
another man, but only by betraying his position. He
crawled through the feuce Keeping close to a dark
house, he ran swﬁﬂy to its far corner. He paused therei
breathmg heavily. So far, so good.

From here on he would be in comparative light, btﬁ
the distance was enough now. He ran on swiftly foi
the river. Behind him he heard curses and yells as men
found their knotted bridle reins. At the end of the log,
Tex retrieved his spurs. Gasping for breath from his
hard run, he ran across the log and started for his horse.

He saw it suddenly, and then saw something else.

In the dim light, Tex recognized Joe Gorman by his
hat. Joe wore his hat brim rolled to a point in front
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“Hi, Texas!” Gorman said. Tex could see the gun in
his hand, waist high and leveled on him.

“Hi, Joe. Looks like you smelled somethin’.”

“Yeah,”—Joe nodded—“T did at that. I live in one of
those houses over there with some of the other boys.
Happened to see somebody ride up here in the dark
and got curious. When you headed for the saloon, I
got around you and went in. Then I saw you come in
the back door. I slipped out just before the shootin’
starte:}f': so's I could beat you back here in case you got
away.

“Too bad you missed the fun,” Brisco said quietly.

Behind him the pursuit seemed to have gained no
direction as yet. His mind was on a hair trigger, watch-
ing for a break, Which of his guns was still loaded?
He had forgotten whether he had put the loaded gun
in the holster or in his belt.

“Who'd you get?” asked Gorman.

“Tom Blazer. Fats McCabe, too.”

I figgered Tom. I told him he shouldn’t have shot
the kid. That was a low-down trick. But why shoot
Fats?”

“He acted like he was reachin’ for a gun.”

“Huhl Don’t take a lot to get a man killed, does it?”
~ Brisco could see in the dark enough to realize that
Corman was smiling a little.

“How do you want it, Tex? I let you have it now,
or save you for Shute? He's a bad man, Tex.”

“I think you’d better slip your gun in your holster
and walk back home, Joe,” Tex said. “You're the most

 decent one of a bad lot.”

\

“Mebbe I want the money I'd get for you, Tex. I
can use some.”

“Think you’d live to collect?”
- “You mean Caradec? He’s through, Brisco. Through.
We got Bo. Now we got you. That leaves only Caradec

and Johnny Gill. They won’t be so tough.”

“Youre wrong, Joe,” Tex said quietly. “Rafe could
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take the lot of you, and will. But you bought into my
game yourself; I wouldn't ask for help, Joe. I'd kill you
myself.”

“You?” Gorman chuckled with real humor. “And me
with the drop on you? Not a chancel Why, Tex one
of these slugs would get you. If T have to start blastin’,
I'm goin’ to empty the gun before I quit.”

“Uh-huh,” Tex agreed, “you might get me. But I'll
get you, too.”

Joe Gorman was incredulous. “You mean, get me be-
fore I could shoot?” He repeated, “Not a chancel”

The sounds of pursuit were coming closer. The men
had a light now, and had found his tracks. “Toward
the river, I'll be a coon!” a voice yelled. “Let’s go!l™

Here it was! Joe Gorman started to yell, then saw
the black ficure ahead of him move and his gun blaze.
Tex felt the shocking jolt of a slug. His knees buckled,
but his gun was out and he triggered two shots, fast.
Joe started to fall, and he fired again, but the hammer
fell on an empty chamber.

Tex jerked the slipknot in his reins loose and dragged
himself into the saddle. He was bleeding badly. His
mind felt hazy, but he saw Joe Gorman move on the
ground, and heard him say, “You did it, . damn youl
You did it!” |

“So long, Joel” Tex whispered hoarsely. _-

He walked the horse for twenty feet, then started
moving faster. His brain was singing with a strange
noise, and his blood seemed to drum in his brains. He
headed up the tree-covered slope, and the numbness
crawled up his legs. He fought like a cornered wolf
against the darkness that crept over him. :

“I can’t die—I can’t!” he kept thinking. “Rafe’ll need
help! T can’t!” | u,‘_
- Fighting the blackness and numbness, he tied theg
bridle reins to the saddle-horn and thrust both feet

clear through the stirrups. Sagging in the saddle, hej

"
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got his handkerchief out and fumbled a knot, tying his
wrists to the saddle-horn.
The light glowed and died. The horse walked on,
weaving through a world of agony and soft clutching
hands that seemed to b> pulling Tex down, pulling
him down.

The darkness closed in around him, but under him
he seemed still to feel the slow plodding of the

horse. . ..
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Rouvcary, the distance to the Fort was seventy miles.
Rafe Caradec rode steadily into the increasing cold of
the wind. There was no mistaking the seriousness of
Bo’s condition. The young cnwhand was badly shot up,
weak from loss of blood. Despite the amazing wvitality
of frontier men, his chance was slight unless his wounds
had proper care. 1

Bowing his head to the wind, Rafe headed the horse
down a draw and its partial shelter. There was no use.
thinking of Tex. Whatever had happened in Painted
Rock had happened now. Brisco might be dead. He
might be alive and safe, even now heading back to the
Crazy Woman—or he might be wounded and in needﬂ
of help. 3

Tex Brisco was an uncertainty but Bo Marsh hﬂ:ﬂgi
between life and death, hence there was no choice.

The friendship and understandmg between the lean,
hard-faced Texan and Rafe Caradec had grown aboard"
ship. And Rafe was not one to take lightly the Texan's"
loyalty in joining him in his foray mtﬂ Wyoming. No

have known but for Rafe. Yet Tex wuuld have had 1:_-|
no other way. His destinies were guided by his loyalties.
Ehnse loyalties were his life, his religion, his reason for

ving,

found his thnughts returning again and again to 2

L
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Rodney. Why had she ridden to warn them of the im-

endmg, attack? Had it not been for that warning the
riders would have wiped out Brisco at the same time
they got Marsh, and Wﬂll]d have followed it up to find
Rafe and ]nhnn back in the canyon. It wuuld have
been, or could have been, a clean sweep.

Wh had Ann warned them? Was it because of her
dis]ﬂce of violence and killing? Or was there some other,
some deeper feeling?

Yet how could that be? What feeling could Ann have
for any of them, believing as she seemed to believe
that he was a thief or worse? The fact remained that
she had come, that she had wamed them.

Remembering her, he recalled the flash of her eyes,
the proud lift of her chin, the way she walked.

He stared grimly into the night and swore softly.
Was he in loveP? “Who knows?” he demanded viciously
of the night. “And what good would it do if I was?”

- He had never seen the Fort, yet knew it lay between
the forks of the Piney and its approximate location. His
way led across the billowing hills through a country
marked by small streams lined with cottonwood, box
elder, willow, choke-cherry and wild plum. That this was
Indian country, he knew. The unrest of the tribes was
about to break into open warfare. Already there had
been sporadic attacks on haying or wood-cutting parties.
Constant attacks were being made on the Missouri
steamboats, far to the north.

Red Cloud, most influential chieftain among the Sioux,
had tried to hold the tribes together, and despite the
continued betrayal of treaties by the white man, had
sought to abide by the code laid down for his. With
Man Afraid Of His Hoss, the Ogallala chief, Red Cloud
was the strongest of all the Sioux leaders.

With Custer’s march into the Black Hills and the in-
creasing travel over the Laramie and Bozeman trails,
the Sioux were growing restless. The Sioux medicine

5‘ man, Sitting Bull, was indulging in war talk, aided and
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abetted by two powerful warriors, skilled tacticians and
great leaders, Crazy Horse and Gall. :

No one in the West but understood that an outbreak
of serious nature was overdue.

Rafe Caradec was aware of all this, He was aware,
too, that it would not be an easy thing to prevail upon
the doctor to leave the Fort, or upon the commandant
to allow him to leave. In the face of impending trouble,
his place was with the Army.

News of the battle of the Crazy Woman, after Ann’s
warning, reached her that evening. The return of the
triumphant Shute riders was enough to tell her what
had happened. She heard them ride into the street,
heard their yells, and their shouts.

She heard that Bo Marsh was definitely dead. Even
some of the Shute riders were harsh in their criticism

of Tom Blazer for that action. ‘
While the Shute outfit had ridden away following

their attack, fearful of the effects of sharpshooting from
the timber, they were satisfied. Winter was coming on, |
and they had destroyed the cabin on the Crazy Woman.
Mistakenly, they also believed they had killed Bﬂsmj
and wounded at least one other man. .1

Sick at heart, Ann had walked back into her room
and stood by the window. Suddenly she was over-
whelmed by the desire to get away, to escape all this
sickening violence, the guns, the killings, the problems
of frontier life. Back East there were lovely homes
along quiet sireets, slow-running streams, men who
walked quietly on Sunday mornings. There were parties,
theatres, friends, homes. -

Her long ride had tired her. The touch of Rafe Cara-ig
dec’s hand, the look in his eyes had given her a Lift.
Something had sparked within her, and she felt herself

drawn to him, yeaming toward him with every s
feminine that was within her. Riding away, she ha ji:
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heard the crash of guns, shouts and yells. Had she been
too late?

Where was her sympathy? With Shute’s riders? Or
with this strange, tall young man who had come to
claim half her ranch and tell fantastic stories of know-
ing her father aboard a ship?

Every iota of intelligence she had told her the man
was all wrong, that his story could not be true. Bruce
Barkow’s story of her father’s death had been the true
one.

What reason for him to lie? Why would he want to
claim her land when there was so much more to be
had for the taking?

Her father had told her, and Gene Baker had agreed,
that soon all this country would be open to settlement.
There would be towns and railroads here. Why choose
one piece of land, a large section of it worthless, when
the hills lay bare for the taking?

Standing by the window ancd looking out into the
darkness, Ann knew suddenly she was sick of it all
She would get away, go back East. Bruce was right.
It was time she left here, and when he came again,
she would tell him she was ready. He had been thought-
ful and considerate. He had protected her, been atten-
tive and affectionate. He was a man of intelligence,
he was handsome. She could be proud of him.

She stifled her misgivings with a sudden resolution
and hurriedly began to pack.

Vaguely Ann had sensed Barkow’s fear of something,
but she believed it was fear of an attack by Indians.
Word had come earlier that day that the Ogallala were
gathering in the hills and there was much war talk
among them. That it could be Dan Shute whom Bar-
kow feared, Ann had no idea.

She had completed the packing of the few items
she would need for the trip when she heard the sound
of gunfire from the National. The shots brought her to

111



CROSSFIRE TRAIL

her feet with a start, her face pale. Running into the
living room, she found that Gene Baker had caught
up his rifle. She ran to Mrs. Baker and the two women
stood together, listening.

 Baker looked at them. “Can’t be Indians,” he said,
after 2 moment. “Mebbe some wild cowhand celebratin’.”

They heard excited voices, yells. Baker went to the
door, hesﬁated then went out. He was gone several
minutes before he returned. His face was grave.

“It was that Texas rider from the Crazy Woman,” he
said. “He stepped into the back door nf the National
and shot it out with Tom Blazer and Fats McCabe.
They are both dead.”

“Was he alone?” Ann asked quickly.

Baker nodded, looking at her somberly. “They are
huntin’ him now. He wont get away, I'm afeerd.”

“You're ﬂfmid he won't?”

“Yes, Ann,” Baker said, “I am. That Blazer outfit's
poison. All of that Shute bunch, far’s that goes. Tom
killed young Bo Marsh b}r stickin’ a pistol against him
whilst he was lyin’ down.”

The flat bark of a shot cut across the night air, &nd
they went rigid. Two more shots rang out.” 4
“Guess they got him,” Baker said. “There’s so many
of them, I ﬁggered they would.” ]

Before the news reached them of what had actually
happened, daylight had come. Ann Rodney was awake l
after an almost sleepless night. Tex Brisco, she heard, °
had killed Joe Gorman when Gorman had caught him 3
at his horse. Tex had escaped, but from all the evi- %
dence, he was badly wounded. They were trailing him ;
by the blood from his wounds. F

Bo Marsh, now Brisco. Was Johnny Gill alive? Was g
Rafe? If Rafe was alive, then he must be alone, harried
like a rabbit by hounds. :

Restless, Ann paced the floor. Shute riders came into ,;J
the store. They were buying supplies and going out “I.;

112

.-II‘#_.



CROSSFIRE TRAIL

in groups of four and five, scouring the hills for Brisco
or any of the others of the Crazy Woman crowd.

Bruce Barkow came shortly after breakfast. He looked
tired, worried. “Ann,” he said abruptly, “if we're goin),
it1l have to be today. This country is goin’ to the wolves.
All they think about now is killin’. Let’s get out.”

She hesitated only an instant. Something inside her
seemed lost and dead.

“All right, Bruce. We've planned it for a long time.
It might as well be now.”

There was no fire in her, no spark. Barkow scarcely
heeded that. She would go. Once away from here and
married, he would have title to the land, Dan Shute,
for all his talk and harsh ways, would be helpless.

“All right,” he said. “We'll leave in an hour. Don’t
tell anybody. We'll take the buckboard like we were
goin for a drive, as we often do.”

She was ready, so there was nothing to do after he
had gone.

Baker seemed older, worried. Twice riders came in,
and each time Ann heard that Tex Brisco was still at
large. His horse had been trailed, seemingly wandering
without guidance, to a place on a mountain creek. There
the horse had walked into the water, and no trail had
been found to show where he had left it. He was ap-
parently headed for the high ridges, south by west.

Nor had anything been found of Marsh or Gill. Shute -
riders had returned to the Crazy Woman, torn down
the corral, and hunted through the woods, but no sign
‘had been found beyond a crude lean-to where the
wounded man had evidently been sheltered. Marsh, if
dead, had been buried and the grave concealed. Noth-
ing had been found of any of them, although one horse
had ridden off to the northeast, mostly east.

One horse had gone east! Ann Rodney’s heart gave

2 queer leap. East would mean toward the Fort! Per-
‘ha}‘l_.ﬂ.-—_-bu.t she was being foolish. Why should it be

113



CROSSFIRE TRAIL

Caradec rather than Gill, and why to the Fort? She ex-
pressed the thought, and Baker looked at her.

“Likely enough one of ’em’s gone there. If Marsh
ain’t dead, and the riders didn’t find his body, chances
are he’s mighty bad off. The only doctor around is at
the Fort.”

The door to the store opened, and Baker went in,
leaving the living room. There was a brief altercation,
then the curtain was pushed aside and Ann looked up.
A start of fear went through her.

Dan Shute was standing in the door. For a wonder,
he was clean-shaven except for his mustache. He looked
at her with his queer, gray-white eyes.

“Don’t you do nothin’ foolish,” he said, “like tryin’ to
leave here. I don’t aim to let you.”

Ann got up, amazed and angry. “You dont aim to
let meP” she flared. “What business is it of yours?”

Shute stood there with his big hands on his hips
staring at her insolently. “Because I want to make it
my business,” he said. “T've told Barkow where he
stands with you. If he don’t like it, he can say so and
die. I ain’t particular. I just wanted you should know
that from here on youre my woman.” ']

“Listen here, Shute!” Baker flared. “You can’t talk to
a decent woman that way!” . |

“Shut your mouth!” Shute said, staring at Baker. “I
talk the way I please. I'm tellin® her. If she tries to
get away from here, I'll take her out to the ranch now.
If she waits"—he looked her up and dowm coolly—"T
may marry her. Don’t know why I should.” He added,
glaring at Baker, “You butt into this and I'll smash you.
She aint no woman for a weak sister like Barkow. I
guess shell come to like me all right. Anyway, she’d
better.” He turned toward the door. “Dont get E.ll)!j
ideas. I'm the law here—the only law.” | :

“T'll appeal to the Army!” Baker declared. A

“You do,” Shute said, “and I'll kill you. Anyway, the
Army’s goin’ to be some busy. A bunch of Sioux raides :
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a stage station way south of here last night and killed
three men, then ran off the stock. Two men were killed
hayin’ over on Otter last night. A bunch of soldiers
hayin’ not far from the Piney were fired on and one
man wounded. The Army’s too busy to bother with the
likes of you. Besides,” he added, grinning, “the com-
mandin’ officer said that in case of Injun trouble, I was
to take command at Painted Rock and make all prepara-
tions for defense.” ‘

He turned and walked out of the room. They heard
the front door slam, and Ann sat down, suddenly.

. Gene Baker walked to the desk and got out his gun,
His face was stiff and old.

“No, not that,” Ann said. “I'm leaving, Uncle Gene.”

“Leavin? How?” He turned on her, his eyes alert.

“With Bruce. He's asked me several times. I was go-
ing to tell you, but nobody else. I'm all packed.”

“Barkow, eh?” Gene Baker stared at her. “Well, why
not? He’s half a gentleman, anyway. Shute is an animal
and a brute.”

The back door opened gently. Bruce Barkow stepped
in.

“Was Dan here?”

Baker explained quickly. “Better forget that buck-
board idea,” he said, when Barkow had explained the
plan. “Take the horses and go by the river trail. Leave
at noon when everybody will be eatin’. Take the Ban-
nock Trail, then swing north and east and cut around
'tﬁmﬂ]aré the Fort. Theyll think you're tryin’ for the gold

€1ds.

Barkow nodded. He looked stiff and pale, and . he
was wearing a gun. _

It was almost noon. |

When the streets were empty, Bruce Barkow went
out back to the barn and saddled the horses. There
was no one in sight. The woods along the creek were
- only a hundred yards away.

Walking outside, the two got into their saddles and
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rode at a walk, the dust muffling the beat of horse’s
hoofs, to the trees. Then they took the Bannock Trail
Two miles out, Barkow rode into a stream, then led
the way north.

Once away from the trail they rode swiftly, keeping
the horses at a rapid trot. Barkow was silent. His eyes
kept straying to the back trail. Twice they saw Indian
sign, but their escape had evidently been made suc-
cessfully, for there was no immediate sound of pursuit.

Bruce Barkow kept moving. As he rode, his irritation,
doubt, and fear began to grow more and more obvious.
He rode like a man in the grip of deadly terror. Ann,
watching him, wondered.

Before, Shute had tolerated Barkow. Now a definite
break had been made, and with each mile of their es-
cape, Barkow became more frightened. There was no
way back now. He would be killed on sight, for Dan
Shute was not a man to forgive or tolerate such a thing.

It was only on the girl’s insistence that he stopped
for a rest, and to give the horses a much needed blow.
They took it, while Ann sat on the grass, and Bruce
paced the ground, his eyes searching the trail over
which they had come. When they were in the saddle
again, he seemed to relax, to come to himself. Then he
looked at her.

“You might think I'm a coward,” he said, “but it’s
just that I'm afraid what Shute would do if he got his
hands on you. I'm no gunfighter. He'd kill us both.”

“I know.” She nodded gravely.

This man who was to be her husband impressed her
less at every moment. Somehow his claim that he was
thinking of her failed to ring with sincerity. Yet with
all his faults, he was probably only a weak man, a man
cut out for civilization and not for the frontier.

They rode on, and the miles piled up behind them.
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Rare CarapEc awakened with a start to the sound of
a bugle. It took him several seconds to realize that he
was in bed at the Fort. Then he remembered. The com-
manding officer had refused to allow the surgeon to
leave before morning, and then only with an escort.
With Lieutenant Ryson and eight men they would form
a scouting patrol, would circle around by Crazy Woman,
then cut back toward the Fort.

The party at the Fort was small, for the place had
been abandoned several years before, and had been
utilized only for a few weeks as a base for scouting
parties when fear of an Indian outbreak began to grow.
It was no longer an established post, but merely a
camp.

Further to the south there was a post at Fort Fetter-
man, named for the leader of the troops trapped in the
Fetterman Massacre. A wagon train had been attacked
within a short distance of Fort Phil Kearney and a group
of seventy-nine soldiers and two civilians were to march
out to relieve them under command of Major James
Powell, a skilled Indian fichter. However, Brevet Lieu-
tenant Colonel Fetterman had used his rank to take
over the command, and had ridden out. Holding the
fighting ability of the Indians in contempt, Fetterman
had pursued some of them beyond a ridge. Firing had
been heard. When . other troops were sent out from the
Fort they discovered Fetterman and his entire com-
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mand wiped out, about halfway down the ridge. The
wagon train they had gone to relieve reached the Fort
later, unaware of the encounter.

Cetting into his clothes, Rafe hurried outside, The
first person he met was Ryson.

“Good morning, Caradecl” Ryson said, grinning, “Bu-
gle wake you up?r”

Caradec nodded. “It isn’t the first time.”

“You've been in the service then?” Ryson asked,
glancing at him quickly.

“Yes.” Rafe glanced around the stockade. “I was with
Sully. In Mexico for a while, too, and Guatemala.”

Ryson glanced at him. “Then youre that Caradec?
Man, I've heard of youl Major Skehan will be pleased
to know. He's an admirer of yours, sirl”

He nodded toward two weary, dust-covered horses.

“You're not the only arrival from Painted Rock,” Ryson
said, “Those horses came in last night. Almost daylight,
in fact, with two riders. A chap named Barkow and a
girl. Pretty, too, the lucky dog!”

Rafe turned on him, his eyes sharp. “A woman? A
girl?” |

Ryson looked surprised. “Why, yes. Her name’s Rod-
ney. She—"

“Where is she?” Rafe snapped. “Where is she now?”

Ryson smiled slightly. “Why, that’s her over therel
A friend of yours?”

But Rafe was gone.

Ann was standing in the door of one of the partly
reconstructed buildings. When she saw him her eyes
widened.

“Rafel You here? Then you got away?”

“I came after a doctor for Marsh. He’s in a bad way.”
He tossed the remark aside, studying her face. “Ann,
what are you doing here with Barkow?”

His tone nettled her. “Why? How does it concern
your” -

“Your father asked me to take care of you,” he said,
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“and if you married Bruce Barkow, I certainly wouldn't
be doin” it!”

“Oh?” Her voice was icy. “Still claiming you knew

y father? Well, Mr. Caradec, I think you'd be much
better off to fnrget that story. I don’t know where you
got the idea, or how, or what made you believe you
could get away with it, but it wont do! I've been en-
gaged to Bruce for months. I intend to marry him now.
There’s a chaplain here. Then we’ll go on to the river
and down to St. Louis. There’s a steamer on the way
up that we can meet.”

“I won't let you do it, Ann,” Rafe said harshly.

Her weariness, her irritation, and something else
brought quick anger to her face and lips.

“You won't let me? You have nothing to do with itl
It simply isn’t any of your business! Now, if you please,
I'm waiting for Bruce. Will you go?”

“No,” he said violently. “I won’t! I'll say again what
1 said before. I knew your father. He gave me a deed
givin' us the ranch. He asked me to care for you. He
also gave me the receipt that Bruce Barkow gave him
for the mortgage money. I wanted things to be differ-
ent, Ann, I-"

Caradec! Ryson called. “We're ready!

He glanced amund The small column awaited him,
and his horse was ready. For an instant he glanced back
~ at the girl. Her jaw was set, her eyes blazing.

“Oh, what's the use?” he flared. “Marry who you
blasted well pleasel”

Wheeling, he walked to his horse and swung into the
saddle, riding away without a backwa:rd glance.

Lips parted to speak, Ann Rodney stared after the
disappearing riders. Suddenly all her anger was gone.
She found herself gazing at the closing gate of the stock-

ade and fighting a mounting sense of panic.
What had she done? Suppose what Rafe had said
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was the truth? What had he ever done to make her
doubt him?

Confused, puzzled by her own feelings for this
stranger of whom she Imew so little, yet who stirred
her so deeply, she was standing there one hand partly
upraised when she saw two men come around the cor-
ner of the building. Both wore the rough clothing of
miners.

They paused near her, one a stocky, thick-set man
with a brﬂad hard jaw, the other a slender, blond
young man. |

“Ma’am,” the younger man said, “we just come in
from the river. The Major was tellin’ us you were goin’
back that way?”

She nodded dumbly, then forced herself to spea]c.
“Yes, we are going to the river with some of the troops.”

"We come up the Powder from the Yellowstone,
ma’am,” the younger man said, “and if you could tell
us where to find your husband, we might sell him our
boats.” -

She shook her head. “I'm not married yet. You will
have to see my fiancé, Bruce Barkuw He's in the mess
hall.”

The fellow hesitated, turning his hat in his hand.
“Ma’am, they said you was from Painted Rock. Ever
hear tell of a man named Rafe Caradec over there?”

She stiffened. “Rafe Caradec?” She looked at him
quickly, “You know himp” |

He nodded, pleased by her sudden interest. “Yes,
ma’am. We were shipmates of his. Me and my partner
over there, Rock Mullaney. My name is Penn, ma’am,
Roy Penn.”

Suddenly her heart was pounding. She looked at
him and blt her under lip. Then she said, carefully,
“You were on a Shtp with thP” .-

“That’s right.” :

Penn was puzzled and growing wary. Mter all, there
was the manner of their leaving, Of course, that was

120



CROSSFIRE TRAIL

months ago, and they were far from the sea now, but

that still hung over them.

“Was there—aboard that ship—a man named Rod-

2y
ﬂeyAnﬂ couldn’t look at them now. She stared at the
stockade, almost afraid to hear their reply. Vaguely, she
realized that Bruce Barkow was approaching.

“Rodney? Shorest thing you know! Charles Rodney.
Nice feller, too. He died off the California coast after—"
He hesitated. “Ma’am, you ain’t no relation of his now?”

“I'm Charles Rodney’s daughter.”

“Oh?” Then Penn’s eyes brightened. “Say, then you're
the girl Rafe was lookin’ for when he come over herel
Think of that]” He turned. “Hey, Rock! This here’s that
Ann Rodney, the girl Rafe came here to seel You know,

Charlie’s daughter!”
Bruce Barkow stopped dead still. His dark face was

suddenly wary, “What was that?” he said sharply. “What
did you say?”

Penn stared at him. “No reason to get excited, mister.
Yeah, we knew this young lady’s father ’board ship. He
was shanghaied out of San Francisco!”

Bruce Barkow's face was cold. Here it was at the
last minute. This did it. He was trapped now. He could
see in Ann’s face the growing realization of how he had
lied, how he had betrayed her, and even—he could see
that coming into her eyes too—the idea that he had
killed her father.

Veins swelled in his forehead and throat. He glared
at Penn, half crouching, like some cornered animal.
“You're a liar!” he snarled.

“Dont call me thatl]” Penn said fiercely. “I'm not
wearing a gun, mister!” |

If Barkow heard the last words they made no im-
pression. His hand was already sweeping down. Penn
stepped back, throwing his arms wide, and Bruce Bar-
kow, his face livid with the fury of frustration, whipped
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up a gun and shot him twice through the body. Penn
staggered back, uncomprehending, staring.

“No—gun!” he gasped. “I don’t—gun.”

He staggered into an Army wagon, reeled, and fell
headlong.

Bruce Barkow stared at the fallen man, then his con-
torted face turned upward. On the verge of escape and
success he had been trapped, and now he had become
a killer!

Wheeling, he sprang into the saddle. The gate was
open for a wood wagon, and he whipped the horse
through it, shouting hoarsely. Men had rushed from
everywhere. Rock Mullaney, staring in shocked surprise,

could only fumble at his belt. He wore no gun either.

He looked up at Ann. “We carried rifles,” he mut-
tered. “We never figgered on no trouble!” Then he

rubbed his face, sense returning to his eyes. "Maam,

what did he shoot him for?”
She stared at him, humbled by the grief written on

the man’s hard, lonely face. “That man, Barkow, killed

my father!” she said.

“No, ma’am. If youre Charlie Rodney's daughter,
Charlie died aboard ship with us.”
- She nodded. “I know, but Barkow was responsible.
Oh, I've been a fooll An awful fooll”

An officer was kneeling over Penn’s body. He got

up, glanced at Mullaney, then at Ann.

“This man is dead,” he said. ;

Resolution came suddenly to Ann. “Major,” she said,
“I'm going to catch that patrol. Will you lend me a
fresﬁl horse? Ours will still be badly worn-out after last
night.” |

‘It wouldn't be safe, Miss Rodney,” he protested. “It

wouldn’t at all, There’s Indians out there. How Caradec
got through, or you and Barkow, is beyond me.” He

gestured to the body. “What do you know about this?”

Briefly, concisely, she explained, telling all. She made

no attempt to spare herself or to leave anything out.
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She outlined the entire affair, taking only a few minutes.

“I see.” He looked thoughtfully at the gate. “If I
could give you an escort, I would, but—"

“If she knows the way,” Mullaney said, “Tll go with
her. We came down the river from Fort Benton, then
up the Yellowstone and the Powder. We thought we
would come and see how Rafe was gettin’ along. If
we'd knowed there was trouble, we'’d have come be-
fore.”

“It's as much as your life is worth, man,” the major
warned.

Mullaney shrugged. “Like as not, but my life has
had chances taken with it before. Besides"—he ran his
fingers over his bald head—"there’s no scalp here to
attract Injunsl”

Well-mounted, Ann and Mullaney rode swiftly. The
patrol would be hurrying because of Bo Marsh’s serious
condition, but they should overtake them, and follow-
ing was no immediate problem.

Mullaney knew the West and had fought before in
his life as a wandering jack-of-all-trades. He was not
upset by the chance they were taking. He glanced
from time to time at Ann, then rambling along, he be-
gan to give her an account of their life aboard ship, of
the friendship that had grown between her father and
Rafe Caradec, and all Rafe had done to spare the older
man work and trouble.

He told her how Rafe had treated Rodney’s wounds
when he had been beaten, how he saved food for him,
and how close the two had grown. Twice, noting her
grief and shame, he ceased talking, but each time she
insisted on his continuing.

“Caradec?” Mullaney said finally. “Well, I'd say he
was one of the finest men I've known. A fighter, he is!
The lad’s a fighter from way back! You should have
~ seen the beatin® he gave that Borger! I got only a
glimpse, but Penn told me about it. And if it hadn’t
been for Rafe none of us would have got away. He
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planned it, and he carried it out. He planned it before
your father’s last trouble—the trouble that killed him—
but when he saw your father would die, he carried on
with it.”

They rode on in silence. All the time, Amn knew now,
she shnuld have trusted her instincts. Alwa s_they had
warned her about Bruce Barkow, always they had been
sure of Rafe Caradec. As she sat in the jury bex and
watched him talk, handling his case, it had been his
sincerity that nnpressed her, even more than his shrﬂwd
handling of questions.

He had killed men, yes. But what men! Bonaro an&
Trigger Boyne, both acknuwled ed and boastful killers
of men themselves. Men unfit to walk in the tracks of
such as Rafe. She had to find himl She must!

The wind was chill, and she glanced at Mullaney.

“It’s cold,” she said. “Tt feels like snowl!”

He nodded grimly. “It does that!” he said. “Early for
it, but it’s happened before. If we get a norther now—"
He shook his head.

They made camp while it was still light. Mul]aney
built a fire of dry sticks that gave off almost no smoke.
Water was heated, and they made coffee. While Ann
was fixing the little food they had, he rubbed the horses
down with handfuls of dry grass. | |

“Can you find your way in the dark?” he asked her.

“Yes, I think so. It is fairly easy from here, for we
have the mountains. That highest peak will serve as a
landmark unless there are too many clouds.”

“All right,” he said, “we’ll keep movin’.”

She found herself liking the burly seaman and cow-
hand. He helped her smother the fire and wipe out
traces of it.

“If we can stick to the trail of the soldiers.” he said,
“itll confuse the Injuns. Theyll think we're with their

party.”
They started on. Ann led off, keeping the hnrses at
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a fast walk. Night felll and with it, the wind grew
stronger. After an hour of travel, Ann reined in.

Mullaney rode up beside her. “What's the matter?”

- She mdicated the tracks of a single horse crossing the
route of the soldiers.

“You think it’s this Barkow?” He nodded as an idea
came. “It could be. The soldiers don't know what hap-
pened back there. He might ride with ’em for protec-
tion.”

Another thought came to him. He looked at Ann
keenly. “Suppose he'd try to kill Caradec?”

Her mind jumped. “Oh, nol” She was saying no to
the thought, not to the possibility. She knew it was a
PﬂSEIhﬂlt}’ What did Bruce have to lose? He was al-
ready a fugitive, and another killing would make it
Eﬁ worse, And Rafe Caradec had bf}ﬂﬂ the cause of it

“He might,” she agreed. “He might, at that.”

Miles to the west, Bruce Barkow, his rifle across his
saddle, leaned into the wind. He had followed the sol-
diers for a way, and the idea of a snipe shot at Caradec
stayed in his mind. He could do it, and they would
think the Indians had done it.

But there was a better way. A way to get at them
all. If he could ride on ahead, reach Gill and Marsh
before the patrol did, he might kill them, then get Cara-
dec when he approached. If then he could get rid of
Shute, Gomer would have to swing with him to save
something from the mess. Maybe Dan Shute’s idea was
right, after alll Maybe killing was the solution.

Absorbed by the possibilities of the idea, Barkow
turned off the route fnlluwed by the soldiers. There was
a way that could make it safer and somewhat faster.
He headed for the old Bozeman Trail, now abandoned.

He gathered his coat around him to protect him from
. the increasing cold. His mind was fevered with worry,
doubt of himself, and mingled with it was hatred of
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Caradec, Shute, Ann Rodney, and everything. He drove

on into the night.
Twice, he stopped to rest. The second time he started

on, it was turning gray with morning, As he swung into
saddle, a snowflake touched his cheek.

He thought little of it. His horse was uneasy, though,
and anxious for the trail. Snow was not a new thing,
and Barkow scarcely noticed as the flakes began to
come down thicker and faster.

Gill and the wounded man had disappeared, he
knew. Shute’s searchers had not found them near the
house. Bruce Barkow had visited that house many times
before the coming of Caradec, and he knew the sur-
rounding hills well. About a half mile back from the
house, sheltered by a thick growth of lodgepole, was
a deep cave among some rocks. If Johnny Gill had
found that cave, he might have moved Marsh there.

It was, at least, a chance.
Bruce Barkow was not worried about the tracks he

was leaving. Few Indians would be moving in this in-
clement weather. Nor would the party from the Fort
have come this far north. From the route they had taken

he knew they were keeping to the low country.
He was nearing the first range of foothills now, the

hills that divided Long Valley from the open plain
that sloped gradually away to the Powder and the
old Bozeman Trail, He rode into the pines and started
up the trail, intent upon death. His mind was sharpened
like that of a hungry coyote. Cornered and defeated
for the prize himself, his only way out, either for victory
or revenge, lay in massacre. Wholesale killing.

It was like him that having killed once, he did not
hesitate to accept the idea of killing again.

He did not see the big man on the gray horse who
fell in behind him. He did not glance back over his
trail, although by now the thickening snow obscured
the background so much that the rider, gaining slowly
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on him through the storm, would have been no more
than a shaduw

To the right, behind the once bald and now snow-
covered dome, was the black smear of seeping oil.
Drawing abreast of it, Bruce Barkow reined in and
glanced down.

Here it was, the cause of it all. The key to wealth,
to everything a man could want. Men had killed for
less, he could kill for this. He knew where there were
four other such seepages and the oil sold from twenty
dollars to thirty dollars the barrel.

He got down and stirred it with a stick. It was thick
now, thickened by cold. Well, he still might win.

Then he heard a shuffle of footsteps in the snow, and
looked up. Dan Shute’s figure was gigantic in the heavy
coat he wore, sitting astride the big horse. He looked
down at Barkow, and his lips parted.

“Tried to get away with her, did you? I knew you
had coyote in you, Barkow.”

His hand came up, and in the gloved hand was a
pistol. In a sort of shocked disbelief, Bruce Barkow saw
the gun lift. His own gun was under his short, thick
coat,

“Nol” he gasped hoarsely. “Not that! Dan/”

The last word was a scream, cut sharply off by the
sharp, hard bark of the gun. Bruce Barkow folded slowly
and, clutching his stomach, toppled across the black
seepage, staining it with a slow shading of red.

For a minute Dan Shute sat his horse, staring down.
Then he turned the horse and moved on. He had an
idea of his own. Before the storm began, from a moun-
tain ridge he picked out the moving patrol. Behind it
were two figures. He had a hunch about those two
riders, stnwng to overtake the patrol.

He would see.
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Pusamne RAPmLY AHEAD through the falling snow the
patrol came up to the ruins of the cabin on the Crazy
Woman on the morning of the second day out from the
Fort, Steam rose from the horses, and the breath of
horses and men fogged the air.

There was no sign of life. Rafe swung down and
stared about. The smooth surface of the snow was un-
broken, yet he could see that much had happened since
he started his trek to the Fort for help. The lean-to,
not quite complete, was abandoned.

Lieutenant Ryson surveyed the scene thoughtfully.

“Are we too late?” he asked.

Caradec hesitated, staring around. There was no hope
in what he saw. “I don’t think so,” he said. “Johnny
Gill was a smart hand. He would figger out somethin’.
Besides, I don’t see any bodies.”

In his mind, he surveyed the canyon. Certainly Gill
could not have gone far with the wounded man. Also,
it would have to be in the direction of possible shelter.
The grove of lodgepoles offered the best chance. Turn-
ing, he walked toward them. Ryson dismounted his
men, and they started fires.

Milton Waitt, the surgeon, stared after Rafe, then
walked in his tracks. When he came up with him, he
suggested: .

“Any caves around?”
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Caradec paused, considering that. “There may be.

None that I know of, though. Still, Johnny prowled in
these rocks a lot and may have found one. Let’s have

a look.” Then a thought occurred to him. “They’d have

tu have water, Doc. Let’s go to the spring.”

There was ice over it, but the ice had been broken

and had frozen again. Rafe indicated it. “Somebody
drank here since the cold set in.”

He knelt and felt of the snow with his fingers, work-

ing his way slowly around the spring. Suddenly he
stopped.

“Found something?” Waitt watched curiously. This

made no sense to him.

“Yes, whoever got water from the spring splashed

some on this side, It froze. I can feel the ice it made.
That's a fair indication that whoever got water came
from that side of the spring.”

Moving around, he kept feeling of the snow.
“Here.” He felt again. “There’s an icy ring where he

set the bucket for a minute. Water left on the bottom
froze.” He straightened, studying the mountainside. “He’s
up there, somewhere. He's got a bucket and he’s able

o

come down here for water, but findin’ him’ll be the

devil's own job. He'll need fuel, though. Somewhere he’s
been breakin® sticks and collectin® wood, but wherever
he does it won't be close to his shelter. Gill's too smart

for that,”

Studying ihe hillside, Rafe indicated the nearest clump

&f trees,

“He wouldn’t want to be out in the open on this snow

any longer than he had to,” he said thoughtfully, “and
‘the chances are he’d head fnr the shelter of those trees.
‘When he got there, he would probably set the bucket
down Whllﬂ he studled the back trail and made sure
he hadn’t been seen.”

_[ :

Waitt nndded his interest aroused. “Good reasoning,

man. Let’s see.”
'Ihey walked to the clump of trees. After a few

L]
‘I '|I
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minutes of search, Waitt found the same icy frozen
place just under the thin skimming of snow.

“Where do we go from here?” he asked.

Rafe hesitated, studying the trees. A man would auto-
matically follow the line of easiest travel, and there
was an opening between the trees. He started on, then
stopped.

“This is right. See? There’s not so much snow on this
branch. There’s a good chance he brushed it off in pass-
in’,

It was mostly guesswork, he knew. Yet after they had
gone three hundred yards Rafe looked up and saw the
clif pushing its rocky shoulder in among the trees. At
its base was a tumbled cluster of gigantic boulders and
broken slabs.

He led off for the rocks. Almost the first thing he saw
was a fragment of loose bark lying on the snow, and a
few crumbs of dust such as is sometimes found between
the bark and tree. He pointed it out to Waitt.

“He carried wood this way.”

They paused there, and Rafe sniffed the air. There
was no smell of woodsmoke. Were they dead? Had cold
done what rifle bullets couldn’t do? No, he decided,
Johnny Gill knew too well how to take care of himself.

Rafe walked between the rocks, turning where it felt
natural to turn. Suddenly, he saw a tipped-up slab of
granite leaning against a larger boulder. It looked dry
underneath. He stooped and glanced in. It was dark
and silent, yet some instinct seemed to tell him it was
not so empty as it appeared.

He crouched in the opening, leaving light from out-
side to come in first along one wall, then another. His
keen eyes picked out a damp spot on the leaves. There
was no place for a leak, and the wind had been in the
wrong direction to blow in here.

“Snow,” he said. “Probably fell off a boot.”
They moved into the cave, bending over to walk.
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Yet it was not really a cave at first, merely a slab of
rock offering partial shelter.

About fifteen feet further along the slab ended under
a thick growth of pine boughs and brush that formed
a canopy overhead which offered almost as solid shel-
ter as the stone itself. Then, on the rock face of the cliff,
they saw a cave, a place gouged by wind and water
long since, and completely obscured behind the boul-
ders and brush from any view but where they stood.

They walked up to the entrance. The overhang of
the clif offered a shelter that was all of fifty feet
deep, running along one wall of a diagonal gash in the
cliff that was invisible from outside. They stepped in on
the dry sand, and had taken only a step when they
smelled woodsmoke. At almost the same instant, Johnny
Gill spoke.

“Hi, Rafe!” He stepped down from behind a heap
of debris against one wall of the rock fissure. “I couldn’t
see who you were till now. I had my rifle ready sos
it you were the wrong one I could discourage you.” His
face looked drawn and tired. “He’s over here, Doc,”
Gill continued, “and he’s been delirious all night,”

While Waitt was busy over the wounded man, Gill
walked back up the cave with Rafe. |

"-"that’s happened,” Gil. asked. “I thought they'd got
you.

“No, they havent, but I don’t know much of what’s
been goin’ on. Ann’s at the Fort with Barkow, says shes
goin to marry him.”

- “What about Tex?” Gill asked quickly.

Rafe shook his head, scowling. “No sign of him. I
don’t know what’s come off at Painted Rock. I'm leavin’
for there as soon as I've told the lieutenant and his
patrol where Doc is. You'll have to stick here because
the Doc has to get back to the Fort.”

“You goin’ to Painted Rock?”

“Yes, I'm goin’ to kill Dan Shute

“I'd like to see that,” Gill said grimly, “but watch
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yourselfl” The little cowhand looked at him seriously.
“Boss, what about that girl?”

Rafe’s lips tlghtened and he stared at the bare wall
of the cave.

“I don’t know,” he said grimly. “I tried to talk her out
of it, but I guess I wasnt what you'd call tactful.”

Gill stuck his thumbs in his belt. “Tell her youre in
love with her yourself?”

Caradec stared at him. “Where'd you get that idea?”

“Readin’ sign. You ain't been the same since you ran
into her the first time. She’s your kind of peuple,
Boss.”

“Mebbe. But looks like she reckoned she wasn'.
Never would listen to me give the straight story on her
father. Both of us flew off the handle this time.”

“Well, I ain’t no hand at ridin’ herd on womenfolks,
but I've seen a thing or two, Boss. The chances are if
youd ’a’ told her youre in love with her, she'd never
have gone with Bruce Barkow.”

Rafe was remembering those words when he rud&
down the trail toward Painted Rock. What lay ahead
ot him could not be planned, He had no idea when or
where he would enmunter Dan Shute. He knew ﬂlﬂ}ﬁ
that he must find him.

After reporting to Ryson, Rafe had hit the trail fm%
Painted Rock alone. By now he knew that mountain
trail well. Even the steady fall of snow failed to maka
him change his mind about making the ride.

He was burning up inside. The old, driving reckless-
ness was in him, the urge to be in and shooting. His
enemies were in the clear, and all the cards were on
the table in plain sight. 3

Barkow, he discounted. Dan Shute was the man to
get, and Pnd Gomer, the man to watch. What he in-
tended to do was hjgh-handed as high-handed in lﬂ
way as what Shute and Barkow had attempted, but m
Rate’s case the cause was just. 11]

1!
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Mullaney had stopped in a wooded draw short of
the hills. He stopped for a short rest just before day-
break on that fatal second morning. The single rider
had turned off from the trail and was no longer with
“the patrol. Both he and the girl needed rest, aside from
the horses.

He kicked snow away from the grass, then swept
some of it clear with a branch. In most places it was
already much too thick for that. After he made coffee
and they had eaten, he got up. “Get ready,” he said,
“and I'll get the horses.”

All night he had been thinking of what he would do
when he found Barkow. He had seen the man draw on
Penn, and he was not fast. That made it an even break,
for Mullaney knew that he was not fast himself.

When he found the horses missing, he stopped. Evi-
dently they had pulled their picket pins and wandered
off. He started on, keeping in their tracks. He did not
see the big man in the heavy coat who stood in the
brush and watched him.

Dan Shute threaded his way down to the campfire.
When Ann looked up at his approach, she thought at
first it was Mullaney, and then she recognized Shute.

Eyes wide, she came to her feet. “Why, hello] What
are you doing here?”

He smiled at her, his eyes sleepy and yet wary.
“Huntin’ you. Reckoned this was you. When I seen
Barkow I reckoned somethin’ had gone wrong.”

“You saw Bruce? Where?”

“North a ways. He won’t bother you none.” Shute
smiled. “Barkow was spineless. Thought he was smart.
He mnever was half as smart as that Caradec, nor as
tough as me.”

“What happened?” Ann’s heart was pounding. Mul-
laney should be coming now. He would hear their voices
and be warned.

1 killed him.” Shute was grinning cynically. “He
wasn't much good.,” Shute smiled. “Don’t be wonderin’
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about that hombre with you. I led his horses off and
turned ‘em adrift. He'll be hours catchin’ ‘em, if he ever
does. However, he might come back, so wed better
dr]-ft.??

“No,” Ann said, “Tll wait.”

He smiled again. “Better come quiet. If he came back,
I'd have to kill him. You don’t want him kﬂled, do
ou?r” '

G She hesitated only a moment. This man would stop
at nothing. He was going to take her if he had to knock
her out and tie her. Better anything than that. If she
appeared to play along, she might have a chance. |
“I'll go,” she said simply. “You have a horse?”
“I kept yours,” he said. “Mount up.”

By the time Rafe Caradec was en route to Painted
Rock, Dan Shute was riding with his prisoner into the
ranchyard of his place near Painted Rock. Far to the
south and west, Rock Mullaney long since had come
up to the place where Shute had finally turned his
horse loose and ridden on, leading the other. Mullaney
kept on the trail of the lone horse and came up with
it almost a mile further. |

Lost and alone in the thickly falling snow, the animal
hesitated at his call, then waited for him to catch up.
When he was mounted once more he turned back to
his camp, and the tracks, nearly covered, told him lit-
tle. The girl, accompanied by another rider, had ridden
away. She would never have gone willingly. 3

Mullaney was worried. During their travel they had
talked little, yet Ann had sup hed a few of the details,
He knew vagueljr about Dan Shute about Bruce Bar-
kow. He also knew than an Indian nutbreak was feared,

Mullaney knew something about Indians, and doubted-
any trouble until spring or summer. There might be
occasional shootings, but Indians were not, as a ru]ej
cold weather fighters. For that he didn’t blame them.]
Yet any wandering hunting or foraging parties must
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be avoided. It was probable that any warrior or group
of them coming along a fresh trail would follow it and
count coup on an enemy if possible.

He knew roughly the direction of Painted Rock, yet
instinct told him he had better stick to the tangible
and near, so he swung back to the trail of the Army

patrol and headed for the pass into Long Valley.

Painted Rock lay still under the falling snow when
Rafe Caradec drifted down the street on the big black.
He swung down in front of the Emporium and went in.

Baker looked up, and his eyes grew alert when he
saw Rafe’s entrance. At Caradec’s question, he told him
of what had happened to Tex Brisco as far as he knew.
He also told hun of Dan Shute’s arrival and threat to
Ann, and her subsequent escape with Barkow. Baker
was relieved to know they were at the Fort.

A wind was beginning to moan around the eaves, and
they listened a minute. “Wont be good to be out in
that the storekeeper said gravely. Smunds like a bliz-
zz,x'ﬁi comin’. If Brisco’s found shelter, he might be all
right.”

“Not in this cold,” Caradec said, scowling. “No man
with his resistance lowered by a wound is going to last
in this, And it's going to be worse before it’s better.”

Standing there at the counter, letting the warmth
of the blg pot-bellied stove work through his system,
Rafe assayed his position. Bo Marsh, whﬂe in bad shape,
had been tended by a doctor and would have Gill’s
care. There was nathjng more to be dune there for the
time being

Ann héd made her choice. She had gone off with
Barkow, In his heart he knew that if there was any
choice between Barkow or Shute she had made the
better. Yet there had been another choice—or had there?
Yes, she could at least have listened to him.

- The Fort was far away, and all he could do now
‘Wwas ftrust to Ann’s innate good sense to change her
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mind before it was too late. In any event, he could nnt
get back there in time to do anything about it.
“Where’s Shute?” he demanded. |
“Ain’t .seen him,” Baker said worriedly. “Aint seen
hide nor hair of him. But I can promise you one
thing, Caradec. He won’t take Barkow’s runnin’ out with
Ann lyin’ down. He'll be on their trail.”
'I'he door opened in a flurry of snow and Pat Higley
pushed in. He pulled off h1s mittens and extended stiff
fingers toward the red swell of the stove. He glanced

at Rafe.
“Hear you askin’ about Shute?” he asked. “I just seen

him headed for the ranch. He wasn’t alone, neither.”
He rubbed his fingers. “Looked to me like a wnmﬂm
ridin” along.”

Rafe looked around. “A woman?” he asked BEIEﬁlqu
“Now who would that be?r”

“He’s found Annl” Baker exclaimed.
“She was at the Fort,” Rafe said, “with Barkow. I-I&

couldn’t take her away from the soldiers.”

“No, he couldn’t,” Baker agreed, “but she might havﬂf
left on her own. She’s a stubborn girl when she takei
a notion. After you left she may have changed her mind.”

Rafe pushed the thought away. The chance was ton

slight. And where was Tex Brisco
“Baker,” he suggested, “you and ngley know ﬂtliﬂf

country. You know about Tex. Where do you reckﬂﬂ
he'd wind up?”

Higley shrugged. “There’s no tellin’. It ain’t as if h&
knew the country, too. They trailed him for a whjleﬁ
and they said it looked like his hoss was wanderin®
loose without no hand on the bridle. Then the hoss 1:1:1u::r]a!;i
to water, so Brisco must have come to his senses somed
what. Anyway, they lost his trail when he was ridin®
west along a fork of Clear Creek. If he held to tha
direction it would take him over some plumb hi
rough country south of the big peak. If he did ge

;
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across, he'ld wind up somewhere down along Tensleep
Can on, mebbe. But that’s all guesswork.”
shelter that way?”
"N a mite, if you mean human shelter. There’s
lenty of timber there but wolves, too. There’s also
plenty of shelter in the rocks. The only humans over
that way are the Sioux, and they aint in what you'd
call a fnendl mood. That's where Man Afraid Df His
Hoss has been holed up.”

Finding Tex Brisco would be like hunting a needle
in a haystack, but it was what Rafe Caradec had to
do. He had to make the effort. Yet the thought of Dan
Shute and the girl returned to him. Suppose it was
Ann? He shuddered to think of her in Shute’s hands.
The man was without a spark of decency or mercy.

“No use goin’ out in this storm,” Baker said. “You can
stay with us, Caradec.”

“You've changed your tune some, Baker,” Rafe sug-
gested grimly.

“A man can be wong, can’t he?” Baker inquired testily.
“Mebbe I was. I don’t know. Things have gone to per-
dition around here fast, ever since you came in here
with that story about Hﬂf]ne

“Well, I’m not stayin’,” Bafe told him. “I'm going to
look for Tex Brisco.”

The door was pushed open and they looked around.

It was Pod Gomer., The sheriff looked even squarer

and more bulky in a heavy buffalo coat. He cast a bleak

. look at Caradec, then walked to the fire, sliding out

of his overcoat.
“You still here?” he asked, glancing at Rafe out of
the comers of his eyes.
“Yes, I'm still here, Gomer, but you're traveling.”
“What?”
“You heard me. You can wait till the storm is over,
then get out, and keep movin’.”
Hﬂcciner i:umed hls square hard face dark with angry
0
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“You—tellin® me?” he said furiously. “I'm sheriff herel™

“You were,” Caradec said calmly. “Ever since you've
been here you've been hand in glove with Barkow
and Shute, runnin’ their dirty errands for them, pickin’
up the scraps they tossed you. Well, the fun’s over.
You slope out of here when the storm’s over. Barkow’s
gone, and within a few hours Shute will be too.”

“Shute?” Gomer was incredulous. “You'd go up against
Dan ShuteP Why, man, you're insane!”

“Am I?” Rafe shrugged. “That’s neither here nor there,
I'm talkin’ to you. Get out and stay out. You can take
your tinhorn judge with you.”

Gomer laughed. “You're the one who’s throughl Marsh |
dead, Brisco either dead or on the dodge, and Gill
mebbe dead. What chance have you got?r” |

“Gill’s in as good shape as I am,” Rafe said calmly,
“and Bo Marsh is gettin® Army care, and he’ll be out
of the woods, too. As for Tex, he got away, and I'm
bankin’ on that Texan to come out walkin’. How much
stomach are you boys goin’ to have for the fight when
Gill and I ride in here? Tom Blazer's gone, and so
are a half-dozen more. Take your coat”—Rafe picked it
up with his left hand—"and get out. If I see you after
this storm, I'm shootin’ on sight. Now, get!”

He heaved the heavy coat at Gomer, and the sheriff
ducked, his face livid. Yet surprisingly he did not reach
for a gun. He lunged and swung with his fist. A shorter
man than Caradec, he was wider and thicker, a power-
fully built man who was known in mining and trail
camps as a rough-and-tumble fighter.

Caradec turned, catching Gomer’s right on the cheek-
bone, but bringing up a solid punch to Gomer’s mid-
section. The sheriff lunged close and tried to butt, and
Rafe stabbed him in the face with a left, then smeared
him with a hard right. .

It was no match. Pod Gomer had fancied himself as
a fighter, but Caradec had too much experience. He
knocked Gomer back into a heap of sacks, then walked
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in on him and slugged him wickedly in the middle with

both hands. Gomer went to his knees.

~ “All right, Pod,” Rafe said, panting, “I told you. Get

gﬁin"”

- The sheriff stayed on his knees, breathing heavily,
blood dripping from his smashed nose. Rafe Caradec
~ slipped into his coat and walked to the-door.

Outside, he took the horse to the livery stable,
brushed him off, then gave him a rub-down and some
oats. He did not return to the store, but after a meal,
- saddled his horse and headed for Dan Shute’s ranch.
He couldn’t escape the idea that the rider with Shute
-might have been Ann, despite the seeming impossi-
bility of her being this far west. If she had left the
| g;}.rtmthm a short time after the patrol, then it might
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DaN SmuTtE’s ranch lay in a hollow of the hills near a
curving stream. Not far away the timber ran down to
the plain’s edge and dwindled away into a few scat-
tered groves, blanketed now in snow.

A thin trail of smoke lifted from the chimney of the
house, another from the bunkhouse. Rafe Caradec de-
cided on boldness as the best course, and his muffled,
snow-covered appearance to disguise him until within
gun range. He opened a button on the front of his
coat so he could get a gun thrust into his waist band.

He removed his right hand from its glove and thrust
it deep in his pocket. There it would be warm and at
the same time free to grasp the six-gun when he needed
it,

No one showed. It was very cold. If there was any-
one around who noticed his approach their curiosity did
not extend to the point where they would come outside
to investigate.

Rate rode directly to the house, walked up on the
porch, and rapped on the door with his left hand. There
was no response. He rapped again, much harder.

All was silence. The mounting wind made hearing
difficult, and he put his ear to the door and listened.
There was no sound,

He dropped his left hand to the door and turned the
knob. The door opened easily, and he let it swing
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wide, standing well out of line. The wind howled in,

- and a few flakes of snow, but there was no sound. He
stepped inside and closed the door after him.

His ears tingled with cold, and he resisted a desire

~ to rub them, then let his eyes sweep the wide room.

A fire burned in the huge stone fireplace, but there was
no one in the long room. Two exits from the room were
hung with blankets. There wac a table littered with
odds and ends, and one end held some dirty dishes
where a hasty meal had been eaten. Beneath that spot
was a place showing dampness as though a pair of
boots had shed melting snow.

There was no sound in the long room but the crackle

. of the fire and the low moan of the wind around the
eaves. Walking warily, Rafe stepped over a saddle and
some bits of harness and walked across to the opposite

- room. He pushed the blanket aside. Empty. An un-
.made bed of tumbled blankets, and a lamp standing

. on a table by the bed.

Rafe tumed and stared at the other door, then looked
back into the bedroom. There was a pair of dirty socks
lying there and he stepped over and felt of them. They
were damp.

- Someone, within the last hour or less, had changed
socks here, Walking outside he noticed something he
had not seen before. Below a chair near the table was
another spot of dampness. Apparently, two people had
been here.

He stepped back into the shadow of the bedroom
door and ut his hand in the front of his coat. He hadn't
wanted tn reach for that gun in case anyone was
watching. Now, with his hand on the gun, he stepped

out of the bedroom and walked to the other blanket-
~ covered door, He pushed it aside.

- A large kitchen. A fire glowed in the huge sheet

- metal stnve and there was a coffee pot filled with

- boiling coffee. Seeing it, Rafe let go nf his gun and

- picked up a cup. When he had ﬁIled it, he looked

141

':jl a4 =%
L] 3 '
h -



CROSSFIRE TRAIL

around the unkempt room. Like the rest of the house
it was strongly built, but poorly kept inside. The floor
was dirty with uncleaned dishes and scraps of food
lying around.

He lifted the coffee cup, then his eyes saw a bit of
white. He put down the cup and stepped over to the
end of the woodpile. His heart jumped. It was a
woman’s handkerchiet!

Quickly Rafe Caradec glanced around. Again he
looked at the handkerchief in his hand and lifted it
to his nostrils. There was a faint whiff of perfume, a
scent he remembered only too well.

She had been here, then. The other rider with Dan
Shute had been Ann Rodney. But where was she now?
Where could she be? What had happened?

He gulped a mouthful of the hot coffee and stared
around again. The handkerchief had been near the
back door. He put down the coffee and eased the door
open. Beyond was the barn and a corral. He walked
outside. Pushing through the curtain of blowing snow,
he reached the corral, then the barn.

Several horses were there. Hurrying along, he found
two with dampness marking the places where their sad-
dles had been. One of them he recalled as Ann’s horse.
He had seen the mount when he had been at the store.

There were no saddles showing any evidence of hav-
ing been ridden, and the saddles would be sweaty un-
derneath if they had beea. Evidently, two horses had
been saddled and ridden away from this bamn.

Scowling, Rafe stared around. In the dust of the floor
he found a small track, almost obliterated by a larger
one. Had Shute saddled two horses and taken the girl
awayr If so, where would he take her and why? He
decided suddenly that Shute had not taken Ann from
here. She must have slipped away, saddled a horse,
and escaped. .

It was a far-fetched conclusion, but it offered not only
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~ the solution he wanted, but one that fitted with the

few facts available.
Why would Shute take the girl away from his ranch
hﬂmep There was no logical reason. Especially in such

" a storm as this when as far as Shute knew there would

be no pursuit? Rafe himself would not have done it.
Perhaps Shute had been overconfident, believing Ann
would rather share the warmth and security of the house
than the mounting blizzard.

Only the bunkhouse remained unexplored. There was
a chance they had gone there. Turning, Rafe walked
to the bunkhouse. Shoving the door open, he stepped
inside.

Four men sat on bunks. One, his boots off and his
socks propper toward the stove, stared glumly at him
from a chair made of a barrel. x

The faces of all the mea were familiar, but he could

| E;.l; a name to none of them. They had seen the right

d in the front of his coat, and they sat quietly, ap-
preciating ifs mgmﬁcance
“Where’s Dan Shute?” he demanded, finally.
“Ain’t seen him,” said the man in the barrel chair.
“That go for all of you?” Rafe’s eyes swung from one
to the other.
A lean, hard-faced man with a scar on his jawbone

- grinned, showing yellow teeth. He raised himself on

his elbow.
“Why, no. It shore don’t, pilgrim. I seen him. He

- rode up here nigh on to an hour ago with that there

girl from the store. They went inside. S'pose you want
to get killed, you go to the house.”

“Pve been there, It’s empty.”
The lean-faced man sat up. “That right? That dont

- make sense. Why would a man with a filly like that take

off into the storm?”
Rafe Caradec studied them coldly. “You men,” he

- said, “had better sack up and get out of here when the
~ storm's over. Dan Shute's through.” :
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“Ain’t you countin’ unbranded stock, pardner?” the
lean-faced man said, smiling tauntingly. “Dan Shute’s
able to handle his own troubles. He took care of Bar-
kow.”

This was news to Rafe. “He did? How'd you know
that?”

“He done told me. Barkow run off with this girl
and Shute trailed him. I didnt only see Shute come
back, I talked some with him, and I unsaddled his
hosses.” He picked up a boot and pulled it on. “This
here Rodney girl, she left the Fort, runnin’ away from
Barkow, and takin’ after the Army patrol that rode out
with you. Shute, he seen ’em. He also seen Barkow.
He hunted Bruce down and shot him near that bare
dome in your lower valley. When he left Barkow, he
caught up with the girl and this strange hombre with
her, Shute led their horses off, then got the girl while
this hombre was huntin’ them.”

The explanation cleared up several points for Rafe.
He stared thoughtfully around.

“You didn’t see ’em leave here?”

“Not us,” the lean-faced puncher said dryly. “Nene
of us hired on for punchin’ cows or ridin’ herd on women
in blizzards. Come a storm, we hole up aud set her
out. We aim to keep on doin’ just that.”

Rafe backed tc the door and stepped out. The wind
tore at his garments, and he backed away from the
building. Within twenty feet it was lost behind a cur-
tain of blowing snow. He stumbled back to the house.

More than ever, he was convinced that somehow Ann
had escaped. Yet where to look? In this storm there
was no direction, nothing. If she headed for town, she
might make it. Hnwever safety for her would more
hkel lie toward the mountains, for there she could im-
provise shelter, and probably last the storm out. Know-
ing the country, she would know how long such storms
lasted. It was rarely more than three days.

He had little hope of finding Ann, yet he knew she
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would never return here. Seated in the ranchhouse, he
| coolly ate a hasty meal and drank more coffee. Then he
returned to his horse which he had led to the stable.
- Mounting, he rode out into the storm and on the way

to town.

Gene Baker and Pat Higley looked up when Rafe
Caradec came in. Baker’s face paled when he saw that
Rafe was alone.

“Did you find out?” he asked. “Was it Ann?”

Briefly, Rafe explained, telling all he had learned and
his own speculations as to what had happened.

“She must have got away,” Higley agreed. "Shute
would never take her away from his ranch in this
storm. But where could she have gone?”

" Rafe explained his own theories on that. “She prob-
ably took it for granted he would think she would head
for town,” he suggested, “so she may have taken to the
mountains, After all, she would know that Shute would
Kl anybody who tried to stop him.”

Gene Baker nodded miserably. “That’s right. What
~can a body do?”

“Wait,” Higley said. “Just wait.”

" “I won't wait,” Rafe said. “If she shows up here, hold
ber. Shoot Dan if you have to, drygulch him or any-
thing. Cet him out of the way. I'm goin’ into the moun-
tains, I can at least be lookin’, and I might stumble
onto some kind of a trail.”

| Two hours later, shivering with cold, Rafe Caradec
‘acknowledged how foolhardy he had been. His black
horse was walking steadily through a snow-covered
avenue among the pines, weaving around fallen logs
and elumps of brush. He had found nothing that re-
sembled a trail, and twice he had crossed the stream.
This, he knew, was also the direction that had been
taken by the wounded Tex Brisco.

‘No track could last more than a minute in the whirl-
iing snow-filled world in which Rafe now rode. The
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wind howled and tore at his garments, even within the
partial shelter of the lodgepoles. Yet he rode on, the
dismounted and walked ahead, resting the horse. It wa
growing worse instead of better, yet he pushed on, tak
ing the line of least resistance, sure that this was wha
the fleeing Ann would have done.

The icy wind ripped at his clothing, at times face
him like a solid, moving wall. The black stumbled wea
rily, and Rafe was suddenly contrite. The big horse ha
taken a brutal beating in these last few days. Even it
great strength was weakening. 2

Squinting his eyes against the blowing snow, he stares
ahead. He could see nothing, but he was aware tha
the wall of the mountain was on his left. Bearing i
that direction, he came up to a thicker stand of tree
and some scattered boulders. He rode on, alert for som
possible shelter for himself and his horse.

Almost an hour later, he found it, a dry, sandy plac
under the overhang of the cliff, sheltered from the wing
and protected from the snow by the overhang and by th
trees and brush that fronted it. Swinging down, Rafi
led the horse into the shelter and hastily built a fire.

From the underside of a log he got some bark, grea
sheets of it, and some fibrous, rotting wood. Then h
broke some low branches on the trees, dead and dry
In a few minutes his fire was burning nicely. Then h
stripped the saddle from the horse and rubbed hin
down with a handful of crushed bark. When that wa
done he got out the nosebag and fed the horse som
of the oats he bad appropriated from Shute’s barn.

The next hour he occupied himself in gathering fuel
Luckily, there were a number of dead trees close by
debris left from some landslide from up the mountain
He settled down by the fire, made coffee. Dozin
against the rock, he fed the blaze intermittently, hi
mind far away. ' |

Somehow, sometime, he fell asleep. Around the rock
the wind, moaning and whining, sought with icy fir
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ers for a grasp at his shoulder, at his hands. But the

g burned well, and the big horse stood close, stamp-

'3.‘hlg in the sand and dﬂzmg beside the man on the

ground.

- Once, starting from his sleep, Rafe noticed that the

log had burned until it was out uf the fire, so he dragged

it arnu.ud then laid another across it. Soon he was
again asleep.

He awakened suddenly. It was daylight, and the
storm was still raging. His fire blazed among the charred
embers of his logs, and he lifted his eyes.

Six Indians faced him beyond the fire, and their
rifles and bows covered him. Their faces were hard
and unreadable. Two stepped forward and jerked him
to his feet, stripped his guns from him and motioned
for him to saddle his horse.

Numb with cold, he could scarcely realize what had
happened to him. One of the Indians, wrapped in a
worn red blanket, jabbered at the others and kept point-
ing to the horse makmg threatening gestures. Yet when
Rafe had the animal saddled, they motioned to him to
mount. Two of the Indians rode up then, leading the
horses of the others.

50 this was the way it ended. He was a prisoner.
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UncompreEReENDING, Rafe Caradec opened his eyes to
darkness. He sat up abruptly and stared around. Then,
after a long minute, it came to him. He was a prisoner
in a village of the Ogallala Sioux, and he had just
awakened. |

Two days before they had brought him here, bound
him hand and foot, and left him in the tepee he now
occupied. Several times squaws had entered the tepee
and departed. They had given him food and water.

It was night, and his wrists were swollen from the
tightness of the bonds. It was warm in the tepee, for
there was a fire, but smoke filed the skin wigwam
and filtered but slowly out at the top. He had a feeling
it was almost morning.

What had happened at Painted Rock? Where was
Ann? And where was Tex Brisco? Had Dan Shute re-
turned? | |

He was rolling over toward the entrance to catch a
breath of fresh air whhen the flap was drawn back
and a squaw came in. She caught him by the collar
and dragged him back, but made no effort to molest
him. He was more worried about the squaws than the
braves, for they were given to torture.

Suddenly, the flap was drawn back again and two
people came in, a warrior and a squaw. She spoke
rapidly in Sioux, then picked a brand from the fire, and
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~ as it blazed up, held it close to his face. He drew back,

thinking she meant to sear his eyes. Then, looking be-
yond the blaze, he saw that the squaw hnldmg it was

ﬂle Indian g1r1 he had saved from Trigger Boynel

With a burst of excited talk, she bent over him. A
knife slid under his bonds and they were cut. Chafing
his ankles, he looked up. In the ﬂare of the tnrchljght
he could see the face of the Indian man.

He spoke, gutturally, but in fair English. “My daugh-
ter say you man help her,” he said.

“Yes,” Rafe replied. “The Sioux are not my enemies,
nor am I theirs.”

“Your name Caradec.” The Indian’s statement was
flat, not to be contradicted.

“Yes.” Rafe stumbled to his feet, rubbing his wrists.

“We know your horse, also the horses of the others.”

“Others?” Rafe asked quickly. “There are others here?”

“Yes, a girl who rode your horse, and a man who
rode one of ours. The man is much better. He had
been injured.”

Ann and Tex! Rafe’s heart leaped.

*May I see them?” he asked. “They are my friends.”

The Indian nodded. He studied Rafe for a minute.

"I think you are good man. My name Man Afraid
Of His Hoss.”

The Ogallala chief]

- Rafe looked again at the Indian. “I know the name.
With Red Cloud you are the greatest of the Sioux.”

- The chief nodded. “There are others. John Grass,
Gall, Crazy Horse, many others. The Sioux have many
great men.”

The girl led Rafe away to the tent where he found
Tex Brisco lying on a pile of skins and blankets. Tex
was pale, but he grmned when Rafe came in.
ﬁ;ﬁlwan, he said, “it’s good to see you! And here’s

- Rafe turned to look at her. She smiled, then held out
kﬁr hand.
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“I have learned how foolish I was. First from Penn,
and then from Mullaney and Tex.”

“Penn? Mullaney?” Rafe squinted his eyes. “Are they
here?r”

Qumkly, Ann explained.

“Barkow’s dead Rafe told them. “Shute killed him.”

“Ann told me,” Tex said. “He had it comin’. Where's
Dan Shute now?”

Caradec shrugged. “I don’t know, but I'm goin' to
find out.”

“Pleasel” Ann came to him. “Don’t fight with him,
Rafel There has been enough killing! You might be
hurt, and I couldn’t stand that.”

He looked at her. “Does it matter so rnuch?"

Her eyes fell. “Yes,” she said simply, “it does.”

Painted Rock lay quiet in a world of white, its shab-
biness lost under the purity of freshly fallen snow. Es-
corted by a band of the Ogallala, Ann, Rafe, and Tex
rode to the edge of town, then said a quick good-bye
to the friendly warriors.

The street was empty, and the town seemed to have
had no word of their coming.

Tex Brisco, still weak and pale from loss of blood,
brought up the rear. With Ann, he headed right for
the Emporium. Rafe Caradec rode ahead until they
neared the National Saloon, then swung to the board-
walk and waited until they had gone by.

Baker came rushing from the store. With Ann’s help,
he got Tex down and mslde

Rafe Caradec led his own horse down the street and
tied it to the hitching rail. Then he glanced up and
down the street, looking for Shute. Within a matter of
minutes Dan would know he was back. Once he was
aware of it there would be trouble.

Pat Higley was inside the store when Rafe entered.
He nodded at Rafe’s story of what had taken place.

“Shute’s been back in town,” Higley said. I reckon
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_after he lost Ann in the snowstorm he figured she would
circle around and come back here.”

“Where’s Pod Gomer?” Rafe inquired.
~ “If you niean has he taken out, why I can tell you
- he hasn’t” Baker said. “He’s been around with Shute,
and he’s wearin’ double hardware right now.”

.~ Higley nodded. “They ain’t goin’ to give up without
a fight,” he warned. “They’re keepin’ some men in town,
quite a bunch of ’em.”

Rafe also nodded. “That will end as soon as Shute’s
out of the way.”

He looked up as the door pushed open, and started
tl:nhjs feet when Johnny Gill walked in with Rock Mul-

ey.

“The soldiers rigged a sled,” Gill announced at once.
“They’re takin’ Bo back to the Fort, so we reckoned
it might be a good idea to come down here and stand
by in case of trouble.”

" Ann came to the door, and stood there watching
them. Her eyes continually strayed to Rafe, and he
looked up, meeting their glance. Ann flushed and looked
away, then invited him to join her for coffee.

Excusing himself, he got up and went inside. Gravely
Ann showed him to a chair, brought him a napkin,
then poured coffee for him, and put sugar and cream
beside his cup. He took the sugar, then looked up
at her.

“Can you ever forgive me?” she asked.

“There’s nothin’ to forgive,” he said, “I couldn’t blame
you. You were sure your father was dead.”

- ‘T didn’t know why the property should cause all
that trouble until I heard of the oil. Is it really worth
50 much?”

~ “Quite a lot. Shippin’ is the problem now, but that
will be taken care of soon, so it could be worth a great
deal of money. I expect they knew more about that end
of it than we did.” Rafe looked up at her. “I never
aimed to claim my half of the ranch,” he said, “and I
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don’t now. T accepted it just to give me some kind of a
legal basis for workin’ with you, but now that the trou-
bIe is over, I'll give you I:he deed the will your father
made out, and the other pape

“Oh, nol” she exclaimed mckly “You mustn’t] T'Il
need your help to handle things, and you must accept
your part of the ranch and stay on. That is,” she added,

“if you don’t think I'm too awful fur the way I acted.”

He flushed. “I don’t think youre awful, Am], he
said clumsily, getting to his feet. “I think you're won-
derful. I guess I always have, ever since that first day
when I came into the store and saw you.”

His eyes strayed and carried their glance out the
window. He came to with a start and got to his feet.

“There’s Dan Shute,” he said. “T've got to go.”

Ann arose with h.u:n white to the lips. He avoided
her glance, then turned abru ptly toward the door. The
girl made no protest, but as he started through the cur-
tain, she said, “Come back, Rafe. I'll be waiting!”

He walked to the street door, and the others saw him
go, then something in his manner apprised them of
what was about to happen. Mullaney caught up his
rifle and started for the door also, aud Baker reached
for a scattergun.

Rafe Caradec glanced quickly up the snow-covered
street. One wagon had been down the center of the
street about daybreak, and there had been no other
traffic except for a few passing riders. Horses stood in
front of the National and the Emporium and had
kicked up the snow, but otherwise it was an even, un-
broken expanse of purest white.

Rafe stepped out on the porch of the Emporium.
Dan Shute’s gray was tied at the National’s hitching
rail, but Shute was nowhere in sight. Rafe walked to
the corner of the store, his feet crunching on the snow.
The sun was coming out, and the snow might soon
be gone. As he thought of that, a drop fell from the
roof overhead and touched him on the neck. '
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Dan Shute would be in the National. Rafe walked

slowly down the walk to the saloon and pushed open
~ the duur Joe Benson looked up from behmd his bar,

and hastily moved down toward the other end. Pnd

~ Gomer, sl':mlped in a chair at a table across the room,
- sat up abruptly, his eyes shifting to the big man at
. the bar.

Dan Shute’s back was to the room. In his short, thick

" coat he looked enormous. His hat was off, and his shock

- of blond hair, coarse and uncombed, glinted in the sun-

light.

Rafe stopped inside the door, his gaze sweeping the
room in one all-encompassing glance. Then his eyes
riveted on the big man at the bar.

“All right, Shute,” he said calmly. “Turn around and
take it.”

Dan Shute turned and he was grinning, He was grin-

ning widely, but there was a wicked light dancing in
~ his eyes. He stared at Caradec, letting his slow, insolent

gaze go over him from head to fﬂﬂt
“Killin" you would be too easy,” he said. “I promised

.=.'- ‘myself that when the time came I would take you apart
- with my hands, and then if there was anything left,

shoot it full of holes. I'm goin’ to kill you, Caradec!”
Out of the tail of his eye, Rafe saw that Johnny Gill

was leaning against the jamb of the back door, and

that Rock Mullaney was just inside of that same "door.
“Take off your guns, Caradec, and I'll kill youl” Shute

- said softly.

“It’s t:elr fight,” Gill said suddenly. “Let ’em have it

~ the way they want it!”

The voice startled Gomer so that he jerked, and he

anced over his shoulder, his face white. Then the

t door pushed open and Higley came in with Baker.

B s tonctol his lips with his tongue and shot

a sidelong glance at Bensan The salcmﬂ-keeper looked

- unhappy.
- Carefully, Dan Shute reached for his belt buckle and

153



CROSSFIRE TRAIL

unbuckled the twin belts, laying the big guns on the bar,
butts toward him. At the opposite end of the bar, Rafe
Caradec did the same. Then, as one man, they shed
their coats.

Lithe and broad-shouldered, Rafe was an inch shorter
and forty pounds lighter than the other man. Narrow-
hipped and lean as a greyhound, he was built for speed,
but the powerful shoulders and powerful hands and
arms spoke of years of training as well as hard work
with a doublejack, ax, or heaving at the heavy, wet
lines of a ship. | |

Dan Shute’s neck was thick, his chest broad and mas-
sive. His stomach was flat and hard. His hands were
big, and he reeked of sheer animal strength and power.
Licking his lips like a hungry wolf, he started forward.
He was grinning and the light was dancing in his
hard gray-white eyes.

He did not rush or leap. He walked right up to
Rafe, with that grin on his lips, and Caradec stood flat-
footed, waiting for him. But as Shute stepped in close,
Rafe suddenly whipped up a left to the wind that
beat the man to the punch. Shute winced at the blow
and his eyes narrowed. Then he smashed forward with
his hard skull, trying for a butt.

Rafe clipped him with an elbow and swung away,
keeping out of the corner.

Still grinning, Dan Shute moved in. The big man was
deceptively fast. As he moved in, suddenly he jumped
and hurled himself feet foremost at Rafe.

Caradec sprang back but too slowly. The legs jack-
knifed around his, and Rafe went to the floor! He hit
hard, and Dan was the first to move. Throwing himself
over he caught his weight on his left hand and swung
with his right. It was a wicked, half-arm blow, and it
caught Rafe on the chin. Lights exploded in his brain
and he felt himself go down. |

Rate rolled his head more by insinct than knowledge
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and the blow clipped his ear. He threw his feet high,

and tipped Dan over on his head and off his body.

Both men came to their feet and hurled themselves at

- each other with an impact that shook the room.

Rafe’s head was roaring. He felt the smashing blows

rocking his head from side to side. He smashed an in-

side right to the face, and saw a thin streak of blood

~ on Shute’s cheek. He fired his right down the same

groove, and it might as well have heen on a track. The
split in the skin mdened and a trickle of blood started.
Shute took it coming in and never lost stride. He

~ ducked, knocking Rafe off-balance with his shoulder,

g an ﬂve:rhand punch that caught Rafe on the

~ swingin
. cheekbone. Rafe tried to sidestep and faﬂed slipping in
 a wet spot on the floor. As he went down, Dan Shute

aimed a terrific kick at his head that would have ended

. the fight right there, but Rafe hurled himself at the

pivot leg and knocked Dan sprawling.
Both men came up and walked into each other, slug-

ging.

All reason gone, the two men fought like animals,

) yet' worse than animals for in each man was the experi-

ence of years of accumulated brawling and slugging in

the hard tough, wild places of the world. They lived
by their strengl'h and their hands and the fierce animal

~ drive that was within them, the drive of the fight for

survival.
Rafe stepped in, punching Shute with a wicked cut-

- ting, stabbm left. And then his right went down the

line again and blood streamed from the cut cheek. He
sht}ved Dan back and smashed both hands into the
big man’s body, then rolled aside and spilled him with

| a rolling hiplock.

Dan Shute came up, and Rafe walked in. He stabbed

a left to the face and Shute’s teeth showed through his

~ lip, broken and ugly. Rafe set himself and whipped

. up an uppercut that stood Shute on his toes.

Tﬂttermg and punchdrunk, the light of battle still
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flamed in Shute’s eves. He grabbed a bottle and lunged
at Rafe, smashing it down on his shoulder. Rafe rolled
with the blow and felt the bottle shatter over the end of
his shoulder, then he hooked a left with that same numb
arm, and felt the fist sink into Shute’s body.

Dan Shute hit the table beside which Gene Baker I

was standing and both went down in a heap. Suddenly,
Shute rolled over and came to his knees, his eyes blaz-
ing. Blood streamed from the gash in his cheek, open
now from mouth to ear, his lips were shreds and a
huge blue lump concealed one eye. His face was scarcely
human, yet in the remaining eye gleamed a wild, kill-
ing, insane light. And in his hands he held Gene Baker’s
double-barreled shotgun!

He did not speak—just swept the gun up and

squeezed down on both triggers!
Yet at the very instant that he squeezed those trig-

gers, Rafe’s left hand hed dropped to the table near

him and with one terrific heave he spun it toward the
kneeling man. The gun belched flame and thunder as
Rafe hit the floor flat on his stomach and rolled over.

Joe Benson, crouched over the bar, took the full blast

of buckshot in the face and went over backward with
a queer, choking scream.

Rafe heaved himself erect. Suddenly the room was
deathly still. Pod Gomer’s face was a blank sheet of
white horror as he stared at the spot where Benson had
vanished.

Staggering, Caradec walked toward Dan Shute. The
man lay on his back, arms outflung, head lying at a
queer angle.

Mullaney pointed. “The tablel” he said. “It busted
his neck!”

Rafe turned and staggered toward the door. Johnny
Gill caught him there. He slid an arm under Rafe’s
shoulders and strapped his guns to his waist.

“What about Gomer?” he asked.
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Caradec shook his head. Pod Gomer was getting up
to face him, and he lifted a hand.

“Don’t start anything. I've had enough. T'll go.”

Somebody brought a bucket of water. Rafe fell on his

- knees and began splashing the ice-cold water over his

head and face. When he had dried himself on a towel
someone handed him, he started for a coat. Baker had
come in with a clean shirt from the store.

“I'm sorry about that shotgun,” he said. “It happened

~ so fast I didn’t know.”

Rafe tried to smile and couldn’t. His face was stiff

- and swollen.

“Forget it,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”

“You ain’t goin’ to leave, are you?” Baker asked. “Ann
said that she—"

“Leave? Shucks, nol We've got an oil business here,
and there’s a ranch. While I was at the Fort I had a
wire sent to the C Bar down in Texas for some more

b cattle.”

Ann was waiting for him wide-eyed. He walked past
ber toward the bed and fell across it. “Don’t let it get
you, heney.,” he said. “We'll talk about it when I wake
up next week!”

She stared at him, started to speak, and a snore

. ?ﬂjﬂ;mded in the room.
- Ma Baker smiled. “When a man wants to sleep, let
~ him sleep. I'd say he'd earned it!”
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